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LADY AUDLETS SECRET
OHAPTES L
LUCT.
&CDLET CoTTST lay low down in a hollow, rich with fine old
timber and luniriant pastures. You came upon it through an
avenue of limes, bordered on either side by meadows, over the
high hedges of which the cattle looked inquisitively at you as
you passed, wondering, perhaps, what you wanted; for there
was no thoroughfare, and unless you were going to the Court,
you could have no business in that sheltered roadway.
At the end of the avenue there was an old arch and a clocktower, with a stupid, bewildering clock, which had only one
hand. Through this arch you walked straight into the gardens
of Audley Court.
A smooth lawn lay before you, dotted with groups of rhododendrons, which grew in more perfection here than anywhere
else in the county. To the right there were the kitchen gardens, the fish-pond, and an orchard bordered by a dry moat,
and a broken ruin of a wall, in some places thicker than it was
high, and everywhere overgrown with trailing ivy, yellow stonecrop, and dark moss. To the left there was a broad gravelled
walk, down which, years ago, when the place had been a convent, the quiet nuns had walked hand in hand; a wall bordered
with espaliers, and shadowed on one side by goodly oaks, which
(hut out the flat landscape, and circled in the house and
gardens with a darkening shelter.
The house faced the arcJi, and occupied three sides of a quadrangle. I t was very old, and very iiTCgular and rambUng. The
windows were uneven; some small, some large; some with
iieavy stone mullions and rich stained glass; others with frail
lattices that rattled in every breeze; others so modem that they
migkt have been added only yesterday. Great pUes of chimneys rose here and there behind the pointed gables, and seemed
as if they were so broken down by age and long sei-vice, that
thev must have fallen but for the straggl'ug ivy which, crawling
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u p t h e walla and trailing even over the roof, wound itself aboul
them and 8n|iported them. The principal door was squeezed
into a comer of a turret a t one angle of the building, as if it
was in hiding from dangerous visitors, and wished to keen
itself a secret—a noble door for all that—old oak, studded with
reat square-headed iron nails, and so thick t h a t t h e sharp iron
nocker struck upon it with a muffled sound; and the visitor
was fain to ring a clanging bell t h a t dangled in a comer amongst
t h e ivy, lest the noise of the knocking should never penetrate
the stronghold.
A glorious old place—a place t h a t strangers fell into raptures
w i t h ; feeling a yearning wish to have done with life, and to
stay there for ever, staring into the cool fish-ponds, and counting the bubbles as the roach and carp rose to the surface of t h e
water—a spot in which Peace seemed to have taken u p her
abode, setting her soothing hand on every tree and flower; on
the s t m ponds and quiet alleys; the shady comers of t h e oldfashioned rooms; t h e deep window-seats behind t h e painted
glass; the low meadows and t h e stately avenues—ay, even
upon the s t a g n a n t weU, which, cool and sheltered as all else in
the old place, hid itself away in a shrubbery behind the gardens,
with an idle handle t h a t was never turned, and a lazy rope so
rotten t h a t t h e pail had broken away from it, and had fallen
into the water.
A noble place; inside as well as out, a noble place—a house
in which you incontinently lost yourself if ever you were so
rash as t o go about it alone; a house in which no one room had
any sympathy with another, every chamber running off a t a
t a n g e n t m t o an inner chamber, and through t h a t down some
narrow staircase leading to a door which, in its t u r n , led back
into t h a t very part of the house from which you t h o u g h t yourself t h e farthest; a house t h a t could never have been planned
by any mortal architect, b u t m u s t have been the handiwork of
t h a t good old builder—Time, who—addii^.g a room one year,
nnd knocking down a room another year, toppling over now a
chimney coeval with the Plantagenets, and setting u p one in
the style of the Tudora; shaking down a bit of Saxon wall
t h w e , and a l l o w n g a N o r m a n arch to stand h e r e ; throwing in
a low of high narrow windows in the reign of Queen Anne, and
joining on a dining-room after the fashion of the time of Hanoverian George I . t o a refectory t h a t had been standing since
the Conquest—had contrived, in some eleven centuries, to construct such a mansion as was not elsewhere to be met with
throughout t h e county of Essex. Of course, in such a house,
there was a secret passage. The httle daughter of the present
owner, Sir Michael Audley, had fallen by accident upon the
discovery of one. A board had rattled linder her feet in the
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great nursery where she played, and on attention being drawn
to it, it was found to be loose, and was by-and-by removed,
revealing a ladder leading to a hiding-place between the floor oi
the nursery and the ceiling of the room below—a hiding-place
in which was found a quaint old carved oak chest half filled
with priests' vestments that had been hidden away, no doubt,
in those cruel days when the Ufe of a man was in danger if ha
was discovered to have harboured a Eoman CathoUc priest, os"
to have had mass said in his house.
The broad outer moat was dry o.iid grass-grown, and the
laden trees of the orchard hung over it w t h gnarled stragghng
branches that drew fantastical patterns upon the green slope
Within this moat there was, as I have said, the fish-pond—a
sheet of water that extended the whole length of the garden,
and bordering which there was an avenue called the hme-tree
walk; an avenue so shaded from the sun and sky, so screened
from observation by the thick shelter of the over-arching trees,
that it seemed a chosen place for secret meetings or for stolen
interviews; a place in which conspiracy might have been
planned or a lover's vow registered with equal safety; and yet
it was scarcely twenty p.aces from the house.
At the end of this dark arcade there was the shrubbery,
where, half buried amongst the tangled branches and the
neglected weeds, stood the rusty wheel of that old well of
which I have spoken. I t had been of good service in its time,
'to doubt; and busy nuns have perhaps drawn the cool water
with their own fair hands; but it had fallen into disuse now,
and scarcely any one at Audley Court knew whether the spring
had dried up or not. But sheltered as was the solitude of this
lime-tree walk, I doubt very much if it was ever put to any
romantic uses. Often in the cool of tl^e evening Sir Michael
Audley would stroll up and down, smoking his cigar, with his
dog at his heels, and his pretty young wife dawdling by his
side; but in about ten minutes the baronet and his companion
would grow tired of the rustling limes and the still water,
hidden under the spreading leaves of the water-HHes, and the
long green vista with the broken well at the end, and would
«troU back to the white drawing-room, where my lady played
dreamy melodies by Beethoven and Mendelssohn till her husband fell asleep in his easy chair.
Sir Michael Audley was fifty-six years of age, and he had
married a second wife three months after his fifty-fifth birth*
day. He was a big man, tall and stont, with a deep sonorou*
voice, handsome black eyes, and a white beard—a white bean!
which made him look venerable against his will; for he was as
active as a boy, and one of the haidest riders in the county.
For seventeen years he had been a widower with an only child.
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a daughter, Alicia Audley, now eighteen, and by no means too
well pleased at having a step-mother brought home to the
Court; for Miss AKcia had reigned supreme in her father's
house since her earhest childhood, and had carried the keys,
and jingled them in the pockets of her silk aprons, and lost
them in the shrabbery, and dropped them into the pond, and
given all manner of trouble about them from the hour in which
she entered her teens, and had on that account deluded herseU
into the sincere beUef that for the whole of that period she had
iDeen keeping house.
But Miss AUcia's day was over; and now, when she asked
anything of the housekeeper, the housekeeper would teU her
that she would speak to my lady, or she would consult my
lady, and if my lady pleased it should be done. So the baronet's daughter, who was an excellent horsewoman and a very
clever artist, spent most of her time out of doors, riding about
the green lanes, and sketching the cottage children, and the
ploughboys, and the cattle, and all maimer of animal life that
came in her way. She set her face with a sulky determination
against any intimacy between herself and the baronet's young
wife; and amiable as that lady was, she found it quite impossible to overcome Miss AUcia's prejudices and dishke;_or to
convince the spoilt girl that she had not done her a cruel ipjury
in marrying Sir Michael Audley.
The fanith was that Lady Audley had, in becoming the vrife
of Sir Michael, made one of those apparently advantageong
matches which are apt to draw upon a woman the envy an*
hatred of her sex. She had come into the neighbourhood as a
governess in the family of a surgeon in the village near Audley
Court. No one knew anything of her except that she came in
answer to an adverti.sement which Mr. Dawson, the surgeon,
had inserted in the Times. She came from London; and the
only reference she gave was to a lady at a school at Brompton,
where she had once been a teacher. But this reference was so
satisfactory that none other was needed, and Miss Lucy Graham
v^as received by the surgeon as the instructress of his daughters.
Her accomphshments were so brilliant and numerous, that it
seemed strange that she should have answered an advertisement offering such very moderate tenns of remuneration as
those named by Mr. Dawson : but Miss Graham seemed perfectly well satisfied with her situation, and she taught the girU
to play sonatas by Beethoven, and to paint from Nature after
Creswick, and walked through the dull, out-of-the-way villagt
to ihe humble little church three times on Sunday, as contentedly as if she had no higher aspiration in the world than to
do so all the rest of her life.
People wlr* observed this accounted for it by saying that i\

Lucy.
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was past of her amiable and gentle nature always to be Kglithearted, happy, and contented under any circumstances.
Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and brightness
with her. In the cottages of the poor her fair face shone lil-f
a sunbeam. She would sit for a quarter of an hour talking to
Eome old woman, and apparently as pleased with the admiration
of a toothless crone as if she had been Hstening to the compUments of a marquis; and when she tripped away, leaving
nothing behind her (for her poor salary gave no scope to her
benevolence), the old woman would burst out into senile raptures with her grace, her beauty, and her kindliness, such as
she never bestowed upon the vicar's wife, who half fed and
clothed her. For you see Miss Lucy Graham was blessed
with that magic power of fascination by which a woman can
charm with a word or intoxicate with a smile. Every one
loved, admired, and praised her. The boy who opened the
five-barred gate that stood in her pathway ran home to his
mother to tell of her pretty looks, and the sweet voice in which
she thanked him for the Httle service. The verger at the
church who ushered her into the surgeon's pew; the vicar who
saw the soft blue eyes ui^lifted to his face as he preached his
simple sermon; the porter from the railway-station who brought
her sometimes a letter or a parcel, and who never looked for
reward from her; her employer; his visitors; her pupils; the
jervants; everybody, high and low, united in declaring that
Lucy Graham was the sweetest girl that ever Hved.
Perhaps it was this cry which penetrated into the quiet
chambers of Audley Court; or perhaps it was the sight of her
pretty face, looking over the surgeon's high pew every Sunday
mornitig. However it was, it was certain Sir Michael Audley
suddenly experienced a strong desire to be better acquainted
with Mr. Dawson's governess.
He had only to hint this to the worthy doctor for a Httle
party to be got up, to which the vicar and his wife, and the
baronet and his daughter were invited.
That one quiet evening sealed Sir Michael's fate. He could
BO more resist the tender fascination of those soft and melting
blue eyes; the graceful beauty of that slender throat and
arooping head, with its wealth of showering flaxen curls; the
low music of that gentle voice; the perfect harmony which
pervaded every charm, and made all doubly charming in this
woman; than he could resist his destiny. Destiny! Wliy,
fine was his de.stiny! He had never loved before. What had
been his marriage with Alicia's mother but a duU, jog-trot
bargain, made to keep some estate in the family that would
have been just as well out of it? ^VTiat had been his love for
his first wife but a poor, pitiful, smouldering spark, too dull to
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bo extinguished, too feeble to b u m ? B u t this was love—|thi«
fever, this longing, this restless, uncertain, miseralile hesitation;
these cruel fears t h a t his age was an insurmountable barrier _t«
lis happiness; this sick hatred of his white beard; this frenzied
wish to be young again, with gHstening raven hair, and a sHnj
waist, such as he had had twenty years before; these wakeful
nights and melancholy days, so gloriously brightened ii he
chanced to catch a glimpse of her sweet face behind the window
curtains as he drove past the surgeon's h o u s e ; aU these signs
gave token of the t r a t h ; and told only too plainly t h a t , a t t h e
sober age of fifty-five. Sir Michael Audley h a d fallen ill of t h e
terrible fever called love.
I do not tliink t h a t throughout his courtship t h e baronet
once calculated upon his wealth or his position as a strong
reason for his success. If he ever remembered these things,
he dismissed the t h o u g h t of t h e m with a shudder. I t pained
him too much to beHeve for a moment t h a t any one so lovely
andxnnocent could value herself against a splendid house or a
good old title. N o ; his hope was t h a t as her life had been
most Hkely one of toil and dependence, and as she was very
young (nobody exactly knew her age, b u t she looked Httle more
t h a n twenty), she might never have formed any a t t a c h m e n t ,
and t h a t he, being the first to woo her, m i g h t by tender attentions, by generous watchfulness, by a love which should recall
to her the father she h a d lost, and by a protecting care t h a t
should make him necessary to her, win her young heart, and
obtain from her fresh and earhest love alone t h e promise of her
hand. I t was a very romantic day-dream, no doubt > but, for
all t h a t , it seemed in a very fair way to be reaHzed. Lucy
Graham appeared by no means to disHke t h e baronet's attentions. There was nothing whatever in her manner of the
shallow artifice employed by a woman who wishes to captivate
a rich man. She was so used to admiration from every one,
high and low, t h a t Sir Michael's conduct made very little impression upon her. Again, he had been so m a n y years a
widower t h a t people h a d given u p the idea of his ever marrying
again. A t last, however, ]\Irs. Dawson spoke to the governess
on the subject. The surgeon's wife was sitting in t h e schoolroom busy a.t work, while Lucy was p u t t i n g t h e finishing
touches to some water-colour sketches done by her pupils.
" Do you know, my dear Miss Graham," said ]\Irs. Dawson,
-' I think you ought t o consider yourself a remarkably lucky
gw^-"
The governess lifted her head from its stooping attitude, ano
(stared wonderingly a t hor employer, shaking back a shower of
curls. They were the moHt wonderful curls in the world—soft
and feathery, always floating away from her face, and nv,jVin]j
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% pale hal 5 round her head when the sunHght shosw through
them.
_" W h a t do you mefm, m y dear Mrs. Dawson P " she asked,
dipping her camel's-hair brush into the wet aquamarine upon
the palette, and poising it carefully before putting in the delicate streak of purple which was to brighten the horizon in her
pupil's sketch,
" Why, 1 mean, my dear, t h a t it only rests with yourself to
become Lady Audley, and the mistress of Audley Court,"
Lucy Graham dropped t h e brush upon the picture, and
flushed scarlet to t h e roots of her fair h a i r ; and then grew pale
again, far paler t h a n Mrs. Dawson had ever seen her before.
" My dear, don't agitate yourself," said t h e surgeon's wife,
soothingly; " y o u know t h a t nobody asks you to marry Sir
Michael unless you wish. Of course it would be a magnificent
m a t c h ; he has a splendid income, and is one of the most
generous of men. Your position would be very high, and you
would be enabled to do a great deal of good; but, as I said
before, you m u s t be entirely guided by your own feeHngs.
Only one thing I m u s t say, and t h a t is, t h a t if Sir Michael's
attentions are not agreeable to you, it is really scarcely honourable to encourage him."
" His attentions—encourage him ! " muttered Lucy, as if the
words bewildered her. " P r a y , pray don't talk to me, Mrs
Dawson. I had no idea of this. I t is the last thing t h a t
would have occurred to me." She leaned her elbows on the
drawing-board before her, and clasping her hands over her face,
seemed for some minutes to be thinking deeply. She wore a
narrow black ribbon round her neck, with a locket, or a cross,
or a miniature, perhaps, attached to i t ; but whatever the
trinket was, she always kept it hidden under her dress. Once
or twice, while she sat silently thinking, she removed one of her
hands from before her face, and fidgeted nervously with the ribbon, clutching a t it with a half-angry gesture, and twisting it
backwards and forwards between her fingers.
" I think some people are b o m to be unlucky, Mrs. Dawson,'
she said, by-and-by; " it would be a great deal too much good
fbrtune for me to become Lady Audley."
She said this with so much bitterness in her tone, t h a t t h e
Burgeon's wife looked u p a t her with surprise.
" You unlucky, my dear ! " she exclaimed. " I think you're
the last person who ought to talk like that—you, such a bright,
happy creature, t h a t it does every one good to see you. I ' m
8ure I don't know w h a t we shall do if Sir Michael robs us oi
rou."
After this conversation t h e y often spoke upon t h e snbjecti
and Lucy never again showed any emotion whatever when th«
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baronet's admiration for her was canvassed. I t was a tacitly
understood t h i n g in the surgeon's family t h a t whenever Sir
Michael proposed, the governess would quietly accept him ; and,
indeed, t h e simple Dawsons would have t h o u g h t it something
more t h a n madness in a penniless girl to reject such an offer.
So one misty J u n e evening Sir Michael, sitting opposite to
Lucy Graham at a window in the surgeon's Httle drawmg-room,
took an opportunity, while the family happened by some accident to be absent from the room, of speaking upon t h e subject
nearest to his heart. He made the governess in few b u t solemn
words an offer of his hand. There was something abnost touching in the manner and tone in which he spoke to her—half in
deprecation, knowing t h a t he could hardly expect t o be t h e
choice of a beautiful young girl, and praying rather t h a t she
would reject liim, even t h o u g h she broke his h e a r t by doing so,
than t h a t she should accept his offer if she did not love him.
" I scarcely think there is a greater sin, L u c y , " he said
solemnly, " t h a n t h a t of the woman who m a n i e s a m a n she
does not love. Y o u are so precious to me, m y beloved, t h a t
deeply as m y h e a r t is set on this, and bitter as t h e mere
thought of disappointment is to me, I would not have you commit such a sin for any happiness of mine. I f m y happinesa
could be achieved by such an act, which it could not—which it
never could," he repeated earnestly, " nothing b u t misery cau
result from a m.arriage dictated by any motive b u t t r u t h and
lore."
Lucy Graham was not looking a t Sir Michael, b u t straight
out into the misty twiHght and the dim landscape far away
beyond the little garden. The baronet tried to see her face, b u t
her profile was uamed to him, and he could not discover the
expression of her eyes. If he could have done so, he would
have seen a yearning gaze wluch seemed as if it would have
pierced the far obscurity and looked away—away into anoth^*
v/'orld.
" Lucy, you heard m e ? "
" Yes," she said gravely; n o t coldly, or i a a n y way as if uhis
were offended at his words.
" And your answer P "
She did not remove her gaze from the darkening country sid«^
l i l t for some moments was quite silent; t h e n turninor to hiia
V, ith a sudden passion in her manner, t h a t Hghted u p her face
v.'ith a new and wonderful beauty -wliicli the baronet percoive^J
even in the growing twilight, she fell on her knees a t his feeL
" N o , L u c y ; no, n o ! " he cried vehemently: " n o t here, not
here!"
" Yes, here, heie," she said, the strange passion which acitated her making her voice sound shiill and piercing—not L^iTc^
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but pretematnrally distinct; "here, and nowhere else. How
good you are—how noble and how generous! Love you! Why
there are women a hundred times my superiors in beauty and in
goodness who might love you dearly; but you ask too much of
me. You ask too much of me! Bemember what my Hfe has
been; only rememler that. From my very babyhood I have
never seen anything but poverty. My father was a gentleman;
clever, accompUshed, generous, handsome — but poor. My
mother
^but do not let me speak of her. Poverty, poverty,
trials, vexations, humiliations, deprivations ! You cannot tell;
you, who are amongst those for whom Hfe is so smooth and
easy; you can never guess what is endured by such as we. Do
dot ask too much of me, then. I cannot be disinterested; I
jannot be bHnd to the advantages of such an aUiance. I cannot,
I cannot!"
Beyond her agitation and her passionate vehemence, there
was an undefined something in her manner which filled the
baironet with a vague alarm. She was still on the ground at
his feet, crouching rather than kneehng, her thin white dress
cUnging about her, her pale hair streaming over her shoulders,
her great blue eyes ghttering in the dusk, and her hands
clutching at the black ribbon about her throat, as if it had been
strangling her.
" Don't ask too much of me," she kept repeating; " I have
been selfish from my babyhood."
" Lucy, Lucy, speak plainly. Do you dislike me P "
" Dislike you I No, no! "
" But is there any one else whom you love P "
She laughed aloud at his question, " I do not lore any one
in the world," she answered.
He was glad of her reply; and yet that and the strange
laugh jarred upon his feeHngs. He was silent for some moments, and then said with a kind of effort,—
" Well, Lucy, I wiU not ask too much of you. I daresay I
am a romantic old fool; but if you do not disHke me, and if you
do not love any one else, I see no reason why we should not
make a very happy couple. Is it a bargain, Lucy P "
" Yes."
The baronet lifted her in his arms, and kissed her once upon
the forehead; then, after quietly bidding her good night, he
walked straight out of the house.
He walked straight out of the house, this fooHsh old man,
because there was some strong emotion at work in his heart—
neither joy, nor triumph, but something almost akin to disappointment; some stifled and iinsatisfied longing which lay
heavy and duU at his heart, as if he had carried a corpse in hia
bosom. He carried the corpse of that hope which had died at
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the sound of Lucy's words. Ail the doubts and fears and
timid aspirations were ended now. H e must be contented, like
other men of his age, to be married for his fortune and his
position.
Lucy Graham went slowly u p the stairs to her Httle room a t
the top of the house. She plaw;ed her dim candle on t h e chest
of drawers, and seated herself on the edge of t h e v^rhite bed j
stiU and wliite as the draperies hanging round her.
" N o more dependence, no more drudgeiy, no more humiHations," she said; " every trace of the old Hfe melted away—every
clue t o identity buried and forgotten—except these, except
these."
She h a d never taken her left h a n d from the black ribbon at
her throat. She drew it from her bosom as she spyoke, and
looked a t the object attached to it.
I t was neither a locket, a miniature, nor a cross: it was a
ring wrapped in an oblong piece of paper—the paper partly
printed, partly written, yeUow with age, and crumpled with
much folding.
CHAPTER

n.

ON BOARD THE ABGCS.

H E threw t h e end of his cigar into t h e water, and leaning h u
elbows upon the bulwarks, stared meditatively a t the waves.
" H o w wearisome they a r e ! " he said; " blue, and green, and
opal; opal, and blue, and green; aU very weU in their way,
of course, b u t three months of t h e m are rather too much,
especially
"
H e did not a t t e m p t t o finish his sentence; his thoughts
seemed t o wander in t h e very midst of it, and carry hini g
thousand miles or so away.
" P o o r Httle girl, how pleased she'U b o ! " he muttered.
Oldening his cigar-case, and lazily surveying its contents; " how
pleased and how surprised! Poor Httle girl 1 After three years
and a half, t o o ; she will be surprised."
H e was a young man of about five-and-twenty, with a dark
face, bronzed by exposure to the s u n ; he had handsome brown
eyes, with a feminine smile in them, t h a t sjiarkled through his
'(•lack lashes, and a bushy beard and moustache t h a t covered
the whole of t h e lower p a r t of his face. H e was tall and
powerfully b u i l t ; he wore a loose grey suit, and a felt ha'*,
thrown carelessly upon his black hair. His name was George
Talboys, and he was aft-cabin passenger on board the good shi
%
Argus, laden with Australian wool, and saiHng frc,«i Sidney t«
Liverpool.
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There were very few passengers in the aft-cabin of the Argus.
An elderly wool-stapler, returning to his native countiy with
his wife and daughters, after having made a fortune m th*
colonies; a governess of five-and-thirty years of age going
home to marry a man to whom she had been engaged fifteen
years; the sentimental daughter of a wealthy Australian
wine merchant, invoiced to England to finish her education,
and George Talboys, were the only first-class passengers ou
board.
Tills George Talboys was the Hfe and soul of the vessel;
nobody knew who or what he was, or where he came from, but
everybody liked him. He sat at the bottom of the dinner-table,
and assisted the captain in doing the honours of the friendly
meal. He opened the champagne bottles, and took wine with
every one present; he told funny stories, and led the laugh
himself with such a joyous peal, that the man must have been
a churl who could not have laughed for pure sympathy. He
was a capital hand at speculation and vhigt-e-tun, and all the
merry round games, which kept the Httle circle round the cabin
lamp so deep in innocent amusement, that a hurricane might
have howled overhead without their hearing it; but he freely
owned that he had no talent for wliist, and that he didn't know
a knight from a castle upon the chess-board.
Indeed, Mr. Talboys was by no means too learned a gentleman. The pale governess had tried to talk to him about
fasliionable literature, but George had only pulled his beard and
stared very hard at her, saying oceasionaUy, " Ah, y e s ! " and,
" To be sure, h a ! "
The sentimental young lady, going home to finish her education, had tried him with Shelley and Byron, and he had fairl;
laughed in her face, as if poetry were a joke. The wool-Btajjle
sounded him upon poHtics, but he did not seem very deepl
versed in them; so they let liim go his own way, smoke h
cigars and talk to the sailors, lounge over the bulwarks an(J
stare at the water, and make himself agreeable to everybody ii
his own fashion. But when the Argus came to be within about
a fortnight's sail of England, everybody noticed a change in
George Talboys. He grew restless and fidgety; sometimes so
meiTy that the cabin rang with his laughter; sometimes moody
and thoughtful. Favourite as he was amongst the sailors, they
grew tired at last of answering his perpetual questions about
the probable time of touching land. Would it be in ten days,
in eleven, in twelve, in thirteen P Was the wind faTOurableP
How many knots an hour was the vessel doing P Then a sudden
passion would seize him, and he would stamp upon the deck,
crying out that she was a rickety old craft, and that her owners
wera swindlers to advertise her as \hi fast-saiHng Argus. Shs
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was not fit for passenger traffic; she was not fit to carry impatient Hving creatures with hearts and souls; she was fit foi
nothing but to be laden with bales of stupid wool, that might
rot on the sea and be none the worse for it.
The sun was dropping down behind the waves as George
Talboys Hghted his cigar upon this August evening. Only ten
days more, the sailors had told him that afternoon, and they
would see the EngHsh coast. " I wiU go ashore in the first
boat that hails us," he cried; " I wiU go ashore in a cockle-sheU.
By Jove, if it comes to that, I wiU swim to land I "
His friends in the aft-cabin, with the exception of the pale
governess, laughed at his impatience: she sighed as she watched
the young man, chafing at the slow hours, pushing away his
untasted wine, flinging himself restlessly about upon the cabin
sofa, rushing up and down the companion ladder, and staring
at the waves.
As the red rim of the sun dropped into the water, the governess ascended the cabin-stairs for a stroU on deck, wlule the
passengers sat over their wine below. She stopped when she
came up to George, and standing by his side, watched the fading
crimson in the western sky.
The lady was very quiet and reserved, seldom sharing in the
after-cabin amusements, never laughing, and speaking very
Httle; but she and George Talboys had been excellent friends
throughout the passage.
" Does my cigar annoy yon. Miss Morley P " he said, taking
it out of his mouth.
" Not at all; pray do not leave off smoking. I only came up
to look at the sunset. What a lovely evening!"
"Yes, yes, I daresay," he answered, impatiently; " y e t so
long, so long! Ten more interminable days and ten more weary
nights before we land."
" Yes," said Miss Morley, sighing. " Do you wish the time
shorter ? "
" Do IP " cried George; " indeed I do. Don't yon P "
« Scarcely."
" But is there no one you love in England P Is there no one
you love looking out for your arrival P "
" I hope BO," she said, gravely. They were silent for some
time, he smoking his cigar with a furious impatience, as if ho
could hasten the course of the vessel by his own restlessness;
she looking out at the waning light with melancholy blup eyes:
eyes that seemed to have faded with poring over closely-pi-inted
books and dif&cult needlework; eyes that had faded a little,
perhaps, by reason of tears secretly shed in the dead hours of
the lonely night.
" See 1 " said George, suddenly pointing in another direction
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ftym that towards which Miss Morley was looking, " there's the
uew moon."
She looked up at the pale crescent, her own face almost aa
pale and wan.
_" This is the first time we have seen it. We must wish I"
*iid George. " I know what I wish."
"What?"
" That we may get home quickly."
" My wish is that we may find no disappointment when Vfa
get there," said the governess, sadly.
" Disappointment!"
He started as if he had been struck, and asked what sta
meant by talldng of disappointment.
" I mean this," she said, speaking rapidly, and with a restless motion of her thin hands; " I mean that as the end of this
long voyage draws near, hope sinks in my heart; and a sick
fear comes over me that at the last all may not be well. The
person I go to meel may be changed in his feeHngs towards me;
or he may retain all the old feeHng until the moment of seeing
me, and then lose it in a breath at sight of my poor wan face—
for I was called a pretty girl, Mr. Talboys, when I sailed for
Sydney, fifteen years ago; or he may be so changed by the world
as to have grown selfish and mercenary, and he may welcome
me for the sake of my fifteen years' savings. Again, he may be
dead. He may have been well, perhaps, up to within a week of
our landing, and in that last week may have taken a fever, and
died an hour before our vessel anchors in the Mersey. I think
of all these things, Mr. Talboys, and act the scenes over in my
mind, and feel the anguish of them twenty times a day.
Twenty times a d a y ! " she repeated: " why, I do it a thousand
times a day."
George Talboys had stood motionless, with his cigar in hia
hand, listening to her so intently, that as she said the last
words, his hold relaxed, and the cigar dropped into the water.
" I wonder," she continued, more to herself than to him—" I
wonder, looking back, to think how hopuful I was when the
vessel sailed; I never thought then of disapj)ointment, but I
pictured the joy of meeting, imagining the very words that
would be. said, the very tones, the very looks; but for this laat
month of the voyage, day by day, and hour by hour, my heart
einks, and my hopeful fancies fade away, and I dread the end
as much as if I hnew that I was going to England to attend a
funeral."
The young man suddenly changed his attitude, and turned
Lis face full upon his companion, with a look of alai-m. She
eaw in the pale light that the colour had faded from his cheek.
" W h a t a fooll he cried, striking his clenched fist upon the
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ride of thA vessel, " what a fool I am to be frightened a t triiiS I
W h y do you come and say these things to me? W h y do yon
come and terrify me out of my senses, when 1 am going straight
home to the woman I love; to a girl whose heart is as true aa
tlie light of heaven, and m whom 1 no more expect to find any
change t h a n I do to see another sun rise in to-morrow's skyP
"Wliy do you come and t i y to p u t suj3h fancies into my head,
when I am going home to my darHng m f e ? "
" Y o u r w i f e ? " she said; " t h a t is different. There is no
reason t h a t m y terrors should terrify you. I am going to
England to rejoin a man to whom I was engaged to be m a m e d
fifteen years ago. H e was too poor t o marry then, and when
I was offerea a situation as governess in a rich Australian
family, I persuaded him to let me accept it, so t h a t I might
leave him free and unfettered to win his way in the v/orld, while
I saved a Httle money to help us when we began Hfe together
I never meant to stay away so long, b u t things have gone badly
with him in England. T h a t is my story, and you can understand my fears. They need not influence you. Mine is an
exceptional ^ase."
" S o is n J n e , " said George, impatiently. " I teU you t h a t
mine is an exceptional case, although I swear to you t h a t , until
this moment, I have never kr^o-wn a fear as to t h e result of my
vo^rage home. B u t you are right; your terrors have nothing to
do with me. Y o u have been away fifteen years; all kinds of
things may happen in fifteen years. Now, it is only three years
and a half since I left England. AVhat can have happened in
such a short time as t h a t ? "
Miss Morley looked a t him with a mournful smile, b u t did
not speak. His feverish ardour, the freshness and impatienceof his nature, were so strange and new to her, t h a t she looked
a t him half in admiration, half m pity.
" My pretty little wife! My gentle, innocent, loving, little
wife! Do yon know. Miss Morley," he said, \vith all his old
hopefulness of manner, " t h a t I left my little girl asleep, with
her baby in her arms, p.nd -^vith nothing b u t a few blotted lines
to tell her why her faithful husband had deserted h e r ? "
" Deserted h e r ! " exclaimed the governess.
" Yes. I was a comet in a cavalry regiment when I first met
sny Httle darHng. W e were quartered a t a stupid sea-port
town, where my pet Hved with her shabby old father, a half-pay
naval officer; a regular old humbug, as poor as Job, and -vritb
an eye for nothing b u t the main chance. I saw t h r o u g h aU hia
ghaUow tricks to catch one of us for his pretty dauyliter. I
saw all the pitiful, contemptible, palpable t r a p s he sel; for big
dragoons t o walk into.
I saw t h r o u g h his shabby-genteel
dinners and public-house p o r t ; his fino talk of %hc grandeur of
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d s family; his sham pride and independence, and the sham
tears in his bleared old eyes when he talked of his only cluld.
He was a drunken old hypocrite, and he was ready to sell my
poor Httle girl to the highest bidder. Luckily for me, I hapoened just then to be the highest bidder; for my father is a
rich man. Miss Morley, and as it was love at first sight on both
sides, my darHng and I made a match of it. No sooner, how.
ever, did my father hear that I had married a penniless Httla
girl, the daughter of a tipsy old half-pay Heutenant, than ise
wrote me a furious letter, telHng me he would never again hold
any communication vrith me, and that my yearly allowance
would stop from my wedding-day. As there was no remaining
in such a regiment as mine with nothing but my pay to Hve on,
«.nd a pretty Httle wife to keep, I sold out, thinking that before
the money that I got for my commission was exhausted, I
should be sure to drop into something. I took my darHng to
Italy, and we Hved there in splendid style as long as my two
thousand pounds lasted; but when that began to dvrindle down
to a couple of hundred or so, we came back to England, and as
my darling had a fancy for being near that tiresome old father
of hers, we settled at the watering-place where he Hved. WeU,
as soon as the old man heard that I had a couple of hundred
pounds left, he expressed a wonderful degree of affection for us,
and insisted on our boarding in his house. We consented, still
to please my darling, who had just then a pecuHar right to have
every whim and fancy of her innocent heart indulged. We did
board with him, and finely he fleeced us; but when I spoke of
it to my little wife, she only shrugged her shoulders, and said
she did not Hke to be unkind to ' poor papa.' So poor papa
made away with our Httle stock of money in no time; and as I
felt that it was now becoming necessaiy to look about for some«
thing, I ran up to London, and tried to get a situation as q
clerk in a merchant's office, or as accountant, or book-keeper, or
something of that kind. But I suppose there was the stamp of
ti heavy dragoon upon me, for do what I would I couldn't get
taiycoay to beHeve in my capacity; and tired out, and down
hearted, I returned to my ciarling, to find her nursing a son
and heir to his father's poverty. Poor Httle girl, she was ver.'
low-spirited; and when I told her that my London expeditiot.
had failed, she fairly broke down, and burst into a storm of sobs
and lamentations, telling me that I ought not to have married
her if I could give her nothing but poverty and misery; and
that I had done her a cmel wrong in making her my wife. By
Heaven! Miss Morley, her tears and reproaches drove ma
almost mad; and I flew into a rage with her, myself, her father,
the world, and everybody in it, and then ran out of the house,
fi«nlaring that I would never enter it again. I walked abo^l
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the streets all t h a t day half out of my mind, and v^ ith a strong
incHnation to throw myself into the sea, so as to leave my poor
girl free t o make a better match. ' If I drown myself, her father
m u s t support her,' I t h o u g h t ; ' t h e old hypocrite could never
refuse her a shelter; but while I live she has no claim on him.'
I went down to a rickety old wooden pier, meaning t o wait
there tiU it was dark, and then drop quietly over t h e end of it
into_ the w a t e r ; b u t wliile I sat there smoking m y pipe, and
staring vacantly a t the sea-guUs, two men came doivn, and cne
of t h e m began to talk of the AustraHan gold-diggings, and the
great things t h a t were to be done there. I t appeared t h a t he
was going to sail hi a day or two, and he was t r y i n g t o persuade
his companion to join him in t h e expedition.
" I Hstened to these men for upwards of an hour, foUowing
t h e m u p and do-^vn the pier with my pipe in my mouth, and
hearing aU their talk. After tliis I fell into conversation with
t h e m myself, and ascertained t h a t there was a vessel going to
leave Liverpool in three days, by which vessel one of the men
was going out. This m a n gave me aU t h e information I required, and told me, moreover, t h a t a stalwart young feUow
such as I was could hardly fail to do weU in t h e diggings. T h e
t h o u g h t flashed upon me so suddenly, t h a t I grew h o t and red
in t h e face, and trembled in every Hmb with excitement. Tins
was better t h a n t h e water, a t any rate. Suppose I stole away
from m y darHng, leaving her safe under her father's roof, and
went and made a fortune in the new world, and came back in a
twelvemonth to throw it into her l a p ; for I was so sanguine in
those days t h a t I counted on making m y fortune in a year or
so. I thanked t h e m a n for his information, and late a t night
strolled homewards. I t was bitter winter weather, but I had
been too full of passion to feel cold, and I walked through the
quiet streets, with the snow drifting in m y face, and a desperate
hopefulness in m y heart. T h e old m a n was sitting drinking
brandy-and-water in his Httle dining-room; and my wife was
np-stairs, sleeping peacefully with the baby on her breast. I
sat down and wrote a few brief Hues, which told her t h a t I
never had loved her better t h a n now when I seemed to desert
^Zi - A
^ ^ 8 gomg to t r y my fortune m a new world; and
t h a t if I succeeded I should come back to b r i n - her plenty and
happiness, but t h a t if I failed I shnnlrl r,^ .; i "^i
i'^^'J-^J ?'"'^
-iD-nn T .lix^-^^i A-x. ^'^^", J- snouicl never look upon her face
f o ! C ; . o u n ^ r fn+?+ ' • ^ ^ ^ i i ' ^ ' - Of our m o n e y - s o m e t h i n g over
torty pounds—into two equal portions, leaving one for her and
p u t t m g t h e other m my pocket. I knelt An^
a^/.:
^^^'^'^
my wi?e and child, with m y head u S n t h e T h i ^ e . . ^ T ' ' ^ ^°'
t h a t covered them. I wasn't much
otV^r^ti^^T^tTf'
nary times, b u t God knows that was T h S e U " J r ^ '
'^i
kissed her onr.e and the baby once, and t h e n croot o u t o f ' t h i
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room. The dining-room door was open, and the old man was
nodding over his paper. He looked up as he heard my step in the
passage, and asked me where I was going. ' To have a smoke
m the street,' I answered; and as this was a common habit of
mine, he beHeved me. Three nights after this I was out at sea,
bound for Melbourne—a steerage passenger, with a digger's tools
•or my baggage, and about seven sliillings in my pocket."
" And you succeeded ?" asked Miss Morley.
" Not till I had long despaired of success; not until poverty
and I had become such old companions and bedfellows, that,
looking back at my past Hfe, I wondered whether that dashing,
reckless, extravagant, luxurious, champagne-drinking dragoon
could have really been the same man who sat on the damp
ound gnawing a mouldy crust in the wilds of the new world,
clung to the memory of my darling, and the trust that I had
in her love and truth, as the one keystone that kept the fabric
of my past Hfe together—the one star that Ht the thick 'j\ack
darkness of the future. I was hail fellow well met witli bad
men; I was in the centre of riot, drunkenness, and debauchery;
but the purifying influence of my love kept me safe from all.
Thin and gaunt, the half-starved shadow of what I once had
been, I saw myself one day in a broken bit of looking-glass, and
was frightened of my own face. But I toiled on through all;
through disappointment and despair, rheumatism, fever, starvation, at the very gates of death, I toiled on steadily to the end;
and m the end I conquered."
He was so brave in his energy and determination, in his proud
triumph of success, and in the knowledge of the difficulties he
had vanquished, that the pale governess could only look at him
in wondering admiration.
" How brave you were!" she said.
" Brave!" he cried, with a joyous peal of laughter; " wasn't I
working for my darHng—through all the dreary time of that
probation, her pretty white hand beckoning me onwards to a
happy future ? Why, I have seen her under my wretched canvas
tent, sitting by my side, with her boy in her arms, as plainly as
I had ever seen her in the one happy year of our wedded Hfe.
At last, one dreary, foggy morning, just three months ago;
with a drizzHng rain wetting me to the skin; up to my neck
in clay and mire; half-starved; enfeebled by fever; stiff with
rheumatism; a monster nugget turned up i nder my spade, and
I came upon a gold deposit of some magnitude. A fortnight
afterwards I was the richest man m all the little colony about
me. I travelled post-haste to Sydney, realized my gold findings, wliich were worth upwards of £20,000, and a fortnight
lifterwards took my passage for England in this vessel; and is
ten days—in ten days I shall see my darling."
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" But in all that time did you never write to your wife Y"
" Never till a week before this vessel set sad. I could ao\
write when everything looked so black. I could not write and
tell her that I was fighting hard with despair and death. I
waited for better fbrtune; and when that came, I wrote, telling
her that I should be in England almost as soon as my letter,
and giving her an address at a cofiee-house in London, where
she could write to me, teUing me where to find her; though she
's hardly likely to have left her father's house."
He fell into a reverie after this, and puffed meditatively at his
cigar. His companion did not disturb him. The last ray of the
summer dayHght had died out, and the pale Hght of the crescent
moon only remained.
Presently George Talboys flung away his cigar, and, turning
to the governess, cried abruptly, " Miss Morley, if, when I get
to England, I hear that anything has happened to my wife, I
shaU fall down dead."
"My dear Mr. Talboys, why do you think of these things?
God is very good to us j He wiU not afiHct us beyond our power
of endurance. I see all things, perhaps, ia a melancholy Hght;
for the long monotony of my Hfe has given me too much ti.sie
to flunk over my troubles."
"And my Hfe has been all action, privation, toil, alternate
hoije and despair; Ihave had no time to think upon the chances
of anything happening to my darHng. What a blind, reeldi'ss
fool I have been! Three years and a half, and not one Hue,
one word from her, or from any mortal creature who knows her.
Heaven above! what may not have happened ?"
In the agitation of his mind he began to walk rapidly up and
down the lonely deck, the governess following, and trying to
soothe liim.
" I swear to you, Miss Morley," he said, " that, till you spoke
to me to-night, I never felt one shadow of fear; and now I have
that sick, sinking dread at my heart, which you talked of an
hour ago. Let me alone, please, to get over it my own way."
She drew silently away from him, and seated herself by thf
side of the vessel, looking over into the water.

CHAPTER I I L
HIDDEN
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THE same August sun which had gone down behind the waste
of waters gHnunered redly upon the broad face of the old clock
over that ivy-covered archway which leads into the gardf na ^
Audley Court.
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A fierce and crimson sunset. The muUioned windows and
the twinkling lattices are all ablaze with the red glory; the
fading Hght flickers upon the leaves of the Hmes in the'long
avenue, and changes the stiU fish-pond mto a sheet of burnished
copper.
Even into those dim recesses of briar and brashwood^
amidst which the old weU is hidden, the crhnBon brightness
p ' u e t r a t e s in fitful flashes, tiU the dank weeds and the rasty
iron wheel and broken woodwork seem as if they were flecked
with blood.
The lowing of a cow in t h e quiet m.eadows, t h e splash of a
farout in the fish-pond, the last notes of a tired bird, the creaking of waggon-wheels upon the distant road, every now and
then breaking the evening silence, only made the stiUness of the
place seem more intense. I t was almost oppressive, this twiUght
stillness. The very repose of the place grew painful from its
intensity, and you felt as if a corpse must be lying somewnere
witliin t h a t grey and ivy-covered pile of building—so deatlilike
was the tranquilHty of all around.
A s the clock over the archway struck eight, a door a t the
back of the house was softly opened, and a girl came out into
the gardens.
B u t even the presence of a h u m a n being scarcely bro-ke the
silence; for the girl crept slowly over the thick grass, and gHding into the avenue by the side of the fish-pond, disappeared
under the rich shelter of the Hmes.
She was not a pretty girl; b u t her appearance was of that
order which is commonly oaUed interesting. Interesting, it may
be, because in the pale face and the Hght grey eyes, the small
features and compressed Hps, there was something which hinted
a t a power of repression and self-control not common in a woman
of mneteen or twenty. She would perhaps have been p r e t t j
but for the one fault in her smaU oval face. This fault was an
absence of colour. N o t one tinge of crimson flushed th-e waxen
whiteness of her cheeks; not one shadow of brown redeemed
the pale insipidity of her eyebrows and eyelashes; not one
gHmmer of gold or auburn reHeved the duU flaxen of her hair.
Even her dress was spoiled by this same deficiency; the pale
lavender musHn faded mto a sickly grey, and the ribbon knotted
round her throat melted into the same neutral hue.
H e r figure was sHm and fragile, and in spite of her humble
dress, she had something of the grace and carriage of a gentlewoman : but she was only a simple country girl, called PluBbe
Marks, who had been nursemaid in Mr. Dawson's family, and
whom Lady Audley had chosen for her maid after her marriage
i th Sir Michael.
O f course this was a wonderful piece o/ good fortune
biCpbe. who fonjid her wages trebled and licr work Hght in

2i>

Lady Audley's

Secret.

well-orderect household at the Court; and who was therefora
quite as much the object of envy amongst her particular friend?
as my lady herself in higher circles.
A man who was sitting on tlie broken woodwork of the well,
started as the lady's-maid came out of the dim shade of the
limes, and stood before bim amongst the weeds and brushwood.
I have said before that this was a neglected spot: it lay in
the midst of a low shrubbery, hidden away from the rest of the
gardens, and only visible from the garret windows at the back
of the west wing. " Why, Phoebe, said the man, shutting a
clasp-knife with which he had been stripping the bark from a
blackthorn stake, "you stole upon me so still and sudden, that
I thought you was an evil spirit. I've come across through the
fields, and in here at the gate agen the moat, and I was taldng
a rest before I went up to the house to ask if you was come back."
" I can see the weU from my ted-room window, Luke," Phoel e
answered, pointing to an open lattice in one of the gables. " I
saw you sitting here, and came down to have a chat: it's better
talking out here than in the house, where there's always somebody Hstening."
The man was a big, broad-shouldered, stupid-looking clodhopper of about twenty-three years of age. His dark-red hair
grew low upon his forehead, and his bushy brows met over a
pair of greenish grey eyes ; his nose was large and well shaped,
but the mouth was coarse in form and animal in expression.
Bosy-cheeked, red-haired, and bull-necked, he was not unHke
one of the stout oxen grazing in the meadows round about the
Court.
The girl seated herself lightly upon the woodwork at his side,
and put one of her hands, which had grown white in her new
and easy service, about his thick neck.
"Are you glad to see me, Luke?" she asked.
_" Of course I'm glad, lass," he answered, boorishly, opening
his knife again, and scraping away at the hedge-stake.
They were first cousins, and had been playfellows in childhood, and s^\•ethearts in early youth.
" You don't seem much as if you were glad," said the girl;
" you might look at me, Luke, and teU me if you think mj
journey has improved me."
" I t ain't put any colour into your cheeks, my girl," he said,
glancing up at her from under his lowering eyebrows ; " you're
every bit as white as you was when you went away."
" But they say travelHng makes people genteel, Luke. I've
been on the Continent with my lady, through all manner of
curious places; and you know when I was a child, Squire
Horton's daugb ters taught me to speak a little French, and J
found it so nice to be able to talk to the p:ople abroad."

" Genteel!" cried Luke Marks, with a hoarse laugh; " who
wants you to be genteel, I wonder P Not me for one; when
you're my wife you won't have over-much time for gentility, mj
giri. French, too! Dang me, Phoebe, I suppose when we've
saved money enough between us to buy a bit of a farm, you'll
be pa/>-lyvooing to the cows P "
She bit her Hp as her lover spoke, and looked away. He
went on cutting and chopping at a rude handle he was fashioning to the stake, whistHng softly to himself aU the while, and
not once looking at his cousin.
For some time they were silent, but by-and-by she said, with
her face still turned away from her companion,—
" W h a t a fine thing it is for Miss Graham, that was, to travel
with her maid and her courier, and her chariot and four, and a
husband that thinks there isn't one spot upon all the earth that's
good enough for her to set her foot upon! "
"Ay, it is a fine thing, Phoebe, to have lots of money,"
answered Luke, " and I hope you'U be warned by that, my lass,
to save up your wages agen we get married."
"Why, what was she in Mr. Dawson's house only three
months ago ? " continued the girl, as if she had not heard iier
cousin's speech. " What was she but a servant Hke me ? Taking
wages and working for them as hard, or harder than I did. You
should have seen her shabby clothes, Luke—worn and patched,
and darned, and turned and twisted, yet always looking nice
upon her, somehow. She gives me more as lady's-maid here
than ever she got from Mr. Dawson then. Why, I've seen her
come out of the parlour with a few sovereigns and a Httle silver
in her hand, that master had just given her for her quarter's
salary; and now look at her!"
" Never you mind her," said Luke; " take care of yourself
Phoebe; that's aU you've got to do. Wliat should you say to a
pubHc-house for you and me, by-and-by, my girl? There's
a deal of money to be made out of a pubHc-house."
The girl still sat with her face averted from her lover; her
hands hanging Hstlessly in her lap, and her pale grey eyes fixed
upon the last low streak of crimson dying out behind the trunks
of the trees.
" You should see the inside of the house, Luke," she said;
"it's a tumble-down looking place enough outside; but you
should see my lady's rooms,—all pictures and gilding, and
great looking-gla.sses that stretch from the ceding fx) the floor.
Painted ceiHngs, too, that cost hundreds of pounds, the hons®keeper told me, and all done for her."
" She's a lucky one," muttered ijuke, with lazy indifference.
" You should have seen her while we were abroad, with B
erOTvd of gentlemen always hanging about her: Sir Miclip.el
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not jealous of them, only proud to see her so much admired.
You should have heard her laugh and talk with t h e m ; throwing all their compliments and fine speeches back a t them, as it
were, as if they h a d been pelting her with roses. She set
everybody mad about her wherever she went. H e r singing,
her playing, her painting, her dancing, her beautiful smile, and
sunshiny ringlets ! She was always the talk of a place, as long
as we stayed in it."
" Is she a t home to-night P "
" N o , she has gone out with Sir Michael t o a dinner-party,at
the Beeches. They've seven or eight miles to diive, and they
won't be back tiU after eleven."
" Then I'll tell you what, Phoebe; if the mside of t h e house is
so mighty fine, I should Hke t o have a look at it."
" Y o u shall, then. Mrs. Barton, the housekeeper, knows you
by sight, and she C£in't object to my showing you some of the
best rooms."
I t was almost dark when t h e cousins left the shrubbery and
walked slowly to the house. The door by wliich they entired
led into the servants' hall, on one side of which was the housekeeper's room.
Phoebe Marks stopped for a moment to ask
the housekeeper if she might take her cousin through some of
the rooms, and having received permission to do so, lighted a
candle a t the lamp in the hall, and beckoned to Luke to follow
her into the other p a r t of the house.
The long, black oak corridors were dim in t h e ghostly twil igli t
—the Hght carried by Phoebe looking only a poor speck of llame
in. t h e dark passages t h r o u g h which t h e girl led her cousin.
Luke looked • suspiciously over his shoulder now and then, half
frightened of the creaking of his own hob-nailed boots.
" I t ' s a mortal duU place, Phoebe," he said, as they emerged
from a passage into the principal haU, which was not yet
Hghted; " I've heard tell of a murder t h a t was done here in
old times."
" There are murders enough in these times, as to t h a t ,
Luke," answered the girl, ascending the staircase, foUowed by
the young man.
She led the way through a great drawing-room, rich in satih
and ormolu, buhl and inlaid cabinets, bronzes, cameos, statuettes,
and trinkets, t h a t gHstened in the dusky Hght; then through a
morning-room h u n g with proof engravings of valuable pictures;
t h r o u g h this into an ante-chamber, where she stopped, holding
the Hght above her head.
The young m a n stared about him, open-mouthed and openeyed.
** I t ' s a rsu« fine plac«," he said, " and must have cost a powei
of money "
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* Look at the pictures on the walls," said Phoebe, glancing
s.'u the panels of the octagonal chamber, which were hung with
Claudes and Poussins, Wouvermans and Cuyps, " I've heard
that those alone are worth a fortune. This is the entrance tt
my lady's apartments, _ Miss Graham that was." She Hfted a
heavy green cloth curtain which hung across a doorway, and led
the astonished countryman into a fairy-Hke boudoir, and thence
to a dressing-room, in which the open doors of a wardrobe and
a heap of dresses flung about a sofa, showed that it stiU remained
exactly as its occupant had left it,
" I've all these things to put away before my lady comes
home, Luke; you might sit down here while I do it; I shan't
be long,"
Her cousin looked round in gawky embarrassment, bewildered
by the splendour of the room; and after some deliberation
selected the most substantial of the chairs, on the extreme edge
of which he carefully seated himself,
" I wish I could show you the jewels, Luke," said the girl;
" b u t I can't, for she always keeps the keys herself; that's the
case on the dressing-table there."
" What, that ? " cried Luke, staring at the massive walnutwood and brass-inlaid casket. " Why, that's big enough to hold
every bit of clothes I've got! "
" And it's as full as it can be of diamonds, rubies, pearls, and
emeralds," answered Phoebe, busy aa she spoke in folding the
mstHng silk dresses, and laying them one by one upon the
shelves of the wardrobe. As she was shaking out the flounces of
the last, a jingling sound caught her ear, and she put her hand
into the pocket.
" I declare!" she exclaimed, " my lady has left her keys in
her pocket, for once in a way, I can show you the jeweUery if
you Hke, Luke,"
" Well, I may as well have a look at it, my girl," he said,
rising from his chair, and holding the Hght while his cousin
unlocked the casket. He uttered a cry of wonder when he saw
the ornaments glittering on white satin cushions. He wanted
to handle the deHcate jewels; to pull them about, and flnd ouf
Bieir mercantile value. Perhaps a pang of longing and envy
shot through his heart as he thought how he would have Hked
to have taken one of them.
" Why, one of those diamond things would set us up in Hfe,
Phoebe," he said, turning a bracelet over and over in his big
red hands,
" Put it down, Luke! Put it down directly ! " cried the girl,
with a look of terror; " how can you speak about such things ?"
He laid the bracelet in its place with a reluctant sigh, aaid
ttien continued his examination of the casket.
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" What's this P " he asked presently, pointing to a brass kiio*
in the framework of the box.
He pushed it as he spoke, and a secret drawer, lined witl»
purple velvet, flew out of the casket.
" Look ye, here! " cried Luke, pleased at his discovery.
Phoebe Marks threw down the dress she had been folding, and
went over to the toilette table.
" Wi\y, I never saw this before," she said; " I wonder what
there is in it P "
There was not much in it; neither gold nor gems; only a
baby's little worsted shoe rolled up in a piece of paper, and
a tiny lock of silky yeUow hair, evidently taken from a baby's
head. Phoebe's grey eyes dilated a? she examined the Httle
packet.
" So this is what my lady hides in the secret drawer," sht
muttered.
" It's queer rubbish to keep in such a place," said Luke,
carelessly.
The girl's thin Hps curved into a curious smile.
" Yon win bear me witness where I found this," she said,
putting the little parcel into her pocket.
" Why, Phoebe, you're never going to be such a fool as to take
that," cried the young man.
" I'd rather have this than the diamond bracelet you would
have Hked to take," she answered; " you shall have the pubHchouse, Luke."
CHAPTER l Y .
DJ THE riKST PAGE OF THE "TIMES."

was supposed to be a barrister. As a barrister
was liis name inscribed in the Law List; as a barrister he had
chambers in Fig-tree Court, Temple; as a barrister he had eaten
the allotted number of dinners, which form the sublime ordeal
through which the forensic aspirant wades on to fame and fortune. If these things can make a man a barrister, Robert Audley
decidedly was one. But he had never had a brief, or tried to
get a brief, or even -srished to have a brief in all those five yeara
during which his name had been painted upon one of the doors
in Fig-tree Court. He was a handsome, lazy, care-for-notiiiug
fellow, of about seven-and-twenty ; the only son of a younger
brother of Sir Michael Audley. ilis father had left hmi ,tiuO
a year, which his friends had advised him to increase by being
called to the bar; and as he found it, after due consideration,
more trouble to oppose the wishes of these friends, than to eat
eo many dinners, and to take a set of chambers in the Temple;
ROBERT ATJDLET
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fee adopted the latter course, and unblushingly called himself
& barrister.
Sometimes, when t h e weather was very hot, and he had
exhausted himself with t h e exertion of smoking his German
pipe, and reading French novels, he would stroll into the Temple
Gardens, and lying in some shady spot, pale and cool, with his
Bldrt-coUar turned down and a blue silk handkerchief tied loosely
about his neck, would teU hard-working lawyers t h a t he had
knocked himself u p with over-work.
The legal busy bees laughed a t the pleasing fiction set forth
by this harmless drone; b u t they aU agreed t h a t Robert Audley
was a good feUow; a generous-hearted fellow; rather a curious
fellow too, vrith a fund of sly vrit and quiet humour, under his
Hstless, dawdHng, indifferent, irresolute manner. A niaji who
would never get on in the world; b u t who would not h u r t a
worm. Indeed, his chambers were converted into a perfect dogkennel by lus habit of bringing home stray and benighted curs,
who were attracted by his looks in the street, and foUowed him
with abject fondness.
Robert always spent t h e h u n t i n g season a t Audley C o u r t ;
not t h a t he was distinguished as a Nimrod, for he would quietly
trot to covert upon a mild-tempered, stout-limbed, bay hack,
and keep a t a very respectful distance from the hard riders; his
horse knowing quite as well as he did t h a t nothing was further
from his thoughts t h a n any desire to be in a t t h e death.
The young man was a great favourite with his uncle, and by
no means despised by his pretty, gipsy-faced, light-hearted,
hoydenish cousin. Miss AHcia Audley. I t might have seemed
to other men t h a t the partiality of a young lady, who was sole
heiress to a.veiy fine estate, was rather well worth cultivating,
but it did not so occur to Robert Audley. Alicia was a very
nice girl, he said, a jolly girl, with no nonsense about her—a
girl of a t h o u s a n d ; b u t this was the highest point to which his
enthusiasm could carry him. The idea of t u r n i n g his cousin's
pirHsh Hking for him to some good account never entered his
idle brain. I doubt if he even had any correct notion of the
amount of his uncle's fortune, and I am certain t h a t he never
for one moment calculated upon the chances of any p a r t of t h a t
fortune ultimately coming to himself. So t h a t v/hen one fine
spring morning, about three months before the time of wliich I
am writing, the postman brought liim the wedding cards of
Sir Michael and Lady Audley, together with a very indignant
letter from his cousm, setting forth how her father had just
married a wax-dollish young person, no older t h a n AHcia herself, with flaxen ringlets and a perpetual giggle—for I am sorry
to say t h a t Miss Audley's animus caused her t h u s to describe
that pretty musical laugh which had V^een so much admired in
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the late Miss Lucy Graham—when, I say, these documents
reached Robert Audley, they eHcited neither vexation nor
astonishment in the lymphatic nature of that gentleman. He
read AHcia's angry, crossed and re-crossed letter without so
much as removing the amber mouthj^iece of his German pipe
from his moustachioed Hps. When he had finished the perusal
of the epi.stle, wliich he read with his dark eyebrows elevated
to the centre of his forehead (his only manner of expressing
surprise, by the way), he deHberately threw that and the wedding cards into the waste-paper basket, and putting down his
pipe, prepared himself for the exertion of thinkmg out the
subject.
" I always said the old buffer would marry," he muttered,
p.fter about half an hour's reverie. " AHcia and my lady, the
step-mothei, will go at it hammer and tongs, I hope they
won't quarrel in the hunting season, or say unpleasant tilings
to each other at the dinner-table: a feminine shindy of that
kind always upsets a man's digestion."
At about twelve o'clock on the morning following tliat night
upon which Phcebe Marks showed her cousin my lady's jewels,
the baronet's nephew strolled out of the Temple, Blackfriarsward, on his way to the City. He had in an evil hour obHged
some necessitous friend by putting the ancient name of Audley
across a bill of accommodation, which biU not having been met
by the drawer, Robert was called upon to pay. For this purpose he sauntered up Ludgate Hill, with his blue necktie
fluttering in the hot August air, and thence to a refreshingly
cool banking-house in a shady court out of St. Paul's Churchyard, where he made arrangements for seUing out a couple of
hundred pounds worth of consols.
He had transacted this business, and was loitering at the
comer of the court, waiting for a chance Hansom to convey
him back to the Temple, when he was almost knocked down by
a man of about his own age, who dashed headlong into the
narrow opening.
" Be so good aa to look where you are going, my friend!"
Robert remonstratccl, mildly, tc the impetuous passenger;
"you might give a man warning before you knock him down
and trample upon liim."
The stranger stopped suddenly, looked very hard at the
speaker, and then gasped for breath.
" Bob!" he cried, m a tone expressive of the most intense
fistonishment; " I only touched British ground after dark last
night, and to think that I should meet y^ou this morning! "
"I've seen yon somewhere before, my bearded friend," said
Mr. Audley, calmly scmtinizing the animated face of the otheii
"but I'U be hanged if I can remember when or where,"
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" W h a t ! " exclaimed the stnmgrr, reproachfully, " y o u don't
mean to say t h a t you've forgotten George Talboys? "
"No, I have not!" said Robert, with an emphasis by t o
means usual to h i m ; and then hooking his arm into t h a t of his
friend, he led him into t h e shady court, saying with his old
indifference, " and now, George, teU us aU about it."
George Talboys did tell him all about it. H e told t h a t
»8ry story which he had related ten days before to the pale
governess on board the A r g u s ; and then, hot and breathless,
he said t h a t he had a bundle of Australian notes in his pocket,
and t h a t he wanted t o bank them a t Messrs.
, who had
been liis bankers many years before.
" If you'U beHeve me, I've only j u s t left their countinghouse,' said Robert. " I'll go back with you, and we'U settle
that matter in five minutes.'
They did contrive to settle it in about a quarter of an hour;
*iid then Robert Audley was for starting off immediately for
the Crown and Sceptre, or t h e Castle, Richmond, where they
could have a bit of dinner, and talk over those good old times
when they were together a t E t o n . B u t George told his friend
t h a t before he went anywhere, before he shaved, or broke his
fast, or in any way refreshed himself after a night journey
from Liverpool by express train, he m u s t call a t a certa.in coffeehouse in Bridge Street, Westminster, where he expected to find
& letter from his wife.
" Then I'll go there with you," said Robert. " The idea of
your having a wife, George; w h a t a preposterous j o k e ! "
A s they dashed through L u d g a t e Hill, Fleet Street, and the
Strand, in a fast Hansom, George Talboys poured into his
friend's ear all those wild hopes and dreams which had usurped
such a dominion over his sanguine nature.
" I shall take a villa on t h e banks of the Thames, Bob," he
said, " for the little wife and myself; and we'll have a yacht,
Bob, old boy, and you shall He on t h e deck and smoke while
m y pretty one plays her guitar and sings songs to us. She's
for aU the world like one of those what's-its-names, who got
poor old Ulysses into trouble," added the young man, whoia
classic lore was not very great.
The waiters a t the Westminster coffee-house stared a t the
hoUow-eyed, unshaven stranger, with his clothes of colonial
cut, and his boisterous, excited m a n n e r ; b u t he had been an
old frequenter of the place in his military days, and when tliey
heard who he was they flew t o do hia bidding.
H e did not want much—only a bottle of soda-water, and to
tv.ovf if there was a letter a t the bar directed to George
Talboys.
1' ne waiter bronffhtthe soda-water ^ { Q J O tJie young ™6°
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had seated themselves in a shady box near the disused fireplaoe.
N o ; there was no letter for that name.
The waiter said it with consummate indifference, while IM
mechanicaUy dusted the Httle mahogany table.
George's face blanched to a deadly wliiteness.
" Talboys," he said; " perhaps you didn't hear the name
distinctly—T, A, L, B, 0, Y, S. Go and look again; there
must be a letter."
The waiter shrugged his shoulders as he left the room, an(f
returned in three minutes to say that there was no name at aU
resembhng Talboys in the letter-rack. There was Brown, and
Sanderson, and Pinchbeck ; only three letters altogether.
The young man drank his soda-water in silence, and then
leaning his elbows upon the table, covered his face with his
hands. There was something in his manner which told Robert
Audley that this disappointment, tiifling as it might appear,
was in reahty a very bitter one. He seated himself opposite
to his friend, but did not attempt to address him.
By-and-by George looked up, and mechanically taking a
^easy Times newspaper of the day before from a heap of
journals on the table, stared vacantly at the first page.
I cannot tell how long he sat blankly staring at one paragraph amongst the Hst of deaths, before his dazed brain took
in its fnU meaning; but after a considerable pause he pushed
the newspaper over to Robert Audley, and ^rith a face that had
changed from its dark bronze to a sickly, chalky, greyish
white, and with an awful calmness in his manner, he pointed
with his finger to a Hue which ran thus:—
" On the 24th inst., at Ventnor, Isle of Wight, Helen Talboya,
aged twenty-two."
CHAPTER V
S E E UEADSTOXE AT VEXT>'OS.

YES: there it was in black and white—"Helen Talboya,
aged twenty-two."
"Wlien George told the governess on board the Argus that if
he heard any evil tidings of his vrife he should drop down dead,
ho sjioke in perfect good faith; and yet here were the worst
tidings that could come to him, and he sat rigid, white, and
helpless, staring stupidly at the shocked face of his friend.
The suddenness of the blow had stunned him. In his strange
and bewildered state of mind he began to wonder what had
happened, and why it was that one Hue in the Times newspaj^cj
eould have so horrible an effect upon him.
Then by degrees even tliis vague consciousness of his mis*
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forttme faded slowly out of his mind, succeeded by a painful
consciousness of external things.
The hot August sunshine; the dusty window panes and
ehabby painted bHnds; a file of fly-blown play-bills fastened tc*
the waU; the blank and empty fireplace; a bald-headed old man
nodding over the Morning Advertiser; the sHp-shod waiter folding a tumbled table-cloth, and Robert Audley's handsome face
looking at him fuU of compassionate alarm. He knew that all
these things took gigantic proportions, and then, one by one,
melted into dark blots that swam before his eyes. He knew that
there was a great noise as of half-a-dozen furious steam-enginea
tearing and grinding in his ears, and he knew nothing more,
except that somebody or something fell heavily to the ground.
He opened his eyes upon the dusky evening in a cool and
ihaded room, the silence only broken by the rumbHng of wheels
&t a distance.
He looked about him wonderingly, but half indifferently. His
old friend, Robert Audley, was seated by his side, smoHiig.
George was lying on a low iron bedstead opposite to an open
window, in which thero was a stand of flowers and two or three
birds in cages.
"You don't mind the pipe, ^ yoti, George?" his friend
asked quietly.
"No."
He lay for some time looking at the flowers and the birds.
Dne canary was singing a shrill hymn to the setting sun,
" Do the birds annoy you, George ? ShaU I take them out
of the room ? "
" No: I Hke to hear them sing,"
Robert Audley knocked the ashes out of his pipe, laid the
precious meerschaum tenderly upon the mantel-piece, and
going into the next room, returned presently with a cup of
strong tea,
"Take this, George," he said, as he placed the cup on a
little table close to George's pillow; " i t wiU do your head
good."
The young man did not answer, but looked slowly round the
room, and then at his friend's grave face.
" Bob," he said, " where are we ? "
" In my chambers, my dear boy, in the Temple. You have
no lodgings of your own, so you may as weU stay with me
Rrhile you're in town."
George passed his hand once or twice across his forehead,
wid then, m a hesitating manner, said quietly,—
" That newspaper this morning. Bob; what was it P "
" Never mind just now, old boy; drink some tea."
" Yea, yea," cried George- impatiently, raising himaelf „
C
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tlio bod, and staring about him with hoUow eyes, "I remembei
aU about it. Helen, my Helen ! my wife, my darHng, my only
love! Dead! dead!"
" George," said Robert Audley, laying his hand gently upon
the young man's arm, "you must remember that the person
whose name you saw in the paper may not be your ^vift. Thero
may have been some other Helen Talboys."
"No, no," he cried, " t h e age coiTCsponds with hers, and
Talboys is such an uncommon name."
" I t may be a niis]u-int for Talbot."
"No, no, no; my wife is dead! "
He shook off Robert's restraining hand, and rising fixjm the
bed, walked straight to the door.
" Where are you going ? " exclaimed his friend,
" To Ventnor, to see her grave."
" Not to-night, George, not to-night. I wiU go with yon
myself by the first train to-moiTow."
Robert led him back to the bed, and gently forced him to He
down again. He then gave him an opiate which had been sent
by the medical man whom they had called in at the coffee-house
in Bridge .Street, when George fainted.
So George Talboys feU mto a heavy slumber, and di-eamed
that he went to Yentnor, to find his wife aHve and happy, but
wrinkled, old, and grey, and to find his son grown into a young
man.
Early the next morning.he was seated opposite to Robert
Audley in the first-class carriage of an express, wlui-Hng through
the pretty open country towards Portsmouth.
They rode from Ryde to Yentnor under the burning heat of
the mid-day sun. As the two young men ali-iited from the
coach, the ]3eo}>le standing about stared at George's white face
and unliiinmed beard.
" What are we to do, George P " Robert Audley asked, " W e .
feave no clue to finding the people you want to see."
The young man looked at him vnih a pitiful, bevrildered
expression. The liig dragoon was as helidess as a babv; and
Robert Audley, the most vacillating and uuenergetic of men,
found himself called upon to act for another. He rose superior
to himself and equal tc '.he occasion,
" Had we better asi.' at one of the hotels about a Mrs.
Tall.H. vs, George P " he said.
" H e r fatlier's name was Maldon," George muttered; "hs
could never have sent her here to die alone."
Theyf said notliing more, but Robert walked straight to &n
hotel, where he inquired for a Mr. Maldon.
Yes, they told him; there was a gentleman of that name
gtt-'Ppi''^ !lt Vo'nf"'^''. n OiptfiiTi Mn1d''''n. His dT'""htcr
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«fas lately dead. The waiter would go and inquire for the
address.
The hotel was a busy place at this season; people hurrying
in and out, and a g^eat bustle of grooms and waiters about
the hall.
George Talboys leaned against the door-post with much the
same look in his face as that which had frightened his friend
in the Westminster coffee-house.
The worst was confii-med now. His vrife. Captain Maldon'a
daughter, was dead.
TTie waiter returned in about five minutes to say that Captain
Maldon was lodging at Lansdowne Cottages, No. 4.
They easily found the house, a shabby bow-windowed cottage,
'coking towards the water.
Was Captain Maldon at home ? No, the landlady said; h«
naa gone out to the beach with his Httle grandson. Would the
gentlemen walk in and sit down a bit ?
George mechanicaUy followed his friend into the Httle
front parlour—dusty, shabbily furnished, and disorderly, with a
child's broken toys scattered on the floor, and the scent of stale
tobacco hanging about the musHn window curtains.
" Look ! " said George, pointing to a picture over the mantelpiece.
I t was his own portrait, painted in the old dragooning days:
a formal conventional picture of a handsome young man in
regimentals, with a charger in the background.
Perhaps the most animated of men would have been scarcely
80 wise a comforter as Robert Audley. He did not utter a
word to the stricken widower, but quietly seated himself with
his back to George, looking out of the open window.
For some time the young man wandered restlessly about
the room, looking at and sometimes touching the knick-knacks
lying here and there.
Her work-box, with an unfinished piece of work; her album,
fidl of extracts from Byron and Moore, wi-itten in his own
scrawling hand; some books which he had given her, and a
bunch of withered flowers in a vase they had bought in
Italy.
" Her portrait used to hang by the side of mine," he
muttered; " I wonder what they have done with it ? "
By-and-by he said, after about half an hour's sUence,—
" I should Hke to see the woman of the house; I should like
to ask her about
"
He broke down, and buried his face in his hands.
Robert summoned the landlady. She was a good-u atured,
garrulous creature, used to sickness and death, for many of
her lodgers came to her to die. She told all the partictilars oi
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Mrs. Talboys* last h o u r s ; how she h a d come to Ventnor only
a week before her death, in the last stage of decHne; and how
day by day she had gradually b u t surely sunk under the fatal
malady. " W a s t h e gentleman any r e l a t i v e ? " she asked of
Robert Audley, as George sobbed aloud.
" Yes, he is t h e lady's husband."
" W h a t ! " t h e woman cried; " him as deserted her so cruel,
and left her vrith her pretty boy upon her poor old father's
hands, which Captain Maldon has told me often, with the tears
in his poor eyes ? "
" I did not desert her," George cried o u t : and t h e n he toSi
the history of his three years' struggle.
" Did she speak of me ? " he asked; " did she speak of me
a t — a t — t h e last ? "
" N o , she went off as quiet as a lamb. She said very Httle
from t h e first; b u t the last day she knew nobody, not even her
b'ttle boy nor her poor old father, who took on awful. Once
she went off wild Hke, talking about her mother, and about the
3ruel shame it was to have to die in a strange place, till it was
auite pitiful to hear her."
•' H e r mother died when she was quite a child," said George.
" To think t h a t she should remember her and speak of her, but
never once of me."
T h e woman took him into t h e Httle bed-room in which hia
wife h a d died. H e knelt down by the bed and kissed the
pillow tenderly, the landlady crying as he did so.
While he was kneeling, praying perhaps, with his face buried
in this humble snow-white pUlow, t h e woman took something
from a drawer. She gave it to him when he rose from his
knees; it was a long tress of hair wrapped in silver paper.
" I cut this off when she lay in her coffin," she said, " poor
dear!"
H e pressed t h e soft lock t o his Hps. " Y e s , " he m u r m u r e d ;
" t h i s is the dear hair t h a t I have kissed so often when her
head lay upon my shoulder. B u t it always h a d a rippling
wave in it then, and now it seems smooth and straight."
" I t changes in illness," said t h e landlady. " If you'd Hke
to see where they have laid her, Mr. Talboys, m y Httle boy
shall show you t h e way to the churchyard."
So George Talboys and his faithful friend walked to the
quiet spot, where beneath a mound of earth, to which the
patches of fresh turf hardly adhered, lay t h a t wife of whose
welcoming smile George had dreamed so often in the izn
antipodes.
Robert left t h e young m a n by t h e side of this new-nmde
grave, and returning m about a q uarter of a n hour, found th..*
ae h a d not once stirred.
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He looked up presently, and said that if there was a. stonemason anywhere near he should Hke to give an order.
They very easily found the stonemason, and sitting down
amidst the fragmentary fitter of the man's yard, George Talboyr?
wrote in pencil this brief inscription for the headstone of hi«
dead v/ife's grave:—
Ssjcred to the Memory of
HELEN,
? S E BELOVED WIPE OF GEOK.OB TALBOT^

Who departed thi» - •
August 24th, 1857, aged 22,
Deeply regretted by her sorrowing Husband.
CHAPTER VI,
ANTWHEKE, ANYWHERE OUT OP THB WORLD.

WHEN George and his friend returned to Lansdowne Cottage
they were told that the old man had not yet come in, so they
walked down to the beach to look for him. After a brief search
they found him, sitting upon a heap of pebbles, reading a news<
paper and eating filberts. The Httle boy was at some distance
from his grandfather, digguig in the sand with a wooden spade.
The crape round the old man's shabby hat, and the child's poor
little black frock, went to George's heart. Go where he woidd
he met confirmation of this great sorrow. His wife was dead.
" Captain Maldon," he said, as he approached his father-in-law.
The old man looked up, and, dropping his newspaper, rose
from the pebbles with a ceremonious bow. His faded Hght hair
was tinged with grey; he had a pinched hook nose, watery blue
eyes, and an irresolute-looking mouth; he wore his shabby dress
with an affectation of foppish gentifity; an eye-glass dangled
over his closely-buttoned-up waistcoat, and he carried a cane in
his ungloved hand.
" Good Heavens !" cried George, " don't you know me P"
Captain Maldon started and coloured violently, with something of a frightened look, as he recognized his son-in-law.
" My dear boy," he said, " I did not; for the first moment I
did not; that beard makes such a difference. You find the
beard makes a great difference, do you not, sir P" he said, appealing to Robert.
" Great Heaven 1" exclaimed George Talboys, " is this the
way you welcome me P I come to England to find my wife dead
within a week of my touching land, and you begin to chatter to
o e about my beard,—yt^u, her father!"
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" True I true!" muttered the old man, wiping his bloodshot
eyes; " a sad shock, a sad shock, my dear George. If you'd
only been here a week earHer!"
" If I had," cried George, in an outburst of grief and passion,
" I scarcely think that I would have let her die. I would have
disputed for her with death. I would! I would! O Godl
why did not the Argus go down with every soul on board her
before I came to see this day P"
He began to walk up and down the beach, his father-in-law
looking helplessly at him, rubbing his feeble eyes with a handkerchief.
"I've a strong notion that the old man didn't treat his
daughter too weU," thought Robert, as he watched the half-pay
Heutenant. " He seems, for some reason or other, to be half
afraid of George."
While the young widower walked up and down in a fever of
regret and despair, the child ran to his grandfather and clung
about the tails of his coat.
" Come home, grandpa', come home," he said. " I'm tired."
George Talboys turned at the soimd of the babyish voice, and
long and earnestly looked at the boy.
He had his father's brown eyes and dark hair.
" My darHng! my darHng I" said George, taking the child in
liis arms, " I am your father, come across the sea to find you.
WUl you love me ?"
The Httle feUow pushed him away. " I don't know you," he
said. " I love grandpa' and Mrs. Monks, at Southampton."
" Georgey has a temper of his own, sir," said the old man.
" He has been spoiled."
They walked slowly back to the cottage, and once more
George Talboys told the history of that desertion which had
seemed so cruel. He told, too, of the twenty thousand pounds
banked by him the day before. He had not the heart to ask
any questions about the past, and his father-in-law only told
him that a few months after his departure they had gone from
the place where George left them to Hve at Southampton, where
Helen had obtained a few pupils for the piano, and where they
had managed pretty weU tUl her health failed, and she feU into
the decHne of which she died. Like most sad stories, it was a
rery brief one.
" The boy seems fond of you," said George, after a pause.
"Yes, yes," answered the old man, smoothing the child'g
curling hair, " yes, Georgey is very fond of his grandfather."
"Then he had better stop with you. The interest of my
money wiU be about six hundred a year. You can draw a
hundred of that for Georgey's education, leaving the rest to
ftocumnlate tiU he is of age. My friend hero will be trustee,
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and if he will undertake the charge, I wUl appoint him guardian
to the boy, aUowing him for the present to remain under yoni
care."
" But why not take care of him yourself, George P" asked
Robert Audley.
"Because I shaU sail in the very next vessel that leave*
Liverpool for AustraHa. I shall be better in the diggings or
the backwoods than ever I could be here. I'm broken for a
civiHzed Hfe from this hour, Bob.'^
The old man's weak eyes sparkled as George declared this
determination.
"My poor boy, I thick you're right," he said. " I really
think you're right. The change, the wild Hfe, the—the
He hesitated amd broke down, as Robert looked earnestly at
him.

"You're ia a great burry to get rid of your son-in-law, I
think. Captain Maldon," he said, gravely.
" Get rid of him, dear boy! Oh, no, no! But for his own
sake, my dear sir, for his own sake, you know."
" I think for his own sake he'd much better stay in England,
and look after his son," said Robert.
" But I teU you I can't," cried George; " every inch of this
Eujcursed ground is hateful to me—I want to run out of it as I
would out of a graveyard. I'U go back to town to-night, get
that business about the money settled early to-morrow morning,
and start for Liverpool without a moment's delay. I shall be
better when I've put half the world between me and her
grave."
Before he left the house he stole out to the landlady, and
asked some more questions about his dead wife.
"Were they poor?" he asked; "were they pinched for money
while she was HI ?"
"Oh, no!" the woman answered; "though the captair
dresses shabby, he has always plenty of sovereigns in his purse
The poor lady wanted for nothing."
George was relieved at this, though it puzzled him to know
where the drunken half-pay lieutenant could have contrived tc
find money for all the expenses of his daughter's illness.
But he was too thoroughly broken down by the calamity
which had befaUen him to be able to think much of anything,
BO he asked no further questions, but walked with his father-inlaw and Robert Audley down to the coach by which they were
to return to Ryde.
The old man bade Robert a very ceremonious adieu.
" You did not introduce me to your friend, by-the-by, my
fiear boy," he said, when the two young men were seated in tha
Kiach. George stared at him, mutte.red something indistinct
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and the horses started before Captain Maldon could repeat hia
request.
" To think," said George, " that two nights ago at this time I
was steaming into Liverpool, full of the hope of clasping her to
my heart, and to-night I am going away from her grave!"
The document which appointed Robert Audley as guardian
to Httle George Talboys was drawn up in a soHcitor's office the
neit morning.
" It's a great responsibUity," exclaimed Robert; " I, guardian
to anybody or anything I I, who never in my Hfe could take
care of myself!"
" I trast in your noble heart, Bofc,'* said George; " I know
you wiU take care of my poor orphan boy, and eee that he is
weU used by his grandfather. I shaU only draw enough^ from
George's fortune to take me back to Sydney, and tJ-ien begin my
old work again."
But it seemed as if George was destined to be himself the
guardian of his son; for when he reachfii Jjiverpool he found
that a veisel had just sailed, and that there would not be
another for a month; so he returned to London, and once more
Jirew himself upon Robert Audley's hospitaHty.
The barrister received him with open arms; he gave him the
room with the birds and flowers, and had a bed put up in his
dressing-room for himself. Grief is so selfish that George did
not know the sacrifices his friend made for his comfort. He only
knew that for him the sun was darkened, and the business of
Hfe done. He sat aU day long smoking a big meerschaum, and
staring at the flowers and canaries, chafing for the time to pass
that he might be far out at sea.
But just as the hour was drawing near for the saiHng of the
vessel, Robert Audley came in one day fuU of a great schema
A friend of his, another of those barristers whose last thought
is of a brief, was going to St. Petersburg to spend the winter
and wanted Robert to accompany him. Robert woidd only go
on condition that George went too.
For a long time the young man resisted, but when he found
that Robert was, in a quiet way, thoroughly determined upos
not going vrithout him, he gave m, and consented to join tha
party. What did it matter ? he said. One place was the same
to lum as another: anywhere out of England: what did he car«
where ?
This was not a very cneerful way of looking at things, b'lt
Robert Audley was quite satisfied with having won his friend's
ton sent.
The three young men started under very favourable circumstances, carrying letters of introduction to the most inflnentiaJ
bhabitante of the Russian capital.
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Before leaving England Robert wrote to his cousin AHcia,
teUing her of his mtended departure ^rith his old friend George
Talboys, whom he had lately met for the first time after a lapse
of years, and who had just lost his wife.
Alicia's reply came by return of post, and ran thus:—
" MY DEAB, ROBERT,—How cruel of you to ran away to tJiat
horrid St. Petersbui-g before the huntuig season! I have he rd
that people lose their noses in that disagreeable climate, and s
yours is rather a long one, I should advise you to return before
the very severe weather sets in. What sort of person is this
young Mr. Talboys? If he is very agreeable you may bring
nim to the Court as soon as you return from your travel. Lady
Audley teUs me to request you to secure her a set of sables.
You are not to consider the price, but to be sure that they are
the handsomest that can be obtained. Papa is perfectly absurd
about his new \rife, and she and I cannot get on together at
aU; not that she is disagreeable to me, for, as far as that goes,
she makes herse.'/ agreeable to every one; but she is so irro^'rievably childish and sUly.
" BeHeve me to be, my dear Robert,
" Your affectionate Cousin,
" ALICIA AUDLET,"

CHAPTER V I I .
AFTER A TEAR.

THE first year of George Talboya' widowhood passed away;
the deep band of crape about his hat grew brown and rusty,
and as the last burning day of another August faded out, he
sat smoking his meerschaum in the quiet chambers in Fig-tree
Court, much as he had done the year before, when the horro"
of his grief was new to him, and every object in Hfe, howevei
trifling or however important, seemed saturated with his one
great sorrow.
But the big ex-dragoon had survived his affliction by a twelv^>
month, and, haid as it may be to have to tell it, he did not look
much the worse for it. Heaven knows what inner change may
have been worked by that bitter disappoin-tment! Heaven
knows what wasted agonies of remorse and self-reproach racked
George's honest heart as he lay awake at nights thinking of the
wife he had abandoned in the pursuit of a fortune which she
had not Hved to share.
Once, while they were abroad, Robert Audley ventured tc
congratulate him upon his recovered spirits. He burst into a
bitter laugh,
" Do you know, Bob," ha said, " '•y^^x v.hen some of oiu
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fellows were wounded in India, they came home bringing bnlleta
inside them P They did not talk of them, and they were stout
and hearty, and looked as weU, perhaps, as you or I ; but every
change in the weather, however sHght, every variation of the
atmosphere, however trifling, brought back the old agony of
their wounds as sharp as ever they had felt it on the battlefield, I've had my wound. Bob; I carry the btiUet still, and I
shaU carry it into my coffin."
The travellers returned from St. Petersburg in the sprinff,
and George again took up his quarters in nis old fnend s
chambers, only leaving them now and then to run down to
Southampton and take a look at liis Httle boy. He always went
loaded with toys and sweetmeats to give to the child; but, for
aU this, Georgey would not become very famiHar with his papa,
and the young man's heart sickened as he began to fancy that
even his child was lost to him.
" What can I do ?" he thought. " If I take him away from
his grandfather I shaU break his heart; if I let him remain he
will grow up a stranger to me, and care more for that drunken
old hypocrite than for his own father. But then what could an
ignorant heavy dragoon Hke me do with such a chUd? Wliat
could I teach him except to smoke cigars, and idle about aU day
with his hands in his pockets ?"
So the anniversary of that 30th of A u ^ s t , upon which
George had seen the advertisement of his wife's death in the
Times newspaper, came round for the first time, and the young
man put off his black clothes and the shabby crape from his hat,
and laid his mourning garments in a trunk in which he kept a
packet of his wife's letters, and that lock of hair which had been
cut from her head after death. Robert Audley had never seen
either the letters or the long tress of silky hair; nor, indeed, had
George ever mentioned the name of his dead wife after that one
day at Ventnor on which he learned the fuU particulars of her
decease.
" I shaU write to my cousin Alicia to-day, George," the young,
barrister said, upon this very 30th of August. " Do you know
that the day after to-morrow is the 1st of September? I sliaU
write and tell her that we will both run down to the Court for a
week's shooting."
"No, no. Bob: go by yourself; they don't want me, and I'd
rather
"
" Bury yourself in Fig-tree Court, with no company but my
dogs and canaries! No, George, you shaU do nothing of the kind."
" But I don't care for shooting."
" A n d do you suppose I care for itP" cried Robert, with
charming naivete. " Why, man, I don't know a partridge from
a pigeon, and it might be the 1st of April instead of the 1st of
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September for anght I care. I newr hit a bird in my Hfe, but
I have hurt my own shoulder with the weight of my gun. 1
only go down to Essex for the change of air, the good dinners.
the stUl hock, and the sight of my uncle's honest, handsome
face. Besides, this time I've another uiducement, as I want U
see this fair-haired paragon, my new aunt. You'U go with me,
George ?"_
" Yes, if you really wish it."
The quiet form which the widower's grief had taken after it?
first brief violence, left him as submissive as a child to the wil
of his friend; ready to go anywhere or do anything; never enjoying himself, or originating any enjoyment, but joining in the
pleasures of others with a hopeless, quiet, uncomplaining, unobtrusive resignation pecuHar to his simple nature. Much to M r.
Audley's astonishment, the return of post brought a letter from
AHcia, to say that the two young men could not be received
at the Court.
" There are seven spare bedrooms," wrote the young lady, in
an indignant running hand, "but for aU that, my dear Robert,
you can't come; for my lady has taken it into her sUly head thai
she is too ill to entertain visitors (there is no more the niattei
vrith her than there is with me), and she cannot have gentlemen
(great rough men, she says) in the house. Please apologize to
your friend Mr. Talboys, and teU him that papa hopes to see
you both in the hunting season."
" My lady's airs and graces shan't keep us out of Essex toiaU that," said Robert, as he twisted the letter into a pipc-Hght
for his big meerschaum. " I'U teU you what we'll do, George;
there's a comfortable old inn at Audlejs and plenty of fishing in
the neighbourhood: we'U go there and have a week's sport.
Fishing is much better than shooting. You've only to He on a
bank and stare at your Hne. I don't find that you often catcL
anything, but it's very pleasant."
He held the twisted letter to the feeble spark of fire glimmering in the grate as he spoke, and then, changing his mind,
deliberately unfolded it and smoothed the crumpled paper vsitli
his hand.
" Poor Httle AHcia!" he said, thoughtfidly; " it's rather hard
to treat her letters so cavaHerly—I'll keep it;" upon which Mr.
ilobert Audley put the note back into its envelope, and afterwards thrust it into a pigeon-hole in his office desk marked
impoHa/nt. Mr. Audley only knew what wonderful documents
there were in this particular pigeon-hole, but it could scarcely
have contained anything of great judicial value. If any one
could at that moment have told the young barrister that so
simple a thing as hio consin^s brief letter would one day come to
be a Unk ia that terrible chain of evidence nft^rwards to hs

14

Lady

Audio's

Secret-

-i

dowly forced in the one only criminal case in which h e was eve*
to be concerned, perhaps Mr. Robert Audley would have lifted
his eyebrows a Httle higher t h a n usnaL
So t h e two young men left London the next day with on«
portmanteau and a red and tackle between them, and reached
the straggling, old-fashioned, fast-decaying village of Audley ia
time to order dinner at the Sun I n n ,
Audley Court was al-OTit tlrree quarters c-? a mile from the
viUacre, lying, as I have sai.;!, deep down in a h^ilow, shut in by
luxuiiaut timber. You could only reach it by a cross road,
bordered by trees, and as t n m l y kept as the avenues in a gentleman's park. I t wa; a dreary place enough, even ia aU its
rustic beauty, for so bright a creature as the late ^liss Lticy
G r a h a m ; b u t the generous baronet had trt^nsfci^iefi the interior
of the grey old mansion into a little palace tor his young wile,
and L a d y AUCUCY seemed as h a p p y as a child surrounded by
new and costly tcivs.
I n her better iortiines, as in her old days of dependence,
wherever she went she seemed to take sunshine and gladness
with her. I n spite of ^liss AHcia s uiiilisguised contempt fjr
her step-mother's childishness and frivolity, L u c y was b^?tter
loved and more admired t h a n t h e baronet's daughter. T h a t
very childishness h a d a charm which few could resist. The
innocence and candour of an infant beamed in L a d y Audley's
fair face, a n d shone out of her large and Hquid blue eyes. The
rosy Hps, t h e deHcate nose, t h e profusion of fair ringlets, all
contributed to preserve to her beattty the character of extreme
youth and freshness. She owned to twenty years of age, b u t it
was h a r d to beHeve her more t h a n seventeen. H e r fragile figure,
which she loved to dress in heavy velvets and stiff mstHng
silks, tiU she looked Hke a child tricked out for a masquerade,
was as girHsh as if she had bttt j u s t left the nursery. AU her
amusements were childish. She hatod rea-iing, or study of any
kind, and loved society; r a t h e r t h a n be alone she would admit
Phcebe jilarks into her confidence, and loU on one of the scfasin
her luxurious dressii.g-room, discussing a new costume for som.e
comin J dinner-party, or sit chattering to t h e girl, -s^-ith her jewelbox beside her, upon the satin cushions, and Sir Michael" s presents spread out in her lap, while she counted and admired her
treasures.
She had appeared at several pubHc balls a t Chebnsford and
Colchester, and h a d been immediately recognizeii as the beUe of
the county. Pleased with her high position a n i her handsome
house; ^rith every caprice gratified, every whim indulged;
admired a n t caressed wherever she w e n t ; fond of her genorona
ausband; rich in a noble allowance of pin-money; with no poor
relations to worry her with claims upon her purse at patronag*^
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St would have been hard to find in the county of Esses a more
fortunate creature than Lucy, Lady Audley.
The two young men loitered over the dinner-table in tlip
private sitting-room at the Sun I n n . The windows were
thrown wide open, and the fresh country air blew in upon them
as they dined. The weather was lovely; the foHage of the
woods touched here and there with faint gleams of the earhest
tints of a u t u m n ; the yellow com still standing in some of the
fields, in others j u s t falHng under the sickle; while in tha
narrow lanes you met great waggons dra^vn by broad-chested
cart-horses, carrying home the rich golden store. To any ona
who has been, duiing the hot summer months, pent u p in
London, there is in the first taste of rustic Hfe a kind oi
sensuous rapture scarcely to be described. George Talboys fell
this, and in this he experienced the nearest approach to enjoyment t h a t he had ever kno^vn since his wife's death.
The clock stiiick five as they finished dinner.
" P u t on your hat, George," said Robert Audley; " they don't
dine at the Court till seven; we shall have time to stroll do^vn
and see the old place and its inhabitants."
The landlord, who had come into the room vrith a bottle of
wine, looked u p as the young m a n spoke.
" I beg your pardon, Mr. Audley," he said, " but if you want
to see your uncle, you'U lose your time by going to the Court
just now. Sir Michael and my lady and Miss AHcia have all
gone to the races u p a t Ghorley, and they won't be back till nigh
upon eight o'clock most Hkely. They must pass by here to go
home."
Under these circumstances of course it was no use going to
the Court, so the two young men strolled through the village
and looked a t the old church, and then went and reconnoitred
f!ie streams in which they were to fish the next day, and by
Each means beguiled the time till after seven o'clock. A t about
a quarter past t h a t hour they returned to the inn, and seating
themselves in the open window, Ht their cigars and looked out
at the peaceful j^rospect.
W e hear every day of murders committed in the country.
Brutal and treacherous murders ; slow, protracted agonies from
poisons administered by some kindred h a n d ; sudden and violect
deaths by cruel blows, inflicted with a stake cut from some
spreading oak, whose very shadow promised—peace. I n the
county of wliich I write, 1 have been shown a meadow in wliicli,
»n a quiet summer Sunday evening, a young farmer murdered
the girl who had loved and trusted h i m ; and yet even now, ^rith
the stain of t h a t foul deed upon it, the aspect of the spot is
—peace. N o crime has ever been committed in the worst
rookeries about Seven Dials t h a t has not h a d i'os paralio'i '^ ^h«
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face of that sweet rustic calm which stiU, in spite of all, we_ look
on with a tender, half-mournful yearning, and associate with—
peace.
I t was dusk when gigs and chaises, dog-carts and clumsy
farmers' phaetons, began to rattle through the viUage street,
ana under the windows of the Sun I n n ; deeper dusk stUl when
an open carriage and four drew suddenly up beneath the rocking
sign-post.
I t was Sir Michael Audley's barouche which came to so
itidden a stop before the Httle inn. The harness of one of the
leaders had become out of order, and the foremost postiHon
dismounted to set it right.
" Why, it's my uncle!" cried Robert Audley, as the carriage
stopped. " I'U run down and speak to him."
George Ht another cigar, and, sheltered by the window curtains, looked out at the Httle party. AHcia sat with her back
tc the horses, and he could perceive, even in the dusk, that she
was a handsome brunette; but Lady Audley was seated on the
side of the carriage farthest from the inn, and he could see
nothing of the fair-haired paragon of whom he had heard sc
much.
" \NTiy, Robert," exclaimed Sir Michael, as his nephew
emerged from the inn, "this is a surprise! "
" I have not come to intrude upon you at the Court, my dear
uncle," said the young man, as the baronet shook him by the
hand in his own hearty fashion. " Essex is my native county,
you know, and about this time of year I generaUy have a touch
of home sickness; so George and I have come down to the inn
for two or three days' fishing."
" George—George who ? "
" George Talboys."
" What, has he come P " cried Alicia. " I'm so glad; for I'm
dying to see this handsome young vridower."
" Are you, AHcia P " said her cousin. " Then, egad, I'U run
and fetch him, and introduce you to him at once."
Now, so complete was the dominion which Lady Audley had,
in her own childish, unthinking way, obtained over her devoted
husband, that it was very rarely that the baronet's eyes were
long removed from his wife's pretty face. When Robert, therefore, was about to re-enter the mn, it needed but the faintest
elevation of Lucy's eyebrows, with a charming expression of
weariness and terror, to make her husband aware that she did
not want to be bored by an introduction to Mr. George Talboys.
_ " Never mind to-night. Bob," he said. " My wife is a Httle
tired after our long day's pleasure. Bring your friend to dinner
to-morrow, and then he and AHcia c
make each other's
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Ecqaaintance. Come round and speak to Lady Audley, and
then we'U drive home."
My lady was so terribly fatigued t h a t she could only smile
sweetly, and hold out a tiny gloved hand to her nephew by
narriage.
" You %rill come and dine \rith us to-morrow, and bring your
interesting friend ? " she said, in a low and tired voice. She
had been the chief attraction of the race-course, and was wearied
>at by t h e exertion of fascinating half the county.
" I t ' s a wonder she didn't t r e a t you t o her never-endint;
laugh," whispered AHcia, as she leant over t h e carriage-door to
bit! Robert good n i g h t ; " but I dare say she reserves t h a t for
your delectation to-morrow. I suppose you are fascinated as
well as everybody else ? " added the yoimg lady rather snappishly.
" She is a lovely creature, certainly," murmured Robert, with
placid admiration,
" O h , of course! Now, she is the first woman of whom I
ever heard you say a civil word, Robert Audley, I ' m sorry to
find you can only admire wax dolls."
Poor Alicia had had manyr skirmishes with her cousin upon
the subject of t h a t pecuHar temperament of his, which, while it
enabled him to go through Hfe with perfect content and tacit
enjoyment, entirely p-ecluded his feeHng one spark of enthusiasm
upon any subject whatever.
" A s to his ever falHng in love," t h o u g h t t h e young lady
sometimes, " the idea is too preposterous. If aU the divmitiea
upon earth were ranged before him, waiting for his snltanship
to throw the handkerchief, he would only Hft liis eyebrows to
the middle of his forehead, and teU t h e m to scramble for it."
But, for once in his Hfe, Robert was almost enthusiastic.
" She's the prettiest Httle creature you ever saw in your Hfe
George," he cried, when the carriage had driven off and he
returned to his friend. " Such blue eyes, such ringlets, such a
ravishing smile, such a fairy-Hke bonnet—all of a tremble with
heartsease and dewy spangles, shining out of a cloud of gauze.
George Talboys, I feel Hke the hero of a French novel. I am
falling in love with my a u n t . "
The \ridower only sighed and puffed his cigar fiercely out of
the open window. Perhaps he was thinking of t h a t far-away
time—little better t h a n five years ago, b u t such an age gone by
to him—when he first met the woman for whom ho had w o m
crape round his h a t three days before. They returned, all those
old forgotten feelings; they came back, with the scene of their
birthplace. Again he lounged vrith his brother officers upon
the shabby pier a t the shabby watering-place, listening t o t
u r t a r y band with a cornet t h a t was a semitone flat. Again h«
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heard the old opeiatic airs, and again she came tripping toward*
him leaning on her old father's arm, and pretending (with such
a charming, dehcious, serio-comic pretence) to be Hstening tc
the music, and quite unaware of the admiration of half-a-dozen
open-mouthed cavalry ofiicers. Again the old fancy came back
that she was something too beautiful for earth, or earthly uses,
and that to approach her was to walk in a higher atmosphere
and to breathe a purer air. And since this she had been hia
wife, and the mother of his child. She lay in the little churchyard at Ventnor, and only a year ago he had. given the order
for her tombstone. A few slow, silent tears dropped upon his
waistcoat as he thought of these things in the quiet darkening
room.
Lady Audley was so exhausted when she reached home, that
she excused herself from appearing at the dinner-table, and
retired at once to her dressing-room., attended by her maid,
Phoebe Marks.
She was a Httle capricious in her conduct to this maid; sometimes very confidential, sometimes rather reserved; but she
was a liberal mistress, and the girl had every reason to be
satisfied with her situation.
This evening, in spite of her fatigue, she was in extremely
high spirits, and gave an animated account of the races, and
the company present at them.
" I am tired to death, though, Phoebe," she said by-and-by;
" I'm afraid I must look a perfect fright, after a day m the hot
sun."
There were Hghted candles on each side of the glass befoie
which Lady Audley was standing unfastening her dress. She
looked fuU at her maid as she spoke, her blue eyes clear and
bright, and the rosy, childish Hps puckered into an arch smile.
" You are a little pale, my lady," answered the girl, " but yoa
look as pretty as ever."
" That's right, Phoebe," she said, fHnging herself into a chair,
and throwing back her curls at the maid, who stood, brush in
hand, ready to arrange the luxuriant hair for the night. " Do
you know, Phcebe, I have heard some people say you and I are
alike?"
" I have heard them say so too, my lady," said the girl
quietly; " but they must be very stupid to say it, for your lady
ship is a beauty, and I'm a poor plain creature."
" Not at aU, Phoebe," said the Httle lady superbly; " yon ar«
Hke me, and your features are very nice; it is only colour that
you want. My hair is pale yellow shot with gold, and yours is
drab; my eyebrows and eyelashes are dark brown, and yours
are almost—I scarcely Hke to say it, but they're almost white,
y dear Phoebe; your complexion is saUow, and mine ia pink
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and rosy. W h y , with a bottle of hair dye, such aa we see
jdvertised in the papers, and a pot of rouge, you'd be as goodfooking as I any day, Phoebe."
She prattled on in this way for a long time, talking of a
hundred frivolous subjects, and ricHculing the people she had
met a t the races for her maid's amusement. H e r step-daughter
came into the dressing-room to bid her good night, and found
the maid and mistress laughing aloud over one of the day's
adventures. Alicia, who was never familiar with her servants,
withdrew in disgust a t my lady's frivolity.
" Go on b m s h i n g my hair, Phoebe," L a d y Audley said, every
time the girl was about to complete her t a s k ; " I quite enjoy a
chat with you."
A t last, j u s t as she had dismissed her maid, she suddenly
called her back. " Phoebe Marks," she said, " I want you to do
me a favour."
" Yes, my lady."
" I want you to go to London by the first train to-morrow
morning to execute a little commission for me. You may take
a day's holiday afterwards, as I know you have friends in town,
and I shall give you a five-pound note if you do what I want,
and keep your ovvn counsel about it."
" Yes, my lady."
" See t h a t t h a t door is securely shut, and come and sit on
this stool a t my feet."
The girl obeyed. L a d y Audley smoothed her maid's neutraltinted hair with her plump, white hand as she reflected for a
few moments.
" A n d now Hsten, Phoebe. W h a t I w a n t you to do is very
simple."
I t was so simple t h a t it was told in five minutes, and then
L a d y Audley retired into her bedroom, and curled herself u p
cosily under t h e eider-down quilt.
She was a chilly Httle
c r e a t u r e and loved to bury herself in soft wrappings of satin
and fur.
" K i s s me, Phoebe," she said, as the girl arranged the curtains
" I hear Sir Michael's step in the ante-room; you wiU meet him
as you go out, and you may as well tell him t h a t you are going
u p by the first train to-morrow niorning to order my dress from
Madame Frederic fo" the dinner a t Morton Abbey."
I t was late the next moming when Ijady Audley went down
to breakfast—past eleven o'clock. While she was sipping her
X)ffee a servant brought her a sealed packet, and a paper fo?
aer to sign.
" A telegraphic m e s s a g e ! " she cried; for the convem'ont
word telegram had not yet been invented. " W h a t can b^ the
matter?'*^
n
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She looked up at her husband with wide-open terrified eyes,
Mid seemed half afraid to break the seal. The envelope was
addressed to Miss Lucy Graham, at Mr. Dawson's, and had
been sent on from the village.
" Read it, my darHng," he said, "end do not be alarmed; it
may be notliing of any importance.
I t came from a Mrs. Vincent, the schoolmistress, to whom
she had referred on entering M:?. Dawson's fanuly. The lady
was dangerously Ul, and implored her old pupU to go and sei
her.
" Poor soul! she always meant to leave me her money," said
Lucy, with a mournful smile. " She has never heard of the
change hi my fortunes. Dear Sir Michael, I must go to her."
" To be sure you must, dearest. If she was kind to my poor
girl in her adversity, she has a claim upon her prosperity that
shall never be forgotten. Put on your bonnet, Lucy; we shall
be in time to catch the express."
" You vviU go with me ? "
"Of course, my darHng. Do you suppose I would let you go
alone ? "
" I was sure you would go with me," she said thoughtfuUy.
" Does your friend send any address ? "
" No; but she always lived at Crescent VUla, West Brompton,
and no doubt she fives there still."
There was only time for Lady Audley to hurry on her bonnet
and shawl before she heard the carriage drive round to the door,
and Sir Michael caUing to her at the foot of the staircase.
Her suite of rooms, as I have said, opened one out of another,
and terminated in an octagon ante-chamber hung with oil
paintings. Even in her haste she paused deHberately at the
door of this room, double-locked it, and dropped the key into
her pocket. This door, once locked, cut off all access to my
lady's apartments.
CHAPTER V I I L
BEFORE

THE

STORM.

So the dinner at Audley Court was postponed, and Miss AHci»
had to wait stUl longer for an introduction to the handsome
young widower, Mr. George Talboys.
If the real truth is to be told, there was, perhaps, sometiling of affectation in the anxiety this young lady expressed to
make George's acquaintEince; but if poor Alicia for a moment
calculated upon aroushi^j any Litent spark of jealousy lurldug
in her cousm's breast by this exhibition of interest about a
stranger, she was not so well a<3aua.inted with Robert Andley's
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iisposition aa she might have been. 'Indolent, hand•.^ome, and
indifferent, the young barrister took Hfe as altogether too absurd
a mistake for any one event in its fooHsh course to bt for a
moment considered seriously by a sensible man.
His pretty, gipsy-faced cousin might have been over head
and ears in love with him, and she might have told him so, in
some charming, roundabout, womanly fashion, a hundred times
in a day for aU the three hundred and sixty-five days in the
year; but unless she had waited for some privileged 29th of
February, and walked straight up to him, saying, "Robert^
lease will you marry me ? " it is doubtful if he would ever
ave discovered the state of her feeHngs.
Again, had he been in love with her himself, I fancy that the
tender passion would, with him, have been so vague and feeble
a sentiment that he might have gone down to his grave with a
dim sense of some uneasy sensation which might be love or
indigestion, and with, beyond this, no knowledge whatever of
his state.
So it was not the least use, my poor AHcia, to ride about the
lanes round AucUey during those three days which the two
young men spent in Essex; it was wasted trouble to wear that
pretty cavaHer hat and plume, and to be always, by the most
singular of chances, meeting Robert and his friend. The black
curls (nothing Hke Lady Audley's feathery ringlets, but heavy
clustering locks, that clung about your slender brown throat),
the red an'^ pouting Hps, the pert httle retrousse nose, the dark
complexion, with its bright crimson flush, always ready to
glance up Hke a signal Hght in a dusky sky, when you came
suddenly upon your apathetic cousin—aU this coquettish, e«pi'e'jle, brunette beauty was thrown away upon the dull eyes of
Robert Audley, and you might as well have taken your rest
in the cool drawing-room at the Court, instead of working your
pretty mare to death under the hot September sun.
Now fishing, except to the devoted disciple of Izaak Walton,
is not the most Hvely of occupations; therefore it is scarcely,
perhaps, to be wondered that on the day after Lady Audley's
departure, the two young men (one of whom was disabled, by
that heart-wound which he bore so quietly, from really taking
pleasure in anything, and the other of whom looked upon
almost all pleasure as a negative kind of trouble) began to
grow weary of the shade of the willows overhanging the winding
streams about Audley.
" Fig-tree Court ia not gay in the long vacation," said Robert,
eiefleetively: " b u t I think, upon the whole, it's better than
this; at any rate it's near a tobacconist's," he added, puffing
resignedly at an execrable cigar procured from the landlord ©i
the Son Inn,
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George Talboys, who had only consented to t h t Essex expedition in passive submission to his friend, was by no means
incHned to object to an immediate return to London. " I shaU
be glad to get back, Bob," he said, "for I want to take a run
down to S o u t h a m p t o n ; I haven't seen t h e Httle one for u p wards of a month."
H e always spoke of his son as the " Httle o n e ; " always spoke
of him mournfully rather t h a n hopefuUy. I t seemed as if he
coul.d take no comfort from the t h o u g h t of his boy. H e accounted for this by saying t h a t he had a fancy t h a t t h e child
would never learn to love h i m ; and worse even t h a n this fancy,
a dim presentiment t h a t he would not Hve to see his Httle
Georgey reach manhood.
" I ' m not a romantic man, Bob," he would say sometimes,
" and I never read a Hne of poetry in my life t h a t was any
more t o me t h a n so m a n y words and so much jingle; b u t a
feehng has come over me since my wife's death, t h a t I am like
a m a n standing upon a long low shore, with ludeous cliiFs
frowning down upon him from behind, and the rising tide crawling slowly b u t surely about his feet. I t seems to grow nearer
and nearer e v e r y d a y , t h a t black, pitiless t i d e ; not rushing
upon me with a great noise and a mighty impetus, b u t crawHng.
creeping, stealing, gHding towards me, ready to close in above
my head when I am least prepared for the end."
Robert Audley stared at his friend in silent amazement; and.
after a pause of profound deHberation, said solemnly, " George
Talboys, I could understand this if you had been eating hea\ y
suppers. Cold pork, now, especially if underdone, might produce this sort of thing. Y o u w a n t change of air, dear boy,
you want t h e refreshing breezes of Fig-tree Court, and the
soothing atmosphere of Fleet Street. Or, stay," he added suddenly ; " I have i t ! You've been smoking our friend the landlord's cigars; t h a t accounts for everything."
They met Alicia Audley on her mare about half an hour aftei
they had come to the determination of leaving Essex early the
next m o m i n g . The young lady was very much surprised and
disappointed a t he-aring her cousin's deteniiination, and for that
very reason pretended to take the m a t t e r -srith supreme indifference.
" Y o u are very soon tired of Audley, Robert," she snid.
.tirelessly ; " b u t of course you have no friends here, except
vour relations at the C o u r t ; while in London, no doubt, you
have the most delightful society, and
"
" I get good tobacco," murmured Robert, interrupting \[^
cousin. " Audley is the dearest old place, but when a man has
to smoke dried cabbage leaves, you know, Alicia
"
" T h e n you really are going to-morrow morning ' '
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•* Positively— oy the express ^ ^ t leaves at 10.50.**
"Then Lady Audley wiU lose an introduction to Mr. Talboys,
and Mr_. Talboys will lose a chance of seemg the prettiest
woman in Essex."
" Really
" stammered George.
" The prettiest woman in Essex would have a poor chance of
getting much admiration out of my friend, George Talboys,"
said Robert. " His heart is at Southampton, where he has a
curly-headed Httle urcliin, about as high as his knee, who calls
him ' the big gentleman,' and asks him for sugar-plums."
" I am going to wiite to my step-mother by to-night's post,"
said AHeia. " She asked me particularly, va. her letter, how
long you intended to stop, and whether there was any chance
jf her being back in time to receive you."
Miss Audley took a letter from the pocket of her ridingjacket as she spoke—a pretty, fairy-Hke note, written on shining
paper of a pecuHar creamy hue.
" She says in her postscript, ' Be sure you answer my
uestion about Mr. Ar.dley and his friend, you volatUe, forgetful
Jicia!'"
" What a pretty hand she writes!" said Robert, as hia
cousin folded the note.
" Yes, it is pretty, is it not P Look at it, Robert."
She put the letter into his hand, and he contemplated it lazily
tor a few minutes, wlule AHcia patted the graceful neck of her
chestnut mare, which was anxious to be off once more.
" Presently, Atalanta, presently. Give me back my note, Bob."
" I t is the prettie.it, most coquettish Httle hand I ever saw.
Do you know, AHcia, I never beheved in those feUows who ask
you for thirteen postage stamps, and offer to teU you what you
have never'been able to find out yourself; but, upon my word, I
think that if I had never seen your aunt, I should know what
she was like by this sHp of paper. Yes, here it all is—the
feathery, gold-shot, flaxen curls, the pencdled eyebrows, the
tiny straight nose, the winning chUdish smile, aU to be guessed
in these few graceful np-strokes and down-strokes. George,
look here I "
But absent-minded and gloomy George Talboys had strolled
away along the margin of a ditch, and stood striking the bulrushes with his cane, half-a-dozen paces away from Robert
and Al' ia.
" N /er mind," said the young lady impatiently; for she by
no means relished this long disquisition of my lady's little
note. " Give me the letter, and let me go; it's past eight,
and I must answer it by to-night's post. Come, Atalanta!
Good-bye, Robert—good-bye, Mr. Talboys ! A pleasant journey
to t o w n ! "
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'Che chestnut mare cantered briskly through the lane, and
Miss Audley was out of sight before those two big bright tears
that stood m her eyes for one moment, before her pride sent
them back again, rose from her angry heart.
" To have only one cousin in the world," she cried passionately, " m y nearest relation after papa, and for him to care
about as much for me as he would for a dog!"
By the merest of accidents, however, Robert and his friend
did not go by the 10.50 express on the foUowing moming, for
the young barrister awoke with such a spHttuig headache, that
he asked George to send him a cup of the strongest green
tea that had ever been made at the Sun, and to be furthermore
so good as to defer their journey until the next day. Of course
George assented, and Robert Audley spent the forenoon lying
in a darkened room, with a five-days-old Chelmsford paper to
entertain himself withal.
" I t ' s nothing but the cigars, George," he said repeatedly.
" Get me out of the place without my seeing the landlord; for
if that man and I meet there wUl be bloodshed."
Fortunately for the peace of Audley, it happened to be
market-day at Chelmsford; and the worthy landlord had ridden
off in his chaise-cart to purchase suppHes for his house—
amongst other things, perhaps, a fresh stock of those very
cigars wliich had been so fatal in their effect upon Robert.
The young men spent a duU, dawdling, stupid, nnprofltable
day; and towards dusk Mr. Audley proposed that they should
stroll down to the Coui-t, and ask AHcia to take them over
the house.
" I t wiU kiU a couple of hours you know, George; and it
seems a great pity to drag yon away from Audley vrithout
having shown you the old place, which I give you my honour
is very weU worth seeing."
The sun was low in the skies as they took a short cut
through the meadows, and crossed a stile into the avenue
leading to the archway—a lurid, heavy-looking, ominous sunset,
and a deathly stillness in the air, which frightened the birds
that had a mind to sing, and left the field open to a few captious frogs croaking in the ditches. StUl as the atmosphere
was, the leaves rustled with that sinister, shivering motion
which proceeds from no outer cause, but is rather an instinctiv«
shudder of the frail branches, prescient of a coining «tona
That stupid clock, which knew no middle course, and o 'ways
skipped from one hour to the other, pointed to seven a<j th«
young men passed under the archway; but, for all that, it wa«
nearer eiffht.
They found AHcia in the Hme-walk, wandering listlessly u'
and down nndr-r tlio black shadow of the trees, from whic!
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avery now and then a withered leaf flapped slowly to the
ground.
Strange to say, George Talboys, who very seldom observed
juiything, took particular notice of this place.
" I t ought to be an avenue in a churchyard," he said. " How
peacefully the dead might sleep under this sombre shade 1
I wish the churchyard at Ventnor was Hke this."
They walked on to the ruined weU; and AHcia told them
eome old legend connected vrith the spot—some gloomy story,
such as those always attached to an old house, as if the past
were one dark page of sorrow and crime.
" We want to see the house before it is dark, AHcia," said
Robert.
" Then we must be quick," she answered. " Come."
She led the way through an open French window, modernized
a few years before, into the hbrary, and thence to the hall.
In the haU they passed my lady's pale-faced maid, who
looked furtively under her white eye-lashes at the two young
men.
They were going upstairs, when AHcia turned and spoke to
the girl.
"After we have been in the drawing-room I should Hke to
show these gentlemen Lady Audley's rooms. Are they in good
order, Phoebe P "
" Yes, Miss; but the door of the ante-room is locked, and I
fancy that my lady has taken the key to London."
" Taken the key ! Impossible! " cried AHcia.
" Indeed, Miss, I think she has. I cannot find it, and it
always used to be in the door."
" I declare," said Alicia, impatiently, " that it is not at all
unlike my lady to have taken this silly freak into her head.
I dare say she was afraid we should go into her rooms, and pry
about amongst her pretty dresses, and meddle with her jeweUery.
I t is very provoking, for the best pictures in the house are in
that ante-chamber. There is her own portrait, too, unfinished,
but wonderfuUy Hke."
" Her portrait! " exclaimed Robert Audley. " I would give
anything to see it, for I have only an imperfect notion of
her face. Is tiiere no other way of getting into the room,
AHcia?"
"Another w a y ? "
" Yes; is there any door, leading through some of the other
rooms, by which we can contrive to get into hers P"
His cousin shook her head, and conducted them into a corridor
inhere there were some fanuly portraits. She showed them a
tapestried chamber, the large figures upon the faded caovaa
fooking threatening in the dusky Hght.
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"That feUcw with the battle-axe looks as if he wanted iJ
spHt George's head open," said Mr. Audley, pointing to a fierce
warrior whose upHfted arm appeared above George Talboys'
dark hair. " Come out of this room, AHcia. I beHeve it's
damp, or else haunted. Indeed, I beHeve all ghosts to be the
result of damp and indigestion. You sleep in a damp bed—
you awake suddenly in the dead of the night with a cold shiver,
and see an old lady in the court costume of George the First's
time, sitting at the foot of the bed. The old lady is indigestion,
and the cold shiver is a damp sheet."
There were Hghted candles in the drawing-room. No newfangled lamps had ever made their appearance at Audley Court.
Sir JMichael's rooms were Hghted by honest, tliick, yeUow-looking wax candles, in massive sUver candlesticks, and in sconces
against the walls.
There was very Httle to see in the drawing-room; and George
Talboys soon grew tired of staling at the handsome modem
fumiture, and at a few pictures by some of the Academicians.
" Isn't there a secret passage, or an old oak chest, or something of that kind, somewhere about the place, AHcia P" asked
Robert.
" To be sure!" cried Miss A<ndley, with a vehemence that
startled her cousin; " of course. Why didn't I think of it
before ? How stupid of me, to be sure !"
" ^Vhy stupid ?"
" Because, if you don't mind crawling upon your hands and
knees, you can see my lady's apartments, for that very passage
communicates with her dressmg-room. She doesn't know of it
I'.erself, I beHeve. How astonished she'd be if some blackvizored burglar, with a dark lantern, were to rise through the
floor some night as she sat before her looking-glass, haring hei
hair dressed for a party !"
" Shall we try the secret passage, George P " asked Mr. Audley.
" Yes, if you vnah it."
AHcia led them into the room which had once been her
anrsery. I t was now disused, except on very rare occasions
*.hen the house was fuU of company.
Robert Audley Hfted a comer of the carpet, according to his
cousin's directions, and disclosed a rudely-cut trap-door in the
cak flooiing.
" Now Hsten to me," said AHcia. " You must let yourself
down by your hands into the passage, which is about lour feet
high; stoop your head, and walk straight on till you come to a
sharp turn which will take you to the left, and at the extreme
end of the passage you will find a short ladder below a trapdoor like this, which you wUl have to unbolt; that door opena
Into the flooring of my lady's dressing-room, which is only
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eovered with a square Persian carpet t h a t you can easily
to raise. You understand me ?"
"Perfectly,"
" Then take the H g h t ; Mr, Talboya will foUow you, I givfl
you twenty minutes for your inspection of the paintings—that
is about a minute apiece—and a t the end of t h a t time I shall
expect t o see yon return "
Robert obeyed her impHcitly, and George, submissively following his friend, found himself, in five minutes, standing
amidst the elegant disorder of L a d y Audley's dressing-room.
She h a d left t h e house in a h u r r y on her unlocked - for
o n m e y to London, a n d t h e whole of her ghttering toilette
apparatus lay about on t h e marble dressing-table. The atmosphere of t h e room was almost oppressive from the rich odours
of perfumes in bottles whose gold stoppers had not been replaced, A bunch of hothouse flowers was withering upon a tiny
writing-table. Two or three handsome dresses lay in a heap
upon the ground, and t h e open doors of a wardrobe revealed the
treasures vrithin, JeweUery, ivory-backed hair-brushes, and
exquisite china, were scattered here and there about the apartment, George Talboys saw his bearded face and taU gaunt
figure reflected in the cheval-glass, and wondered to see how
aut of place he seemed among all these womanly luxuries.
They went from the dressmg-room to the boudoir, and through
ihe boudoir into the ante-chamber, in which there were, as
AHcia had said, about twenty valuable paintings besides my
lady's portrait.
My lady's portrait stood on an easel covered with a green
baize in the centre of t h e octagonal chamber. I t had been a
fancy of the artist to paint her standing in this very room, and
to make his background a faithful reproduction of the pictured
waUs, The young m a n belonged to the pre-RaphaeHte brotherhood, and he had spent a most unconscionable time upon the
accessories of this picture—upon my lady's crispy ringlets and
the heavy folds of her crimson velvet dress.
T h e two young men looked a t the paintings on t h e walls firs^
leaving this unfinished portrait for a bonne boiiche.
By this time it was dark, the candle canied by Robert only
making a bright nucleus of Hght as he moved about holding it
before the pictures one by one. The broad bare window looked
out upon the pale sky, tinged with the last cold fHcker of twiHght. The ivy rustled against the gla-ss with the same ominous
ehiver as t h a t which agitated every leaf in the garden, prophetic
of the storm t h a t was to come.
" T h e r e are our friend's eternal white horses," said Robert,
•stopping before a Wouvermans. "Nicholas Poussin—Salvato*
—ha—hunr 1 Now for the portrait I"
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He paused with his hand on the baize, and solemnly addressed
his friend
" George Talboys,^ he said, " we have between ns only ona
wax candle, a very inadequate Hght with which to look at a
painting. Let me, therefore, request that yon vriU suffer us to
look at it one at a time: if there is one thing more disagreeable
than another, it is to have a person dodging behind your back
and peering over your shoulder, when you're trying to see what
a picture's made of."
George feU back immediately. He took no more interest in
my lady's picture than in aU the other weariness of this troublesome world. He feU back, and leaning his forehead against the
window-panes, looked out at the night.
When he turned round he saw that Robert had arranged the
easel very conveniently, and that he had seated himself on »
chair before it for the purpose of contemplatii% the painting at
his ^dsore.
He rose as George turned round.
" Now, then, for your turn, Talboys," he said. ** It's an
extraordinary picture."
He took George's place at the window, and George seated
himself in the chair before the easel.
Yes; the painter must have been a pre-RaphaeHte. No one
but a pre-RaphaeHte would have painted, hair by hair, those
feathery masses of ringlets, with every glimmer of gold and
every shadow of pale brown. No one but a pre-RaphaeHte
would have so exaggerated every attribute of that deHcate face
as to give a lurid brightness to the blonde complexion, and a
strange, sinister Hght to the deep blue eyes. No one but a preRaphaeHte could have given to that pretty pouting mouth
the hard and almost wicked look it had in the portrait.
I t was so Hke, and yet so unlike; it was as if you had burned
strange-coloured fires before my lady's face, and by their influence brought out new lines and new expressions never seen
in it before. The perfection of feature, the briUiancy of colouring, were there; but it seemed as if the painter had copied
quaint medieval monstrosities until his brain had grown bewUdered, for my lady, in his portrait of her, had the aspect of s
teautiful fiend.
Her crimson dresB,^' exaggerated Hke all the rest in this
strange picture, hung^about her in folds that looked like flames,
her fair head peeping out of the lurid mass of colour, as if out
of a raging furnace. Indeed, the crimson dress, the sunshine on
the face, the red gold gleaming in the yeUow hair, the ripe scarlet of the pouting Hps, the glowing colours of each accessory o
the minutely-painted background, aU combined to render the
first effect of the painting by no means an agreeable one.
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Sut, strange as the picture was, it could not have made any
great impression on George Talboys, for he sat before it for
about a quarter of an hour without uttering a word—oidy
staring blankly at the painted canvas, with the candlestick
grasped in his strong right hand, and his left arm hanging
loosely by his side. He sat so long in this attitude, that Robert
turned round at last.
" Why, George, I thought you had gone to sleep 1"
" I had almost."
" You've caught a cold from standing in that dctmp tapestried
room. Mark my words, George Talboys, you've caught a cold;
you're as hoarse as a raven. But come along"
Robert Audley took the candle from his friend's hand, and
crept back through the secret passage, followed by George, very
quiet, but scarcely more quiet than usual.
They found Alicia in the nursery waiting for them.
" WeU P " she said, interrogatively.
" W e managed it capitiiUy. But I don't Hke the portrait.
there's something odd about it."
"There is," said AHcia; "I've a strange fancy on that point;
I think that sometimes a painter is in a manner inspired, and
is able to see, through the normal expression of the face,
another expression that is equally a part of it, though not to be
perceived by common eyes. We have never seen my lady look
as she does in that picture: but I tliink that she could look
BO."

"AHcia," said Robert Audley, imploringly, "don't be
German I "
" But, Robert
"
" Don't be German, AHcia, if you love me. The picture is—
the 2iictiu-e; and my lady is—my lady% That's my way of
taking things, and I'm not metaphysical; don't unsettle me."
He repeated this several times with an air of terror perfectly
smcere: and then, haring borrowed an umbrella in case of being
overtaken by the coming storm, left the Court, leading passive
George Talboys away with him. The one hand of the stupid
old clock had. skipped to nine by the time they reached the
archway: but, before they could pass under its shadow, they
had to step aside to aUow a carriage to dash by them. I t was a
fly from the village, but La-ly Audley's fair face peeked ont at
the window. Dark as it was, she could see the two figures of
the young men black against the dusk.
" Who is that P " she asked, putting out her head. " Is it the
gardener P "
" No, my dear aunt," said Robert, laughing; " i t is your most
dutiful nephew."
He and George stopped by the archw»v while the fly drew up
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at the door, and the surprised servants came ont to welccMf
their master and mistress.
" I think the storm wUl hold off to-night," said the baronet,
looking up at the sky; " b u t we shall certainly have it tomorrow."
CHAPTER r S .
AFTER

THE

STOBM.

8m MICHAEL was mistaken in his prophecy upon the weather.
The storm did not hold off until next day, but burst with temble fury over the viUage of Audley about half an hour befora
midnight.
Robert Audley endured the thunder and lightning with the
same composure with which he accepted aU the other ills of life.
He lay on a sofa in the sitting-room, ostensibly reading the
five-days-old Chelmsford paper, and regaling himself occasion
aUy with a few sips from a large tumbler of cold punch. Bitt
the storm had quite a different effect upon George Talboys.
Mr. Audley was startled when he looked at his friend's white
face as he sat opposite the open window Hstening to the thunder, and stai-ing at the black sky, rent every now and then by
forked streaks of steel-blue Hghtning.
" George," said Robert, after watching him for some time^
" are you afraid of the Hghtning P "
" No," he answered curtly.
" But, my dear feUow, some of the most courageous men have
been afraid of it. I t is scarcely to be caUed a fear: it is constitutional. I am sure you a/re afraid."
" No, I am not."_
" But, George, if yon could see yourself, with your great
VoUow eves staring out at the sky as if they were fixed upon &
ghost. 1 teU you I know that you are frightened."
" And I tell you that I am not."
" George Talboys, you are not only afraid of the Hghtningi
bat you are savage ^vlth yourself for being afraid, and with naj
»r telHng you of your fear,"
" Robert Audley, if you say another word to me I shaU knock
you down," cried George; having said which he strode out of
the room, banging the door after him wnih a violence that shook
the house. Those inky clouds which had shut in the sultry
earth as if with a roof of hot iron, poured out their blackness in
a sudden deluge as George left the room; but if the voung man
was afraid of the lightning, he certainly was not afr;ud of the
rain; for he walked straight down stairs to the inn door, and
went out upon the wet high road. He walked up and down, up
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and down, in the soaking shower for about twenty minutes, and
then, re-entering the inn, went to his bedroom.
Robert Audley met him on the landing, with his hair beaten
about his white face, and his garments diipping wet.
" Are you going to bed, George P "
" Yes.*^
" B u t you have no c a n d l e ! "
" I don't w a n t one."
" B u t look a t your clothes, m a n ! Do yon see the wet
streaming dovm your coat-sleeves? W h a t on earth made you
go out upon such a night ? "
" I am tired and want to go to bed—don't bother me."
" You'U take some hot brandy-and-water, George ? "
Robert Audley stood in his friend's way as he spoke,
furrious to prevent his going to bed in the state he was i n ;
but George pushed him fiercely aside, and stricHng past him,
said, in the same hoarse voice Robert had noticed a t the

Court,—
" L e t me alone, Robert Audley, and keep clear of me if you
can."
Robert followed George to his bedroom, but the young man
shut the door in his friend's face; so there was nothing for it
but to leave Mr. Talboys to himself, to recover his temper as
best he might.
" H e was irritated a t my noticing his fear of the Hghtning,"
thought Robert, as he calmly retired to rest, serenely indifferent
to the thunder, which seemed to shake him in his bed, and the
lightning which played fitfully round the cutlery in his open
di'essing-case.
The storm rolled away from the quiet village of Audley, and
when Robert awoke the next morning it was to see bright sunshine, and a peep of cloudless sky between the white curtains
of his bedroom window.
I t was one of those serene and lovely mornings t h a t sometimes succeed a storm. The birds sang loud and cheerily, the
yellow corn upHfted itself in the broad fields, and waved
proudly after its sharp tussle with the tempest, which had done
its best to beat down the heavy ears vrith cruel wind and
driving rain half the night through. Tli.e vine-leaves clusterm g round Robert's window fluttered with a joyous rustling,
ehaking the raindrops in diamond showers from every spray
and tendril.
Robert Audley found his friend waiting for him a t the
breakfast-table.
George was very pale, b u t perfectly tranquil—if anything,
indeed, more cheerful t h a n usutil.
H e shook Robert by the vand with something of that d4
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hearty manner for which he had been distinguished before tha
one affliction of his Hfe overtook and shipwrecked him.
" Forgive me. Bob," he said frankly, " for my surly tempei
of last night. You were quite correct in your assertion; the
thunder-storm did upset me. I t always had the same effect
upon me in my youth."
" Poor old boy!
Shall we go u p by the express, or shaU we
stop here and dine with my uncle to-night ? " asked Robert.
" To tell the t r u t h . Bob, I would rather do neither. I s Ei
glorious moming. Suppose we stroU about aU day, take
another t u r n with the rod and Hne, and go u p to town by the
train t h a t leaves here a t 6.15 in the evening P "
Robert Audley would have assented to a far more cHsagreeable proposition t h a n this, rather t h a n have taken the trouble
to oppose his friend, so the m a t t e r was immediately agreeu
u p o n ; and after they had finished their breakfast, and ordered
a four-o'clock dinner, George Talboys took the
fishing-rod
across his broad shoulders, and left the house with his friend
and companion.
B u t if the equable temperament of Mr. Robert Audley had
been undisturbed by the crackhng peals of t h u n d e r t h a t shook
the very foundations of the Sun I n n , it had not been so with
the more delicate sensibilities of his uncle's young wife. L a d y
Audley confessed herself terribly afraid of the Hghtning. She
had her bedstead wheeled into a comer of th.e room, and with
the heavy curtains drawn tightly round her, she lay vnth her
face buned in the pillows, shuddering convulsively a t every
sound of the tempest without. Sir Michael, whose stout heart
liad never known a fear, almost trembled for this fragile creature, whom it was his h a p p y pririlege to protect and defend.
My lady would not cons. n t to undress tiU nearly three o'clock
in the morning, when the last fingering peal of thunder had
died away amongst the distant hUls. Until t h a t hour she lay
in the sUk dress in wliich slie had traveUed, huddled amongst
tlie bed-clothes, only looking u p now and then w t h a scared
face to ask if the storm was over.
Towards four o'clock her husband, who spent the night i n
watching by her bed-side, saw her drop off m t o a deep sleep,
from which she did not awake for nearly five hours.
But she came into the breakfast-room, a t half-past nine
o'clock, singing a little Scotch melody, her cheeks tuiged with
ft.s delicate a pink as the jialo hue of her muslin m o m i n g dress,
'jike the birds and the flowers, she seemed to recover her beauty
and joyou.Miiess in the nidiniiig sun.^hine. She tripped Hghtly
out on to the lawn, gathenu!.; a last Hngering rosebud here and
there, and a sprig or two of feranium, and retiiming thiough
the dewy grass, warbling long cadences for very happiuess of

After

the Storm.

63

heart, and looking as fresh and radiant aa the flowers in her
hands. The baronet caught her in his strong arms as she camf
in through the open window.
" My pretty one," he said, " my darHng, w h a t happiness ta
see you your own merry self again ! Do you know, Lucy, t h a t
once last night, when you looked out through the dark green
bed-curtains, with your poor white face, and the purple rims
round your hollow eyes, I had almost a difficulty to recognize
my Httle wife in t h a t ghastly, terrified, agonized-looking creature, crying out about the storm. Thank God for the moming
sun, which has brought back the rosy cheeks and t h e bright
smile! I hope to Heaven, Lucy, I shaU never again see you
look as you cHd last n i g h t ! "
She stood on tiptoe to kiss him, and was then only tall
Siough to reach his white beard. She told him, laughing, that
she had always been a sUly, frightened creature,—afraid of dogs,
afraid of cattle, afraid of a thunder-stonn, afraid of a rough
sea. " A f r a i d of everything and everybody, except my dear,
noble, handsome husband," she said.
She had found the carpet in her dressing-room disarrangedi
and had inquired into the mystery of the secret passage. She
chid Miss AHcia, in a playful, laughing way, for her boldness in
cntroducing two great men into her rooms.
" A n d they had the audacity to look a t my picture, AHcia,'
she said, vrith mock indignation. " I found the baize thrown
on the ground, and a great man's glove on the carpet. Look ! "
She held u p a thick driring-glove as she spoke. I t was
George's, which he had dropped while looking at the picture.
" I shall go u p to the Sun, and ask those boys to dmner,"
Sir Michael said, as he left the Court upon his moming walk
round his faiin.
Lady Audley fHtted from room to room in the bright
September sunshine—now sitting down to the piano to trill out
» ballad, or the first page of an ItaHan bravura, or running
rith rapid fingers through a brilHant waltz—now hovering
ibout a stand of hothouse flower,"^, doing amateur gardening
vith a pair of fairy-Hke silver-mounted embroidery scissors-^
low strolling into her dressing-room to talk to Phoebe Marks
and to have her curls re-arranged for the third or fourth t i m e :
for the ringlets were always getting into disorder, and gave no
j t t l e trouble to L a d y Audley's maid.
My lady seemed, on this particular September day, restlcsa
from very joyousness of spirit, and iirialile to stay long in one
place, or occupy herself with one thiu'j;.
While Lady Audley amused herself in her own frivoloi^
t^shion, the two young men strolled slowly along the margin
«Mf a. stream until they reached a shady corner^ where the waiex
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was deep and stiU, and the long branches of the willows triiilsd
into the brook.
George Talboys took the fishing-rod, while Robert stretched
himself at full length on a railway rug, and balancing his h a t
upon his nose as a screen from the sunshine, feU fast asleep.
Those were happy fish in the stream on the banks of whicr
Mr. Talboys was seated. They might have amused themselves
to their heart's content with tuiiid nibbles a t this gentleman's
bait, vrithout in any manner endangering their safety; for
George only stared vacantly a t the water, holding his rod in a
loose, Hstless hand, and with a strange far-away look in hia
eyes. As the church clock struck two he threw down his rod,
and striding away along the bank, left Robert Audley to enjoy
a nap, which, accorcHng to t h a t gentleman's habits, was by no
means unHkely to last for two or three hours. About a quarter
of a mUe farther on George crossed a rustic bridge, and struck
into the meadows wliich led to Audley Court.
The birds had sung so much aU the m o m i n g t h a t they had,
perhaps, by this time gro^vn tired; the lazy cattle were asleep
m the meadows ; Sir JMichael was still away on his moiTiing's
ramble; Miss AHcia had scampered off an hour before upon
her chestnut m a r e ; the servants were all a t dinner in the back
part of the house ; and my lady had stroUed, book in hand, mto
the shadowy Hme-walk. So the grey old buQding had never
wom a more peaceful aspect t h a n on t h a t bright afternoon
on which George Talboys walked across the lawn to ring a
sonorous peal at the sturdy, iron-bound, oak door.
The seiwant who answered his summons told him t h a t Sir
Michael was out, and t h a t my lady was walking in t h e limetree avenue.
H e looked a Httle disappointed a t this intelligence, and
muttering something about wishing to see my lady, or going to
look for my lady (the seiwant did not clearly distinguish liij
words), strode away from t h e door without leaving either card
or message for the family.
I t was full an hour and a half after this when L a d y Audley
returned to the house, not coming from the Hme-walk, b u t frou.
exactly the opposite direction, caiTying her open book in her
hand, and singing as she came. Alicia h a d j u s t dismouiited
from her mare, and stood in the low-arched doorway, with her
great NewfouncUand dog by her side.
The dog, which had never liked my lady, showed his teeth
with a suppressed growl.
" Send t h a t horrid animal away, Alicia," L a d y Audley said,
impatiently. " T h e brute knows t h a t I am afraid of him, and
takes advantage of my terror. And yet they cuU the crealui' ^
generous and noble-natnred! B a h l C a j s a r j I half you, a j j

you hate me; and if you met me in the dark in some narrow
passage, you would fly at my throat and strangle me, wouldn't
you?"
My lady, safely sheltered behind her step-daughter, shook he*
yeUow curls at the angry animal, and defied him maliciously.
" Do you know. Lady Audley, that Mr. Talboys, the young
widower, has been here asking for Sir Michael and for you ? "
Lucy Audley Hfted her pencilled eyebrows. " I thought ha
was coming to dinner," she said. "Surely, we shaU have enough
of him then."
She had a heap of wild autumn flowers in the skirt of her
musHn dress. She had come through the fields at the back of
the Court, gathering the hedge-row blossoms in her way. She
ran Hghtly up the broad staircase to her own rooms. George's
glove lay on her boudoir table. Lady Audley rang the bell
violently, and it was answered by Phoebe Marks. " Take that
Htter away! " she said sharply. The girl collected the glove and
a few withered flowers and torn papers lying on the table into
her apron.
" What have you been doing all this moming p " asked my
lady. " Not wasting your time, I hope P "
" No, my lady, I have been altering the blue dress. I t is
rather dark on this side of the house, so I took it up to my own
room, and worked at the window."
The girl was leaving the room as she spoke, but she turned
round and looked at Lady Audley, as if waiting for further
orders.
Lucy looked up at the same moment, and the eyes of the two
women met.
For a few seconds they stood quite stUl, looking at each other
earnestly.
" Phoebe Marks," said my lady, presently thromng herself
into an easy chair, and trifling with the wild flowers in her lap,
" yon are a good industrious girl, and while I Hve and ana
prosperous, you shaU never want a firm friend or a twentjpound note.'

CHAPTER X,
MISSING.

WHEN Robert Audley awoke he was surprisedto see the fishingrod lying on the bank, the line traUing idly in the water, and
the float bobbing harmlessly up and down in the afternoon
mmslune. The young barrister was a long time stretching hia
Arms and legs in various directionfl to convince himself, by meana
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of such exercise, that he still retained the proper use of those
members. Then, with a mighty effort, he contrived to rise from
the grass, and having deHberately folded his railway rug into a
convenient shape for carrying over his shoulder, he stroUed away
to look for George Talboys.
Once or twice he gave a drowsy shout, scarcely loud enough
to scare the birds in the branches above his head, or the trout in
the stream at his feet; but receiving no answer, grew tired of the
exertion, and dawdled on, yawning as he went, and stiU looking
for George Talboys.
By-and-by he took out his watch, and was surprised to fina
that it was a quarter past four.
" Why, the selfish beggar must have gone home to hia
dinner!" he muttered, reflectively; "and yet that isn't much
like him, for he seldom remembers his dinner hour unless I jog
his memory."
Even a good appetite, and the knowledge that his dinner would
very Hkely suffer by this delay, could not quicken Mr. Robert
Audley's constitutional dawdle, and by the time he stroUed in
at the front door of the Sun the clocks were striking five. He
80 fuUy expected to find George Talboys waiting for him
in the little sitting-room, that the absence of that gentleman
seemed to give the apartment a dreary look, and Robert groaned
ftloud.
" This is Hvely! " he said. " A cold dinner, and nobody to
eat it with! "
The landlord of the Sun came himself to apologize for his
ruined dishes.
" I've as fine a pair of ducks to foUow, Mr. Audley, as ever
you clapped eyes on, but burnt up to a cinder, along of behig
t e p ' hot," said the host, as he placed the fish upon the table.
" Never mind the ducks," Robert said, impatiently; " where's
Mr. Talboys ? "
" He ain't been in, sir, since you went out together this
moming."
" W h a t ! " cried Robert. " Why, in Heaven's name, what hae
the man done with himself? "
He walked to the window, and looked out upon the bro.ij
white high road. There was a waggon laden ^rith trusses oi
hay crawHng slowly past, the lazy horses and the lazy waggonei
dropping their heads with a weary stoop under the afternoon
sunshine. There was a flock of sheep stragglmg about the
road, with a dog running himself into a fever in the endeavour
to keep them decently together. There were some bricklayers
just released from work—a tinker mending some kettles by the
road-side; there was a dog-cait dashing down the road, carrying
the master of the Audley hounds to his seven-o'clock dinner;
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there were a dozen coniuion rillage sights and sounds that mixeil
themselves up into a cheerful bustle and confusion; but there
was no George Talboys.
" Of aU the extraordinary things that ever happened to me in
the whole course of my Hfe," said Mr. Robert Audley, " this ia
the most miraculous ! "
The landlord, still in attendance, opened his eyes as Robeii
made this remark. What could there be so extraordinary in the
simple fact of a gentleman being late for his dinner ?
" 1 shall go and look for him," said Robert, snatching up his
hat and walking straight out of the house.
But the question was where to look for him. He certainly
was not by the trout-stream, so it was no good going back
there in search of him. Robert was standing before the inn,
leHberating on what was best to be done, when the landlord
came out after him.
" I forgot to teU you, Mr. Audley, as how your uncle called
here five minutes after you was gone, and left a message asking
of you and the other gentleman to go down to dinner at the
Court."
" Then I shouldn't wonder," said Robert, " if George Talboys
has gone down to the Court to call upon my uncle. I t isn't
Hke him, but it's just possible that he has done it."
I t was six o'clock when Robert knocked at the door of his
uncle's house. He did not ask to see any of the famUy, but
inquired at once for his friend.
Yes, the servant told him; Mr. Talboys had been there at
two o'clock, or a Httle after.
" And not since ?''
" No, not since."
Was the man sure that it was at two Mr. Talboys called ?
Robert asked.
Yes, perfectly sure. He remembered the hour because it
was the servants' dinner hour, and he had left the table to open
the door to Mr. Talboys.
" Why, what can have become of the man P " thought Robert,
as he turned his back upon the Court. " From two tUl six—
four good hours—and no signs of him ! "
If any one had ventured to tell Mr. Robert Audley that he
could possibly feel a strong affection for any creature breathing,
that cynical gentleman would have elevated his eyebrows ia
supreme contempt at the preposterous notion. Yet iiere na
was, flurried and anrious, bewildering his brain by aU manner
of conjectures about his missing friend, and, false to every
attribute of his nature, walking fast.
" I haven't walked fast since I was at Eton," he murmured,
u he hurried across one of Sir Michael's meadows in the direo-
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tion of the riUage; " and the worst of it is that I haven't tla
most remote idea where I am going."
He crossed another meadow, and then seating himself upon
a stUe, rested his elbows upon his knees, buried his face in hii
Viands, and set himself seriously to think the matter out.
" I have i t ! " he said, after a few minutes' thought; " the
railway station!" He sprang over the stUe, and started off iii
the direction of the Httle red brick building.
There was no train expected for another half hour, and the
clerk was taking his tea in an apartment on one side of the
office, on the door of which was inscribed, in large white letters,
"Private."
But Mr. Audley was too much occupied with the one idea of
looking for his friend to pay any attention to this warning.
He strode at once to the door, and rattHng his cane against it,
brought the clerk out of his sanctum with his face flushed by tha
consumption of hot tea, and with his mouth full of bread and
butter.
" Do you remember the gentleman that came down to Audley
with me, Smithers ? " asked Robert.
" Well, to tell you the real truth, Mr. Audley, I can't say I
do. You came by the 4.15, if you remember^ aiii there's always
a many by that train."
" You don't remember him, then P "
" Not to my knowledge, sir."
" That's provoking ! I want to know, Smithers, whether he
has taken a ticket for London since two o'clock to-day. He's
a taU, broad-chested young fellow, with a big brown beard.
You couldn't weU mistake him."
" There was four or five gentlemen as took tickets for the
^.30 up," said the clerk rather vaguely, casting an anxious
glance over his shoulder at his wife, who looked by^ no means
pleased at this interruption to the harmony of the tea-table.
" Four or five gentlemen ! But did either of them answer tfl
the description of my friend P "
" Well, I think one of them had a beard, sir."
" A dark brown beard ? "
'' WeU, I don't know but what it was brownish Hke."
''Was he dressed in grey ? "
" I beHeve it was grey : a many gents wears grey. He asked
for the ticket sharp and short Hke, and when he'd got it, walked
gtraight out on to the platform whistHng."
" That's George ! " said Robert. " Thank you, Smithers: I
needn't trouble you any more. It's as clear as daylight," he
muttered, as he left the station, " he has got one of his gloomy
fits on him, and has gone back to London without sayring a
word about '+ T"I leave Audley myself to-morrow moming j
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and for to-night—why, I may as well go down to the Court,
and make the acquaintance of my uncle's young wife. They
don't dine tiU seven: if I hurry back to the inn I shaU be in
time to change my dress and get to the Court by seven.
Bob—otherwise Robert Audley, this sort of thing will r^evt
do: you are falling over head and ears in lov<5 with your aunt.
CHAPTER XL
THE MARK UPON MY L A D Y ' S

WjilST.

E-'BERT found Sir Michael and Lady Audley in the drawing
room. My lady was sitting on a music-stool before the grand
piano, turning over the leaves of some new music. She twirled
round upon this revolving seat, making a rusthng with her sUk
flounces, as Mr. Robert Audley's name was announced; then,
learing the piano, she made her nephew a pretty mock ceremonious curtsey. " Thank you so much for the sables," she
said, holding out her Httle fingers, aU glittering and twinkHng
with the diamonds she wore upon them ; " thank you for those
beautiful sables. How good it was of you to get them for me."
Robert had almost forgotten the commission he had executed
for Lady Audley during his Russian expedition. His mind
was so full of George Talboys that he only acknowledged my
lady's gratitude by a bow.
"Would you beHeve it, Sir Michael?" he said. " T h a t
fooHsh chum of mine has gone back to London, learing me in
the lurch,"
" Mr. George Talboys has returned to town!" exclaimed my
lady, Hfting her eyebrows.
" What a dreadful catastrophe!" said AHcia maHciously,
* since Pythias, in the person of Mr. Robert Audley, cannot
exist for half an hour without Damon, commonly kno^vn as
George Talboys."
" He's a very good fellow," Robert said, stoutly; " and to
tell the honest truth, I'm rather uneasy about him."
Uneasy about him ! My lady was quite anxious to know why
Robert was uneasy about his friend.
" I'll tell you why, Lady Audley," answered the young barrister. "George had a bitter blow a year ago in the death of
his wife. He has never got over that trouble. He takes life
pretty quietly—almost as quietly as I do—but he often talks
7ery strangely, and I sometimes think that one day this grief
•vill get the better of him, and lie'U do something rash,"
Mr, Robert Audley spoke vaguely; but all three of ma
listeners knew that t sometliing rash to which he aUuded wua
that one deed for which the e is no repentance.
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There was a brief pause, during which Lady Audley arrangea
hei yeUow ringlets by the aid of the glass over the console table
opposite to her,
" Dear me !" she said, " this is very strange. I did not think
men were capable of these deep and lasting affections.
I
thought that one pretty face was as good as another pretty
face to them, and that when number one with blue eyes and fair
hair died, they had only to look out for number two with black
eyes and hair, by way of variety."
" George Talboys is not one of those men. I firmly beHeve
that his wife's death broke his heart."
" How sad!" murmured Lady Audley. " I t seems almost
cmel of Mrs. Talboys to die, and grieve her poor husband so
much."
"Alicia was right; she is chiliHsh," thought Robert, as he
looked at his aunt's pretty face.
My lady was very charming at the dinner-table; she professed the most bewitching incapacity for carving the pheasants
set before her, and called Robert to her assistance.
" 1 could carve a leg of mutton at Mr. Dawson's," she said,
Ia,uglLing; " but a leg of mutton is so easy; and then I used to
stand uj)."
Sir Michael watched the impression my lady made upon his
nephew \rith a proud deHght in her beauty and fascination.
" I am so glad to see my poor Httle woman in her usual good
spirits once more," he said. " She was very down-hearted yes
terday at a disappointment she met with in London."
" A disappointment!"
"Yes, Mr. Audley, a very cmel one," answered my 'Hady.
" I received the other moming a telegraphic message from my
dear old friend and schoolmistress, telHng me that she was
dying, and that if I wanted to see her again I must hasten to
her immediately. The telegraphic despatch contained no address, and ot course, from that very circumstance. I imagined
that she must be living in the house in which I left her three
years ago. Sir Michael and I hurried up to to^vn unmediately,
and drove straight to the old address. iTie house was occupied
by strange people, who could give me no tidings of my friend.
It is in a retired place, where there are a very few tradespeople
about. Sir Michael made inquiries at the few shops there are,
but, after taking an immense deal of trouble, could discover
nothing whatever Hkely to lead to the information we wanted.
I have no friends in London, and had therefore no one to assist
me except my dear, generous husband, who did all in his power,
but in vain, to find my friend's new residence."
" I t was very fooHsh not to send the address in the telegraphia
message," said Robert,
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" When people are dying It is not so easy to think of all these
*;hings," murmured my lady, looking reproachfuUy at Mr
Audley with her soft blue eyes.
In spite of Lady AucUey's fascination, and in spite of Robert's
verj unquaHfied admiration of her, the barrister could not overcome a vague feeHng of uneasiness on this quiet September
evening.
As he sat in the deep embrasure of a mulHoned window, talking to my lady, his mind wandered away to shady Fig-tree
Court, and he thought of poor George Talboys smoking his
BoHtary cigar in the room with the dogs and the canaries. " I
wish I'd never felt any friendHness for the fellow," he thought" I feel Hke the father of an only son whose Hfe has gone wrong
with him. I wish to Heaven I could give him back his vrife,
and send him down to Ventnor to finish his days in peace."
StUl my lady's pretty musical prattle ran on as merrily j,nd
continuously as the babble of some brook; and stiU Robert's
thoughts wandered, in spite of himself, to George Talboys.
He thought of him hurrying dovm to Southampton by the
mad train to see his boy. He thought of him as he had often
seen him, spelHiig over the shipping advertisements in the
Times, looking for a vessel to take him back to AustraHa. Once
he thought of him with a shudder, lying cold and stiff at the
bottom of some shaUow stream, with his dead face turned
towards the darkening sky.
Lady Audley noticed his abstraction, and asked him what he
Tas thinking of.
" George Talboys," he answered, abruptly.
She gave a little nervous shudder.
" Upon my word," she said, " you make me quite uncomfortable by the way in wluch you talk of Mr. Talboys. One would
think that something extraordinary had happened to him."
" God forbid! J u t I cannot help feeHng imeasy about him."
Later in the evening Sir Michael asked for some music, and
my lady went to the piano. Robert Audley stroUed after her
to the instrument to turn over the leaves of her music; but
she played from memory, and he was spared the trouble his
gallantry would have imposed upon him.
He carried a pair of Hghted candles to the piano, and
arranged them conveniently for the pretty musician. She
struck a few chords, and then wandered mto a pensive sonata of
Beethoven's. I t was one of the many paradoxes in her character, that love of sombre and melancholy melodies, so opposite to
her gay, frivolous nature.
Robert Audley fingered by her side, and as he had no occuDation in turning over the leaves of her music, he amused
himself by watching her jeweUed white hands gliding softly
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over tho keys, with the lace sleeves dropping away from her
graceful arched wrists. He looked at her pretty fingers one by
one; this one ghttering with a ruby heart; that encoUed by an
emerald serpent; and about them aU a starry gHtter oi
diamonds. From the fingers his eyes wandered to the rounded
«vrists: the broad, flat, gold bracelet upon her right wrist
Ai-opped ever her hand, as she executed a rapid passage. She
stopped abruptly to rearrange it; but before she could do so,
Robert Audley noticed a bruise upon her deHcate skin.
" You have hurt your arm. Lady Audley," he exclaimed.
She hastily replaced the bracelet.
" I t is nothing," she said. " I am unfortunate in having a
skin which the sHghtest touch bruises."
She went on playing, but Sir Michael came across the room
to look into the matter of the bruise upon his wife's pretty wrist.
" What is it, Lucy ?" he asked; " and how did it happen ?"
" How fooHsh you aU are to trouble yourselves about anything so absurd!" said Lady Audley, laughing. " I am rather
absent in mind, and amused myself a few days ago by tying a
piece of ribbon round my arm so tightly, that it left a bruise
when I removed it."
•;Hum!" thought Robert. "My lady teUs Httie childish
white Hes ; the bruise is of a more recent date than a few days
ago; the skin has only just begun to change colour."
Sir Michael took the slender wrist in his strong hand.
" Hold the candles, Robert," he said, " and let us look at this
poor Httle arm."
I t was not one bruise, but four slender, purple marks, such aa
might have been made by the four fingers of a powerful hand
that had grasped the delicate wrist a shade too roughly. A
narrow ribbon, bound tightly, might have left some such marks,
it is true, and ray lady protested once more that, to the best of
her recoUection, that must have been how they were made.
Across one of the faint purple marks there was a darker
tinge, as if a ring wom on one of those strong and cmel fingera
had been ground into the tende™ flesh.
" I am sure my lady must tiU white Hes," thought Robert
" for I can't beHeve the story of the ribbon."
He wished his relations good night and good-bye at about halfpast ten o'clock; he said that he should run up to London next
moming by the flrst train to look for George, in Fig-tree Court.
" I f I don't find him there. I shaU go to Southampton," ha
said; " and if I don't find him there
"
" What then ?" asked my lady.
" I shall think that sometliing strange has happened.*'
Robert Audley felt veiy low-spirited as he walked slowly home
between tho shadowy meadows: more low-spirited stUl when ht

Btill Missing.

73

re-entered the sitting-room at the Sim Inn, where he and George
had lounged together, staring out of the vrindow, and smoking
their cigars.
" To think," he said, meditatively, " that it is possible to care
so much for a fellow! But come what niay, I'U go up to town
after him the first thing to-morrow moming, and sooner than
')e baulked in finding him, I'll go to the very end of the world."
With Mr. Robert Audley's lymphatic nature, determination
was so much the exception, rather than the rule, that when h?
did for once in lus Hfe resolve upon any course of action, he had
a certain dogged resolution that pushed him on to the fulfilment
of his purpose.
The lazy bent of his mind, which prevented him from
thinking of half a dozen things at a time, and not thinking
thoroughly of any one of them, as is the manner of your more
energetic people, made him remarkably clear-sighted upon any
point to which he gave his serious attention.
Indeed, after all, though his legal friends laughed at him, and
rising barristers shrugged their shoulders under rustling sUk
gowns when people spoke of Robert Audley, I doubt if, had ha
ever taken the trouble to get a brief, he might not have rather
surprised the magnates who underrated his abiHti*3.

CHAPTER

XII.

STILL MISSING.

THE September sunHght sparkled upon i\e fountain in th«
Temple Gardens, when Robert Audley returned to Fig-tree
Court early the foUowing moming.
He found the canaries singing in the pretty Httle room in
which George had slept, but the apartment was in the same
prim order in which the laundress had arranged it after the
departure of the two young men—not a chair displaced, or sc
much as the Hd of a cigar-box lifted, to bespeak the presence of
George Talboys. With a last Hngering hope he searched upon
the mantel-pieces and tables of his rooms, on the chance oi
finding some letter left by George.
" He may have slept here last night, and started for Southampton early this moming," he thought. " Mrs. Maloney has
been here, very Hkely, to make everything tidy after him."
But as he sat looking lazily round the room, now and then
whistHng to his delighted canaries, a sHp-shod foot upon the
staircase without bespoke the advent of that very Mrs. Maloney
who waited upon the two young men.
No, Mr. Talboys had not come home; she had looked in aa
early as six o'clock that moming, and found the chambers empty.
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Had anything happened to the poor dear gentleman? sh«
asked, seeing Robert AucUey's pale face.
He tiimecl round upon her quite savagely at this question.
Happened to him! 'What should happen to him P They
had only parted at two o'clock the day before.
Mrs. Maloney would have related to him the history of a
poor dear young engine-driver, who had once lodged vrith her,
and who went out, after eating a hearty dinner, va. the best of
spirits, to meet with his death from the concussion of an express
and a luggage train ; but Robert put on his hat again, and walked
straight out of the house before the honest Irishwoman could
begin her pitiful story.
I t was growing dusk when he reached Southampton. Hd
found his way to the poor little terrace of houses, in a duU
street leading down to the water, where George's father-in-law
Hved. Little Georgey was inlaying at the opeu parlour window
as the young man walked down the street.
Perhaps it was this fact, and the duU and sUent aspect of the
house, which filled Robert Audley's mind with a vague conriction that the man he came to look for was not the:|S. The
old man himself opened the door, and the chUd peeped out of
the parlour to look at the strange gentleman.
He was a handsome boy, vrith his father's brown eyes and
dark waving hair, and yet \rith some latent expression wliich
was not his father's, and which pervaded liis •whole face, so that
although every feature of the cliUd resembled the same feature
m George Talboys, the boy was not actuaUy Hke him.
The old man was deHghted to see Robert Audley; he remembered haring had the pleasure of meeting him at Ventnor, on
the melancholy occasion of
He wiped his watery old eyes
by way of conclusion to the sentence. Would Mr. Audley
walk in ? Robert strode into the little parlour. The fumiture
was sha,bby and dingy, and the place reeked with the smeU of
stale tobacco and brandy-and-water. The boy's broken playthings and the old man's brokeu. clay pipes, and torn, brandyand-water stained newspapers, were scattered upon the dirt}
carpet. Little Georgey crept towards the visitor, watching him
furtively out of his big brown eyes. Robert took the boy o
his knee, and gave him his watch-chain to play with while
talked to the old man.
" I need scarcely ask the question that I came to ask,"
gaid. " I was in hopes I should have found your son-in-la
here."
" W h a t ! you knew that he was coming to Southampton P"
" Knew that he was coming !" cried Robert, brightening op.
* He is here, then?"
'• No, he is not here now, but he has been here."
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"WhenP"
"• Late last night; he came by the mail."
" And left again immediately ?"
" He stayed little better than an hour."
" Good heavens!" said Robert, " what useless anxiety that
xan has given me! What can be the meaning of all this P"
" You knew nothing of his intention, then P"
" Of what intention ?" _
" I mean of his determination to go to AustraHa."
" I knew that it was always in his mind more or less, but net
more just now than usual."
" He sails to-night from Liverpool. He came here at one
o'clock this moming to have a look at the boy, he said, before
he left England, perhaps never to return. He told me he was
sick of the world, and that the rough life out there was the
only thing to suit him. He stayed an hour, kissed the boy,
v^ ithout awaking him, and left Southampton by the maU that
starts at a quarter past two."
" What can be the meaning of all this ?" said Robert. " "V^/Tiat
could be his motive for leaving England in this manner, without
a word to me, his most ultimate friend—without even a change
of clothes; for he has left everything at my chambers ? I t is
the most extraordinary proceeding!"
The old man looked very grave. " Do you know, Mr. Audley,"
he said, tapping his forehead significantly, " I sometimes fancy
that Helen's death had a strange effect upon poor George."
"Pshaw !" cried Robert, contemptuously; " h e felt the blow
most cruelly, but his brain was as sound as yours or mine."
" Perhaps he will write to you from Liverpool," said George's
father-in-law. He seemed anrious to smooth over any indignation that Robert might feel about his friend's conduct.
" He ought to write to me," said Robert gravely, " for we've
been good friends from the days when we were together at
Eton. I t isn't kind of George Talboys to treat me Hke this."
But even at the moment that he uttered the reproach a
strange thi ill of remorse shot through his heart.
" It isn't Hke him," he said; " it isn't Hke George Talboys."
Little Georgey cawght at the sound. " That's my name," he
aid, " and my papa's name—the big gentleman's name."
"Yes, Httle Georgey, and your papa came last night and
kissed you in your sleep. Do you remember ?"
" No," said the boy, shaking his curly Httle head.
" You must have been very fast asleep, Httle Georgey, net tc
see poor papa."
The chdd did not answer; but presently, fixing his eyes npos
Robert's face, he said abraptly,—
"Where's the pretty ladyP"

Lady Audley's

Secret.

" What pretty lady ?"
" The pretty lady that used to come a long while ago."
" He means his poor mamma," said the old man.
" No," cried the boy, resolutely, " not mamma. Mamma waK
%l.vays crying. I didn't Hke mamma
"
"Hush, Httle Georgey!"
" But I didn't, and she didn't like me. She was always crying.
I mean the pretty lady ; the lady that was dressed so fine, and
that gave me my gold watch."
" He means the wife of my old captain—an exceUent creature,
t?ho took a great fancy to Georgey, and gave him some handeome presents."
" Where's my g<ild watch P Let me show the gentleman mj
»old watch," cried Georgey.
" It's gone to be cleaned, Georgey," answered his grandfather.
" It's always going to be cleaned,'' said the boy.
*The watch is perfectly safe, I assure you, Mr. Audley,"
murmured the old man, apologetically; and taking out a pawnbroker's dupHcate, he handed it to Robert.
I t was made out in the name of Captain Mortimer: " Watch,
set with diamonds, £11."
" I'm often hard pressed for a few shillings, Mr. Audley,"
said the old man. " My son-in-law has been very Hberal to me;
but there are others, there are others, Mr. Audley—and—and •I've not been treated weU." He vriped away some genuine tears
as he said tliis in a pitiful vcice. " Come, Georgey, it's time the
brave Httle man was in bed. Come along with grandpapa.
Excuse me for a quarter of an hour, Mr. Audley."
The boy went very willingly. At the door of the room the old
man looked back at his risitor, and said, in the same peevish
voice, " This is a poor place for me to pass my decHning yeara
in, Mr. Audley. I've made many sacrifices, and I make them
atiU, but I've not been treated well."
Left alone in the dusky Httle sitting-room, Robert Audley
folded his anns, and sat absently staring at the floor.
George was gone, then. He might receive some letter of esplanation, perhaps, when he retumed to London; but the
chances were that he would never see his old friend again.
" A n d t o think that I should care so much for the feUow!" he
said, Hfting his eyebrows to the centre of his forehead.
"• The place smeUs of stale tobacco like a tap - room," be
muttered presently; " there can be no harm in my smoking a
cigar hero.
He took one from the case in his pocket; there was a spark
of fire in the Httle grate, and Robert Audley looked about for
something to Hght his cigar with.
A tvristed piece of paper lay half burnt upon the hearth-
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r a g : he picked it up, and unfolded it, in order to get a better
pipe-Hght by folding it the other way of the paper. As he did
so, absently glancing at the writing upon the fragment of thin
paper, a portion of a name caught his eye—a portion of the
name that was most in his thoughts. He took the scrap of
paper to the vrindow, and examined it by the decHning light.
I t was part of a telegraphic despatch. The upper portion had
been burnt away, but the more important part, the greater part
of the message itself, remained.
alboys came to
last night, and left
by the mail for London, on his way for Liverpool, whence he
i)B to saU for Sydney.
The date and the name and address of the sender of the
message had been burnt with the heading. Robert Audley's
face blanched to a deathly whiteness. He carefully folded the
scrap of paper, and placed it between the leaves of his pocketbook.
" My God ! " he said, " what is the meaning of „his P I
thaU go to Liverpool to-night, and make inquiries there."
CHAPTER X I I I .
TROUBLED

DREAMS.

left Southampton by the mail, and let himself
into Ins chambers just as the dawn was creeping cold and grey
into the sol tary rooms, and the canaries were beginning to
rustle their feathers feebly in the early moming.
There were several letters in the box behind the door, but
there was none from George Talboys.
The young barrister was worn out by a long day spent in
hurrying from place to place. The usual lazy monotony of hia
Hfe had been broken as it had never been broken before in eightand-twenty tranquU easy-going years. His mind was beginning
to grow confused upon the point of time. I t seemed to liim
months since he had lost sight of George Talboys. I t was so
difficult to believe that it was less than forty-eight hours ago
that the young man had left him asleep under the wiUows by
the trout-stream.
His eyes were painfuUy weary for want of sleep. He searched
about the rooms for some time, looking in all sorts of impossible
places for a letter from George Talboys, and then threw himself
dressed upon his friend's bed, in the room with the canaries and
geraniums.
" I shaU wait for to-morrow morning's post," he said, " and
if that brings no letter from George, I shall start for Liverpooi
>iritJ*'*ut a moment's delay."
ROBERT AUDLEY
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H e was thoroughly exhaurted, and feU into a heavy sleep—t
sleep which was profound without being altogether refreshing^
for he was tormented all fhe time by disagreeable d r e a m s ^
dreams which were painful, not from any horror in themselves,
but from a vagnie and weivrying sense of their confusion and
absurdity.
A t one time he was pursuing strange people and entering
strange houses in the endravoar to unravel the mystery of the
telegraphic despatch; a t another time he was in the choichyard a t Ventnor, gazing a t the headstone George had ordered
for the grave of His desd vrife. Once in the long rambling
mystery of these dream? he went to the grave and found tliis
headstone gone, and on remonstrating with the stonemason,
was told t h a t the m a n Is ad a reason for removing the inscription—a reason t h a t Robert would some day leam.
H e started from his dreams to find there was some one
knocking a t the outer do-Dr of his chambers.
I t was a dreary wet I'lorning, the rain beating against the
windows, and the canaries twittering dismally to each other—
complaining perhaps of the bad weather. Robert could not tell
how long the person had been knocking. H e h a d mingled the
sound with his dreams, and when he woke he was only half
conscious of outer things.
" I t is t h a t stupid Mrs. Maloney, I dare say," he muttered.
" She m a y knock again for all I care. W h y can't she use her
dupHcate key, instead of dragging a m a n out of bed when he's
half dead with fatigue ? "
The person, whoever it was, did knock again, and then desisted, apparently tired o u t ; b u t about a minute afterwards a
key turned in the door.
" She had her key with her aU the time, t h e n , " said Robert,
" I ' m very glad I didn't get u p . "
The door between the sitting-room and bedroom was half
open, and he could see the laundress bustling about, dusting
the fumiture, and re-arranging things t h a t h a d never bef*
disarranged.
" I s t h a t you, Mrs. Maloney P " he asked.
" Yes, sir."
" Then why, in goodness' name, did you make t h a t re7- as
the door, when you liad a key with you ail the time P "
" A row a t the door, sir ! "
" Yes ; t h a t infernal knocking."
" Sure I never knocked, Misther Audley, b u t walked sthraight
la witli the kay
"
•' Then who did knock ? There's been some one kicking u p a
row at t h a t door for a quarter of a n hour I should think ; yon
m u s t have met him going down stairs."
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" B u t I ' m rather late this moming, sir, for I've been in Mr.
Martin's rooms first, and I've come sthraight from the fiooi
above."
" Then you didn't see any one a t the door or on the stairs P "
" N o t a mortal sowl, sir."
" W a s ever anything so provoking P " said Robert. " To
think t h a t I should have let this person go away without ascertaining who he was, or w h a t he wanted ! How do I know t h a t
it was not some one with a message or a letter from George
Talboys?';
" Sure, if it was, sir, he'll come again," said Mrs. Maloney,
soothingly.
" Yes, of course, if it was a n y t h i n g of consequence, he'll
come again," muttered Robert. The fact was, t h a t from the
moment of finding the telegraphic mes'sage a t Southampton, all
hope of hearing of George had f a d e ! out of his mind. He
felt t h a t there was some mystery involved in the disappearance
of his friend—some treachery towards himself or towards
George Talboys. W h a t if the young man's greedy old fatherin-law had tried to separate them on account of the monetary
trust lodged in Robert Audley's hands ? Or w h a t if, since even
in these civUized days all kinds of unsuspected horrors are constantly committed—what if the old man had decoyed George
down to Southampton, and made away vrith him in order to get
possession of t h a t £20,000, left in Robert's custody for little
Georgey's use ?
B u t neither of these suppositions explained the telegraphic
message, and it was the telegraphic message which had filled
Robert's mind with a vague sense of alarm. The postman
brought no letter from George Talboys, and the person who had
knocked a t the door of t h e chambers did not return between
seven and nine o'clock, so Robert Audley left Fig-tree Court
once more in search of his friend. This time he told the cabman to drive to the E u s t o n Station, and in twenty minutes he
was on the platform, making inquiries about the trains.
The Liverpool express h a d started half an hour before breached the station, and he had to wait an hour and a quarte,
for a slow train to take him to his destination.
Robert Audley chafed crueUy a t tliis delay. Half a dozen
vessels might sail for AustraHa while he roamed u p and down
the long platform, tumbling over trucks and porters, and
Bwearing at his Ul-luck.
H e bought the Times newspaper, and looked instinctively u\
the second column, with a morbid interest in the advertissmeiita
of people missing—sons, brothers, and husbands who had left
their homes, never to return or to be hoanl o^ more.
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Hiere was one advertisement about a young man who had
Dcen found drowned somewhere on the Lambeth shore.
What if that should have been George's fate ? N o ! thfc
telegraphic message involved his father-m-law in the fact of hia
disappearance, and. every speculation about him must start from
that one point.
I t was eight o'clock in the evening when Robert got into
Liverpool, too late for anything except to make inquiries as to
what vessels had saUed vrithin the last two days for the antipodes.
An emigrant ship had saUed at four o'clock that afternoon—
the Victoria Regia, bound for Melbourne.
The result of his inquiries amounted to this—if he wanted to
find ou^ who had saUed in the Victoria Regia, he must wait tiU
the next moming, and apply for information at the office belonging to the owners of that vessel.
Robert Audley was at the office at nine o'clock the next
moming, and was the first person after the clerks who entered it.
He met with every civiHty from the clerk to whom he appHed.
The young man referred to his books, and running his pen
down the Hst of passengers who had sailed in the Victoria
Regia, told Robert that there was no one amongst them of the
name of Talboys. Mr. Audley pushed his inquiries further.
Had any of the passengers entered their names within a short
time of the vessel's sailing ?
One of the other clerks looked up from his desk as Robert
asked this question. Yes, he said, he remembered a young
man's coming into the office at half-past three o'clock in the
afternoon, and paying his passage-money. His name was the
last on the Hst—Thomas Brown.
Robert Audley shrugged his shoulders. There could have
been no possible reason for George's taking a feigned name.
He asked the clerk who had last spoken if he coxdd remember
the appearance of this Mr. Thomas Brown.
No, the office was crowded at the time; people were running
in and out, and he had not taken any particular notice of this
last passenger.
Robert thanked the officials for their civiHty, and wished them
good moming. As he was leaving the office one of the youn^
men caUed after him.
" Oh, by the bye, sir," he said, " I remember one thing about
this Mr. Thomas Brown—his erci was in a sHng."
There was nothing more for Robert AucUey to do but to
return to town. He re-entered his chambers at sis o'clock that
evening, thoroughly wom out once more ^rith his useless search.
Mrs. Maloney brought him lus dinner and a pmt of wine
from a tavern in the Strand. The evening was raw and chiUy,
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and the laundress had Hghted a good fire in the sitti' "*-« on.
grate.
After eating about half a m u t t o n chop, Robert sat with hia
wine untasted upon the table before him, smoking a cigar and
staring into the blaze.
" George Talboys never sailed for AustraHa," he said, after
long and painful reflection. " I f he is aHve he is stUl in
England, and if he is dead his body is hidden in some corner of
England."
H e sat for hours smoking and thinking—troubled and gloomy
thoughts making a dark shadow upon his moody face, which
neither the brUHant Hght of the gas nor the red blaze of the fire
could dispel.
Very late in the eveniig he rose from his chair, pushed away
the table, wheeled his desk over to the fireplace, took out a
sheet of foolscap, and dij^ped a pen in the ink.
B u t after doing this he paused, leaned his forehead upon his
hand, and once more relapsed into thought.
" I shall draw u p a record of aU t h a t has occurred between
our going down to Essex and to-night, beginning at the very
beginning."
H e drew u p this record ia short detached sentences, which he
numbered as he wrote.
I t r a n t h u s :—
"JOURNAL OP EACTS CONNECTED WITH THE DISAPPEARANCE OF
GEORGE TALBOYS, INCLUSIVE OP FACTS WHICH HAVE NO APPARENT
RELATION TO THAT CIRCUMSTANCE."

I n spite of the troubled state of his mind he was rather
mcHned to be proud of the official appearance of this heading.
He sat for some time looking a t it viath affection, and wit^" the
feather of his pen in his mouth. " Upon my word," he said,
" I begin to think t h a t I ought to have pursued my profession,
instead of dawdHng my Hfe away as I have done."
H e smoked half a cigar before he had got his thoughts ia
rroper train, ,md then began to write:—
" 1. I write to AHcia, proposing to take George down to tha
Court.
" 2. AHcia repHes, objecting to the risit on the p a r t of Lady
A-udley.
" 3. W e go to Essex in spite of this objection. I see my lady.
My lady refuses to be mtroduced to George t h a t particulal
Dvening on the score of fatigue.
" 4 . Sir Michael inrites George and me to dinner for tn«
foUowing evening.
" 5. My lady receives a telegraphic despatch tbe n e i t morning whJch fl^ituiaons her to London
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" 6. AHcia shows me a letter from my lady, in which sha
requests to be told when I and my friend, Mr. Talboys, mean to
leave Essex. To this letter is subjoined a postscript reiterating
the above request.
" 7. We caU at the Court, and ask to see the house. My
lady's apartments are locked.
" 8. We get at the aforesaid apartments by means of a secse*.
passage, the eristence of which is unknown to my lady. In ont
of the rooms we find her portrait.
" 9. George is affected by the storm. Hia conduct is exceedingly strange for the rest of the evening.
" 10. George is quite himself again the foUowing moming. I
propose leaving Audley Court immediately; he prefers remainmg tiU the evening.
" 1 1 . We go out fishing. George leaves mo to go to the

Court.

" 12. The last positive information I can obtain of him in
Essex is at the Court, where the servant says he thinks Mr.
Talboys told him he would go and look for my lady in the
grounds.
"13. I receive information about him at the station which
may, or may not, be correct.
" 14. I hear of him positively once more at Southampton,
where, according to his father-in-law, he had been for an hour
on the previous night.
" 15. The telegraphic message."
When Robert Audley had completed this brief record, which
he drew up vrith great deHberation, and with frequent pauses
for reflection, alterations, and erasures, he sat for a long time
contemplating the written page.
At last he read it careraUy over, stopping at some of the
numbered paragraphs, and marking several of them with a
pencilled cross: then he folded the sheet of foolscap, went over
to a cabinet on the opposite side of the room, unlocked it, and
placed the paper in that very pigeon-hole into which he had
thrust AHcia's letter—the pigeon-hole marked Important.
Having done this, he retumed to his easy chair by the fire,
pushed away his desk, and Hghted a cigar. " It's as dark aa
midnight from first to last," he said; "and the clue to the
mysteiy must be found either at Southampton or in Essex.
Be it how it may, my mind is made up. I shall first go to
Audley Court, and look for George 'Talbnyn in a narrow
FB/Ii-j;."
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CHAPTER XTVPHCEBE'S SUITOR.

person who has met this gentleman since the 7th inst., or who can furnish any information respecting his movements subsequent to that date, wiU be
HberaUy rewarded on communicating with A. Z., 14, Chancery
Lane,"
Sir Michael Audley read the above advertisement in the
second column of the Times, as he sat at breakfast with my
lady and AJicia two or three days after Robert's return to
town.
" Robert's friend has not yet been heard of, then," said the
baronet, after reading the advertisement to his vrife and
daughter.
" As for that," replied my lady, " I cannot help wondering
who can be siUy enough to advertise for him. The young man
was eridently of a restless, roving disposition—a sort of Bamfylde Moore Carew of modem Hfe, whom no attraction could
ever keep in one spot."
Though the advertisement appeared several times, the party
a^ the Court attached very Httle importance to Mr. Talboys'
disappearance; and after this one occasion his name was never
again mentioned by either Sir Michael, my lady, or AHcia.
AHcia Audley and her pretty step-mother were by no means
any better friends after that quiet evening on which the young
barrister had dined at the Court.
" She is a vain, frivolous, heartless Httle coquette," said
AHcia, addressing herself to her Newfoundland dog, Caesar,
who was the sole recipient of the young lady's confidences;
" she is a practised and consummate flirt, Csesar; and not contented vrith setting her yeUow ringlets and her silly giggle at
half the men in Essex, she must needs make that stupid cousin
of mine dance attendance upon her. I haven't common patience
with her."
In proof of which last assertion Miss Alicia Audley treated
her step-mother with such very palpable impertinence that Sir
Michael felt himself caUed upon to remonstrate with his only
daughter.
" The poor Httle woman is very sensitive, you know, Alicia,"
tho baronet said, gravely, "and she feels your conduct most
acutely."
" I don't beHeve it a bit, papa," answered AHcia, stoutly.
" You think her sensitive, because she has soft white hands and
big blue eyes with long lashes, and all manner of afllbcted, fantastical ways, which you stupid men call fascina'"ng. Sensitive!
" M R . GEORGE TALBOYS.—Any
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Why, I've seen her do cruel things with those slender whita
dngers, and laugh at the pain she inflicted. I'm very sorry,
papa," she added, softened a Httle by her father's look of distress ; " though she has come between us, and robbed poor
Alicia of the love of that dear, generous heart, I wish I could
fike her for your sake; but I can't, I can't, and no more can
Caesar. She came up to him once with her red Hps apart, and
her Httle white teeth gHstening between them, and stroked his
great head with her soft hand: but if I had not had hold of hia
coUar, he would have flown at her throat and strangled her.
She may bewitch every man in Esses, but she'U never make
friends with my dog."
_" Your dog shaU be shot," answered Sir Michael, angrily, " il
his ricious temper ever endangers Lucy."
_ The Newfoundland roUed his eyes slowly round in the direction of the speaker, as if he understood every word that had
been said. Lady Audley happened to enter the room at thia
very moment, and the animal cowered down by the sido of his
mistress with a suppressed growl. There was something in the
manner of the dog which was, if anything, more indicative of
terror than of fury, incredible as it may appear that Oeesar
should be frightened of so fragUe a creature as Lucy Audley.
Amiable as was my lady's nature, she could not Hve long at
the Court vrithout discovering AHcia's disHke of her. She never
aUuded to it but once; then, shrugging her graceful white
shoulders, she said with a sigh,—
" I t seems very hard that you cannot love me, AHcia, for I
have never been used to make enemies; but since it seems that
it must be so, I cannot help it. If we cannot be friends, let us
at least be neutral. You won't try to injure me ? "
" Injure you ! " exclaimed AHcia; " how should I injure
you ? '•'
" You'U not try to deprive me of your father's affection P "
" I may not be as amiable as you are, my lady, and I may not
have the same sweet smiles and pretty words for every stranger
I meet, but I am not capable of a contemptible meanness; and
even if I were, I think you are so secure of my father's love,
that nothing but your own act wiU ever deprive you of it."
" What a severe creature you are, AHcia!" said my lady,
making a Httle grimace. " I suppose you mean to infer by all
that, that I'm deceitful. Why, I can't help smiling at people,
and speaking prettUy to them. I know I'm no better than the
rest of the world, but I can't help it if I'm pleasant er. It's
eonstitutional."
AHcia haring thus entirely shut the door upon all intimacy
between Lady Audley and herself, and Sir Michael being chiefly
occupied in agricultural pursuits and manly sports, which kept
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liim away from home, it was, perhaps, only natural that my
lady, bemg of an eminently social disposition, should find
herself thrown a good deal upon her white eye-lashed maid for
society.
Phoebe Marks was exactly the sort of girl who is generally
promoted from the post of lady's-maid to that of companion.
She had just sufficient education to enable her to understand
her mistress when Lucy chose to £.uow herself to run riot in a
species of inteUectual tarantella, in which her tongue went mad
to the sound of its ovsm rattle, as the Spanish dancer at the
noise of his castanets. Phcebe knew enough of the French
language to be able to dip into the yellow-paper-covered novels
which my lady ordered from the BurHngton Arcade, and to discourse with her mistress upon the questionable subjects of those
romances. The Hkeness which the lady's-maid bore to Lucy
Audley was, perhaps, a point of sympathy between the two
women. I t was not to be called a striking likeness; a stranger
might have seen them both together, and yet have failed to remark
it. But there were certain dim and shadowy Hghts in which,
meeting Phoebe Marks gHding softly through the dark oak passages of the Court, or under the shrouded avenues in the garden,
you might have easUy mistaken her for my lady.
Sharp October winds were sweeping the leaves from the Hmes
in the long avenue, and driving them in vrithered heaps with a
ghostly rustling r oise along the dry gravel walks. The old well
must have been half choked up with the leaves that drifted
about it, and whirled in eddying circles into its black, broken
mouth. On the stiU bosom of the fish-pond the same withered
leaves slowly rotted away, mixing themselves with the tangled
weeds that discoloured the surface of the water. All the garleners Sir Michael could employ could not keep the impress of
autumn's destroying hand from the grounds about the Court.
" How I hate this desolate month!" my lady said, as she
walked about the garden, shivering beneath her sable mantle.
" Everything dropping to ruin and decay, and the cold fHcker of
the sun fighting up the ugHness of the earth, as the glare of
gas-lamps Hghts the wrinkles of an old woman. Shall I ever
grow old, Phoebe P WUl my hair ever drop off as the leaves are
falHng from those trees, and leave me wan and bare Hke them P
What is to become of me when I grow old ? "
She shivered at the thought of this more than she had done
at the cold wintry breeze, and muffling herself closely in her fur,
walked so fast that her maid had some difficulty in keeping up
with her.
" Do you remember, Phoebe," she said presently, relaxing hei
pace, " do you remember that French story we read—the storj
of a beautiful woman who committed some crime—I forget
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what—in the zenith of her power and loveliness, when all Parn
drank to her every night, and when the people ran away from
the carriage of the king to flock about hers, and get a peep at
her face ? Do you remember how she kept the secret of what
she had done for nearly half a century, spending her old age in
her fanuly chateau, beloved and honoured by aU the prorince as
an uncanonized saint and benefactress to the poor; and how,
when her hair was white, and her eyes almost blind with age,
the secret was revealed through one of those strange accidents
by which such secrets always are revealed in romances, and_ shs
was tried, found guUty, and condemned to be burned aHve P
The king who had wom her colours was dead and gone; the
court of which she had been the star had passed away; powerful functionaries and great magistrates, who might perhaps
have helped her, were mouldering in their graves; brave young
cavaHers, who would have died for her, had faUen upon distant
battle-flelds; she had Hved to see the age to which she had belonged fade Hke a dream; and she went to the staie, followed
only by a few ignorant country people, who forgot aU her
bounties, and hooted at her for a wicked sorceress."
" I don'ii, care for such cHsmal stories, my lady," said Phcebe
Marks, with a shudder. " One has no need to read books to
give one the horrors in this duU place."
Lady Audley shrugged her shoidders, and laughed at her
maid's candour.
" I t is a duU place, Phcebe," she said, " though it doesn't do
to say so to my dear old husband. Though I am the wife of
one of the most influential men in the county, I don't know that
I wasn't nearly as weU off at Mr. Dawson's ; and yet it's something to wear sables that cost a hundred and sixty guineas, and
to have a thousand pounds spent on the decoration of one's
apartments."
Treated as a companion by her mistress, in the receipt of the
most Hberal wages, and with perquisites such as perhaps no
lady's-maid ever had before, it was strange that Phoebe Marks
should vrish to leave her situatichi; yet it was not the less a
fact that she was anxious to exchange all the advantages of
Audley Court for the very unpromising prospect which awaited
her as the wife of her cousin Luke.
The young man had contrived in some manner to associate
himself with the improved fortunes of liis sweetheart. He
had never allowed Phoebe any peace tiU she obtained for him,
by the aid of my lady's interference, a situation as under-groom
at the Court.
He never rode out vrith eit^27 AHcia or Sir Michael; but on
rme of the few occasions upon which my lady mounted the
grotty Httle grey thoroughbred reserved for her use, he con-
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trived to atitend her in her ride. H e saw enough ii. j t e very
first half hour they were out to discover that, graceful as Lucy
Audley might look in her long blue cloth habit, she was a
timid horsewoman, and utterly unable to manage the animal
she rode.
L a d y Audley remonstrated with her maid upon her folly in
vrishing to marry the uncouth groom.
The two women were seated together over the fire in my
lady's dressing-room, the grey sky closing in upon the October
afternoon, and the black tracery of ivy darkening the casement
windows.
" You surely are not in love with the awkward ugly creature,
are you, Phoebe ? " asked my lady, sha.rply.
The girl was sitting on a low stool at her mistress's feet
She did not answer my lady's question immediately, but sai
for some time looking vacantly into the red abyss in the hollow
fire.
Presently she said, rather as if she had been thinking aloud
t h a n answering Lucy's question,—
" I don't think I can love lum. W e have been together from
chUdron, and I promised, when I was Httle better t h a n fifteen,
t h a t I ' d be his wife. I daren't break t h a t promise now. There
have been times when I've made u p the very sentence I meant
to say to him, teUing him t h a t I couldn't keep my faith with
h ' m ; but the words have died uf)on my Hps, and I've sat
looking at him, with a choking sensation in my throat t h a t
wouldn't let me speak. I daren't refuse to marry him. I've
often watched him as he has sat sUcing away at a hedge-stake
with his great clasp-knife, till I have t h o u g h t t h a t it is j u s t
such men as he who have decoyed their sweethearts into lonely
places, and murdered them for being false to their word. W h e n
ne was a boy he was always riolent and revengeful. I saw him
ence take u p t h a t very knife in a quarrel with his mother. I
teU you, my lady, I must marry him."
" You silly girl, you shall do notliing of the kind ! " answered
Lucy. " You think he'll murder you, do you ? Do you think,
then, if murder is in him, you would be any safer as his wife P
If you thwarted him or made him jealous; if he wanted to
m a n y another woman, or to get hold of some poor, pitiful bit
of money of yours, couldn't he murder you then ? I teU you,
you shan't marry him, Phoebe. I n the first place, I hate the
man ; and in the next place, I can't afford to p a r t with you.
We'll give him a few pounds and send him about his business."
Phcebe Marks caught my lady's hands in hers, and clasped
them convulsively.
" My lady ! " she cried vehemently, " don't t r y to t h w a r t ma
In this—don't ask me to t h w a r t him. I teU you, I must marry
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him. Y o u don't know what he is. I t wiU be my ruin, and tha
ruin of others, if I break my word. I must niarry h i m ! "
" Very well, then, Phoebe," answered her mistress, " I can't
oppose you. There must be some secret a t the bottom of all
this,"
" Thero is, my lady," said the girl, with her face turned away
from Lucy,
" I shall be very sorry to lose y o u ; but I have promised to
stand your friend in aU things, "Wliat does your cousin mean
to do for a firing when you are married ? "
" H e would Hive to take a pubHc-house."
" Then he shall take a pubHc-house, and the sooner he drinks
Idmself to death the better. Sir Michael dines a t a bachelor's
party at Major Margrave's this evening, and my step-daughter
is away with her friends a t the Grange. Y o u can bring your
cousin into the drawing-room after dinner, and I'U teU him
what I mean to do for htm."
" You are very good, my lady," Phcebe answered vrith a sigh.
L a d y Audley sat in the glow of fire-fight and wax candles in
the luxurious drawing-room; t h e amber damask cushions of
the sofa contrasting with her dark violet velvet dress, and her
rippHng hair falling about her neck in a golden haze. Everywhere around her were the eridences of wealth and splendour;
whUe, in strange contrast to all this, and to her own beauty,
the awkward groom stood rubbing his bullet head as my lady
explained to him what she meant to do for her confidential
maid. Lucy's promises were very Hberal, and she h a d expected
t h a t , uncouth as the man was, he would in his own rough
manner have expressed his gratitude.
To her surprise he stood staring a t the floor without uttering
a word in answer to her offer. Phoebe was standing close to his
elbow, and seemed distressed a t the man's rudeness.
" TeU my lady how thankful you are, Luke," she said.
" B u t I ' m not so over and above thankful," answered her
lover, savagely. " Fifty pound ain't much to start a pubHc.
You'll make it a hundred, my lady."
" I shall do nothing of the kind," said L a d y Audley, her
clear blue eyes flashing vrith indignation, " a n d I wonder at
your impertinence in asking it."
" Oh yes, you wiU though," answered Luke, with quiet insolence, t h a t had a hidden meaning. " You'U make it a hundred, my lady."
L a d y Audley rose from her seat, looked the m a n steadfastly
in the face till his determined gaze sank under h e r s : then
walking straight u p to her maid, she said in a high, piercing
voice, peculia- -^c her in moments of intense agitaticrj " Phoeljf
Marks, VQU have told this man I"

On the Watch.
The girl fell on her knees at my lady's feet.
" Oh, forgive me, forgive me! " she cried.
from me, or I would never, never have told!"
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CHAPTER XV.
ON THE WATCH.

a lowering moming late in November, with the yeUow
fog low upon the flat meadows, and the bUiided cattle groping
their way through the dim obscurity, and blundering stupidly
against black and leafless hedges, or stumbling into ditches,
nndistinguishable in the hazy atmosphere; vrith the rillage
church looming brown and dingy through the uncertain light;
with every wincHng path and cottage door, every gable-end and
grey old chimney, every passing peasant and straggling cur,
seeming strange and weird of aspect in the semi-darkness,
Phoebe Marks and her cousin Luke made their way through
the churchyard of Audley, and presented themselves before a
shivering curate, whose surpHce hung in damp folds, soddened
by the moming mist, and whose temper was not improved by
his haying waited five minutes for the bride and bridegroom.
Luke Marks, dressed in his ill-fitting Sunday clothes, looked
by no means handsomer than in his every-day apparel; but
Phoebe, arrayed in a rustling sUk of deHcate grey, that had been
worn about half a dozen times by her mistress, looked, as the
few spectators of the ceremony remarked, quite the lady.
A very dim and shadowy lady; vague of outHne, and faint of
colouring; vrith eyes, hair, complerion, and dress aU melting
into such pale and uncertain shades that, in the obscure Hght of
the foggy November morning, a superstitious stranger might
have mistaken the bride for the ghost of some other bride, dead
&nd buried in the vaults below the church.
Mr. Luke Marks, the hero of the occasion, thought very little
(rf all this. He had secured the wife of his choice, and the
object of his Hfe-long ambition—a pu'uHc-housc. My lady had
prorided the seventy-five pounds necessary for the purchase of
the good-will and fixtures, with the stock of ales and spirits, oi
a small inn in the centre of a lonely little village, perched on
the summit of a hill, and called Mount Stanning. It was not
a very pretty house to look at ; it had something of a tumbledown, weather-beaten appearance, standing as it did upon high
ground, sheltered only by four or five bare and overgrown
poplars, that had shot up too rapidly for their strength, and
had a blighted forlorn look in consequence. The wind had had
its own way with the Castle Inn, and had sometimes made
UPON
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cruel use of its power. I t was the wind that battered and bent
the low, thatched roofu of out-houses and stables, tiU they hung
over and lurched forward, as a slouched hat hangs over the low
forehead of some viUage ruffian; it was the wind that shook
and rattled the wooden shutters before the narrow casements,
tU they hung broken and dilapidated upon their rusty hinges;
it was the wind that overthrew the pigeon-house, and broke the
vane that had been impudently set up to tell the movements of
its mightiness; it was the wind that made Hght of any Httle bit
of wooden trelHs-work, or creeping plant, or tiny balcony, or
any modest decoration whatsoever, and tore and scattered it in
its scornful fury; it was the vrind that left mossy secretions on
the discoloured surface of the plaster waUs ; it was the wind, in
short, that shattered, and ruined, and rent, and trampled upon
the tottering pUe of buildings, and then flew shrieking off, to
riot and glory in its destroying strength. The dispirited proprietor grew tired of his long struggle with this mighty enemy;
so the wind was left to work its own wiU, and the Castle Inn
feU slowly to decay. But for all that it suffered vrithout, it wa*
not the less prosperous within doors. Sturdy drovers stopped
to drink at the Httle bar; weU-to-do farmers spent theii
evenings and talked poHtics in the low, wainscoted parlour,
while their horses munched some suspicious mixture of mouldy
hay and doubtful beans in the tumble-down stables. Sometimes even the members of the Audley hunt stopped to refresh
themselves and to bait their horses at the Castle Inn; whUe, on
one grand and never-to-be-forgotten occasion, a dinner had been
ordered by the master of the hounds for some thirty gentlemen,
and the proprietor driven nearly mad by the importance of the
demand.
So Luke Marks, who was by no means troubled with an eye
for the beautiful, thought himself very fortunate in becoming
landlord of the Castle Inn, Mount Stanning.
A chaise-cart was waiting in the fog to convey the bride and
bridegroom to their new home; and a few of the simple viUagers,
who had known Phoebe from a chUd, were lingering round the
churchyard gate to bid her good-bye. Her pale eyes were stUl
paler from the tears she had shed, and the red rims which surrounded them. The bridegroom was annoyed at this exhibition
of emotion.
" What are you blubbering for, lass ? " he said, fiercely. " Il
you didn't want to marry me, you should have told me so. I
ain't going to murder you, am I P "
The lady's-maid shivered as he spoke to her, and dragged her
little sUk mantle closely round her,
" You're cold in aU this here finery," said Liuke, starwg :>f
her costiy dress with no expression of grjod-wUl. "Why c a n t
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women dress according to their station P You won't have no
silk gowns out of my pocket, I can teU you,"
He Hfted the shivering girl into the chaise, wrapped a rough
great-coat about her, and drove off through the yellow fog,
foUowed by a feeble cheer from two or three urchins clustered
round the gate,
A new maid was brought from London to replace Phoebe
Marks about the person of my lady—a very showy damsel, who
wore a black satin gown, and rose-coloured ribbons in her cap,
and complained bitterly of the dulness of Audley Court,
But Christoas brought risitors to the rambHng old mansion,
A country squire and his fat vrife occupied the tapestried
chamber; merry girls scampered up and down the long passages,
and young men stared out of the latticed windows, watching for
southerly winds and cloudy skies; there was not an empty staU
in the roomy old stables; an extempore forge had been set up
in the yard for the shoeing of hunters; yelping dogs made the
place noisy with their perpetual clamour; strange servants
herded together on the garret story; and every Httle casement
hidden away under some pointed gable, and every dormer
window in the quaint old roof, gHmmered upon the winter's
night with its separate taper, till, coming suddenly upon Audley
Court, the benighted stranger, misled by the light, and noise,
and bustle of the place, might have easily fallen into young
Marlowe's error, and have mistaken the hospitable mansion foi
a good, old-fashioned inn, such as have faded from this earth
since the last maU coach was broken up for firewood and old
iron, and the last of the prancing tits took their melancholy
journey to the knacker's yard.
Amongst other visitors Mr. Robert Audley came down to
Essex for the hunting season, with half a dozen French novels,
a case of cigars, and three pounds of Turkish tobacco in hia
portmanteau.
The honest young country squires, who talked all breakfast
-hue of Flying Dutchman filHes and Voltigeur colts; of glorious
runs of seven hours' hard riding over three counties, and a midnight homeward ride of thirty mUes upon their covert hacks i
and who ran away from the well-spread table vrith their mouths
full of cold sirloin to look at that off pastern, or that sprained
fore-arm, or the colt that had just come back from the veterinary
surgeon's, set down Mr. Robert Audley, dawdHng over a sHce of
bread and marmalade, as a person utterly unworthy of any
remark whatsoever.
The young bairister had brought a couple of dogs with him;
and the country gentleman who gave fifty pounds for a pointer,
and traveUed a couple of hundred mUes to look at a leash of
setters before he struck a bargain, laughed aloud at the two
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miserable curs: one of which had foUowed Robert Audley
through Chancery Lane and half the length of Holbom; whUe
his companion had been taken by the banister vi et arm is from
a costernionger who was Ul-using him. And as Robert furthermore insisted on having these two deplorable animals under hia
easy-chair in the drawing-room, much to the annoyance of my
lady, who, as we know, hated aU dogs, the visitors at Audley
Coiirt looked upon the baronet's nephew as an inoffensive
species of maniac.
During other risits to the Court, Robert AucUey had made a
feeble show of joining in the sports of the merry assembly. Ha
had jogged across half a dozen ploughed fields on a quiet grey
pony of Sir Michael's, and drawing up breathless and panting
at the door of some farm-house, had expressed his intention of
foUowing the hounds no farther that moming. He had even
gone so far as to put on, with great labour, a pair of skates,
with a riew to taking a turn on the frozen surface of the fishpond, and had faUen ignominiously at the first attempt, lying
placidly extended on the flat of his back untU such time as the
bystanders should tliink fit to pick him up. He had occupied
the back seat in a dog-cart during a pleasant moming drive,
vehemently protesting against being taken ujp-hill, and requiring
the vehicle to be stopped every ten minutes for the re-adjustment of the cushions. But this year he showed no inclination
for any of these out-door amusements. He spent his time
entirely in lounging in the drawing-room, and making himsel
agreeable, after his own lazy fashion, to my lady and AHcia.
Lady Audley received her nej^hew's attention in thi»'i
graceful, half-childish fashion which her admirers found so
chai-ming; but AHcia was incHgnant at the change in her
cousin's conduct.
" You were always a poor, spiritless feUow, Bob," said the
young lady, contemptuously, as she bounced into the drawingroom, in her riding habit, after a himting breakfast, from which
Robert had absented himself, prefening a cup of tea in ml
lady's boudoir; " but this year I don't know what has come to
you. You are good for nothing but to hold a skein of sUk or
read Tennyson to Lady Audley."
" My dear, hasty, unpetuous AHcia, don't be riolent," said
the young man, imploringly. " A conclusion isn't a five-barred
gate; and you needn't give your judgment its head, as you give
your mare, Atalanta, hers, when you're flying across country at
the heels of an unfortunate fox. Lady Audley interests me,
and my uncle's county friends do not. Is that a sufficient
answer, AHcia?"
Miss Audley gave her head a, little scornful toss.
" It's/ as good an answer as I shaU ever get from you, 'Boh,"
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she said, impatiently ; " but pray amuse yourself in your own
way; loll in an easy-chair all day, with those two absurd dogs
asleep on your knees; spoU my lady's window curtains with
your cigars; and annoy everybody in the house vrith your
stupid, inanimate countenance."
Mr. Robert Audley opened his handsome grey eyes to their
widest extent at this tirade, and looked helplessly at Miss
VHcia.
The young lady was walking up and down the room, slashing
the skirt of her habit vrith her riding-whip. Her eyes sparkled
vrith an angry flash, and a crimson glow burned under her clear
Drown skin. The young barrister knew very weU by these
diagnostics, that his cousin was in a passion.
" Yes," she repeated, " your stupid, inanimate countenance.
Do you know, Robert Audley, that with aU your mock
amiabiUty, you are brim fuU of conceit and supercUiousness
You look down upon our amusements; you Hft up your eyebrows, and shrug your shoulders, and throw yourself back in
your chair, and wash your hands of us and our pleasures. You
are a selflsh, cold-hearted Sybarite
"
" AHcia ! Good—gracious—me I"
The moming paper dropped out of his hands, and he sat
feebly staring at his assailant,
" Yes, selfish, Robert Audley ! You take home half-starved
dogs, because you Hke half-starved dogs. You stoop down and
pat the head of every good-for-nothing cur in the riUage street,
because you Hke good-for-nothing curs. You notice Httle
chddren, and give them halfpence, because it pleases you to do
so. But you raise your eyebrows a couple of mches when poor
Sir Harry Towers teUs a stupid story, and stare the poor feUow
out of countenance with your lazy insolence. As to your
amiabUity, you would let a man hit you, and say ' Thank you'
for the blow, rather than take the trouble to hit him again ; but
vou wouldn't go half a mile out of your way to serve your
clearest friend. Sir Harry is worth twenty of you, though he
did write to ask if my m-a-i-r, Atalanta, had recovered from the
sprain. He can't speU, or lift his eyebrows to the roots of his
hair; but he would go through fire and water for the girl he
loves; whUe you
"
At this very point, when Robert was most prepared to
encounter his cousin's riolence, and when Miss AHcia seemed
about to make her strongest attack, the young lady broke down
altogether and burst into tears.
Robert sprang from his easy-chair, upsetting his dogs on t!ie
carpet.
" AHcia, my darHng, what is i t ? "
" It's—it's—it's the feather of my hat that got into my eyca*"
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sobbed his cousin; and before Robert could investigate tha
truth of this assertion, AHcia had darted out of the room.
Mr. Audley was preparing to foUow her, when he heard her
voice in the courtyard below, amidst the trampling of horses
and the clamour of visitors, dogs, and grooms. Sir Harry
Towers, the most aristocratic young sportsman in the neighbourhood, had just taken her Httle foot in his hand as she
sprang into her saddle.
" Good gracious!" exclaimed Robert, as he watched the
merry party of equestrians until they disappeared under the
archway. " What does aU tliis mean ? How charmingly she
sits her horse! Wliat a pretty figure, too, and a fine, candid,
brown, rosy face; but to fly at a feUow Hke that, without the
least provocation! That's the consequence of letting a girl
foUow the hounds. She learns to look at everything in Hfe as
she does at six feet of timber or a sunk fence; she goes tlirough
the world as she goes across country — straight ahead, and
over everything. Such a nice girl as she might have been, too,
if she'd been brought up in Fig-tree Court ! If ever I marry,
and have daughters (which remote contingency may Heaven
forefend!), they shall be educated in Paper BuUdings, take their
sole exercise in the Temple Gardens, and they shaU never go
beyond the gates tUl they are marriageable, when I wiU take
t'nem straight across Fleet Street to St. Dunstan's Church, and
deliver them into the hai ds of then- husbands."
With such reflections as these cHd Mr. Robert Audley beguile
the time untU my lady re-entered the drawing-room, fresh and
radiant in her elegant moming costume, her yellow curls gHstening with the perfumed waters in which she had bathed, and her
velvet-covered sketch-book in her arms. She planted a Httle
easel upon a table by the window, seated herself before it, and
began to mix the colonrs upon her palette, Robert watching her
out of his half-closed eyes.
" You are sure my cigar does not annoy you. Lady Audley ?"
" Oh no, indeed; I am quite used to the smeU of tobacco.
Mr. Dawson, the surgeon, smoked aU the evening, when I Hved
in his house."
" Dawson is a good fellow, isn't he P" Robert asked, carelessly.
My lady burst mto her pretty gushing laugh.
•"The dearest of good creatures," she said. " H e paid me
Hve-and-twenty pounds a year—only fancy—that made six
pounds flve a quarter. How weU I remember receiving the
money—six dingy old sovereigns, and a Httle heap of untidy,
dirty silver, that came straight from the tiU in the surgery!
And then how glad I was to get i t ; whUe now—I can't help
Jaughing whUe I think of it-—those colours I am using cos*
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four or five shilHngs apiece at Winsor and Newton's—the ultramarine half a guinea. I gave Mrs. Dawson one of my sUk
dresses the other day, and the jDoor thing kissed me, and the
surgeon carried the bundle home imder his cloak."
My lady laughed long and joyously at the thought. Her
colours were mixed; she was copying a water-coloured sketch
of an impossibly beautiful Italian peasant, in an impossibly
Turneresque atmosphere. The sketch was nearly finished, and
she had only to put in some critical Httle touches vrith the most
deHcate of her sable pencils. She prepared herself daintUy for
the work, looking sideways at the painting.
AU this time Mr. Robert Audley's eyes were fixed intently on
her pretty face.
" I t is a change," he said, after so long a pause that my lady
might have forgotten what she had been talking of; " it -i* a
change ! Some women would do a great deal to accompHsh
such a change as that."
Lucy Audley's clear blue eyes dilated as she fixed them suddenly on the young barrister. The winter sunlight, gleaming
full upon her face from a side window, Ht up the azure of those
beautiful eyes, till their colour seemed to fHcker and tremble
betwixt blue and green, as the opal tints of the sea change
upon a summer's day. The smaU brush feU from her hand,
and blotted out the peasant's face under a widening circle of
crimson lake.
Robert Audley was tenderly coaxing the crumpled leaf of his
cigar vrith cautious fingers.
" My friend at the comer of Chancery Lane has not given
me such good cabanas as usual," he murmured. " If ever you
smoke, my dear aunt (and I am told that many women take a
quiet weed under the rose), be very careful how you choose youi
cigars."
My lady drew a long breath, picked up her brush, and laughed
aloud at Robert's adrice.
" What an eccentric creature you are, Mr. Audley ! Do yoa
know that you sometimes puzzle me
"
" Not more than you puzzle me, my dear aunt."
My lady put away her colours and sketch-book, and seating
herself in the deep recess of another window at a considerable
distance from Robert Audley, settled herself to a large piece of
BerHn-wooI work—a piece of embroidery which the Penelopes
of ten or twelve years ago were very fond of exercising their
ingenuity upon—the Olden Time at Bolton Abbey.
Seated in the embrasure of this window, my lady was separated
from Robert Audley by the whole length of the room, and tha
young man could only catch an occasional gHmpse of her fail
face, surrounded by its bright aure jle of hazy golden hair
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Robert Audley had teen a week at the Court, but as yet
neither he nor my lady had mentioned the name of George
Talboys.
This moming, however, after exhausting the usual topics of
conversation. Lady Audley made an inquiry about her nephew's
friend—" that Mr. George—George
" she said, hesitating.
" Talboys," suggested Robert.
" Yes, to be sure—Mr. George Talboys. Rather a singular
name, oy the bye, and certainly, by aU accounts, a very singular
person. Have you seen him lately ? "
" I have not seen him since the 7th of September—the day
upon which he left me asleep in the meadows on the other side
of the viUage."
" Dear me ! " exclaimed my lady, " what a strange young
man this Mr. George Talboys must be ! Pray teU me all
about it."
Robert told, in a few words, of his risit to Southampton, and
his journey to Liverpool, with their different results, my lady
Hstening very attentively.
In order to teU this story to better advantage the yonng man
left his chair, and, crossing the room, took up his place opposite
to Lady Audley in the embrasure of the window.
" And what do you infer from aU this ? " asked my lady,
after a pause.
" I t is so great a mystery to me," he answered, " that I
scarcely dare to draw any conclusion whatever; but in the
obscurity I think I can grope my way to two suppositions,
which to me seem almost certainties."
" And they are
"
" First, that George Talboys never went beyond Southampton.
Secondly, that he never went to Southampton at aU."
" But you traced him there. His father-in-law had seen him."
" I have reason to doubt his father-in-law's integrity."
" Good gracious me! " cried my lady, piteously. "What do
you mean by aU this ? "
" Lady Audley," answered the young man, gravely, " I have
never practised as a barrister. I have enroUed myself in the
ranks of a profession, the members of which hold solemn
responsibUities, and have sacred duties to perform ; and I have
shrank from those responsibiHties and duties, as I have from
all the fatigues of this troublesome Hfe: but we are sometimes forced into the very position we have most avoided;
and I have found myself lately compeUed to think of these
things. Lady Audley, did you ever study the theory of
circumstantial eridence P "
_" How can you ask a poor Httle woman about stich horrid
things P " exclaimed my lady.
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"Circumstantial eridence," continued the young man, as if
he scarcely heard Lady Audley's interruption, " that inrisible
rope which is woven out of straws coUected at every point of
the compass, and which is yet strong enough to hang a man.
Upon what infinitesimal trifles may sometimes hang the whole
•secret of some vricked mystery, inexpHcable heretofore to the
wisest of mankind! A scrap of paper; a shred of some torn
garment; the button off a coat; a word dropped incautiously
from the over-cautious lips of guilt; the fragment of a letter;
the shutting or opening of a door; a shadow on a windowbHnd; the accuracy of a moment; a thousand circumstances so
sHght as to be forgotten by the criminal, but Hnks of steel in
the wonderful chain forged by the science of the detective
officer; and lo! the gallows is buUt up; the solemn bell tolls
through the dismal grey of the early moming; the drop creaks
under the guUty feet; and the penalty of crime is paid."
Paint shadows of green and crimson fell upon my lady's face
from the painted escutcheons in the muUioned window by which
Bhe sat; but every trace of the natural colour of that face had
faded out, learing it a ghastly ashen grey.
Sitting quietly in her chair, her head fallen back upon the
amber damask cushions, and her Httle hands lying powerless in
her lap. Lady Audley had fainted away.
" The radius grows narrower day by day," said Robert Audley.
" Qeorge Talboys never reached Southampton."
CHAPTER XVI.
ROBERT AUDLEY RECEIVES HIS CONG^.

THE Christmas week was over, and one by one tbe country
risitors dropped away from Audley Court. The fat squire and
his wife abandoned the grey, tapestried chamber, and left the
black-browed warriors looming from the wall to scowl upon new
guests, or to glare vengefuUy upon vacancy. The merry girls
on the second story packed, or caused to be packed, theii*
trunks and imperials, and tumbled gauze ball-dresses were
taken home that had been brought fresh to Audley. Blundering old famUy chariots were brought round to the broad spaca
before the grim oak door, and laden with chaotic heaps ol
womanly luggage. Pretty rosy faces peeped out of the carriage
windows to smile the last fareweU upon the group at the haU
door, as the vehicle rattled and rumbled under the iried archway. Sir Michael was in request everywhere. Shaking handa
with the young sportsmen; kissing the rosy-cheeked girls;
sometimes even embracin^_ portly maA,rons who came to thau.k
him for 'tieir pleasant risit; everywhere genial, hospitablt*
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generous, happy, and beloved, the baronet hurried from room
to room, from the haU to t h e stables, from t h e stables to the
court-yard, from t h e court-yard to the arched gateway, t o speed
the parting guest.
My lady's yellow curls flashed hither and t h i t h e r Hke wandering gleams of sunshine on these busy days of fareweU. Hor
blue eyes h a d a p r e t t y mournful look, in charming unison wilh
the soft pressure of her Httle hand, and t h a t friendly, though
erhaps r a t h e r stereotyped speech, in which she told her risitora
ow sorry she was to lose them, and how she didn't know what
she should do tiU they came once more to enHven the Court by
their charming society.
B u t however sorry m y lady m i g h t be to lose her risitors,
there was a t least one guest of whose society she was not
deprived. Robert Audley ehowed no intention whatever of
leaving his uncle's house. H e had no professional duties, he
said; Fig-tree Court was deHghtfuUy shady in hot weather,
b u t there was a sharp comer round which the wind came in the
winter months, armed with avenging rheumatisms and influenzas ; whUe everybody was so good to him at the Court, t h a t
really he h a d no incHnation t o h u r r y away.
Sir IMichael h a d b u t one answer to t h i s : " Stay, m y dear
boy; stay, m y dear Bob, as long as ever you like. I have no
son, and you stand to me in t h e place of one. Make yourself
agreeable to Lucy, and make t h e Court your home as long as
you Hve."
To which Robert would merely reply by grasping his uncle's
hand vehemently, and m u t t e r i n g something about " a jolly old
prince."
I t was to be observed t h a t there was sometimes a certain
vague sadness in the young man's tone when he caUed Sir
Michael " a joUy old p r i n c e ; " some shadow of affectionate
regret t h a t brought a mist into Robert's eyes, as he sat in a
comer of the room looking thoughtfully a t the white-bearded
baronet.
Before t h e last of the young sportsmen departed. Sir H a r r y
Towers demanded and obtained an interriew with Miss AHcia
Audley in the oak Hbrary—an interriew in which conaderable
emotion was displayed by t h e stalwart young fox-hunter; so
much emotion, indeed, and of such a genuine and honest character, t h a t Alicia fairly broke down as she told him t h a t she
should for ever esteem and respect him for his time and noble
heart, b u t t h a t he m u s t never, never, never, unless he wished to
cause her the most cmel distress, ask more from her t h a n t h i
esteem and respect.
Sir H a r r y left the Hbrary by the French window opening
teto flic pond-garden. Ha stroUed v^to t h a t very lime-v.'alk

E

Mobert Audley

receives hts Oongi.

99

which George Talboys had compared to an avenue in a churchyard, and under the leafless trees fought the battle of hia
brave young heart.
" VVTiat a fool I am to feel it Hke this ! " he cried, stamping
his foot upon the frosty ground. " I always knew it would be
eo; 1 always knew that she was a hundred times too good for
me. God bless her! How nobly and tenderly she spoke : how
beautiful she looked, with the crimson blushes under her brown
skin, and the tears in her big grey eyes—almost as handsome
as the day she took the sunk fence, and let me put the brush
in her hat as we rode home ! God bless her! I can get over
anything as long as she doesn't care for that sneaking lawyer.
But I couldn't stand that."
That sneaking lawyer, by which appellation Sir HaiTy
alluded to Mr. Robert Audley, was standing in the hall, looking
at a map of the midland counties, when AHcia came out of the
library, with red eyes, after her interriew with the fox-hunting
baronet.
Robert, who was short-sighted, had his eyes vrithin half an
inch of the surface of the map as the young lady approached
him.
" Yes," he said, " Normch is in Norfolk, and that fool,
young Vincent, said it was in Herefordshire. H a ! K Hcia, is
that you ? "
He turned round so as to intercept Miss Audley on her way
to the staircase.
"Yes," replied his cousin curtly, trying to pass him.
" AHcia, you've been crying ? "
The young lady did not condescend to reply.
" You've been crying, Alicia. Sir Harry Towers, of Towers
Park, in the county of Herts, has been making you an offer of
his hand, eh P "
"Have you been listening at the door, Mr. Audley P "
" I have not. Miss Audley. On principle I object to listen,
and in practice I believe it to be a very troublesome proceecHng;
but I am a barrister. Miss Alicia, and able to draw a conclusion
by induction. Do you know what inductive eridence is. Miss
Audley?"
" No," replied Alicia, looking at her cousin as a handsome
young panther might look at its daring tormentor.
" I thought not. I dare say Sir Harry would ask if it was a
new kind of horse-baU. I knew by induction that the baronet
was going to make you an offer; first, because he came down
stairs with his hair parted on the wrong side, and his face aa
pale as the table-cloth; secondly, because he couldn't eat any
breakfast, and let his coffee go the wrong way; amd, thirdly,
because he asked for an interriew with you before he left th«
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Court. WeU, how's it to be, AHcia? Do you marry the
baronet, and is poor Cousin Bob to be best man at the weddmg?"
" Sir Harry Towers is a noble-hearted young man," said
AHcia, stUl trying to pass her cousin.
" But do we accept him—yes or no ? Are we to be Lady
Towers, with a superb estate in Hertfordshire, siimmer quai-ters
for our hunters, and a cb-ag with outriders to drive us across to
papa's place in Essex ? Is it to be so, AHcia, or not ? "
" 'What is that to you, Mr. Robert Audley ? " cried AHcia
passionately. " W h a t do you care what becomes of me, and
whom I marry ? If I married a chimney-sweep, you'd only Hft
up your eyebrows and say, 'Bless my soul, she was always
eccentric' I have refused Sir Harry Towers; but when I think
of his generous and unselfish affection, and compare it with the
heartless, lazy, selfish, superciHous indifference of other men,
I've a good mind to run after him, and teU him
"
" That you'U retract, and be my Lady Towers P "
"Yes."
"Then don't, AHcia, don't," said Robert Audley, grasping
his cousin's slender Httle wrist, and leading her np-stairs.
" Come into the drawing-room with me, Alicia, my poor Httle
cousin; my charming, impetuous, alarming Httle cousin. Sit
down here in this mulHoned window, and let us talk seriously,
and leave off quarrelling, if we can."
The cousias had the drawing-room aU to themselves. Sir
Michael was out, my lady in her own apartments, and poor Sir
itctiry Towers pacing up and down upon the Hme-walk, in the
cold winter sunshine.
" My poor Httle AHcia," said Robert, as tenderly as if he had
(Ocen addressing some spoiled chUd, "do you suppose that
because people don't wear vinegar tops, or part their hair i;n
the wrong side, or conduct themselves altogether after tin
manner of well-meaning maniacs, by way of proving the vel emence of their passion—do you suppose because of this, AHcia
Audley, that they may not be just as sensible of the merits of
a dear Httle, warm-hearted, and affectionate girl as ever their
neighbours can be? Life is such a very troublesome matter,
when all is said and done, that it's as well to take even ita
blessings quietly. I don't make a great howling because I can
get good cigars one door from the comer of Chancery L.ane,
and have a dear, good girl for my cousin: but I am not the
less grateful to Proridence that it is so."
AHcia opened her grey eyes to their widest extent, looking her
cousin fuU in the face with a bewildered stare. Robert had
picked up the ugliest and leanest of his attendant curs, and w»ta
placidly stroking the animal's ears.
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" Is this aU you have to say to me, Robert? " Miss Audley
fc-sked, meekly.
" Well, yes, I think so," repHed her cousin, after considereble deHberation. " I fancy that what I wanted to say was
this—don't marry the fox-hunting baronet, if you Hke anybody
else better; for if you'll only be patient, and take Hfe easUy,
and try to reform yourself of banging doors, bouncing in and
out of rooms, talking of the stables, and riding across country
I've no doubt the person you prefer will make you a very
excellent husband."
" Thank you, cousin," said Miss Audley, crimsoning with
bright indignant blushes to the roots of her waring brown hair,
" but as you may not know the person I prefer, I think you had
better not take upon yourself to answer for him."
Robert pulled the dog's ears thoughtfully for some moments.
" No, to be sure," he said, after a pause. " Of course, if 1
don't know him—but I thought I did."
"Did you!" exclaimed Alicia; and opening the door with a
riolence that made her cousin shiver, she bounced owt of the
drawing-room.
" I only said I thought I knew him," Robert called after her;
and then, as he sank into an easy-chair, he murmured thoughtfully, " Such a nice girl, too, if she didn't bounce ! "
So poor Sir Harry Towers rode away from Audley Court,
looking very crestfallen and dismal.
He had httle pleasure now in returning to the stately mansion
hidden among sheltering oaks and venerable beeches. The
square, red-brick house gleaming at the end of a long arcade of
leafless trees was to be for ever desolate, he thought, since
AHcia would not come to be its mistress.
A hundred improvements planned and thought of were dismissed from his mind as useless now. The hunter that Jim the
trainer was breaking in for a lady; the two pointer pups that
were being reared for the next shooting season; the big black
retriever that would have carried AHcia's parasol; the pavilion
in the garden, disused since his mother's death, but which he
had meant to have restored for Miss Audley—aU these things
were now so much vanity and vexation of spirit.
" What's the good of being rich, if one has no one to help
spend one's money ? " said the young baronet. " One only
grows a selflsh beggar, and takes to drinking too much port.
It's a hard thing that a girl can refuse a true heart and such
stables as we've got at the park. I t unsettles a man,
Bomehow."
Indeed, this unlooked-for rejection had very much unsettled
the few ideas which made up the small sum of the young
baronet's mind.
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He had been desperately in love with AUcia ever since il:^
last hunting season, when he had met her at a coimty bnil.
His passion, cherished through the slow monotony of a rutt. c
summer, had broken out afresh in the merry winter montha,
and the yoimg man's mauvaise honte alone had delayed tbe
offer of his hand. But he had never for a moment supposed
that he would be refused; he was so used to the adulation of
mothers who had daughters to marry, and of eventhedau.ghtera
themselves; he had been so accustomed to feel himself the
leading personage in an assembly—although half the wits of the
age had been there, and he could only say, " Haw, to be sure ! "
and " By Jove!"—he had been so spoiled by the flatteries of
Ijright eyes that had looked, or seemed to look, the brighter
when he drew near, that v>-ithout being possessed of one shadow
of personal yz.nity, he had y^et come to think that he had only
to make an offer to the prettiest ghl in Essex, to behold
hiaiself immediately accepted.
" Yes," he would say complacently to some admiring satellite, " I know I'm a good match, and I know what makes the
gals so ciril. They're very pretty, and they're very friendly to
& feUow; but I don't care about 'em. They're all alike—they
can only drop their eyes and say^, ' Lor, Sir Harry, and why do
you call that curly black dog a retriever ? ' or, ' Oh, Sir Harry,
and did the poor mare really sprain her pastern shoulderblade ?' I haven't got much brauis myself, I know," the
baronet would add, deprecatingly ; " and I don't want a strongminded woman, who writes books and wears green sjjectacles ;
but, hang it! I like a girl who knows what she's talking about."
So when AHcia said " No," or rather made that pretty^ speech
about esteem and respect, which weU-bred young ladies substitute for the obnorious monosyllable. Sir HaiTy Towers felt
that the whole fabric of the future he had buUt up so complacently was shivered into a heap of dingy ruins.
Sir Michael grasped him warmly by the hand just before the
young man mounted his horse in the courtyard.
" I'm very sorry. Towers," he said. " You're as good a
feUow as ever breathed, and would have made my girl an
^cellent husband; but you know there's a cousin, and I think
that
"
"Don't say that. Sir Michael," interposed the fox-hunter,
energetically. " I can get over anyrthing but that. A feUoT?
whose hand upon the curb weighs half a ton (why, he puUeci
the Cavalier's mouth to pieces, sir, the day you let him ride the
horse); a fellow who turns his coUars dowm, and eats bread and
marmalade! No, no, Sir Michael; it's a queer world, but I
can't tliink that of Miss Audley. There must be some one ia
tho background, sir: it can't be the cousin."
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Sir Michael shook his head as the rejected suitor rode away
" I don't know about that," he muttered. "Bob's a good
lad, and the girl might do worse; but he hangs back, as if he
didn't care for her. There's some mystery—there's some
mystery!"
The old baronet said this in that semi-thoughtful tone with
which we speak of other people's affairs. The shadows of the
early winter twiHght, gathering thickest under the low oak
eeihug of the haU, and the quaint curve of the arched doorway,
fell daikly round his handsome head; but the light of his
decHning Hfe, his beautiful and beloved youn^ wife, was near
him, and he could see no shadows when she was by.
She came skipping through the hall to meet him, and shaking
her golden ringlets, buried her bright head on her husband's
breast.
" So the last of our visitors is gone, dear, and we're aU alone,"
she said. " Isn't that nice ? "
" Yes, darHng," he answered, fondly smoothing her bright
hair.
" Except Mr. Robert Audley. How long is that nephew of
yours going to stay here ? "
" As long as he likes, my pet; he's always welcome," said
the baronet; and then, as if remembering himself, he added
tenderly, " but not unless his visit is agreeable to you, darling;
not if his lazy habits, or his smoking, or his dogs, or anything
about him, is displeasing to you."
Lady Audley pursed up her rosy Hps, and looked thoughtfully
at the ground.
" I t isn't that," she said, hesitatingly. "Mr. Audley is a
very agreeable young man, and a very honourable young man;
but you know. Sir Michael, I'm rather a young aunt for such a
nephew, and
"
" And what, Lucy ?" asked the baronet, fiercely
"Poor AHcia is rather jealous of any attention Mr. Atidley
pays me, and—and—I tmnk it would be better for her happiness
if your nephew were to bring his visit to a close."
" He shall go to-night, Lucy !" exclaimed Sir Michael. " I've
been a bhnd, neglectful fool not to have thought of tliis before.
My lovely Httle darHng, it was scarcely just to Bob to expose
the poor lad to your fascinations. I know him to be as good
and true-hearted a feUow as ever breathed, buf;—^but—he shaU
go to-night."
" But you won't be too abrapt, dear! You won't be rude P"
" Rude! No, Lucy. 1 left him smoking in the Hme-walk.
I'll go and teU him that he must get out of the house in an
hour."
So in that leafless avenue, under whose gloomy shade George
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Talboys had stood on that thunderous evening before the day of
his disappearance. Sir Michael Audley told his nephew that the
Court was no home for him, and that my lady was too young
and pretty to accept the attentions of a handsome nephew of
eight-and-twenty.
Robert only shrugged his shoulders and elevated _ his thick
black eyebrows, as Sir Michael deHeately hinted all this.
" I home been attentive to my lady," he said. " She interests
me—strongly, strangely interests me;" and then, with a change
in his voice, and an emotion not common to him, he turned to
the baronet, and erasjiing lus hand, exclaimed—" God forbid,
my dear uncle, tnat i should ever bring trouble upon such s,
noble heart as yours ! God forbid that the Hghtest shadow oi
dishonour shoiild ever, faU upon your honoured head—least ol
aU through any agency of mine !"
The young man uttered these few words in a broken and
disjointed fashion, in which Sir Michael had never heard him
epeak before, and then, turning away his head, fahly broke
down.
He left the Court that night, but he did not go far. Instead
of taking the evening train for London, he went straight up to
the Httle village of Mount Stanning, and walking into the
neatly-kept inn, asked Phcebe Marks if he could be accommodated with apartments.

CHAPTER

XVII.

AT THE CASTLE INN.

THE sitting-room into which Phoebe Marks ushered the baronet's
nephew was situated on the ground floor, and only separated by
a lath-ahd-plaster partition from the Httle bar-parlour occupied
by the innkeeper and his wife.
I t seemed as though the wise architect who had superintended
the building of the Castle Inn had taken especial care that
nothing but the frailest and most flimsy material should be
employed in its construction, and that the wind, having a special
fancy for this unprotected spot, should have fhU play for the
indulgence of its caprices.
To this end, pitiful woodwork had been used instead of
soHd masonry; rickety ceiHngs had been propped up by fragUe
rafters, and beams that threatened on every stormy night to faU
upon the heads of those beneath them. For this purpose had
the Castle Inn been prorided with doors whose speciaHty was
never to be shut, yet always to be banging; windows constmcted
with a pecuHar vie-v *' ^o letting in the draught when they were
closed, and rattling Hke astancts when they were open. The
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hand of genius had derised tliis lonely country i n n ; and there
was not an inch of woodwork or a trowelful of plaster employed
in aU the rickety construction, t h a t cHd not offer its own
peculiar weak point to every assault of its indefatigable foe.
Robert looked about him with a feeble smUe of resignation.
I t was a change, decidedly, from the luxurious comfort of
Audley Court, and it was rather a strange fancy of the young
barrister to prefer loitering at this dreary vUlage hostelry, to
returning to liis snug chambers in Fig-tree Court.
B u t he had brought his Lares and Penates with him, in the
shape of his German pipe, his toljaeco canister, half a dozen
French novels, and his two ill-conditioned canine favourites, who
sat shivering before the smoky Httle fire, barking shortly and
sharply now and then, by way of hinting their desire for soma
sHght refreshment.
While Mr. Robert Audley contemplated his "lew quarters,
Phcebe Marks summoned a little village lad who was in the
habit of running errands for her, and taking him into the
kitchen, gave him a tiny note, carefully folded and sealed.
" You know Audley Court ?"
" Yes, m u m . "
" I f you'U r u n there with this letter to-night, and see t h a t
it's p u t safely into L a d y Audley's hands, I'U give you a
shUHng."
" Yes, m u m . "
" You understand ? Ask to see m y l a d y ; you can say you've
a message—not a note, mind—but a message from Phoebe
M a r k s ; and when you see her give this into her own hand."
" Yes, m u m . "
" Y o u won't forget?"
" No, m u m . "
" T h e n be off with you."
The boy waited for no second bidding, b u t in another moment
was scudding along the hilly high road, down the sharp descent
t h a t led to Audley.
Phoebe Marks went to the window, and looked out at the
fclack figure of the lad hurrying through the dusky v inter
evening.
" I f there's any bad meaning in his coming here," riie
thought, " m y lady wUl know of it in time, a t any rate."
Phoebe herself brought the neatly-arranged tea-tray, and the
little covered dish of ham and eggs wliich had been prepared for
the unlooked-for visitor. H e r pale hair was as smoothly
braided, and her Hght grey dress fitted aa precisely as of old.
The same neutral tints pervaded her person and her dress; n6
showy ros(}-coloured ribbons or rustling silk gown proclaimed tha
weU-to-do innkeeper's wife. Phoebe Marks was a person who
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never lost her individuality. Silent and self-contained, shs
seemed to hold herself witliin herself, and take no colour from
the outer world.
Robert looked at her thoughtfuUy as she spread the cloth,
and drew the table nearer to the fireplace.
" That," he thought, " is a woman who could keep a secret."
Tho dogs looked rather suspiciously at the quiet figure of
Mrs. Marks gHding softly about the room, from the teapot to
the caddy, and from, the caddy to the kettle singing on the hob.
"WiU you pour out my tea for me, Mrs. Marks?" said
Robert, seating himself in a horsehair-covered arm-chair, which
fitted him as tightly in every direction as if he had been
measured for it.
" You have come straight from the Court, sir P " said Phoebeas she handed Robert the sugar-basin.
" Yes , .1 only left my uncle's an hour ago."
" And my lady, sir, was she quite weU ? "
" Yes, quite well."
" As gay and fight-hearted as ever, sir P "
" As gay and Hght-hearted as ever."
Phoebe retired respectfully after haring given Mr. Audley
his tea, but as she stood with her hand upon the lock of tha
door he spoke again.
" You knew Lady Audley when she was Miss Lucy Graham,
did you not ? " he asked.
" Yes, sir. I Hved at Mrs. Dawson's when my lady was
governess there."
" Indeed ! Was she long in the surgeon's famUy P"
" A year and a half, sir."
"And she came from London?"
" Yes, sir."
" And she was an orphan, I b^eve P"
" Yes, sir."
" Always as cheerful as she is now P "
" Always, sir."
Robert emptied his teacup and handed it to Mrs. M ikg.
Their eyes met—a lazy look in his, and an active, searching
glance in hers.
" This woman would be good in a witness-box," he thou oh t ;
" i t would take a clever lawyer to bother her in a cr gaexamination."
He finished his second cup of tea, pushed away his plate,
fed his dogs, and Hghted his pipe, while Phoebe carried off tha
lea-tray.
The wind came whistHng up across the frosty open country,
End through the laifless woods, and rattled fiercely fit tha
window-frames.
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•* There's a triangular draught from those two windows and
the door t h a t scarcely adds to the comfort of this apartment,"
m'lmiared Robert; " and there certainly are pleasanter sensa»
tions t h a n t h a t of standing u p to one's knees m cold water."
H e poked the fire, patted his dogs, p u t on his great-coat,
roUed a rickety old sofa close to the hearth, wrapped his lega
in his railway-rug, and stretching himself a t fuU length upon
the narrow horsehair cushion, smoked his pipe, and watched
the bluish-grey wreaths curling slowly upwards to the dingy
ceuing.
" N o , " he murmured a g a i n ; " t h a t is a woman who can keep
a secret. A counsel for the prosecution would get very Httle
out of her."
I have said t h a t the bar-parlour was only separated from the
sitting-room occupied by Robert by a lath-and-plaster partition. The young barrister could hear the two or three village
tradesmen and a couple of farmers laughing and talking round
the bar, while Luke Marks served them from his stock of
Hciuors.
Very often he could even hear their words, especially the
landlord's, for he spoke in a coarse, loud voice, and had a more
boastful manner t h a n any of his customers.
" The man is a fool," said Robert, as he laid down his pipe.
" I'll go and talk to him by and by."
H e waited till the few visitors to the Castle had dropped
away one by one, and when Luke Marks h a d bolted the front
door upon the last of his customers, he stroUed quietly into the
bar-parlour where the landlord was seated with his vrife.
Phoebe was busy a t a Httle table, upon which stood a prim
workbox, with every reel of cotton and gHstening steel bodkin
in its appointed place.
She was darning t h e coarse grey
stockings which adorned her husband's awkward feet, b u t she
did her work as daintUy as if they h a d been my lady's deHcate
rilken hose.
I t has been said t h a t she took no colour from external thingUi.
The vague air of refinement t h a t pervaded her n a t u r e clung to
her as closely in the society of her boorish husband a t the
Castle I n n , as in L a d y Audley's fairy boudoir a t the Court.
She looke«l u p suddenly as Robert entered the bar-parlour.
There was fome shade of disquietude in her pale grey eyes,
which changed to an expression of anxiety—nay, rather, almost
of terror—as she glanced from Mr. Audley to Luke Marks.
" I have come in for a few minutes' chat before I go to bed,"
said Robert, settling himself very comfortably before the cheerful fire. " W o u l d you object to a cigar, Mrs. M a r k s ? I mca??,
of course, to my smoking one," he added, explana.torily.
" N a t a t all. sir."
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" I t wouW be a good 'un her objectin' to a bit o' bacca,"
growled Mr. Marks, " when me and the customers smokes aU
Robert Hghted his cigar vrith a gilt-paper match of Phoebe's
making that adorned the chimney-jnece, and took half a dozen
reflective puffs before he spoke.
" I want you to teU me all about Mount Stanning, Mr.
Marks," he said presently.
" Then that's j)retty soon told," repHed Luke, with a harsh,
grating laugh. " Of aU the dull holes as ever a man set foot
in, this is about the dullest. Not that the business don't pay
pretty tidy; I don't complain of that; but I should ha' liked
a public at Chehnsford, or Brentwood, or Romford, or some
place where there's a bit of Hfe in the streets; and I might
have had it," he added discontentedly, "if folks hadn't been
00 precious stingy."
As her husband muttered this complaint in a grumbling
under-tone, Phoebe looked up from her work and spoke to hhn.
" We forgot the brewhouse door, Luke," she said. " WUl
you come vrith me and help me put up the bar P "
"The brew-house door can bide for to-night," said Mr.
Marks; " I ain't agoin' to move now I've seated myself for a
comfortable smoke."
He took a long clay pipe from a comer of the fender as he
spoke, and began to fill it deHberately.
" I don't feel easy about that brewhouse door, Luke," remonstrated his vrife; " there are always tramps about, and they can
get in easily when the bar isn't up."
" Go and put the bar up yourself, then, can't you ? " answered
Mr. Marks.
" It's too heavy for me to lift."
" Then let it bide, if you're too fine a lady to see to it yourself. You're very anxious all of a sudden about this here
brewhouse door. I suppose you don't want me to open my
mouth to this ge.it. That's about it. Oh, you needn't frown
at me to stop my spei^^ing! You're always putting in your
tongue and cHpping off my words before I've half said 'em;
but I won't stand it. Do you hear? I won't stand it! "
Phcebe Marks shrugged her shoulders, folded her work, shut
her workbox, and crossing her hands in her lap, sat with her
grey eyes fixed upon her husband's buU-dog face.
" Then you don't particularly care to five at Mount Stanning ? " said Robert, politely, as if anrious to change the
conversation.
"No, I don't," answered Luke; "and I don't care who knows
i t : and, as I said before, if folks hadn't been so precious mean,
1 might have had a pubHc in a thririn' market to\vn instead of
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this tumble-down old place, where a m a n has his hair blowed
off his head on a windy day. W h a t ' s fifty pounds, or what's a
hundred pound
P"
".Luke! Luke!"
" N o , you're not agoin' to stop m y mouth with aU your
' L u k e , L u k e s ! ' " answered Mr. Marks, to his wife's remonitrance. " I say again, what's a hundred p o u n d ? "
" N o , " answered Robert Audley, speaking with wonderful
distinctness, and addressing his words to Luke Marks, but
firing his eyes upon Phoebe's anxious face.
" W h a t , indeed, is
a hundred pounds to a m a n possessed of the power which you
hold, or rather which your wife holds, over the person in
question ?"
Phoebe's face, a t all times almost colourless, seemed scarcely
zapable of growing paler; b u t as her eyeHds dropped under
Robert Audley's searching glance, a risible change came over
the paUid hues of her complerion.
" A quarter to twelve," said Robert, looking at his watch.
" L a t e hours for such a quiet viUage as Mount Stanning.
Good night, my worthy h o s t ! Good night, Mrs. M a r k s ! You
needn't send me my shaving water tUl nine o'clock to-morrow
moming."
CHAPTER XVIII.
ROBERT RECEIVES AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR.

ELEVEN o'clock struck the next moming, and found Mr. Robert
Audley still lounging over the neatly-arranged little breakfast
table, with one of his dogs a t each side of his arm-chair, regarding him with watchful eyes and opened mouth, awaiting the
expected morsel of h a m or toast. Robert had a county paper
on his knees, and made a feeble effort now and then to read the
first page, which was filled with advertisements of farming
stock, quack medicines, and other interesting matter.
The weather had changed, and the snow, which had for tha
last few days been looming blackly in the frosty sky, fell in
great feathery flakes against the windows, and lay piled in the
Httle bit of garden ground without.
The long, lonely road leading towards Audley seemed untrodden by a footstep, as Robert looked out a t the wintry
landscape.
" Lively," he said, " for a m a n used to the fascinations of
Temple B a r ! "
A s he watched the snow-flakes falling every moment thicker
and faster upon the lonely road, he was surprised to see a
brougham driving slowly u p the hill.
" I wonder what unhappy wr^t^h has too restlens a spirit ta
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atop at home on such a morning as this," he muttered, as ha
returned to the arm-chair by the fire.
He had only reseated himself a few minutes when Phoebe
Marks entered the room to announce Lady Audley.
" Lady Audley ! Pray beg her to come in," said Robert; and
then, as Phoebe left the room to usher in this unexpected visitor,
he muttered between his teeth,—
" A false move, my lady, and one I never looked for from
you."
Lucy Audley was radiant on this cold and snowy January
moming. Common people's noses may be rudely assailed by
the sharp fingers of the grim ice-king, but not my lady's; the
Hps of ordinary mortals may turn pale and blue with the chilling influence of the bitter weather, but my lady's pretty Httle
rosebud of a mouth retained its bright colouring and fruity
freshness.
She was wrapi^ed in the very sables wliich Robert Audley had
brought from Russia, and carried a muff which the young man
thought seemed almost as big as herself.
She looked a childish, helpless, babyfied Httle creature; and
Robert watched her with some touch of pity in his eyes, as she
came up to the hearth by which he was standing, and wanned
her tiny gloved hands at the blaze.
«
" What a moming, Mr. Audley," she said, " what a
moming!"
" Yes, indeed! Why did you come out in such weather,
Lady Audley ?"
" Because I wished to see you—particularly."
"Indeed!';
" Yes," said my lady, with an air of considerable embarrassment, playing with the button of her glove, and almost wrenching it off in her restlessness—" yes, Mr. AucUey^ I felt that you
had not been weU treated; thaf>-—that you had, in short, reason
to complain; and that an apology was due to you."
" I do not wish for any apology, Lady Audley."
" But you are entitled to one," answered my lady, quietly,
" Why, my dear Robert, should we be so very ceremonious
towards each other ? You were very comfortable at Audley;
we were very glad to have you there; but my dear, silly husband
must needs take it into his foolish head that it is dangerous for
his poor little wife's peace of mind to have a nephew of eight or
nine and twenty smokuig his cigars in her boudoir, and, behold!
our pleasant Httle family circle is broken up at a moment's
notice,"
Lucy Audley spoke with that pecuHar childish rivacity which
seemed so natural to her, Robert looked down almost sadly at
her bright, animated fft'o.
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" Lady Audley," he said, " Heaven forbid that either you or
I should ever bring grief or dishonour upon my uncle's generous
heart! Better, perhaps, that I should be out of the house—•
better, perhaps, that I had never entered it!"
My lady had been looking at the fire while her nephew spoke,
but at his last words she Hfted her head suddenly, and looked
him fuU in the face with a wondering expression—an earnest,
questioning gaze, whose fuU meaning the young barrister
understood,
" Oh, pray do not be alarmed. Lady Audley," he said, gravely.
" You have no sentimental nonsense, no sUly infatuation, borrowed from Balzac, or Dumas fils, to fear from me. My
acquaintance of the Temple wiU tell you that Robert Audley is
troubled with none of the epidemics whose outward signs are
turn-down coUars and Byronic neck-ties. I say that I wish I
had never entered my uncle's house during the last year; but
I say it with a far more solemn meaning i.han any sentimental
one."
My lady siirugged her shoulders.
" If you insist on talking in enigmas, Mr. Audley," she said,
" you must forgive a poor little woman if she decHnes to answer
them."
Robert made no reply to this speech.
" But tell me," said my lady, with an entire change of tone,
" what could have induced you to come up to this dismal
place ?"
" Curiosity."
"Curiosity!"
" Yes; I felt an interest in that buU-necked man, with the
dark red hair and wicked grey eyes. A dangerous man, my
lady—a man in whose power I should not like to find, myself."
A sudden change came over Lady Audley's face; the pretty
roseate flush faded from her cheeks, and left them waxen white,
end angry flashes Hghtened in her blue eyes.
" W h a t have I done to you, Robert Audley," she cried
passionately—"what have I done to you, that you should hate
me so ? "
He answered her very gravely,—
" I had a friend. Lady Audley, whom I loved very dearly,
and since I have lost him I feel that my feelings towards other
people are strangely embittered."
" You mean^the Mr. TaUjoys who went to AustraHa ? "
" Yes, T mean the Mr. Talboys, who I was told set out fffl
Liverpool with the idea of going to AustraHa."
" And you do not beHeve iji his having sailed for Australia P
" I do not."
"TjT,f why not'*'
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" Forgive me. Lady Audley, if I decHne to answer that
question."
" As you please," she said, carelessly.
" A week after my friend disappeared," continued Robert,
" I posted an advertisement to the Sydney and Melbourne
papers, calHng upon him, if he was in either city when the
advertisement appeared, to write and tell me of his whereabouts, and also calHng on any one who had met him, either in
the colonies or on the voyage out, to give me any information
respecting him. George Talboys left Essex, or disappeared
from Essex, on the 7th of September last. I ought to receive
some answer to my advertisement by the end of this month.
To-day is the 27th: the time draws very near."
" And if you receive no answer ? " asked Lady AucUey.
" If I receive no answer I shall think that my fears hffi78
been not unfounded, and I shall do my best to act."
" What do you mean by that? "
" A h ! Lady Audley, you remind me how very powerless I
am in this matter. My friend might have been made away
with in this very inn, stabbed to death upon this hearth-stone
on which I now stand, and I might stay here for a twelvemonth, and go away at the last as ignorant of his fate as if I
had never crossed the threshold. What do we know of the
mysteries that may hang about the houses we enter? If I
were to go to-morrow into that common-place, plebeian, eightroomed house in which Maria Manning and her husband murdwed their guest, I should have no consciousness of that
bygone horror. Foul deeds have been done under the most
hospitable roofs, terrible crimes have been committed amid tha
fairest scenes, and have left no trace upon the spot where they
were done. I do not beHeve in mandrake, or in blood-stainj
that no time can efface. I beHeve rather that we may walk
unconsciously in an atmosphere of crime, and breathe none the
less freely. I believe that we may look into the smiHng face of
a murderer, and admire its tranquU beauty."
I\Iy lady laugheil at Robert's earnestness.
" You seem to have quite a taste for discussing these horribl'3
subjects," she said, rather scornfully; "you ought to have been a
detective poHce officer."
" I sometimes think I should have been a good one."
" Why ? "
** Because I am patient."
" But to return to Mr. George Talboys, whom you lost sight
of in your eloquent disquisition. What if you receive no answer
to your advertisements ? "
" I shaU then consider myself justified in concluding that my
friend is dead,"
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** Yes : and then" I shaU examine the effects he left at my chambers."
"Indeed; and what are they ? Coats, waistcoats, varnished
boots, and meerschaum pipes, I suppose," said Lady Audley,
laughing.
" No; letters—letters from his friends, his old school-feUowi
Lis lather, his brother officers."
"Yes?"
" Letters, too, from his wife."
My lady was silent for some few moments, looking thoughtfuUy at the fire.
" Have you ever seen any of the letters written by the late
Mrs. Talboys ? " she asked presently.
" Never. Poor soul! her letters are not Hkely to throw much
Hght upon my friend's fate. I dare say she wrote the usuaj
womanly scrawl. There are very few who write so charming
and so uncommon a hand as yours, Lady Audley."
" Ah ! you know my handwriting, of course ? "
" Yes, I know it very well indeed."
My lady warmed her hands once more, and then taking np
the big muff which she had laid aside upon a chair, prepared to
dej)art.
"You have refused to accept my apology, Mr. Audley," she
said; " but I trust you are not the less assured of my feeHngs
towards you."
" Perfectly assured. Lady Audley."
" Then good-bye, and let me recommend you not to stay long
in this miserable draughty place, if you do not vrish to take
rheumatism back to Fig-tree Court."
" I shaU return to town to-morrow moming to see after my
letters."
" Then, once more, good-bye."
She held out her hand; he took it loosely in his own. I t
seemed such a feeble Httle hand that he might have crashed it
in liis strong grasp, had he chosen to be so pitiless.
He attended her to her carriage, and watched it as it drove
off, not towards Audley, but in the direction of Brentwood,
which was about six miles from Mount Stanning.
About an hour and a half after this, as Robert stood at the
door of the inn, smoking a cigar and watching the snow falHng
in t i e whitened fields opposite, he saw the brougham drive back,
empty this time, to the door of the inn.
" llave you taken Lady Audley back to the Court ? " he said
to the coachman, who had stopped to call for a mug of hot
epiced ale.
" N o , sir; I've just come from the Brentwood station. M j
lady started for London by the 12.40 train."
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"For townP"
" Yes, sir."
" My lady gone to London!" said Robert, as he retumed
to the little sitting-room. " Then I'U foUow her by the nest
train; and if I'm not very much mistaken, I know where to
find her."
He packed his portmanteau, paid his biU, which was carefuUy
receipted by Phoebe Marks, fastened his dogs together with a
couple of leathern coUars and a chain, and stepj^ed into th<
rumbling fly kept at the Castle Inn for the convenience of
Mount Stanning. He caught an express that left Brentwood
at three o'clock, and settled himself comfortably in a comer of
an emjDty first-class carriage, coUed up in a couple of huga
railway rugs, and smoking a cigar in mild defiance of the
authorities. " The Company may make as many bye-laws as
they please," he murmured, "but I shaU take the Hberty of
enjoying my cheroot as long as I've half-a-crown left to give
the guard."
CHAPTER XIX.
THE BLACKSMITH'S MISTAKE.

I T was exactly five minutes past four as Mr. Robert Audley
stepped out upon the platform at ShorecHtch, and waited placidly
until such time as his clogs and his portmanteau should be deUvered up to the attendant porter who had caUed his cab, and
undertaken the general conduct of his affairs, with that disinterested courtesy which does such infinite credit to a class o.
servitors who are forbidden to accept the tribute of a grateful
pubHc. Robert Audley waited with consummate patience for
a considerable time; but as the express was generally a long
train, and as there were a great many passengers from Norfolk
carrying guns and pointers, and other paraphemaHa of a critical
description, it took a long while to make matters agreeable to
aU claimants, and even the barrister's seraphic incHfference to
mundane affairs nearly gave way.
" Perhaps, when that gentleman v^ho is making such a noise
about a pointer vrith Hver-colourcd spots, has discovered the
particular pointer and spots that he wants—which happy combination of events scarcely seems Hkely to airive—they'll givo
me my luggage and let me go. The designing wretches knew
at a glance that I was born to be imposed upon; and that if
they were to trample the Hffe out of me upon this very platform,
I should never have the spirit to bring an action against the
Company." Suddenly ac idea seemed to strike him, and he
lefl the porter to struggle for the custody of hia good"^ aad
walked round to the other side of the station.
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He had heard a beU ring, and, looking at tho clock, had. remembered that the down train for Colchester started at this
lime. He had learned what it was to have an honest purpose
since the disappearance of George Talboys; and he reached the
opposite platform in time to see the passengers take their seats.
There was one lady who had eridently only just arrived at
the station; for she hurried on to the platform at the very
moment that Robert approached the train, and almost ran
against that gentleman in her haste and excitement.
" I beg your pardon
" she began, ceremoniously; then
raising her eyes from Mr. Audley's waistcoat, which was about
on a level with her pretty face, she exclaimed, " Robert! You
in London already ?"
" Yes, Lady Audley; you were quite right, the Castle Inn ia
a dismal place, and
"
" You got tired of it—I knew you would. Please open the
carriage door for me : the train wiU start in two minutes."
Robert Audley was looking at his uncle's wife vrith rather a
puzzled expression of countenance.
" What does it mean ?" he thought. " She is altogether a
different being to the wretched, helpless creature who dropped
her mask for a moment, and looked at me with her own pitiful
face, in the Httle room at Mount Stanning, four hours ago.
What has hapi^ened to cause the change?"
He opened the door for her whUe he thought this, and helped
her to settle herself in her seat, spreading her furs over her
knees, and arranging the huge velvet mantle in which her
slender Httle figure was almost hidden.
" Thank you very much; how good you are to me!" she
said, as he did this. " You will think me very foolish to travel
upon such a day, without my dear darHng's knowledge too;
but I went up to town to settle a very tenific milliner's bUl,
whichi did not wish my best of husbands to see; for indulgent
as he is, he might think me extravagant; and I cannot bear to
suffer even in his thoughts."
"Heaven forbid that you ever should, Lady Audley!" Robert
said, gravely.
She looked at him for a moment with a smile, which had
something defiant in its brightness.
" Heaven forbid it, indeed!" she murmured, " I don't think
I ever shaU,"
The second bell rang, and the train moved as she spoke, Tha
last Robert Audley saw of her was that bright defiant smUe.
" Whatever object brought her to London has been successfully accompHshed," he thought, " H a s she baffied me by soma
piece of womanly jugglery P Am I never to get any nearer to
the truth; but am I to Ve tormented «dl my life b^ " r i ^ *
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doubts, and wretched suspicions, which may grow upon me till
I become a monomaniac? Why did she come to London ?"
He was stUl pondering this question as he ascended the stairs
in Fig-tree Court, \rith one of his dogs under each ann, and his
railway rugs over his shoulder.
He found Iris chambers in their accustomed order, Tha
geraniums had been carefuUy tended, and the canaries had retired for the night under cover of a square of green baize, AU
the arrangements of the place testified to the care of honest
Mrs. Maloney, Robert cast a hurried glance round the sittingroom ; then setting down the dogs upon the hearth-rug, he
walked straight into the Httle inner chamber which seiwed aa
his dressing-room.
I t was in this room that he kept disused portmanteaus, battered japanned cases, and other lumber; and it was in this room
that George Talboys had left his luggage, Robert Hfted a portmanteau from the top of a large trunk, and kneeling down before it with a Hghted candle in his hand, carefuUy examined the
lock.
To all appearance it was exactly in the same condition in
which George had left it when he laid his mourning garments
aside and placed them in this shabby repository, with all other
memorials of his dead vrife. Robert brushed his coat-sleeve
across the wom leather-covered Hd, upon which the initials G. T
were inscribed with big brass-headed naUs ; but Mrs. Maloney,
the laundress, must have been the most precise of housewives,
for neither the portmanteau nor the trunk were dusty.
Mr. Audley despatched a boy to fetch his Irish attendant,
and paced up and down his sittmg-room, waiting anriously for
her arrival.
She came in about ten miniites, and, after expressing her
deHght in the return of "the masther," humbly awaited his
orders.
" I only sent for you to ask if anybody has been here; that
is to say, if anybody has appHed to you for the key of my rooms
to-day—any lady ?"
" Lady P No, indeed, yer honour; there's been no lady for
the kay; barrin' it's the blacksmith yer honour manes."
"The blacksmith!"_
"_Yes; the blacksmith yer honour ordered to come to-day."
" I order a blacksmith!" exclaimed Robert. " I left a bottle
of French brandy in the cupboard," he thought, "and Mrs. M.
has been eridently enjoying herself."
" Sure, and the blacksnrith yer honour tould to say to tha
locks," repHed Mrs. Maloney. " It's him that fives down in one
of the Httle sthrates by the bridge," she added, giving a very
lucid description of the m a ' ' -^'hereabouts.
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Bobert Hfted his eyebrows in mute despair.
" If you'U sit down and compose yourself, Mrs. M.," he said
—he abbreriated her name thus on principle, for the avoidanca
of unnecessary labour—" perhaps we shall be able by-and-by to
understand each other. You say a blacksmith has been here P"
" Sure and I did, sir."
" To-day ?"
" Quite correct, sir."
Step by step Mr. Audley eHcited the following information.
A locksmith had called upon Mrs. Maloney that afternoon at
three o'clock, and had asked for the key of Mr. Audley's
chambers, in order that he might look to the locks of the doors,
which he stated were all out of repair. He declared that he was
acting upon Mr. Audley's own orders, conveyed to him by a
letter from the country, where the gentleman was spending
his Christmas. Mrs. Maloney, beHeving in the truth of this
statement, had admitted the man to the chambers, where he
stayed about half an hour.
" But you were with him wlule he examined the locks, I
suppose ? " Mr. Audley asked.
" Sure I was, sir, in and ont, as you may say, all the time;
for I've been cleaning the stairs this afternoon, and I took
the opporcAunity to begin my scouring while the man was at
work."
" Oh, you were in and out aU the time. If you could conveniently give me a plain answer, Mrs. M., I should be glad to
know what was the longest time that you were out while the
locksmith was in my chambers ? "
But Mrs. Maloney could not give a plain answer. I t might
have been ten minutes; though she didn't think it was as much.
It might have been a quarter of an hour; but she was sure it
wasn't more. I t didn't seem to her more than five minutes;
but "thim stairrs, your honour—" and here she rambled off
into a disquisition upon the scouring of stairs in general, and the
stairs outside Robert's chambers in particular.
Mr. Audley sighed the sigh of mournful resignation.
" Never mmd, Mrs. M.," he said, " the locksmith had plenty
of time to do anything he wanted to do, I dare say, without your
being any the vriser."
Mrs. Maloney stared at her employer vrith mingled surprise
Bod alarm.
" Sure, there wasn't anythin' for him to stale, your honour,
barrin the birrds and the geranums, and
"
" No, no, I understand. There, that'll do, Mrs. M. TeU ma
where the man H'ves, and I'U go and see him."
"'Biit you'U have a bit of dinner first, sir ? "
" I'll go and see the locksmith before I have my dinner."
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Ha took up his hat as he announced his determination, and
walked towards the door.
" The man's address, Mrs. M. P "
The Irishwoman directed him to a small street at the back
of St. Bride's Church, and thither Mr. Robert Audley quietl"
stroUed, through the miry slush which simple Londoners call snoxo.
He found the locksmith, and, at the saciifice of the crown of
uis hat, contrived to enter the low narrow doorway of a Httle
open shop. A jet of gas was flaring in the unglazed window,
and there was a very merry party in the little room behind the
shop; but no one responded to Robert's " HuUoa!" The
reason of this was sufficiently obrious. This merry party was
so much absorbed in its own merriment as to be deaf to all
common-place summonses from the outer world; and it was
only when Bobert, advancing farther into the cavernous Httie
shop, made so bold as to open the half-glass door wluch separated
him from the merry-makers, that he succeeded in obtaining theii
attention.
A very jorial picture of the Teniers school was presented to
Mr. Robert Audley upon the opening of this door.
The locksmith, with his wife and famUy, and two or three
droppers-in of the female sex, were clustered about a table, which
was adorned by two bottles: not vulgar bottles of that colourless extract of the juniper berry much affected by the masses;
but of bond fide port and sherry—fiercely strong sherry, which
left a fiery taste in the mouth; nut-brown sherry—rather
unnaturaUy brown if anything—and fine old port; no sickly
vintage, faded and tliin from excessive age; but a rich, fuU-bodied
wine, sweet and substantial, and high coloured.
The locksmith was speaking as Robert Audley opened the
door.
"And with that," he said, "she walked off, as graceful aa
you please."
-The whole party was thrown into confusion by the appearance
of Mr. Audley; but it was to be obsei-yed that the locksmith was
more embarrassed than his companions. He sot down his glass
Ro hurriedly, that he spilt his wine, and wiped his mouth
nervously with the back of his dirty hand.
"YoucaUed at my chambers to-day," Robert said, quietly.
" Don't let me disturb you, ladies." This to the droppers-in.
" You called, at my chambers to-day, Mr. White, and
"
The man intemipted him.
" I hope, sir, you'll be so good as to look over the mistake,"
he stammered. " I'm sure, sir, I'm very sorry it should have
occurred. I was sent for to another gentleman's chambers,
Mr. Alwin, in Garden-court, and the name sHpped my memory;
i«nd having done odd jobs before for you, I thought it must ht
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you as wanted me to-day; and I caUed at Mrs. Maloney's for the
key accordin'; but directly I see the Iccks in your chambers, I
says to myself, ' the gentleman's locks ain't out of order; the
gentleman don't want his locks repaired.'"
" But you stayed half an hour."
"Yes, sir; for there was one lock out of order—^the door
nighest the staircase—and I tcx)k it off and cleaned it, and put
rt on again. I won't charge you nothin' for the job, and I
iiope as you'll be so good as to look over the mistake as has
occurred, which I've been in business thirteen year come July,
and
"_
" Nothing of this kind ever happened before, I suppose," said
Robert, gravely. "No, it's altogether a singular kind of business,
not Hkely to come about every day. You've been enjoynng yourself this evening, I see, Mr. "\Vhite. Yeu've done a good stroke
of work to-day, I'll wager—made a lucky hit, and you're what
you call • standing treat,' eh ? "
Robert Audley looked straight into the man's dingy face aa
he spoke. The locksmith was not a bad-looking fellow, and
there was nothing that he need have been ashamed of in hia
face, except the dirt, and that, as Hamlet's mother says, " ia
common;" but in spite of this, Mr. White's eyeHds dropj>ed
under the young barrister's calm scrutiny, and he stammered
out some apologetic sort of speech about his "missus," and
his missus's neighbours, and port wine and sherry wine, with
as much confusion as if he, an h'>e3st mechanic in a free
country, were called upon to excuse kuuself to Mr. Robeit
AucUey for being caugh-t in the act of enjur'ng himself in his
own parlour.
Robert cut him short vrith a careless nod.
" Pray don't apologize," he said; " I Hke to see people enjoy
themselves. Good night, Mr. "White—good night, lacHes! "
He Hfted his hat to " the missus," and the missus's neighsours, who were much fascinated by his easy manner and his
handsome face, and left the shop.
" And so," he muttered to Himself as he went back to his
chambers, " ' w t h that she walked off as graceful as you
please.' WTir was it that walked off? and what was tho
story which tha locksmith was telling when I interrupted him
at that sentence P Oh! George Talboys, George Talboys, am I
ever to come any nearer to the secret of your fate ? Am
I coming nearer to it now, slowly but surely ? Is the radius
to grow narrower day by day, untU it draws a dark circle round
the home of those I love ? How is it all to end ? "
He sighed wearily as he walked slowly back across tha
flagged quadiangles ia the Temple to his own soHtary
jliambers.
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Mrs. Maloney had prepared for him that bachelor's dinner
which, however excellent and nutritious in itself, has no claim to
the special charm of novelty. She had cooked for him a Httle
dish of mutton chops, which was being kept for him in the
fender.
Robert Audley sighed as he sat down to the famiHar meal,
'emembering his uncle's cook with a fond, regretfiU sorrow.
" Her cutlets a la I.Iainteiion made mutton seem more than
nutton; a sublimated meat that could scarcely have grow7.\
upon any mundane sheep," he murmured, sentimentaUy, " and
Mrs.Maloney's chops are apt to be tough; but such is Hfei
What does it matter ? "
He pushed away his plate impatiently, after eating a few
mouthfuls.
" I have never eaten a good dinner at this table since I lost
George Talboys," he said. " The place seems as gloomy as if
the poor fellow had died in the next room, and had never been
taken away to be buried. How long ago that September afternoon appears as I look back at it—that September afternoon
upon wliich I parted viath him aHve and well; and lost him as
suddenly and unaccountably as if a trap-door had opened in the
EoHd earth, and let him through to the Antipodes!'

CHAPTER XX.
l E E WRITING IN THE BOOK,

rose from the dinner-table and walked over to
the cabinet in which he kept the document he had drawn up
relating to George Talboys. He unlocked the doors of this
caliinet, took the paper from the pigeon-hole marked Important,
and seated himself at his desk to write. He added several
paragrajihs to those in the document, numbering the fresh
paracrraj^hs as carefully as he had numbered the old ones.
" Heaven help us all!" he muttered once; " is this paper,
with which no attorney has had any hand, to be my flrst
brief?"
He wrote for about half an hour, then replaced the document
in the pigeon-hole, and locked the cabinet. When he had done
this, he took a candle, and went into the room in which werj
his own portmanteaus and the trunk belonging to George
Talboys.
He took a bunch of keys from his pocket, and tried them
cne by one. The lock of the shabby old trunk was a common
cne, and at the fifth trial the key turned easUy.
"There'd be » need for any one to break open such a loci
E;? this," mutterod Robe/ti, as he Hfted the Hd of^ the tmnk.
MR, AUDLEY
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He slowly emptied it of its contents, taking out every article
separately, and laying it carefully up on a chair by his side. H»
handled the things vrith a respectful tenderness, as if he had
been Hfting the dead body of his lost friend. One by one he
laid the neatly folded mourning garments on the chair. He
found old meerschaum pipes, and soUed, crumpled gloves that
had once been fresh from the Parisian maker; old play-bills,
whose largest letters spelled the names of actors who wer6
dead and gone; old perfume bottles, fragrant with essences
whose fashion had passed away; neat Httle parcels of letters,
each carefully labeUed with the name of the writer; fragments
of old newspapers; and a little heap of shabby dilapidated
books, some of which tumbled into as many pieces as a pack of
cards in Robert's incautious hand. But amongst all the mass
of worthless Htter, every scrap whereof had once had its separate purpose, Robert Audley looked in vain for that which he
sought—the packet of letters written to the missing man by
his dead wife, Helen Talboys. He had heard George allude
^ the eristence of these letters. He had seen him once sorting
the faded papers with a reverent hand; and he had seen him
replace them, carefuUy tied together with a faded ribbon which
had been Helen's, amongst the mourning garments in the
trunk. Whether he had afterwards removed them, or whether
they had been removed since his cHsappearance by some other
hand, it was not easy to say; but they were gone.
Robert Audley sighed wearily as he replaced the things in
I the empty box, one by one, as he had taken them out. He
stopped with the Httle heap of tattered books in his hand, and
hesitated for a moment.
" I wiU keep these out," he ti'.uttered: " there may be something to help me in one of them."
George's Hbrary was no very brilliant collection of Hterature.
Ther was an old Greek Testament and the Eton Latin
Grammar; a French pamphlet on the cavalry sword exercise;
an odd volume of Tom Jones, with one half of its stiff leather
cover hanging to it by a thread; Byron's Don Juan, printed
in a murderous tyjDe, which must have been invented for the
special advantage of ocuHsts and opticians ; and a fat book in
a faded gilt and crimson cover.
Robert AucUey locked the trunk and took the books under
his arm. Mrs. Maloney was clearing away the remains of his
repast when he retumed to his sitting-room. He put the
books aside on a Httle table in a corner of the fireplace, and
waited patiently wlule the laundress finished her work. He
was in no humour even for his meerschaum consoler; the
yellow papered fictions on the shelves above his head seemed
stale and profitless—he opened a volume of Balzac, but his
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uncle's wife's golden curls danced and trembled in a gHttorin/^
haze, alike upon the metaphysical cHablerie of the Feau de
Chagrin, and the simple pathos of Eugenie G^-audet. The
volume dropped from his hand, and he sat wearily watching
Mrs. Maloney, as she swept up the ashes on the hearth, leplenished the fire, di-ew the dark damask curtains, supplied the
simple wants of the canaries, and put on her bonnet in the
disused clerk's office, prior to bidding her employer good night.
As the door closed u^ion the Irishwoman, he rose impatiently
from his chair, and paced up and down the room.
"Why do I go on with this," he said, " when I know that it
is leading me, step by step, day by day, hour by hour, nearer
to that conclusion which of aU others I should avoid ? Am I
tied to a wheel, and must I go vrith its every revolution, let it
take me where it wiU ? Or can I sit down here to-night and
say, I have done my duty to my missing friend, I have
searched for him patiently, but I have searched in vain?
Should I be justified in doing this P Should I be justified in
letting the chain which I have slowly put together, Hiik by
Hnk, drop at this point; or must I go on adding fresh links to
that fatal chain until the last rivet faUs into its place and
the circle is complete ? I think and beHeve that I shall never
see my friend's face again; and that no exertion of mine can
ever be of any benefit to Him. In plainer, harder words, I
beHeve him to be dead. Am I bound to discover how and
where he cHed ? or being, as I think, on the road to that discovery, shall I do a wrong to the memory of George Talboys
by turning back or stopping still ? What am I to do ? "What
am I to do ? "
He rested his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his
hands. The one purpose which had slowly grown up in his
careless nature untU it had become powerful enough to work a
change in that very nature, made him what he had never been
before—a Christian; conscious of his own weakness; anxious
to keep to the strict Hne of duty; fearful to swerve from tha
conscientious discharge of the strange task that had been
forced upon him; and reHant on a stronger hand than his owa
to point the way which he was to go. Perha2:>s he uttered hia
first thoroughly earnest prayer that night, seated by his loi'.ely
fireside, thinking of George Talboys. "When he raised his head
from that long reverie, his eyes had a bright, determined glance,
and every feature in his face seemed to wear a new expression.
" Justice to the dead first," he said; " meicy to the Hving
afterwards."
He wheeled his easy-chair to the table, trimmed the lamp,
and settled himself to the examination of the books.
He took them np one by one, and looked c.arf^fuUy throngJi
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them, first looking at the page on which the name of the owner
is ordinarily written; and then searching for any scrap of
paper which might have been left within the leaves. On the
first page of the Eton Latin Grammar the name of Master
Talboys was written in a prim scholastic hand; the French
pamphlet had a careless G. 'T. scrawled on the cover in pencil,
m George's big slovenly caligraphy; the Tom Jones had eviiently been bought at a book-stiill, and bore an inscription,
dated March 14liL, 1788, setting forth that the work was a
tribute of respect to Mr. Thomas Scrowton, from his obedient
ervant, James Anderley; the Don Juan and the Testament
were blank. Robert Audley breathed more freely: he had
arrived at the last but one of the books without any result
whatever, and there only remained the fat gUt-and-crimsonbound volume to be examined before his task was finished.
I t was an annual of the year 1845. The copper-plate en
gravinga of lovely ladies who had flourished in that day were
yeUow and spotted with mildew; the costumes seemed grotesque
and outlandish, the simpering beauties faded and commonplace. Even the Httle clusters of verses (in which the poet's
feeble candle shed its sickly ray upon the obscurities of the
artist's meaning) had an old-fashioned twang; Hke muric on a
lyre whose strings are slackened by the damps of time. Robert
Audley did not stop to read any of these mild productions.
He ran rapidly through the leaves, looking for any scrap of
writing or fragment of a letter which might have been used to
mark a place. He found nothing but a bright ring of golden
hair, of that ghttering hue which is so rarely seen except upon
the head of a chUd,—a sunny lock which curled as naturaUy as
the tendril of a vine; and was very opposite in texture, if not
different in hue, to the soft, smooth tress which the landlady at
Ventnor had given to George Talboys after his wife's death.
Robert Audley suspended ma examination of the book, and
folded this yeUow lock in a sheet of letter-paper, which ha
sealed with his signet-ring, and laid aside, with the memorandum about George Talboys and AHcia's letter, in the
pigeon-hole marked Lnpoiiant.
He was going to replace the
fat annual amongst the other books, when he discovered that
the two blank leaves at the beginning were stuck together.
He was so determined to prosecute his search to the very uttermost, that he took the trouble to part these leaves with the
sharp end of his paper-knife; and he was rewarded for hia
perseverance by finding an inscription upon one of them. This
mscription was in three parts and in three different hands.
The first paragraph was dated as far back as the year in which
the annual had been pubHshed, and set forth that the book waii
tho property of a certain Miss EHzabeth Ann Bince, who had
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obtained the precious volume as a reward for habits of order,
and for obedience to the authorities of Camford-house Seminary
Torquay. The second paragraph was dated five years later,
and was in the handwriting of Miss Bince herself, who presented the book as a mark of undying affection and unfading
esteem (Miss Bince was eridently of a romantic temperament)
to her beloved friend Helen Maldon. The thu-d paragraph
was dated September, 1853, and was in the hand of Helen
Maldon, who gave the annual to George Talboys; and it was
at the sight of^ this third paragraph that Mr. Robert Audley's
face changed from its natural hue to a sickly leaden paUor.
" I thought it would be so," said the young man, shutting'
the book with a weary sigh. " God knows I was prepared for
the worst, and the worst has come. I can understand aU now.
My next risit must be to Southampton. I must place the boy
in better hands."
CHAPTER XXI.
MRS. PLOWSON.

the packets of letters which Robert Audley h M found
in George's trunk, there was one packet labeUed vrith the name
of the missing man's father—the father, who had never been
too indulgent a friend to his only son, and who had availed
himself of the excuse afforded by George's imprudent marriage
in order to abandon the young man to his own resources. Robert
Audley had never seen Mr. Harcourt Talboys; but George's
careless talk of his father had given his friend some notion of
that gentleman's character. He had written to Mr. Talboys
unm.ediately after the disappearance of George, carefuUy wording his letter, which vaguely hinted at the writer's fear of some
foul play in the mysterious business; and after the lapse of
several weeks he had received a formal epistle, in which Mr.
Harcourt Talboys expressly declared that he had washed hia
hands of all responsibUity in his son George's affairs upon the
young man's wedcUng-day ; and that his absurd disappearance
was only in character with his preposterous marriage. The
writer of this fatherly letter added, in a postscript, that if
Mr. George Talboys cherished any hope of alarming his friends
by this pretended disappearance, and thereby playing on their
feeHngs with a riew to pecuniary advantage, he was most
egregiously deceived in the character of those persons with
whom he had to deal.
Robert Audley liad answered tliis letter by a few indignant
lines, informing Mr. Talboys that lus son was scarcely Hkely to
hidxj himself for the furtherance of any deep-laid design on tbe
AMONGST
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pockets of his relatives, as he had left twenty thousand jx)unds
m his banker's hande at the time of his disappearance. After
despatching this letter, Robert had abandoned all thought ot
assistance from the man who, in the natural course of things,
ihould have been most interested in George's fate; but now
that he found himself advancing step by step to the end that
lay so darkly before him, his mind reverted to this heartlesslyindifferent Mr. Harcourt Talboys.
" I wiU run into Dorsetshire after I leave Southampton," ha
said, " and see this man. If he is content to let his son's fate
rest a dark and cruel mystery to all who knew him—if he is
content to go down to liis grave uncertain to the last of this
poor feUow's end—why should I try to unravel the tangled
skein, to fit the pieces of the terrible puzzle, and gather together the stray fragments which when collected may make
such a hideous whole ? I wUl go to Mr. Talboys and lay my
darkest doubts freely before him. I t vrill be for him to say
what I am to do."
Robert AucUey started by an early express for Southampton.
Tlie snow lay thick and white upon the pleasant country
through which he went; and the young barrister had wrapped,
himself in so many comforters and railway rags as to appear a
perambulating mass of woollen goods, rather than a Hving
member of a learned profession. He looked gloomily out of
the misty window, opaque with the breath of himself and an
elderly Indian officer, who was his only companion, and watched
the fleeting landscape, which had a certain phantom-Hke appearance in its shroud of snow. He wrapped himself in the woolly
folds of his raUway rug vrith a peevish shiver, and felt incHned
to quarrel with the destiny which compelled him to travel by an
early train upon a pitiless winter's day.
" Who would have thought that I could have grown so fond
of the feUow," he muttered, "or feel so lonely vrithout him?
I've a comfortable Httle fortune in the Three per Cents; I'm
heir-presumptive to my uncle's title ; and I know of a certain
dear Httle girl, who, as I think, would do hor best to make mo
happy ; but I decljire that I would freely give up all I possess
and stand penniless in the world to-morrow, if this mystery
could be satisfactorily cleared away, and George Talboys could
iitand by my side."
He reached Southampton between eleven and twelve o'clcx;k,
and walked across the platform, vrith the snow drifting in his
face, towards the pier and the lower end of the town. The
clock of St. Michael's Church was striking twelve as he crossed
the quaint old square in which that edifice stands, and groped
his way through the narrow streets leacHng down to the water.
Mr. Maldon had estabhshed his slovenly household gods is)
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one of those dreary thoroughfares which speculative btdlders
love to raise upon some miserable fragment of waste ground
hanging to the skirts of a prosperous town. Brigsome's Terrace was perhaps one of the most dismal blocks of building that
was ever composed of brick and mortar since the first mason
Hed his trowel and the first architect drew his plan. Tha
uilder who had speculated in the ten dreary eight-roomed
prison-houses had hung himself behind the parlour door of an
adjacent tavern while the carcases were yet unfinished. The
man who had bought the brick and mortar skeletons had gone
through the Bankruptcy Court,' while the paper-hangers were
stiU busy in Brigsome's Terrace, and had whitewashed hia
ceiHngs and himself sunultaneously. Ill-luck and insolvency
clung to the wretched habitations. The baUiff and the broker's
man were as weU known as the butcher and the baker to the
noisy chUdren who played upon the waste ground in front of
the parlour windows. Solvent tenants were disturbed at unhallowed hours by the noise of ghostly fumiture vans creeping
stealthUy away m the moonless night. Insolvent tenanfa
openly defied the coUector of the water-rate from their eightroomed strongholds, and eristed for weeks without any risible
means of procuring that necessary fluid.
Robert Audley looked about him vrith a shudder, as he turned
from the water-side into this poverty-stricken locaHty. A chUd's
funeral was learing one of the houses as he approached, and he
thought with a thrill of horror that if the Httle coffin had held
George's son, he would have been in some measure responsible
for the boy's death.
" The poor child shaU not sleep another night in this wretched
hovel," he thought, as he knocked at the door of Mr. Maldon's
house. " He is the legacy of my lost friend, and it shaU be my
business to secure his safety."
A sHpshod servant girl opened the door and looked at Mr.
Audley rather suspiciously, as she asked him what he pleased
to want. The door of the sitting-room was ajar, and Robert
coidd hear the clattering of knives and forks and the childish
voice of Httle George prattHng gaily. He told the servant that
he had come from London, that he wanted to see Master
Talboys, and that he would announce himself; and walking
past her, without further ceremony, he opened the door of the
parlour. The girl stared at him aghast as he did this; and
as if stmck by some sudden conviction, threw her apron over
her head and ran out into the snow. She darted across the
waste ground, plunged into a narrow aUey, and never drew
breath till she found herself upon the threshold of a certain
lavem caUed the Coach and Horses, and much affected by Mr.
Maldon. The Ueutenant's faithful retainer had taken Ilobert

E

Mrs. Ptowson.

12?

/wadley for some new and determined coUector of poor's rates—
rejecting that gentleman's account of himself as an artful
fiction devised for the destruction of parochial defaulters—and
had hurried off to give her master timely warning of tha
enemy's approach.
when Robert entered the sitting-room, he was surprised to
find Httle George seated opposite to a woman who was doing
the honours of a shabby repast, spread upon a dirty table-clotli,
and flanked by a pewter beer measure. The woman rose as
Robert entered, and curtsied very humbly to the young barrister. She looked about fifty years of age, and was dressed in
rusty widow's weeds. Her complexion was insipidly fair, and
the two smooth bands of hair beneath her cap were of that
sunless flaxen hue which generally accompanies pink cheeks
and white eyelashes. She had been a rustic beauty perhaps in
her time, but her features, although tolerably regular in their
shape, had a mean pinched look, as if they had been made too
small for her face. This defect was peculiarly noticeable in hor
mouth, which was an obrious misfit for the set of teeth it contained. She smiled as she curtsied to Mr. Robert Audley, ana
her smUe, wliich laid bare the greater jjart of this set of square,
hungry-looking teeth, by no means added to her charms.
" Mr. Maldon is not at home, sir," she said, with insinuating
civiHty; " but if it's for the water-rate, he requested me to say
tha,t
" _
She was interrupted by Httle George Talboys, who scrambled
dovm from the high chair upon which he had been perched, and
ran to Robert Audley.
" I know you," he said; " you came to Ventnor with the big
gentleman, and you came here once, and you gave me some
money, and I gave it to gran'];ia to take care of, and gran'pa kept
t, and he always does."
Robert Audley took the boy in his arms and carried him to a
Irctle table in the window.
" Stand there, Georgey," he said. " I want to have a good
look at you."
He turned the boy's face to the Hght, and pushed the brows
jui'ls off' his forehead with both hands.
" You're growing more Hke yoiu- father every day, Georgey;
«nl you're grovring quite a man, too," he said; "would you
lii-.e to go to school ? "
"Oh, yes, j^lease, I should Hke it very much," the boy
answered, eagerly. " I went to school at Miss Perins's once—
day school, you know—round the comer in the next street; but
I caught the measles, and gran'pa wouldn't let me go any more,
for fear I should catch the measles again; and gran'pa won't let
le boys in tbe stireet, because they are nid«
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boys; he said blackguard boys; but he said I musn't say bl.icb
guard boys, because it's naughty. He says damn and devU, but
ne says he may because he's old. I shall say damn and devil
when I'm old; and I should Hke to go to school, please; and I
can go to-day, if you like; Mrs. Plowson vriU get my frocks
ready, won't you, Mrs. Plowson P "
" Certainly, Master Georgey, if your grandpapa wishes it,"
the woman answered, looking rather uneasUy at Mr. Robert
Audley.
" What on earth ia the matter with this woman P" thought
Robert, as he turned from the boy to the fair-haired widow,
who was edging herself slowly towards the table upon which
Httle George Talboys stood talking to his guardian. " Does
she stUl take me for a tax collector, vrith inimical intentions
towards these wretched goods and chattels; or can the cause
of her restless manner lie deeper stUl? That's scarcely likely,
though; for whatever secrets Lieutenant Maldon may have, it's
not very probable that this woman has any knowledge of them."
Mrs. Plowson had edged herself close to the Httle table by
this time, and was making a stealthy descent upon the boy,
when Robert turned sharply round.
" What are you going to do with the chUd P" he said.
" I was only going to take him away to wash his pretty face,
sir, and smooth his 'air," answered 1:he woman, in the same
insinuating tone in whieh she had spoken of the water-rate.
" You don't see him to any advantage, sir, while his precious
face is dirty. I won't be five minutes making him as neat as a
new pin."
She had her long thin arms about the boy as she spoke, and
she was eridently going to carry him off bodily, when Robert
stopped her.
" I'd rather see him as he is, thank you," he said. " My time
in SouthamiDton isn't very long, and I want to hear aU that the
little man can teU me."
The Httle man crept closer to Robert, and looked confidingly
into the barrister's grey eyes.
" I Hke you very much," he said. " I was frightened of you
when you came before, because I was shy. I am not shy now
—I am nearly six years old."
Robert patted the boy's head encouragingly, but he was not
looking at Httle George; he was watching the fair-haired
widow, who had moved to the vrindow, and was looking out at
whe patch of waste ground.
" You're rather anrious about some one, ma'am, I'm afraid,"
jaid Robert.
She coloured riolently as the barrister made this remark, a:vt
ftUQwered him in a confused manner.
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" I was looking for Mr. Maldon, sir," she said; " he'U be sc
disappointed if he doesn't see you."
" You know who I am, then ?"
" No, sir, but
"
The boy mterrapted her by dragging a Httle jewelled watch
from his bosom and showing it to Robert.
" This is the watch the pretty lady gave mc," he said. " I've
got it now—but I haven't had it long, because the jeweUer who
cleans it is an idle man, gran'pa says, and always keeps it such
a long time; and gran'pa says it wUl have to be cleaned again,
because of the taxes. He always takes it to be cleaned whejL
there's taxes—but he says, if he were to lose it, the pretty lady
would give me another. Do you know the pretty lady ?"
" No, Georgey: but tell me all about her."
Mrs. Plowson made another descent .pon the boy. She was
anued with a pocket handkerchief this time, and disi:)layed great
anxiety about the state of Httle Georgey's nose, but Robert
warded off the dreaded weapon, and drew the child away from
his tormentor.
" The boy wiU do very weU, ma'am," he said, " if you'll be
good enough to let him alone for five minutes. Now, Georgey,
suppose you sit on my knee, and teU me aU about the prettj
lady."
The child clambered from the table on to Mr. Audley's knees,
assisting his descent by a very unceremonious manipulation of
.lis guardian's coat-coUar,
" I'U tell you aU about the pretty lady," he said, " because I
Hke you very much. Gran'pa told me not to tell anybody, but
I'll teU you, you know, because I Hke you, and because you're
going to take me to school. The pretty lady came here one
night—long ago—oh, so long ago," said the boy, shaking his
head, with a face whose solemnity was expressive of some prodigious lapse of time. " She came when I was not nearly so
big as I am now—and she came at night—after I'd gone to bed
and she came up into my room, and sat upon the bed and cried
—and she left the watch under my piUow, and she
"Why
do you make faces at me, Mrs. Plowson ? I may tell this
gentleman," Georgey added, suddenly addressing the vridow,
who was standing behind Robert's shoulder.
Mrs. Plowson mumbled some confused apology, to the effect
that she was afraid Master George was troublesome.
" Suppose you wait tUl I say so, ma'am, before you stop tha
Httle fellow's mouth," said Robert AucUey, sharply. " A suspicious person might think, from your manner, that Mr. Maldon
and you had some conspiracy between you, and that you were
afraid of what the boy's talk may let slip."
He rose from his chair, and looked full at Mrs. Plowson as bs
I
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aaid this. The fair-haired widow's face was as wliite as her cap
when she tried to answer him, and her pale Hps were so dry
that she was obUged to wet them with her tongue before the
words would come.
The Httle boy reHeved her embarrassment.
" Don't be cross, Mrs. Plowson," he said. " Mrs. Plowson is
very kind to me. Mrs. Plowson is MatUda's mother. You
didn't know Matilda. Poor MatUda was always crying; she
was iU, she
"
The boy was stopped by the sudden appearance of Mr,
Maldon, who stood on the threshold of the parlour-door,
staring at Robert AucUey vrith a half-drunken, half-tenified
aspect, scarcely consistent vrith the dignity of a retired naval
officer. The servant girl, breathless and panting, stood close
behind her master. Eax^y in the day though it was, the old
man's speech was thick and confused, as he addressed himself
fiercely to Mrs. Plowson.
" You're a prett' creature to ciU yoursel' sens'ble woman!"
he said. " Why don't you ta"Ke th' chUe 'way, er wash 's face ?
D'yer want to rain me ? D'yer want to 'stroy me ? Take th'
chile 'way! Mr. Audley, sir, I'm ver' glad to see yer; ver'
'appy to 'ceive yer in m' humbl' 'bode," the old man added, vrith
tipsy poHteness, dropping into a chair as he spoke, and trying
to look steadily at his unexpected risitor.
" VvTiatever this man's secrets are," thought Robert., as Mrs.
Plowson hustled Httle George Talboys out of the room, " that
woman has no unimportant share of them. Whatever the
mystery may oe, it grows darker and thicker at every step; but
I try in vain to draw back, or to stop short upon the road, for a
stronger hand than my own is pointing the way to my lost
friend's hidden grave."

CHAPTER X X n .
LITTLE GEORGEY GOES TO SCHOOL.

" I Ai£ going to take your grandson away with me, Mr.
Maldon," Robert said, gravely, as Mrs. Plowson retired with her
young charge.
The old man's drunken imbecUity was slowly clearing away,
Hke the heavy mists of a London fog, through which the feeble
sunshine straggles dimly to appear. The very uncertain radiance of Lieutenant Maldon's mteUect was slow to pierce the
hazy vapours of mm-and-water; but the flickering Hght at last
faintly gHmmered athwart the clouds, and the old man 8cr'"'^ed
his pool-/wits to the fticVing-point.
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" Yes, yes," he said, feebly; " take the boy away frosj his
poor old grandfather. I always thought so."
" You always thought that I should take him away ?" asked
Robert, scrutinizing the half-drunken countenance with a
searching glance. " "sVhy did you think so, Mr. Maldon ?"
The fogs of intorication got the better of the light of sobriety
for a moment, and the Heutenant answered vaguely,—
" Thought so P—'cause I thought so."
Meeting the young barrister's impatient frown, he made
another effort, and the Hght glimmered again.
" Because I thought you or his father would fetch 'm away."
" When I was last in this house, Mr. Maldon, you told ma
that George Talboys had sa,Ued for Australia."
" Yes, yes—I know, I know," the old man answered confusedly, shuffiing his scanty, limp grey hairs with his two wandering hands—"I know; but he might have come b a c k ^
mightn't he ? He was restless, and—and—queer in his mind
perhaps, sometimes. He might have come back."
He repeated this two or three times, in feeble, muttering
tones; groping about on the Uttered mantel-piece for a dirtylooking clay-pipe, and filHng and fighting it with hands that
trembled riolently.
Robert Audley watched those poor, withered, tremulous
fingers dropping shreds of tobacco upon the hearth-rag, and
scarcely able to kindle a lucifer by reason of their unsteadiness.
Then walking once or twice up and down the Httle room, he left
the old man "to take a few puffs from the great consoler.
Presently he turned suddenly upon tlie half-pay Heutenant,
with a dark solemnity in his handsome face.
" Mr. Maldon," he said, slowly, watching the effect of every
syUablt as he spoke, " George Talboys never sailed for AustraHa—that I know. More than this I know. He never came
to Southampton; and the He you told me on the 8th of lasi
September was dictated to you by the telegraphic message which
you received on that day."
The dirty clay-pipe dropped from the tremulous hand, an
shivered against the iron fender, but the old man made no effort
to find a fresh one; he sat trembling in every Hmb, and looking
piteously at Robert Audley.
" The He was cHctated to you, and you repeated your lesson.
But you no more saw George Talboys here on the 7th of September than I see him in this room now. You thought you had
burnt the telegraphic message, but you had only burnt a part
of it—the remainder is in my possession."
Iiieutenant Maldon was quite sober now.
" What have I done ?" he murmured helplessly. " Ob, my
child, what h.ave I done P"
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" Ab two o'clock on the 7th of September last," continued tha
pitiless acuusing voice, " George Talboys was seen, aHve and
well, at a hfitise m Essex."
Robert paused to see the effect of these words. They had
)roduccd no change in the old num. He stUl sat trembling
! rom head to foot, and staring with the fixed and stoHd gaze of
some helpless wreteh, whose every sense is graduaUy becoming
numbed by terror.
" A t two o'clock on that day," repeated Robert Audley, " m y
poor friend was seen, alive and well, at
, at the house of
which I speak. From that hour to this I have never been able
to hear that he has been seen by any firing creature. I have
taken such steps as must have resulted in procuring some information of his whereabouts, were he aHve. I have done this
patiently and carefuUy—at first, even hopefuUy. Now I know
that he '.s dead."
Robert Audley had been prepared to vritness some considerable agitation in the old man's manner, but he was not prepared
for the helpless anguish, the ghastly terror, which convulsed
Mr. Maldon's haggard face as he uttered the last word.
" No, no, no, no," reiterated the Heutenant, in a shriU, halfEcreaming voice; " no, no! For God's sake don't say t h a t !
don't tliink it—don't let me think it—don't let me dream of it!
Not dead—anything but dead ! Hiding away, perhaps—bribed
to keep out of the way, perhaps; but not dead—not dead—not
dead!" _
He cried these words aloud, Hke one beside himself; beating
ids hands upon his grey head, and rocking backwards and forwards in his chair. His feeble hands trembled no longer—they
were strengthened by some convulsive force that gave them a
new power.
" I beHeve," said Robert in the same solemn, relentless voice,
" that my friend never left Essex; and I beHeve that he met hia
death on the 7th of September last."
The wretched old man, still beating his hands amongst hia
thin grey hair, sHd from his chair to tho ground, and grovelled
at Robert's feet.
" O h ! no, no—for God's .sake, no!" he shrieked hoarsely.
" N o ! you don't know what you say—you don't know what
you ask me to think—you don't know what your words mean!"
" I know their weight and value only too well—as well as I
see you do, Mr. Maldon. God help us !"
" Oh, what am I doing ? what am I doing ?" muttered tho old
man, feebly; then raising himself from the ground -uuth an
effort, and drawing himself to his full height, in a manner wluch
was new to him, and which was not without a certain dignity of
ita own—that dignity which must alwnjrs ha ,'vttached to unut-
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terable misery, in whatever form it may appear—he aaid
gravely;—
" You have no right to come here and terrify a man who haa
been drinking: and who is not quite himself. You have no
right to do it, Mr. Audley. Even the—tbe officer, sir, who—
who
" He did not stammer, but his Hps trembled so riolently that his words seemed to bt shaken into pieces by their
motion. " The officer, I repeat, sir, who arrests a—a thief, or
a
" He stopped to wipe his Hps, and to stUl them if he could
by doing so, which he could not. " A thief—or a murderer
"
His voice died suddenly away upon the last word, and it wag
only by the motion of those trembling Hps that Robert knew
what he meant. " Gives him warning, sir, fair warning, that he
may say nothing which shall commit himself—or—or—other
oeople. The—the—law, sir, has that amount of mercy for a—
I—suspected criminal. But you, sir, you—you come to m^
house, and you come at a time when—when contrary to my
usual habits—which, as people will teU you, are sober—you
come, and perceiving that I am not quite myself—you take—
the—opportunity to—terrify me—and it is not right, sir—it
B

"

"Whatever he would have said died away into inarticulate
gasps which seemed to choke him, and, sinking into a chair, he
iropped his face upon the table and wept aloud. Perhaps i t
lU the dismal scenes of domestic misery which had been acted
in those spare and dreary houses—in all the petty miseries, the
burning shames, the cruel sorrows, the bitter disgraces which
own Poverty for their common father—there had never been
such a scene as this. An old man hiding his face from the
Hght of day, and sobbing «loud in his wretchedness. Robert
Audley contemplated the painful picture vrith a hopeless and
pitying face.
" If I had known this," he thought, " I might have spared
him. I t would have been better, perhaps, to have spared him."
The shabby room, the dirt, the confusion, the figure of the
old man, with his grey head upon the soUed table-cloth, amid
the muddled debris of a wretched dinner, grew blurred before
the sight of Robert Audley as he thought of another man, as
old as this one, but, ah, how widely different in every other
attribute! who might come by-and-by to feel the same, or even
a vorse anguish, and to shed, perhaps, yet bitterer tears. Tha
moment in which t'no tears rose to 'ris eyes and dimmed the
piteous scene before him, was long Cjiough to t;ike him back to
Essex and to show him the image of his uncle, stricken by
agony and shame.
" "Why do I go on with this P " he thought; " how pitUess 1
am, and how relentlessly I am carried on. It is not ip-'self: it ^a

lS4t

Lady Audley's Secret.

the hand which is beckoning me farther and farther upon thi
dark road whose end I dare not dream of."
He thought this, and a hundred times more than this, whUe
the old man sat with his face stUl hidden, wrestHng with hi/j
anguish, but without power to keep it down.
"Mr. Maldon," Robert Audley said, after a pause, " I ao
not ask you to forgive me for what I have brought upon you,
for the feeling is strong vrithin me that it must have come to
vou sooner or later—if not through me, through some one else.
I'here are
" He stopped, for a moment, hesitating. The
sobbing did not cease; it was sometimes low, sometimes loud,
bursting out with fresh riolence, or dying away for an instant,
but never ceasing. " There are some things which, as people
say, cannot be hidden. I think there is truth in that common
saying which had its origin in the old worldly wisdom that
people gathered from experience and not from books. If—if I
were content to let my friend rest in his hidden grave, it is but
likely that some stranger, who had never heard the name of
George Talboys, might faU by the remotest accident upon the
secret of his death. To-morrow, perhaps ; or ten years hence;
or in another generation, when the—the hand that wronged
him is as cold as his own. If I could let the matter rest: if-—
if I could leave England for ever, and purposely fly from thfc
possibiHty of ever coming across another clue to the secret, I
would do it—I would gladly, thankfuUy do it—but I cannot!
A hand which is stronger than my own beckons me on, I wish
to take no base advantage of you; of you less than of all other
people; but I must go on; I must go on. If there is any
warning you would give to any one, give it. If the secret
towards which I am travelHng day by day, hour by hour,
involves any one in whom you have an interest, let that person
fly before I come to the end. The person whom I suspect,
rightly or wrongly, is a woman. If I am right let that woman
leave this countiy; let her leave aU who know her—all whose
peace her wickedness has endangered; let her go away—she
shall not be pursued. But if she sUghts your T\-^rning—if sha
tries to hold her present position in defiance of what it will btj
in your power to teU her—let her beware of me, for, when the
hour comes, I swear that I wiU not spare her."
Tlie old man looked up for the first time, and wiped hia
wrinkled face upon a ragged sUk handkerchief.
" I declare to you that I do not understand you," he said.
' ' I solemnly declare to you that I cannot understand your suspicions. I do not beHeve that George Talboys is dead."
*' I would give ten years of my own life if I could see him
iifive," answered Robert, sadly. " I am sorry for you, Mjr,
Maldon—I am sony for aU of us."
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" I do not beHeve that my son-in-law is dead," said the Heutenant ; " I do not beHeve that the poor lad is dead."
He endeavoured in a feeble manner to show to Robert Audley
that his wild outburst of anguish had been caused by his grief
for the loss of George Talboys; but the pretence was miserably
shallow.
Mrs. Plowson re-entered the room, leading Httle Georgey,
«shose face shone with that brilHant poHsh wlrich yeUow soap
and friction can produce on the human countenance.
" Dear heart aHve!" exclaimed Mrs. Plowson, " what has
the poor old gentleman been taking on about ? We could hear
him in the passage, sobbin' awful."
Little George crept up to his grandfather and smoothed tha
wet and wrinkled face with his pudgy hand.
"Don't cry, gran'pa," he said, "don't cry. You shall have
my watch to be cleaned, and the kind jeweller shaU lend you
the money to pay the taxman whUe he cleans the watch—I
don't mind, gran'pa. Let's go to the jeweller—the jeweUer in
High-street, you know, vrith golden baUs painted upon his door,
to show that he comes from Lombard—Lombardshire," said the
boy, making a dash at the name. " Come, gran'pa."
The Httle feUow took the jeweUed toy from his bosom and
made for the door, proud of being possessed of a taHsman which
he had seen so often made useful.
" There are wolves in Southampton," he said, with rather a
triumphant nod to Robert Audley. " My gran'pa says, when
he takes my watch, that he does it to keep the wolf from the
door. Are there wolves where you Hve ? "
The young barrister did not answer the child's question, but
stopped him as he was dragging his grandfather towards the
door.
" Your grandpapa does not want the watoh to-day, Georgey,"
he said gravely.
" "Why is he sorry, then ? " asked Georgey, naively; " when
he wants the watch he is always sorry, and beats his poor forehead so "—the boy stopped to pantomime vrith his smaU fists
—"and says that she—the pretty lady, I think he means—
uses him very hard, and that he can't keep the wolf from the
door; and then I say, ' Gran'pa, have the watch;' and then he
takes me in his arms and says, ' Oh, my blessed angel! how
can I rob my blessed angel ? ' and then he cries, but not Hke
to-day—not loud, you know; only tears running down his pool
cheeks; not so that you could hear liim in the passage."
Painful as the child's prattle was to Robert Audley, ii
seemed a reHef to the old man. He did not hear the boy'i
talk, but v.ralked two or three times up and down the Httle
room and smoothed his rumpled hair, and suffered his cravat to
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be aiTanged by Mrs. Plowson, who seemed very anrious to find
out the cause of his agitation.
" Poor dear old gentleman!" she said, looking at Robert,
" "What has happened to upset him so ? "
" His son-in-law is dead," answered Mr. Audley, firing hia
eyes upon Mrs. Plowson's sympathetic face. " H« died within
a year and a half after the death of Helen Talooys, who Hes
buried in Ventnor churchyard."
The face into which he was looking changed very sHghtly;
but the eyes that had been looking at his shifted away
as he spoke, and once more Mrs. Plowson was obHged to
moisten her white Hps with her tongue before she answered
him.
" Poor Mr. Talboys dead!" she said; " that is bad news
mdeed, sir."
Little George looked wistfiiUy up at his guardian's face as
this was said.
" "Who's dead P " he said. " George Talboys is my name.
"Wlio'sdeadP"
" Another person whose name is Talboys, Georgey,"
" Poor person ! WUl he go to the pit-hole ? "
The boy had that common notion of death which is generaUy
imparted to children by their vrise elders, and which always
leads the infant mind to the open grave, but rarely carries it
any higher,
" I should Hke to see him put in the pit-hole," Georgey
remarked, after a pause. He had attended several infant
funerals in the neighbourhood, and was considered valuable as
a mourner on account of his interesting appearance. He had
come, therefore, to look upon the ceremony of mterment as a
solemn festirity; in which cake and wine and a caniage drive
were the leading features,
" You have no objection to my taking Georgey away with me,
Mr. Maldon ? " asked Robert Audley.
*
The old man's agitation had very much subsided by this time.
He had foimd another pipe stuck behind the tawdiy frame of
the looking-glass, and was trying to Hght it vrith a bit of twisted
newspaper.
" "You do not object, Mr, Maldon ? "
" No, sir—no, sir; you are his guardian, and you have a righl
to take him where you please. He has been a very great com.
fort to me in my lonely old age; but I have been prepared to
lose him, I—I—may not have always done my di;ty tD him,
sir, in—in the way of schooling and—and boots. The number
of boots which a boy of his age wiU wear out, sir, is not easily
realized by the mind of a young man Hke yourself. He has
been kept away from school, perhaps, pometimes, and ha*
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occasi(jiaUy wom shabby boots when our funds have got low;
but he has not been unkindly treated. No, sir : if you were to
uestion him for a week, I don't think you'd hear that his pool
Id grandfather ever said a harsh word to him."
Upon this, Georgey, perceiving the distress of his old proector, set up a terrible howl, and declared that he would never
ave him.
" Mr. Maldon," said Robert Audley, with a tone which waa
half mournful, half compassionate, " when I looked at my position last night, I did not beHeve that I could ever come to tnink
it more painful than I thought it then. I can only say—God
have mercy upon us aU! I feel it my duty to take the child
away; but I shall take him straight from your house to the
best school in Southampton; and I give you my honour that I
wUl extort nothing from his mnocent simpHcity which can in
any manner
1 mean," he said, breaking off abraptly, " I
mean this—I wiU not seek to come one step nearer the secret
through him. I—I am not a detective officer, and I doubt if
the most accomplished detective would Hke to get his information
from a child."
The old man did not answer; he sat with his face shaded by
his hand, and vrith his extinguished pipe between the Hstless
fingers of the other.
" Take the boy away, Mrs. Plowson," he said, after a pause;
" take him away and put his things on. He is going with Mr.
Audley."
" Which I do say that it's not kind of the gentleman to take
his poor gran'pa's pet away," Mrs. Plowson exclaimed, suddenly,
with respectful indignation.
"Hush, Mrs. Plowson," the old man answered, piteously;
" Mr, Audley is the best judge. I—I—^haven't many years to
live; I shan't trouble anybody long."
The tears oozed slowly through the dirty fingeas vrith which
he shaded his bloodshot eyes as he said this.
" God knows I never injured your friend, sir," he said by-andby, when Mrs. Plowson and Georgey had retired, "nor ever
wished him any Ul. He was a good son-in-law to me—better than
many a son. I never did ham any wilful wrong, sir. I—I
spent his money, perhaps, but I am sorry for it,—I am very
sorry for it now. But I don't beHeve he is dead—no, sir, no, I
don't believe i t ! " exclaimed the old man, dropping his hand
from his eyes, and looking with new energy at Robert Audley.
" I—1 don't beHeve it, sir ! How—how should he be dead ? "
Robert did not answer this eager questioning. He shook his
head mournfully, and walked to the Httle window, where ha
stood looking out across a row of straggling geraniums at the
dreary patoh of waste ground on which the children were at play.
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Mrs. Plowson retumed with Httle Georgey muffled in a coal
tnd comforter, and Robert took the boy's hand.
" Say good-bye to your grandpapa, Georgey."
The Httle fellow sprang towards the old man, and cHnging
about him, kissed the dirty tears from his faded cheeks.
" Don't be sorry for me, gran'pa," he said; " I am going to
gc hool to leam to be a clever man, and I shail come home to sea
y on and Mrs. Plowson, shan't I P " he added, turning to Robert.
" Yes, my dear, by-and-by."
" Take him away, sir—take him away," cried Mr, Maldon;
«• you are breaking my heart,"
The Httle feUow trotted away contentedly at Robert's side.
He was very weU pleased vrith the idea of going to school, though
he had been happy enough with his drunken old grandfather,
who had always 'iisplayed a maudlin affection for the pretty
cluld, and had done his best to spoU Georgey, by letting him
have his own way in everything; in consequence of which indulgence Master Talboys had acquired a taste for late hours,
hot suppers of the most indigestible nature, and sips of rumand-water from his grandfather's glass.
He communicated his sentiments upon many subjects to
Robert Audley, as they walked to the Dolphin Hotel; but the
barrister did not encourage him to talk.
I t was no very difficult matter to find a good school in such
a place as Southampton, Robert Audley was directed to a
pretty house between the Bar and the Avenue, and leaving
Georgey to the care of a good-natured waiter, who seemed to
have nothing to do but to look out of the window, and whisk
inrisible dust off the brightly poHshed tables, the barrister
walked up the High-street, towards Mr, March mont's academy
for young gentlemen.
He found Mr. Marchmout a very sensible man, and he met
a fUe of orderly-looking young gentlemen walking townwarda
under the escort of a couple of ushers as he entered the house.
He told the schoolmaster that Httle George Talboys had
been left in his charge by a dear friend, who had sailed for
AustraHa some months before, and whom he beHeved to be
dead. He confided him to Mr. Marclimont's especial care, and
be further requested that no visitors should be admitted to
eee the boy, unless accredited by a letter from himself. Haying
arranged the matter in a very few business-like words, he
retumed to the hotel to fetch Georgey.
He found the Httle man on intimate terms with the idla
waiter, who had been directing Master Georgey's attention to
the different objects of interest in the High-street.
Poor Robert had about as mudi notion of the requirementa
of a child as ho had of those of a white elephant. He had
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watered for silkworms, guinea-pigs, dormice, canary birds, and
dogs, without number, during his boyhood, but he had never
been called upon to proride for a young person of five
years old.
_ He looked back three-and-twenty years, and tried to remembei
his own diet at the age of five.
" I've a vague recoUection of getting a good deal of bread and
milk and boUed mutton," he thought; " and I've another vague
recoUection of not Hking them. I wonder if this boy l i e s
bread and milk and boUed mutton."
He stood pulHng his thick moustache and staring thought*
fuUy at the child for some minutes before he could get any
further.
" I dare say you're hungry, Georgey," he said at last.
The boy nodded, and the waiter whisked some more inrisible
dust from the table, as a preparatory step towards laying a
cloth.
"Perhaps you'd Hke some l u n c h ? " Mr. Audley suggested,
still pulHng his moustache.
The boy burst out laughing.
_" Lunch!" he cried. " Why, it's afternoon, and I 've had my
dinner."
Robert Audley felt himself brought to a standstUl. What
refreshment could he possibly proride for a boy who caUed it
fcftemoon at three o'clock ?
"You shall have some bread and milk, Georgey," he said,
Tsresently. " " Waiter, bread and milk, and a pint of sherry."
Master Talboys made a wry face.
" I never have bread and milk," he said; " I don't Hke it.
I Hke what gran'pa calls something savoury. I should like a
veal cutlet. Gran'pa told me he dined here once, and the
veal cutlets were lovely, gran'pa said. Please, may I have a
veal cutlet, with egg and bread-crumb, you know, and some
lemon juice, you know ? " he added to the waiter. " Gran'pa
knows the cook here. The cook's such a nice gentleman, and
once gave me a new shilling, when gran'pa brought me here.
The cook wears better clothes than gran'pa—better than youra
even," said Master Georgey, pointing to Robert's rough greatcoat with a depreciatory nod.
Robert Audley stared aghast. How was he to deal with this
epicure of five years old, who rejected bread and milk and asked
for veal cutlets P
" I'U teU you what FU do vrith you, Httle Georgey," h«
esclaimed after a pause—" I'll give you a dinner."
The waiter nodded briskly.
" Upon my word, sir," he said, approvingly, " I think tha
httle gentleman vriU know how to eat it."
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"I'U give you a dinner, Georgey," repeated Robeit—"a
httle Julienne, some stewed eels, a dish of cutlets, a bird, and
a pudding. "What do you say to that, Georgey ? "
" I don't think the young gentleman will object to it when
he sees it, sir," said the waiter. " JuH«nne, e&ie, cutlets, bird,
pudding—I'll go and tell the cook, sir. What time, sir ? "
" WeU, we'U say six, and Master Georgey wUl get to his new
school by bedtime. You can contrive to amuse the child for
tliis afternoon, I dare say. I have some business to settle, and
shan't be able to take him out. I shall sleep here to-night.
Good-bye, Georgey; take care of yourself, and get up an appetite
between this and six o'clock."
Robert Audley left the boy in charge of the idle waiter, and
etroUed down to the water-side, choosing that lonely bank
v.'hich leads away under the mouldering walls of the town,
towards the Httle villages beside the narrowing river.
He had purposely avoided the society of the child, and he
walked through the Hght drifting snow till the early darkness
closed upon him.
He went back to the town, and ms. ie inquiries at the station
about the trains for Dorsetshire.
" I shall start early to-morrow moming," he thought, " and
see George's father before nightfaU. I will tsU him aU—aU but
the interest which I take in—in the suspected person, and he
ehaU decide what is next to be done."
Master Georgey did very good justice to the dinner which
Robert had ordered. He drank Bass's pale ale to an extent
which considerably alarmed his entertainer, and enjoyed himself
amazingly, showing an appreciation of roast pheasant and
bread-sauce which was beyond his years. At eight o'clock a
C y was ordered for lus accommodation, and he departed in the
highest spirits, with a sovereign in his pocket, and a letter from
Robert to Mr. Marchmont, enclosing a cheque for the young
gentleman's outfit.
" I'm glad I'm going to have new clothes," he said, as he
bade Robert good-bye; " for Mrs. Plowson has mended the old
ones ever so many times. She can have them now for BUly."
" "Who's Billy ? " Robert asked, laughing at the boy's
ehatter.
" Billy is poor Matilda's Httle brother. He's a common boy,
you know. MatUda V/EIS common, but she
"
The flyman smacked his whip at this moment, the old hors?
jogged off, and Robert Audley heard no more of Matilda.
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CHAPTER XXIII.
COHING TO A STANDSTILL.

M R . HARCOURT TALBOYS Hved in a prim, square, red-brlcl
mansion, within a mile of a Httle riUage in Dorsetshire, called
Grange H e a t h . The prim, square, red-brick mansion stood in
the centre of prim, square grounds, scarcely large enough to be
called a park, too large to be called a n y t h i n g e l s o ^ s o neither
the house nor t h e grounds had any name, and the estate waa
sunply designated Squire Talboys'.
Perhaps Mr. Harcourt Talboys was the very last person in thia
world with whom it was possible to associate the homely,
hearty, rural, old EngHsh title of squire. H e neither hunted
nor farmed. H e had never worn a scarlet coat or top-boots in
his life. A southerly wind and a cloudy sky were matters of
supreme indifference to him so long as they did not in any way
interfere vrith his own prim comfo-rts; and he only cared for
the state of the crops uisomuch as involved the hazard of
certain rents which he received for the farms upon his estate.
He was a m a n of about fifty years of age, tall, straight, bony,
and angular, with a square, pale face, Hght grey eyes, and
scanty dark hair, brushed from either ear across a bald crovm,
and thus imparting to his physiognomy som.e faint resemblance
to t h a t of a terrier—a sharp, uncompromising, hard-headed
terrier—a terrier pot to be taken in by the cleverest dog-stealer
who ever distinguished himself in his profession.
Nobody ever remembered getting upon what is popularly
caUed the blind side of Harcourt Talboys. H e was Hke his
own square-built, northern-fronted, shelterless house. There
were no shady nooks in his character into which one could
creep for shelter from his hard dayHght. H e was aU daylight.
H e looked at everything in the same broad glare of intellectual
sunHght, and would see no softening shadows t h a t might alter
the sharp outlines of cruel facts, subduing them to beauty.
There were no curves in his character: his mind ran in straight
lines, never diverging to the right or the left: his intellect wag
full of pitiless angles. W i t h him right was right_ and wrong
was wrong. H e had never in his merciless, conscientious Hie
admitted the idea t h a t circumstances might mitigate the blackness of wrong or weaken the force of right. H e had cast off
his only son because his only son had disobeyed him, and he
was ready to cast off his only daughter at five minutes' notice
on receiviiig like provocation.
If this square-built, hard-headed man could be possessed of
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such a weakness as vanity, he was certainly vain of his hardness. He was vain of that inflerible squareness of inteUect
which made him the disagreeable creature that he was. He
was vain of that unwavering obstinacy which no influence of
love or pity had been ever known to bend from its remorseless
urpose. He was vain of the negative force of a nature which
ad never known the weakness of the affections, or the strength
which may be bom of that very wealmess.
If he had regretted his son's marriage, and the breach, of
his own making, between himself and George, his vanity had
been more powerful than his regret, and had enabled him to
conceal it. Indeed, unlikely as if appears at the first glance
that such a man as this could hive been vain, there is Httle
doubt that vanity was the centre from which radiated aU the
disagreeable fines in the character of Sir. Harcourt Talboys.
Perhaps Junius Brutus had some leaven of tins contemptible
vanity which is too poor a quality to be caUed pride, and enjoyed
the approval of awe-stricken Rome when he ordered his son off
for execution. Harcourt Talboys would have sent poor George
from his presence between the reversed fasces of the Hctors,
grinUy relishing his own agony. Heaven only knows how
bitterly this hard man might have felt the separation between
himself and his only son, or how much the more tenible the
anguish might have been made by that unflinching self-conceit
which concealed the torture.
" My son did me an unpardonable wrong by maiTying tha
daughter of a drunken pauper," Mr. Talboys would answer to
any one who had the temerity to speak to him about George,
" and from that hour I had no longer a son. I wish him no
Ul. He is simply dead to me. I am sorry for him, as I am
sorry for his mother v.'ho died nineteen years ago. If you talk
to me of him as you would talk of the dead, I shaU be ready to
hear you. If you speak of him as you would speak of the
Hving, I must decHne to Hsten."
I beHeve that Harcourt Talboys hugged himself upon the
gloomy Roman grandeur of this speech, and that he would
nave hked to have wom a toga, and wrapped himself sternly in
its folds, as he turned his back upon poor George's intercessor.
George never in his own person made any effort to soften his
father's verdict. He knew his father weU enough to know that
the case was hopeless.
" If I wi-ite to him, he wUl fold my letter with the envelope
inside, and endorse it with my name and the date of its anival,'
the young man would say, " and he wUl call everybody in the
house to witness that it has not moved him to one softening
recoUection or one pitiful thought. He wiU stick to his resolu*-ion to his dying day. I dare say, if the truth ware known, ha
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la glad that Ma only son has offended him, and given him the
opportunity of parading his Roman rirtues.
Geonge had answered his wife thus when she and her father
had urged him to ask assistance from Harcourt Talboys.
" No, my darling," he would say, conclusively. " I t is very
hard, perhaps, to be poor, but we will bear it. We won't go
with pitiful faces to the stem father, and ask him to give us
food and shelter, only to be refused in long Johnsonian sentences,
and made a classical example of for the benefit of the neighbourhood. No, my pretty one; it is easy to starve, but it is
difficult to stoop."
Perhaps poor Mrs, George did not agree very heartUy to
the first of these two propositions. She had no great fancy
for starving, and she whimpered pitifuUy when the pretty pint
bottles of champagne, vrith CHquot's and Moet's brands upon
their corks, were exchanged for sixpenny ale, procured by a
afipshod attendant from the nearest beershop. George had
been obHged to carry his own burden and lend a helping hand
with that of his wife, who had no idea of keeping her regrets
or disappointments a secret.
" I thought dragoons were always rich," she used to say,
peerishly. " Girls always want to marry dragoons; and tradespeople always want to serve dragoons; and hotel-keepers to
entertain dragoons; and theatrical managers to be patronized
by dragoons. "Who could have ever expected that a dragoon
would drink sixpenny ale, smoke horrid bird's-eye tobacco, and
let his wife wear a shabby bonnet ? "
If there were any selfish feeHng displayed in such speeches
as these, George Talboys had never discovered it. He had
loved and beHeved in his wife from the first to the last hour of
his brief married Hfe. The love that is not bHnd is perhaps
only a spurious dirinity after all; for when Cupid takes th«
fUlet from his eyes, it is a fataUy certain indication that he ia
preparing to spread his wings for a fHght. George never forgot
the hour in which he had first been bevritched by Lieutenant
Maldon's pretty daughter, and however she might change, the,
image which had charmed him then held its place in his heart
unchanged and unchanging.
Robert Audley left Southampton by a train which started
before daybreak, and reached Wareham station early in the
day. He hired a vehicle at Wareham to take him over to
(Grange Heath.
The snow had hardened upon the ground, and the day was
clear and frosty, every object in the landscape standing in sharp
outline against the cold blue sky. The horses' hoofs clattered
upon the ice-bound road, the iron shoes striking «n ground
that was alraopt as hard as themselves. The wintry day bo"
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some resemblance to the man to whom Robert was going.
Like him, it was sharp, frigid, and uncompromising; Hke him,
it was merciless to distress, and impregnable to the softeninp
power of sunshine. I t would accept no sunshine but such
January radiance as would Hght up the bleak, bare country
without brightening it; and thus resembled Harcourt Talboys,
who took the sternest side of every truth, and declared loudly
to the disbeHering world that there never had been, and never
could be, any other side.
Robert Audley's heart sank vrithin him as the shabby hired
vehicle stopped at a stem-looking tarred fence, and the driver
dismounted to open a broad iron gate, wluch swung back with
a clanking noise and was caught by a great iron tooth planted in
the ground, an instrument that snapped at the lowest bar of the
gate, as if it wanted to bite.
Tliis iron gate opened into a scanty plantation of straightlimbed fir-trees that grew in rows and shook their sturdy winter
foliage defiantly in the very teeth of the frosty breeze. A
straight, gravelled carriage-drive ran between these straight trees
across a smoothly-kept lawn to a square, red-brick mansion,
every window of which winked and gHttered in the January sunHght, as if it had been that moment cleaned by some indefatigable housemaid.
History does not inform us whether Junius Brutus was a
nuisance in his own house, but amongst other of his Roman
rirtues, Mr. Talboys ovyned an extreme aversion to disorder, and
was the terror of every domestic in his estabHshment.
The wuidows winked and the fHght of stone steps glared in
the sunlight, the prim garden walks were so freshly graveUed
that they gave a sandy, gingery aspect to the place, remincHng
one unpleasantly of red hair. "The lawn was chiefly ornamented
with dark, wintry shrubs of a funereal aspect, which grew in
oeds that looked like problems in EucHd; ar^d the flight of stone
steps leading to the square half-glass door of the haU was
adorned with dark-green wooden tubs containing the same
sturdy evergreens.
" If the man is anything Hke his house," Robert thought, " I
don't wonder that poor George and he parted."
At the m d of a scanty avenue the carriage-drive turned a
sharp cov^er (it would have been made to describe a curve in
any other man's gi'ounds), and ran before the lower windows of
the house. The flyman dismounted at the steps, ascended them,
and rang a brass-handled bell, which flew back to its socket with
an angry metallic snap, as if it had been insulted by the plebeian
touch of the man's hand.
A man in black trousers and a striped linen jacket, which WM
evidently fresh from the hands of the laundress, opened the door
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Mr. Talboys was at home. Would the gentleman send ia his
card?
Robert waited in the hall while liis card was taken to the
master of the house.
The hall was large, lofty, and paved with stone. The panels
of the oaken wainscot shone with the same uncompromising
poHsh which was on every object vathin and without the redbrick mansion.
Some people are so weak-minded as to affect pictures and
statues, Mr. Harcourt Talboys was far too practical to indulge
in any such fooHsh fancies. A barometer and an umbreUa-stand
were the only adornments of his entrance-hall.
Robert Audley looked at these whUe his name was being BU'Dmitted to George's father.
The Hnen-jacketed servant retumed presently. H e was a
spare, pale-faced man of niidcUe age, and had the appearance of
haring ontHved every emotion to which humanity is subject.
" If you wiU step this way, sir," he said, " Mr. Talboys vriU
see you, although he is at breakfast. H e begged me to state
that he had imagined t h a t everybody in Dorsetshire was acquainted with his breakfast-hour."
This was intended as a stately reproof to Mr. Robert Audley.
I t had, however, very small effect upon the young barrister. H e
merely Hfted his eyebrows in placid deprecation of himself and
everybody else.
" I don't belong to Dorsetslu're," he said. " Mr. Talboys
might have known that, if he had done me the honour to exercise his powers of ratiocination on my behalf. Drive on, my
friend."
The emotionless man looked at Robert Audley with the
vacant stare of unmitigated lioiTor, and opening one of the
heavy oak doors, led the way into a large cHning-room furnished
with the severe simpHcity of an apartment which is meant to be
ate in, but never lived in; and at the top of a table which would
have accommodated eighteen persons, Robert beheld Mr.
Harcourt Talboys.
Mr. Talboys was robed in a dressing-gown of grey clotis,
fastened about his waist with a girdle, i t was a severe-looking
garment, and was perhaps the nearest approach to a toga to be
obtained vrithin the range of modem costume. H e wore a buJ5
waistcoat, a stifiiy-starched cambric cravat, and a faultless shirt
toUar. The cold grey of his dressing-gown was abnost the same
aa the cold grey of his eyes, and the pale buff of his waistcoat
was the pale buff of his complexion.
Robert Audley had not expected to find Harcourt Talboys «A
aU Hke George in manners or disposition, but he had expected t«
see some family likeness between the father and tlie son. Thfr?
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was none. It would have been impossible to imagine any on*
more unHke George than the author of his eristence. Robert
scarcely wondered at the cruel letter he had received from Mr
Talboys when he saw the writer of it. Such a man could
scarcely have wiitten othermse.
There was a second person in the large room, towards whom
Robert glanced after saluting Harcourt Talboys, doubtful how
to proceed. This second person was a lady, who sat at the last
of a range of four windows, employed %rith some needlework,
the kind which is generally called plain work, and with a large
wicker basket, filled with caHcoes and flannels, standing by
hor.
*i?he whole length of the room dirided this lady from Robert,
but he could see that she was young, and that she was Hke
George Talboys.
" His sister ! " he thought, in that one moment during wliich
he ventured to glance away from the master of the house towards the female figure at the window. " His sister, no doubt.
He was fond of her, I know. Sm-ely, she is not utterly iniifferent as to his fate ? "
Tlie lady half rose from her seat, letting her work, which was
large and awkward, faU from her lap as she did so, and di-opping
a reel of cotton, which rolled away upon the poHshed oaken
flooring beyond the margin of the Turkey carpet.
" Sit down, Clara," said the hard voice of ilr. Talboys.
That gentleman did not a^r.pear to address his daughter, nor
had his face been turned towards her when she rose. I t seemed
as if he had knovm it by some magnetic jjower pecuHar to himself; it seemed, as his servants were apt disrespectfully to
observe, as if he had eyes in the back of his head.
" Sit down, Clara," he repeated, " and keep your cotton in
your workbox."
The lady blushed at this reproof, and stooped to look for the
cotton. Mr. Robert Audley, who was unabashed by the stem
presence of the master of the house, knelt on the carpet, found
the reel, and restored it to its owner; Harcourc Talboys staring
at the proceeding with an expression of supreme astonishment.
" Perhaps, Mr.
, Mr. Robert Audley ! " he said, looking
£t the card which he held between his finger and thumb, " perhaps when you have finished looking for reels of cotton, you
will be good enough to tell me to what I owe the honour of this
risit?"
He waved his well-shaped hand with a gesture which rniulit
have beei "admired in the stately Jolin Kcrable; and the servant,
understai'/...ig the gesture, brought forward a ponderoivj ;ed
fcioroceo chair.
The proceeding was so slow and solemn that Ilobert had it
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first thought that something extraordinary was about to be
done; but the truth dawned upon him at last, and he dropped
mto the massive chah.
"You may rem.ain, WUson," said Mr. Talboys, as the servant was about to withdraw; " Mr. Audley would perhaps
like coffee."
Robert had eaten nothing that morning, but he glanced at
the long expanse of dreary table-cloth, the sUver tea- and coffee
equipage, the stiff splendour, and the very little appearance of
any substantial entertainment, and he decHned Mr. Talboya'
invitation.
" Mr. Audley will not take coffee, Wilson," said the master of
the house. " You may go."
The man bowed and retired, opening and shutting the door
as cautiously as if he were taking a Hberty in doing it at all, or
as if the respect due to Mr. "Talboys demanded liis walking
straight through the oaken panel Hke a ghost in a German
story.
Mr. Harcourt Talboys sat with his grey eyes fixed severely
on his risitor, his elbows on the red morocco arms of his chair,
and his finger-tips joined. I t was the attitude in which, had
he been Junius Brutus, he would have sat at the trial of his
son. Had Robert Audley been easily disconcerted, Mr. Talboys
might have succeeded in disconcerting him; but as he would
have sat with perfect tranquilHty upon an open gunpowder
barrel fighting his cigar, he was not at all disturbed upon
this occasion. The father's dignity seemed a very small thing
to him when he thought of the possible causes of the son's
disappearance.
" I wrote to you some time since, Mr. Talboys," he said,
quietly, when he saw that he was exi^ected to open the conversation.
Harcoui-t Talboys bowed. He knew that it was of his lost
son that Robert came to sj^eak. He bowed across his fingertips at his risitor. The trial had begun, and Junius Brutus
was enjoying himself.
" I received your communication, Mr. Audley," he said.
" I t is endorsed amongst other busmess letters: it was duly
answered."
" That letter concerned your son."
There was a Httle rustling noise at the window where tha
lady sat, as Robert said this: he looked at her almost uistantaneously, but she did not seem to have stuTcd. She was not
working, but she was perfectly quiet.
" She is as heartless as her father, I dare say, though she i*
like George," thought Mr. Audley.
" Yo'ir letter a mcerned the person who was once my gou,
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perhaps, su*,'" said Harcourt Talboys; " I must ask you to
remember that I have no longer a son."
" You have no reason to remind me of that, Mr. Talboys,"
answered Robert, gravely; " I remember it only too well. I
have fatal reason to beHeve that you have no longer a son. I
have bitter cause to think that he is dead."
I t may be that Mr. Talboys' complerion faded to a paler
shade of buff as Robert said tliis; but he only elevated his
bristling grey eyebrows and shook his head gently.
" No," he said, " no, I assure you, no."
" I beHeve that George Talboys died in the month of September."
The girl who had been addi'essed as Clara sat with her work
primly folded upon her lap, and her hands lying clasped together on her work, and never stirred when Robert spoke of
his friend's death. He could not distinctly see her face, for
she was seated at some distance from him, and vrith her back
to the window.
" No, no, I assure you," repeated Mr. Talboys, " you labour
under a mistake."
"You beHeve that I am mistaken in thinking your son
dead ? " asked Robert.
" Most certainly," repHod Mr. Talboya, with a smile expressive of the serenity of wisdom. " Most certainly, my dear sir.
The disappearance was a very clever trick, no doubt, but it waa
not sufficiently clever to deceive me. You must permit me to
understand this matter a Httle better than you, Mr. Audley,
and you must also permit me to assure you of three things.
In the first pVace, your friend is not dead. In the second place,
he is keeping out of the way for the purpose of alarming me,
of trifling with my feeHngs as a ^ a s a man who was once hia
father, and of ultimately obtaining my forgiveness. In the
third place, he wiU not obtain that forgiveness, however long he
may please to keep out of the way ; and he would therefore act
wisely by returning to his ordinary residence and avocationa
without delay."
" Then you imagine him to purposely hide himself from aU
who know him, for the pupose of
?'
" For the purpose of influencing me," exclaimed Mr. Talboya,
who, taking a stand upon his own self-esteem, traced every
event in life from that one centre, and resolutely dccHned to look
at it from any other point of riew. " For the purpose of influencing me. He knew the infleribility of my cliaracter; to a
eertain degree he was acquainted with me, and he knew that
aU ordinary attempts at softening my decision, or moving ma
from the fixed purpose of my Hfe, would fail. He therefore
fcrvod extraordinary means; he has kept out of the way in order
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to alarm me; and when after due time he discovers chat he
has not alarmed me, he vriU return to his old haunts. "When
he does so,' saia Mr. Talboys, rising to sublimity, " I -wiU forgive biTn. Yes, sir, I wiU forgive him, x fehall say to him:
'"Ton have attempted to deceive me, and L have shown you
that I am not to be deceived; you have tried to frighten me,
and I have convinced you that I am not to be frightened; you
did not believe in my generosity, I vriU show you that I can bc
generous.'"
Harcourt Talboys dcHvered himself of these superb periods
^ t h a studied manner, that showed they had been carefuUy
eomposed long ago.
Robert Audley sighed as he heard them.
" Heaven grant that you may have an opportunity of saying
this to your son, sir!" he answered, sadly. " I am very glad to
find that you are wUling to forgive him, but I fear that you
wiU never see him again upon this earth. I have a great deal
to say to you upon this—this sad subject, Mr. Talboys; but I
would rather say it to you alone," he added, glancing at the
lady in the window.
" My daughter knows my ideas upon this subject, Mr. Audley," said Harcourt Talboys; "there is no reason why she
should not hear aU you have to say. Mias Clara Talboys, Mr.
Robert Audley," he added, waving his hand majestically.
The young lady bent her head in recognition of Sobert'a
bow.
" Let her hear it," he thought. " If she has so Httle #gling
as to show no emotion upon such a subject, let her hear tho
worst I have to teU."
There was a few minutes' pause, duiing which Robert took
some papers from his pocket; amongst them the document
which he had written immediately after George's disappearance.
" I shall require aU your attention, Mr. Talboys," he said,
" for that which I have to disclose to you is of a very painful
nature. Your son was my very dear friend—dear to me for
many reasons. Perhaps most of all dear, because I had known
him and been with him through the great troubla of his Hfe;
and because he stood comparatively alone in the world—ciist
off by you, who should have been his best friend, bereft of the
only woman he had ever loved."
" The daughter of a drunken pauper," Mr. Talboys remarked,
parenthetically.
"Had he died in his bed, as I sometimes thought he would,'
continued Robert Audley, " of a broken heart, I should have
mourned for him very sincerely, even though I had closed hia
eyes with my own hands, and had seen mm laid in hix qtdsi
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resting-place. I shoidd have grieved for my old school-fellow;
and for the companion who had been dear to me. But tha
grief would have been a very smaU one compared to that which
I feel now, beHeving, as I do, only too firmly, that my poor
friend has been mm-dered."
" Murdered!"
The father and daughter simiUtaneously repeated the horribla
word. The father's face changed to a ghastly duskmess of hue ;
the daughter's face dropped upon her clasped hands, and waa
never lifted again throughout the interriew.
" Mr. Audley, you are mad ! " exclaimed Harcourt Talboya;
" you are mad, or else you are commissioned by your friend to
play upon my feeHngs. I protest against this proceeding as a
conspiracy; and I—I revoke my intended forgiveness of the
person who was once my son."
He was brimself agam as he said this. The blow had been a
sharp one, but its efiect luid been momentary.
" I t is far from my wish to alarm you unnecessarily, sir,"
answered Robert. " Heaven grant that you may be right and I
wrong ! I pray that it may be so, but I cannot think that it
is s o — I cannot even hope that it is so. I come to you for
adrice. I will state to you plainly and cHspassionately the
circumstances which have aroused my suspicions. If you say
those suspicions are fooHsh and unfounded, I am ready to
submit to your better judgment. I wiU leave England; tnd. I
wUl abandon my search for the evidence wantmg to—to confirm
my fears. If yon say go on, I v.-iU go on."
Nothing could be more gratifying to the vanity of Mr. Harcourt
Talboys than this appeal. He declared himself ready to Hsten
to aU that Robert might have to say, and ready to assist him to
the utteiTuost of liis power.
He laid some stress upon this last a?3urance, deprecating the
value of his advice with an affectation that was as fa-ansparent
as his self-conceit.
Robert Audley drew Ms chau- nearer to that of Mr. Talboysv
and commenced a minutely-detailed account of all that had
happened to George from the tune of his arrival in England t(»
the hour of lus disaiipcarance, as weU as all that had occun-ed
since his disappearance in any way touching upon that particular
aubject. Harcourt Talboys listened with demonstrative attention,
now and then interrupting the speaker to ask some magisterial
kind of question. Clara Talboys never once lifted her face from
her clasped hands.
The hands of the clock pouited to a quarter jast eleven
wher. Robert began his story. The clock struck twelve aa ha
finished.
He t.ad carefully suppressed the names of his uncle and ha
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ancle's wife, in relating the circumstances in which they had
been concerned.
" Now, sir," ho said, when the story had been told, " 1
await your decision. You have heard my reasons for coming
to this terrible conclusion. In what manner do those reasons
influence you ? "
"They do not in any way turn mo from my prerioua
opinion," answered Mr. Harcourt Talboys, with the unreasoning
pride of an obstinate man. " I still tliink, as I thought before,
that my son is aHve, and that his disappearance is a conspiracy against myself. I decline to become the rictim of that
conspiracy."
" And you teU me to stop ? " asked Robert, solemnly.
" I tell you only this :—If you go on, you go on for your
own satisfaction, not for mine. I see nothing in what you have
told me to alarm me for the safety of
your friend."
" So be it, then," exclaimed Robert, suddenly; " fiom thia
moment I wash my hands of tins business. From this moment
the purpose of my Hfe shaU be to forget it."
He rose as he spoke, and took his hat from the table on
which he had placed it. He looked at Clara Talboys. Her
attitude had never changed since she had dropjoed her face
upon her hands. " Good moming, Mr. Talboys," he said,
gravely. " God grant that you are right! God grant that I
am wiong! But I fear a day wiU come when you wUl hav«
reason to regret your apathy respecting the untimely fate d
your only son."
He bowed gravely to Mr. Harcourt Talboys and to the lady,
whose face was stiU hidden by her hands.
He Imgered for a moment looking at Miss Talboys, tlunking
that she would look up, that she would make some sign, or .show
some desire to detain him.
Mr. Talboys rang for the emotionless servant, who led
Robert off to tho hall door with a solemnity of manner which
would have been in perfect keeping had he been leacHng him
to execution.
" She is Hke her father," thought Mr. Audley, as he glanced
for the last time at th^ drooping head. " Poor George, you had
need of one friend l^i this world, for you have had very fow to
k)vs you I "
______
0IIM?TER

XXW.

CLARA.

found the driver asleep uprrn the box of his
lumbering vehicle. He had been entertained with beer of so
hard a nature, as to induce temporary strangulation in tli9
ROBERT AUT'LET
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daring imbiber thereof, and he was very glad to welcome tha
return of his fare. The old wliite horse, which looked as if it
had been foaled in the year in which the carriage had been built,
and seemed, like the carriage, to have outHved the fashion, was
as fast asleep as its master, and woke up vrith a jerk as Robert
came down the stony flight of steps, attended by ms executioner,
who waited respectfully tiU Mr. Audley had entered the vehicle
and been turned off.
The horse, roused by a smack of his driver's wlup, and a shake
of the shabby reins, crawled off in a semi-somnambulent state,
and Robert, with his hat very much over his eyes, thought of
his missing friend.
George had played in these stiff gardens, and under these
dreary firs, years ago, perhaps—if it were possible for the most
froHcsome youth to be playful within the range of Mr. Harcourt.
Talboys' hard grey eyes. He had played beneath these dark
trees, perhaps, with the sister who had heard of lus fate to-day
without a tear. Robert Audley looked at the rigid primness of
the orderly grounds, wondering how George could have grown np
in such a place to be the frank, generous, careless friend whom
he had known. How was it that vrith his father perpetuaUy
before lus eyes, he had not grown up after the father's disagreeable model, to be a nuisance to his feUow-men ? How was
it? Because we have Some One higher than our parents to
thank for the souls which make us great or small; and because,
whUe famUy noses and family chins may descend in orderly
sequence from father to son, from grandsu'e to grandchild, as
the fashion of the fading flowers of one year are reproduced in
the budcHiig blossoms of the next, the spirit, more subtle than
the vrind which blows among those flowers, independent of aU
earthly rule, owns no order but the hannonious Law of God.
"Thank God!" thought Robert Audley—'• thank God! it ia
over. My poor friend must rest in his unknown grave; and I
shaU not be the means of bringing disgrace upon those I love.
I t wiU come, perhaps, sooner or later, but it will not come
through me. The crisis is past, and I am free."
He felt an unutterable reHef in this thought. His generous
cature revolted against the office which he had found thmat
apon him—the office of spy, the coUector of damning facts that
led on to horrible deductions.
He drew a long breath—a sigh of relief at his release. I t was
LH. over now.
The fly was crawling out of the gate of the plantation as he
thought this, and he stood up m the vehicle to look back at tha
dreary fir-trees, the gravel paths, the smooth grass, and tha
great desolate-looking, red-bnck mansion.
He was atartled by the appearance of a woman running,
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almost flying, along the carriage-drive by which he had come,
and waving a handkerchief in her uplifted hand.
He stared at this singular apparition for some moments in
sUent wonder, before he was able to reduce his stupefaction into
words.
" Is it me the flying female wants ? " he exclaimed at last
" You'd better stop, perhaps," he added to the flyman. " It it
an age of eccentricity, an abnormal era of the world's history.
She may want me. Very Hkely I left my pocket-handkerchief
behind me, and Mr. Talboys has sent tins person vrith it. Perhaps I'd better get out and go and meet her. It's ciril to send
my handkerchief."
Mr. Robert Audley deHberately descended from the fly, and
walked slowly towards the hurrying female figure, wluch gained
upon him rapidly.
He was rather short-sighted, and it was not until the woman
came very near to him that he saw who she was.
" Good heavens ! " he exclaimed, " it's Miss Talboys."
I t was Miss Talboys, flushed and breathless, with a shawl
over her head.
Robert Audley now saw her face clearly for the first time,
and he saw that she was very handsome. She had browu eyes,
Hke George's, a pale complexion (she had been flushed when she
approached him, but the colour faded away as she recovered her
breath), regular features, and a mobility of expression which
bore record of eveiy change of feeHng. He saw all this in a few
moments, and he wondered only the more at the stoicism of her
manner during his interriew with Mr. Talboys. There were no
tears in her eyes, but they were bright with a feverish lustre
—terribly bright and dry—and he could see that her Hpa
trembled as she spoke to him.
"Miss Talboys," he said, "what can IP—why
"
She interrupted him suddenly, catching at his wiist vrith h a
disengaged hand—she was holding her shawl in the other.
" Oh, let me speak to you," she cried—" let me speak to yon,
or I shall go mad ! I heard it aU. I believe what you believe;
and I shaU go mad unless I can do something—something
towards avenging his death."
Foi a few moments Robert Audley was too much bewildered
to answer her. Of all things possible upon earth he had least
expected to behold her thus.
" Take my arm. Miss Talboys," he said. " Pray calm yourself. Let us walk a little way back towards the house, and talk
quietiy, I would not have spoken as I did before you, had I
known
"
" Had you known that I loved my brother," she said, quickly.
" How should yon know that I loved him! How should any
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one think that I loved him, when I have never had power -tu
win him a welcome beneath that roof, or a kindly word from hia
father P How should I dare to betray my love for him in that
house, when I knew that even a sister's affection would be
turned to his disadvantage ? You do not know my father, ilr.
Audley. I do. I knew that to intercede for George would
have been to ruin his cause. I knew that to leave matters in
my father's hands, and to trust to time, was my only chance of
ever seeing that dear brother again. And I waited—waited
patiently, always hoping for the best; for I knew that my
father loved his only son. I see your contemptuous smile, Mr.
Audley, and I dare say it is difficult for a stranger to believe
that underneath his affected stoicism, my father conceals some
degree of affection for his chUdren—no very warm attachment,
perhaps, for he has always ruled his Hfe by the strict law of
duty. Stop," she said, suddenly, laying her hand upon his arm,
and looking back through the straight avenue of pines; " I ran
out of the house by the back way. Papa must not see me
talking to you, Mr. AucUey, and he must not see the fly standing
at the gate. WUl you go into the high road, and tell the man
to drive on a Httle way ? I wUl come out of the plantation by a
Httle gate farther on, and meet you in the road."
" B u t you win catch cold. Miss Talboys," remonstrated
Robert, looking at her anriously, for he saw that she was
trembHng. " "STou are shivering now."
"Not with cold," she answered. " I am thinking of my
brother George. If yon have any pity for the only sister of
your lost friend, do what I ask you, Mr. Audley. I must speak
to you—I must speak to you—calmly, if I can."
She put her hand to her head as if trying to collect her
thoughts, and then pointed to the gate. Robert bowed and left
her. He told the man to drive slowly towards the station, and
walked on by the side of the tarred fence surrounding Mr.
Talboys' giounds. About a hundred yards beyond the principal
entrance he came to a Httle wooden gate in the fence, and waited
by it for Miss Talboys.
She joined him presently, with her shawl stUl over her head,
and her eyes stiU bright and tearless.
" WUl you walk with me inside the plantation p " she said.
" We might be observed on the high road."
He bowed, passed through the gate, and shut it behind him.
When she took his offered arm he found that she was still
trembHng'—trembling very riolentiy.
" Pray, pray calm yom-self. Miss Talboys," he said: " I may
have been deceived in the opinion which I have formed; I
Eay
"
" No, no, no 1" she exclaimed, " you are not deceived. My
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brother has been murdered. TeU me the name of t h a t woman
—the woman whom you suspect of being concerned in his disappearance—in his murder."
" T h a t I cannot do untU
"
"UntU w h e n ? "
" Until I know t h a t she is guilty."
" You told my father t h a t you would abandon all idea of
discovering the t r u t h — t h a t you would rest satisfied to leave my
brother's fate a horrible mystery never to be solved upon this
earth; but you will not do so, Mr. Audley—you will not bo
false to the memory of your friend. You will see justice done
upon those who have destroyed him. You wUl do this, \rill you
aot?"
A gloomy shadow spread itself Hke a dark cloud over Robert
Audley's handsome face.
l i e remembered what ho had said tho day before at Southampton—
" A hand t h a t is stronger than my own ia beckoning me
onward upon the dark road."
A quarter of an hour before, he had believed t h a t all was over,
and that he was released from the dreadful duty of discovering
the secret of George's death. Now this girl, t'nis apparently
passionless girl, had found a voice, and was urging liim on
towards Ms fate.
" If you knew what misery to me may be involved in discovering the truth. Miss T a l b o y s , ' he said, " y o u would scarcely
ask me to pursue this business any further."
" B u t I do ask you," she answered, with suppressed passion
— " I do ask you.
I ask you to avenge my brother's untimely
death. WiU you do so? Yea or n o ? "
" "Wliat if I answer no ?"
" Then I vriU do it myself!" she exclahned, looking at him
with her bright brown eyes. " I myself will follow u p the clue
to this mystery; I will find this woman—yes, though you refuse
to tell me m what part of England my brother disappeared- I
?riU travel from one end of the world to the other to find the
secret of his fate, if you refuse to find it for mc. I am of age;
my own mistress ; rich, for I have money left me by one of my
a u n t s ; I shall be able to employ those who wUl help me in my
search, and I wUl make it to their interest to servo me well
Choose between the two alternatives, Mr. Audley. ShaU you
or I find my brother's murderer P"
H e looked in her face, and saw t h a t her resolution was tha
fruit of no transient womanish entl:usiasm, which would give
way under the pressure of difHoulty.
H e r beautiful features,
naturally statuesque in their nobis ..lutHnes, seemed transformed
into marble by the rigidity of her expression. The face a t which
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he looked was the face of a woman whom death only could t u r s
from her purpose.
" I have grown u p in an atmosphere of suppression," she said,
qtdetly; " I have stifled and dwarfed the natural feeHngs of my
heart, until they have become unnatural in their intensity. I
have been aUowed neither friends nor lovers. My mother died
when I was very young.
My father has always been to me
what you saw him to-day. I have had no one b u t my brother.
AU the love t h a t my heart can hold has been centred upon him.
Do you wonder, then, t h a t when I hear t h a t his young Hfe haa
been ended by the hand of treachery, t h a t I wish to see vengeance done upon the traitor ?
On, my G o d ! " she cried,
suddenly cla.sping her hands and looking upward to the cold
tviuter sky, " lead me to the murderer of my brother, and let
mine be the hand to avenge his untimely d e a t h ! "
Robert AucUey stood looking at her with awe-stricken admiration. Her beauty was elevated into sublimity by the intensity
of her suppressed passion.
She was different from all other
women whom he had ever seen. His cousin was pretty, liis
uncle's wife was lovely, but Clara Talboys was beautiful.
Niobe's face, sublimated by sorrow, could scarcely have been
more purely classical t h a n hers. Even her dress, puritan in its
grey simplicity, became her beauty better t h a n a more beautiful
dress would have become a less beautiful woman.
" Miss Talboys," said Robert, after a pause, " your brother
shaU not be unavenged. H e shall not be forgotten. I do not
think t h a t any professional aid which you could procure would
lead you as sui-ely to the secret of this mystery as I can lead
you, if you are patient and t r u s t me."
" I vrill trust you," she answered, " for I see t h a t you vriU
help me."
" I beHeve t h a t it is my destiny to do so," he said, solemnly.
I n the whole course of his conversation with Harcourt Talboya,
Robert Audley had carefully avoided making any deductiorn
from the circumstances wliich he had submitted to George'a
father.
He had simply told the story of the missing man'"*
life, from the hour of his a i r i r i n g in London to t h a t of his disappearance : but he saw t h a t Clara Talboys had arrived at the
same conclusion as himself, and t h a t it was tacitly understood
between them.
" Have you any letters of your brother's, Miss Talboya P " he
asked.
" Two.
One written soon after lus m a i r i a g e ; the other
written at Liverpool, the night before he saUed for AustraHa."
" WiU you let me see them ?"
" Yes I will send them to you, if you wiU give me your
nddress. You will write to me from time to time, will you notf
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to tell me whether you are approaching the trath. I shaU be
obHged to act secretly here, but I am going to leave home in
two or three months, and I shaU be perfectly free then to act as
I please."
" You are not going to leave England?" Robert asked.
" Oh, no! I am oiUy going to pay a long-ptromised risit to
some friends in Essex."
Robert started so riolently, as Clara Talboys said this, that
she looked suddenly at his face. The agitation visible there
betrayed a part of his secret.
" My brother George disappeared ia Essex," she said.
He could not contradict her.
" I am sorry you have cHscovered so much," he repHed. "My
position becomes every day more compHcated, every day more
painful. Good-bye!"
She gave him her hand mechanicaUy when he held out his,
but it was colder than marble, and fell Hfelessly at her side
when he released it.
" Pray lose no time in returning to the house," he said,
earnestly. " I fear you will suffer from this morning's work."
" Sufier !" she exclaimed, scornfully. " You talk to me of
suffering, when the only creature in this world who ever loved
me has been taken from it in the bloom of youth. "What can
there be for me henceforth but suffering ? What is the cold to
me?" she said, fHnging back her shawl, and baring her beautiful
head to the bitter vrind. " I would v^alk from here to London
barefoot through '.ie snow, and never stop by the way, if I
could bring him bacK to iifa What would I not do to brmg
him back ? "What would I not do ?"
The words broke from her in a wail of passionate sorrow;
and clasping her hands before her face, she wept for the first
time that day. The riolence of her sobs shook her slender
frame, and she was obliged to loan against the trunk of a tree
for support.
Robert looked at her vrith a tender compassion in his face;
ehe was so like the friend whom he had loved and lost, that it
was impossible for him to tliink of her as a stranger; impossible to remember that they had met that moming for the
first time.
" Pray, pray be calm," he said; " hope even against hope.
We may both be deceived; your brother may stiU Hve."
" Oh 1 if it were so," she murmured, passionately; " if it could
be so."
" Let us try and hope that it may be so."
" No," she answered, looking at lum through her tears, " let
ns hope for nothin.g but revenge. Good-bye, Mr. Audley!
Stop; your address."
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He gavo ha a card, wliich she p u t into the pocket of her
ilress.
" I wUl send you George's letters," she said; " they may help
you. Good-bye!"
She left liim, half-bewUdered by the passionate energy of hei
manner, and the noble beauty of her face. He watched her as
she disappeared amongst the straight trunks of the fir-trees,
and then walked slowly out of tlie plantation.
" H e a v e n help those who st-aud between me and the secret!"
he t h o u g h t ; "for they wiU be sacrificed to the memory of
George Talboys."
CHAPTER

XXV-

GEOKGE'S LETTEKS.

ROBERT AUDLEY did not stop at Southampton, except to change
carriages, and claim a cari^et-bag wluch he had left at the
station in the moming. H e traveUed by an express, and reached
the Waterloo terminus an hour or two after dark. The snow,
which had been hard and crisp in Dorsetshire, was a black and
greasy slush in the Waterloo-road, thawed by the lamps of the
gin-palaces and the flaring gas in the butchers' shops.
Robert Audley shrugged his shoulders as he looked at the
dingy streets through which the Hansom carried him, the cabm a n choosing—with t h a t delicious instinct wliich seems innate
in the drivers of hackney vehicles—all thoof. dark and hideous
thoroughfares utterly unknown t.- liie oiamary pedestrian.
" w h a t a pleasant thing Hfe i s ! " thought the barrister.
" W h a t an unspeakaHle b o o n ^ w h a t an overpoweruig blessing I
Let any man make a calculation of his eristence, subtracting
the hours in wliich he has been thoroughly happy—reaUy and
entirely a t his ease, without one arribre pensee to mar his enjoyment—Vvfithout the most infinitesimal cloud to overshadow the
brightnesa of his horizon. L e t him do this, and surely he will
laugh in utter bitterness of soul when he sets down the sum of
his felicity, and discovers the pitiful smalhiess of the amount.
H e will have enjoyed hunself for a week or ten day\s in thirty
ears perhaps. I n tliirty years of dull December and blustering
larch, and sfJiowery April, and dark November weather, there
may have been seven or eight glorious A u g u s t days tluon.cjh
v/hicli tii': sun has blazed in cloudless radiance, and the summer
breezes have breathed perpetual balm. How fondly we recollect
those solitary days of pleasure, and hope for t h e n recuiTence,
and try to plan the circumstances t h a t made thi>m bright; and
RiTange, and predestinate, and diplomatize with fate for a ronswal of tho remembered joy. A s if any joy could ever be
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auiit u p out of such and such constituent parts ! A s if happiness were not essentially accidental—a bright and wandering
bird, utterly irregular iii its migration; -irith us one summer's
day, and for ever gone from us on the next! Look at matrimony, for instance," mused Robert, who was as meditative in t h
jolting vehicle for whose occupation he was to pay sixpence a
mile, as if he had been riding a mustang on the wide loiielinecs
of the prairies. " Look at matrimony ! Who is to say which
shaU be the one judicious selection out of the nine hundred and
ninety-nine mistakes P W h o shall decide from the first aspect
of the slimy creature, which is to be the one eel out of the
colossal bag of snakes? T h a t girl on the kerbstone yonder,
waituig to cross the street when my chariot shall have passed,
may be the one woman out of every female creature m this
vast universe who could make me a happy man. Y e t I pass her
by—bespatter her with the mud from my wheels, in my helpless
ignorance, in my blind submission to the awful hand of fataHty
If t h a t girl, Clara Talboys, had been five muiutes later, I should
have left Dorsetshire, thinking her cold, hard, and unwomanly,
and should have gone to my grave vrith t h a t mistake p a r t and
parcel of my mind. I took her for a stately and heartless
a u t o m a t o n : I know her now to be a noble and beautiful
woman. W h a t an incalculable difference this may make in
my life! W h e n I left t h a t house, I went out into the winter
day vrith the determination of abandoning all further thought
of the secret of George's death. I see her, and she forces me
onward upon the loathsome path, the crooked bye-way of watchfulness and suspicion. How can I say to this sister of my dead
friend, ' I beHeve t h a t your brotlier has been murdered ! I
beHeve t h a t I know by whom, but I will take no step to set my
doubts at rest, or to confirm my fears P ' I cannot say thia
This woman knows half my secret; she wUl soon possess herself of the r e s t ; and then—and then
"
The cab stopped in the midst of Robert AucUey's meditation,
and he had to pay the cabman, and submit to aU the dreary
mechanism of Hfe, which is the same whether we a e glad or
Sony—whether we are to be married or hung, elevated to the
woolsack, or disbarred by our brother benchers on so;ne mysterious technical tangle of wrong-doing, which is a social enigma
to those outside the Lliddle Temple.
W e are apt to be angry with this cruel hardness in our Hfe—
tins luiflincliiug regularity in the smaller wheels and meaner
Dieohanism of the human machine, which knows no sto^ pao-e or
cessation, though the mainspring be for ever broken, 'and the
hands pointing to purposeless figui-es upon a shattered dial.
"Who has not felt, iii the tu-st madness of sorrow, an unreasoning rage against the mute propriety of chairs and ta i.js. tiia

Lady

Audley's

Secret.

griff squareness of Turkey carpets, the unbending obstinacy of
the outward apparatus of eristence P W e want to root u p
gigantic trees in a primeval forest, and to tear their huge
branches asunder in our convulsive g r a s p ; but the utmost t h a t
we can do for the relief of our passion is to knock over an easychair, or smash a few shUlings' worth of crockery-ware.
Madhouses are large a-cd only too numerous ; yet surely it is
strange they are not larger, when we tliink of how many helpless wretches m u s t beat their brauis against this hopelesa
persistency of the orderly outward world, as compared vrith the
storm and tempest, the riot and confusion within ;—when we
remember how many minds must tremble upon the narrow
boundary between reason and um-eason, mad to-day and sane
to-moiTow, mad yesterday and sane to-day.
Robert had directed the cabman to drop him at the comer
of Chancery-lane, and he ascended the briUiantly-Hghted staircase leaduig to the dining saloon of The London, and seated
himself a t one of the snug tables with a confused sense of
emptiness and wearhiess, rather t h a n any agreeable sensation
of healthy hunger. H e had come to the luxurious eatinghouse to dine, because it was absolutely necessai-y to eat something somewhere, and a great deal easier to get a very good
dinner here than a very bad one from Mrs. Maloney, whose
mind ran in one narrow channel of chops and steaks, only
variable by smaU creeks and outlets in the way of "briled
sole " or " bUed mack'ri'iZ." The soHcitous waiter tried in vain
to awaken poor Robert to a projier sense of the solemnity of the
dinner question. H e muttered sometlung to the effect t h a t the
man might bring liim anything he Hked, and the friendly
waiter, who knew Robert as a frequent guest a t the Httle
tables, went back to liis master with a doleful face to say t h a t
Mr. Audley from Fig-tree Court was evidently out of spiiits.
Robert ate his dinner, and drank a pint of Moselle; but he had
oor appreciation for the exceUence of the viands or the deHcate
•agrance of the wine. The mental monologue still went on,
and the young phUosopher of the modern school was arguing
the favouiite modern question of the nothingness of everytliing,
and the folly of taking too much trouble to walk upon a road
that led nowhere, or to compass a w o r t t h a t meant nothing.
" I accept the dominion of t h a t pale girl, with the statuesque
features and the cahn brown eyes," he thought. " I recognize
the power of a mind superior to my ovm, and I yield to it, and
L>ow down to it. I've been acting for myself, and thinking for
myself, for the last few months, and I ' m t h e d of the unnatural
business. I've been false to the leading prmciple of my Hfe,
and I've suffered for my folly. I found two grey hairs in my
head the week before last, and an impertinent crow has planteS
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a deHcate impression of his foot under my right eye. Yes,
I'm getting old upon the right side; and why—why should it
be s o ? "
He pushed away his plate, and elevated his eyebrows thoughtfuUy, staring at the crumbs upon the gHstening damask, as he
pondered the question,—
" AVliat the devil am I doing in this galere ?" he asked. " But
I am in it, and I can't get out of it, so I'd better submit mysel/
to the brown-eyed gid, and do what she teUs me, patiently and
faithfully. Y/hat a wonderful solution to Hfe's enigma there ia
in petticoat government! Man might He in the sunshine and
eat lotuses, and fancy it ' always afternoon,' if his vrife would let
him! But she won't, bless her impulsive heart and activ«
mind! She knows better than that. "Whoever heard of a
woman taking Hfe as it ought to be taken ? Instead of supporting it as an unavoidable nuisance, only redeemable by its
brerity, she goes through it as if it were a pageant or a procession. She dresses for it, and simpers, and grins, and gesticulates. She pushes her neighbours, and struggles for a good
place in the dismal march; she elbows, and writhes, and
tramples, and prances, to the one end of making the most of the
misery. She gets up early amd sits up late, and is loud, and
•estless, and noisy, and unpitying. She di-ags her husband on
to the woolsack, or pushes him into parliament. She drives
him full butt at the dear, lazy machinery of government; and
knocks and buffets him about the wheels, and cranks, and
screws, and pulleys; until somebody, fen* quiet's sake, makes
him something that she wanted him to be made. That's why
incompetent men sometimes sit in high places, and interpose
their poor muddled intellects between the things to be done and
the people that can do them, making universal confusion in the
helple.ss innocence of well-placed incapacity. The square men in
the round holes are pushed into them by their wives. The
Eastern potentate who declared that women were at the bottom
of all mischief, should have gone a little further and stated why
it is so. It is because women are never lazy. They don't know
what it is to be quiet. They are Semiramides, and Oleopatras,
and Joan of Arcs, Queen Elizabeths, and Catherinethe Seconds,
and they riot in battle, and murder, and clamour, and desperation. If they can't agitate the universe and play at ball with
hemispheres, they'll make mountains of warfare and vexation
out of domestic molehills; and brew social storms in household
teacups. Forbid them to hoid forth upon the freedom of nations
and the wrongs of mankind, and they'll quarrel with Mrs. Jones
about the shape of a mantle or the character of a small maidservant. To call them the weaker sex is a hideous mockery.
They are the stronger sex, the noisier, the more persevering.
I.
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the more self-assertive sex. They want freedom of opinion,
variety of occupation, do they ? Let them ha,ve it. Let them
be lawyers, doctors, preachers, teachers, soldiers, legislators—
anything they like—but let them be quiet—if they can."
Mr. Audley pushed his hands through the thick luxuriance
of his straight brown hair, and upHfted the dark mass in hia
despair.
" I hate women," he thought, savagely. "They are bold,
brazen, abominable creatures, invented for the annoyance and
destruction of their superiors. Look at this business of poor
George's! It's aU woman's work from one end to the other
He marries a woman, and his father casts him off, penniless and
professionless. He hears of the woman's death and he breaks
his heart—his good, honest, manly heart, worth a milHon of the
treacherous lumps of self-interest and mercenary calculation
which beat in women's breasts. He goes to a woman's house
and he is never seen aHve again. And now I find myself driven
into a comer by another woman, of whose eristence I had never
thought untU tins day. And—and then," mused Mr. Audley,
rather irreverently, " there's AHcia, too; she's another nuisance.
She'd like me to marry her, I know: and she'U make me do it,
I dare say, before she has done with me. But I'd much rather
not; though she is a dear, bouncing, generous creature, bless her
poor Httle heai-t!"
Robert paid his bUl and rewarded the waiter HberaUy. The
young barrister was very wUHng to distribute his comfortable
Httle income amongst the people who served him, for he earned
his indifference to aU things in the universe, even to the matter
of pounds, shillings, and pence. Perhaps he was rather exceptional in this, as you may frequently find that the pliUosopher
who caUs Hfe an empty delusion wUl be pretty sharp in the investment of his moneys; and •wiU recognize the tangible nature
of India Bonds, Spanish Certificates, and Egyptian Scrip—aa
contrasted with the painful uncertainty of an Ego or a non-Ego
in metaphysics.
The snug rooms in Fig-tree Court seemed dreary in theii
orderly quiet to Robert Audley upon this particular evening.
He had no incHnation for his French novels, though there was a
packet of uncut romances, comic and sentimental, ordered a
month before, waiting lus pleasure upon one of the tables. Ha
/)ok hij favourite meerschaum and di-opped into his favourite
ehair with a sigh.
" It's comfortable, but it seems abominably lonely to-night
If ix)or G eorgc were rittiug opposite to me, or—or even Geoi-ge'g
eister—she's very Hke him—eristence might be a Httle mora
endurable. But when a fellow has Hved by himself for eight oi
ten years he begins to bo bad company."
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He burst out laughing presently, as he finished his first pipe.
" The idea of my thinking of George's sister," hb thought
" what a preposterous idiot I am !"
The next day's post brought him a letter in a firm but feminine hand, which was strange to him. He found the Httle
packet lying on his breakfast-table, beside the warm French roU
wrapped in a napkin by Mrs. Maloney's careful but rather dhty
hands. He contemplated the envelope for some minutes before
opening it—not ui any wonder as to his correspondent, for the
letter bore the post-mark of Grange Heath, and he knew that
thero was only one person who was Hkely to vnite to him from
that obscure viUage; but in that lazy dreaminess which was a
part of his character.
" From Clara Talboys," he murmured slowly, as he looked
criticaUy at the clearly-shaped letters of his name and address.
" Yes, from Clara Talboys, most decidedly; I recognize a
feminine resemblance to poor George's hand ; neater than his,
and more decided than his, but very Hke, very Hke."
He turned the letter over and examined the seal, which bore
his friend's famiHar crest.
" I wonder what she says to me !" he thought. " It's a long
letter, I dare say; she's the kind of woman vriio would write a
long letter—a lellcr that -will urge me on, drive me forward,
wrench me out of myself, I've no doubt. But that can't be
helped—so here goes!"
He tore open the envelope with a sigh of resignation. I t contained notluiig but George's two letters, and a few w.ords vfrittcn
on the flap :• —" I send the letters; please preserve and return
them.—0. T."
The letter, written from Liverpool, told nothing of the wiiter'a
Hfe, except liis sudden d-eteriaination of sturting for a new world,
to redeem the fortunes that had been ruined in the old. The
letter, wiitten almost iinmecHately after George's marriage, contained a full description of his 'srife—such a description as a man
could only wiite within three weeks of a love-match—a description in wliich every feature was minutely catalogued, every grace
of form or beauty of expression fondly dvv'elt upon, every charm
of manner lovingly depicted.
Robert Audley read the letter three times before he laid it
down.
" If George could have known for what purpose this descrip»
tion would serve when he wrote it," thought the young barrister,
"|urely his hand would have fallen paralyzed by his aid^
peerless to shape one syUable of these tender words."
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CHAPTER

XXVT.

PVETEOGBADE INVESTIGATION.

T H E dreary London J a n u a r y dragged its duU length slowly
out. The last slender records of Chi-istmas time were swept
away, a n d Robert Audley still fingered in town—stUl spent hia
lonely evenings in lus quiet sitting-room in Fig-tree Court—
stUl wandered Hstlessly in the Temple Gardens on sunny
mornings, absently Hstening to the chUdren's babble, idly
watching their play. H e had many friends among the inhabitants of the quaint old buUdings round h i m ; he Had other
friends far away in pleasant country places, whose spare bedrooms were always at Bob's seiwice, whose cheerful flresides
had snugly luxurious chairs specially aUotted to him. B u t he
seemed to have lost all taste for conipaiuonsliip, aU sympathy
with the pleasures and occupations of his class, since the disappearance of George Talboys. Jorial young banisters indulged
m facetious obseiwations upon Mr. Audley's pale face and
moody manner.
They suggested the probabUity of some
nnhaj^py attachment, some feminine iU-usage, as the secret
cause of the change. They told him to be of good cheer, and
inrited liim to supper-parties, at wliich " lovely woman with
all her faults, God bless h e r ! " was drunk by gentlemen who
shed tears as they proposed the toast, and were maudlin and
u n h a p p y in their cups towards the close of the entertainment.
Robert had no inclination for the wine-bibbing and the punchmaking. The one idea of his Hfe had become lus master. H e
S/as the bonden slave of one gloomy thought—one horrible
resentiment. A dark cloud was brooding over his uncle's
ouse ; and it was his hand which was to give the signal for the
falHng of the thunderbolt t h a t was to ruin t h a t noble Hfe.
" If she would only take warning and run away," he said to
lumself sometimes. " Heaven KTIOWS I have given her a fair
chance. W h y doesn't she take it, and ruu away ? "
H e heard sometimes from Sir Michael, sometimes from
Alicia. The young lady's letter rarely contained more t h a n
a few curt, lines, informing him t h a t her papa was well, and
that Lady Audley was in very high sphits, amusing herself
in her usual frivolous manner, and with her usual disregard
for other people.
A letter from Mr. Marchmont, the Southampton schoolmaster, informed Robert t h a t little Georgey was going on
very well, b u t t h a t ho was beluudhand in lus education, and
had not yet passed the intellectual Rubicon of words of two
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syllables. Captain Maldon had called to see his grandson,
but that pririlege had been withheld from him, in accordance
with Mr. Audley's instructions. The old man had furthermore sent a parcel of pastry and sweetmeats to the little boy,
which had also been rejected on the ground of indigestible
and bUious tendencies ih the edibles.
Towards the close of February, Robert received a letter
from his cousin AHcia; which hunied him one step farther
forward towards his destiny, by causing him to return to the
house from which he had been in a manner exiled at the instigation of his uncle's wife.
" Papa is very ill," AHcia wrote; " not dangerously ill, thank
God! but confined to his room by an attack of low fever which
has succeeded a riolent cold. Come and see him, Robert, if
you have any regard for your nearest relations. He has spoken
about you several times; and I know he will be glad to have
you with him. Come at once, but say nothing about thia
letter.
" From your affectionate cousin,
" ALICIA."

A sick and deadly terror chUled Robert Audley's heart aa
he read this letter—a vague yet hideous fear, which he dared
not shape into any definite form.
" Have I done right ? " he thought, in the first agony of thia
new horror—" have I done right to tamper with justice; and
to keep the secret of my doubts, in the hope that I was shielding those I love from sorrow and disgrace ? "What shall I do
if I find him ill; very Ul; dying perhaps; dying upon her
breast P "What shaU I do ? "
One course was clear before him; and the first step of
that course was a rapid journey to Audley Court. He packed
his portmanteau; jumped into a cab; and reached the railway
station within an hour of his receipt of Alicia's letter, which
had come by the afternoon post.
The dim rillage lights flickered faintly through the growing
dusk when Robert reached Audley. He left his portmanteau
with the station-master, and walked at a leisurely pace through
the quiet lanes that led away to the stiU loneHness of the Court.
The over-arching trees stretched their leafless branches above
his head, bare and weird in the dusky light. A low moaning
wind swept across the flat meadow land, and tossed those rugged
branches to and fro against the dark grey sky. They looked
like the ghostly arms of shi-unken and withered giants beckoning
Robert to his uncle's house. They looked like threatening
phantoms in the chill winter twilight, gesticulating to him to
nasten upon his journey. The long avenue, so bright and pleaEsnt when the perftimed Hmes scattered their Hght bloom upo»
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the pathway, and the dog-rose leaves floated on tlie summer air,
was terribly bleak and desolate in the cheerless interregnum that
dirides the homely joys of Christmas from the pale blush of
coming spring—a dead pause in the year, in which _ Nature
seems to He in a tranced sleep, awaiting the mystic signal for
the budding of the tree and the bursting of the flower.
A mournful presentiment crept into Robert Audley's heart a«
he drew nearer to his uncle's house. Eveiy changing outHne in
the landscape was famUiar to him; every bend of the trees;
every caprice of tlie untrammelled branches ; every undulation
in the bare hawthorn hedge, broken by dwarf horse-chestnuts,
stunted wiUows, blackbeny and hazel bushes.
Sir Michael had been a second father to the youn,^ man, a
generous and noble fiiend, a grave and earnest adriser; and
perhaps the strongest sentiment of Robert's heart was his love
for the grey-bearded baronet. But the gi-ateful affection was so
much a part of himself, that it seldom found an outlet in words;
and a stranger would never have fathomed the strength of feeHng
which lay, a deep and powerful cuiTcnt, beneath the stagnant
sm-face of the barrister's character.
" "\"VTiat would become of this place if my uncle were to die P "
he thought, as he drew nearer to the iried archway, and the stiU
waterpools, coldly grey in the twiHght. " Would other people
Hve in the old house, and sit under the low oak ceilings m the
homely famiHar rooms ? "
That wonderful faculty of association, so interwoven with the
inmost fibres of even the hardest nature, fUled the young man'a
breast with a prophetic pain as he remembered that, however
long or late, the day must come on wliich the oaken shutters
would be closed for awhile, and the sunshine shut out of the house
he loved. It was painful to hira even to remember this; as jt
must always be painful to think of the narrow lease wliich the
greatest upon this earth can ever hold of its grandeurs. Is it
so wonderful that some wayfarers drop asleep under tlie hedges;
~arcely caring to toU onward on a journey that leads to no
abiding habitation P Is it wonderful that there have been
quietists in the world ever since Clirist's religion was first
prea.ched upon earth ? Is it strange that there is patient
endurance and tranquil resignation, c"lm expectation of that
which is to come on the farther shore of the dark-flowing river P
Is it not rather to be wondered that anybody should ever care
to be great for greatness' sake; for any other reason than pure
conscientiousness, the simple fldeUty of the servant who feara
to lay his talent by in a napkin, knowing that indifference ia
near akin to dishonesty ? If Robert Audley had Hved in the time
of Thomas a Kempis, he would very Hkely have built himself a
narrow hermitage amid some forest loneHness, and spent his liffl
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m tranquil imitation of the reputed author of Tlie Imitation.
As it was. Fig-tree Court was a pleasant hermitage in its way,
and for breriaries and Books of Hours, it is sad to say the young
barrister substituted Paul de Kock and Dumas fils. But hia
gins were of so simply negative an order, that it would have been
very easy for him to have abandoned them for negative rirtues.
Only one soHtary Hght was risible in the long irregular range
of vrindows facing the archway, as Robert passed under the
gloomy shade of the mstHng ivy, restless in the chill moaning
of the wind. He recognized that Hghted window as the large
oriel in his uncle's room. When last he had looked at the old
house it had been gay with risitors, every vrindow glittering Hke
a low star in the dusk; now, dark and silent, it faced the winter'a
night Hke some dismal baronial habitation, deep in a woodland
BoHtude.
The man who opened the door for the unexpected risitor
brightened as he recognized his master's nephew.
" Sir Michael vrill be cheered up a bit, sir, by the sight of
you," he said, as he ushered Robert Audley into the iire-Ht
library, which seemed desolate by reason of the baronet's easychair standing empty on the broad hearthrug. " Shall 1 bring you
some dinner here, sir, before you go up-stairs P" the servant
asked. " My lady and Miss Audley have dined early during my
master's illness, but I can bring you anythdng you would please
to take, sir."
" I'U take nothing until I have seen my uncle," Robert
answered, hurriedly; " that is to say, if I can see him at once.
He is not too Ul to receive me, I suppose ?" he added, anxiously,
" Oh, no, sir—not too Ul; only a Httle low, sir. This way, if
you please."
He conducted Robert up the short flight of shallow oaken
stairs to the octagon chamber in which George Talboys had sat
five months before, staring absently at my lady's portrait. The
picture was finished now, and hung in the post of honour opporite the window, amidst Claudes, Poussins, and Wouvermans,
whose less brilHant hues were killed by the ririd colouring of the
modern artist. The bright fa.ce looked out of that tangled
glitter of golden hair, in which the pre-RaphaeHtes deHght, vrith
a mocking smile. Robert paused for a moment to glance at the
well-remembered picture. Two or three moments afterwards he
had passed through my lady's boudoir and dressing-room, and
was standing upon the threshold of Sir Michael's room. Tfc
baronet lay in a quiet sleep, his arm lying outside the bed, and
Ins strong hand clasped m his young wife's delicate fingers.
AHcia sat in a low chair beside the broad open hearth, on which
huge logs burned fiercely in the frosty atmosphere. The interior
of this luxurious bed-chamber might have made a striking
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jicture for an artist's peiicU, The massive fumiture, dark and
lombre, yet broken up and reHeved here and there by masses of
glowing colour; the elegance of every detaU, in which wealth
was Bubsei-rient to purity of taste; and last, but gi-eatest in iraportance, the graceful figures of the two women and the noble
form of the old man, would have formed a worthy study for any
painter,
Lucy Audley, with her disordered hair in a pale haze of yeUow
gold about her thoughtful face, the flowing fines of her white cashmere dressing-gown falling in straight folds to her feet, and clasped
at the wajjt by a cestus of agate and gold, might have served as
a model for a medieeval saint; and what saintly martyr of the
Middl,J Ages could have borne a lioHer aspect than the man whose
grey beard lay upon the dark sUken coverlet of the stately bed ?
Robert paused upon the threshold, fearful of awaking hia
uncle. The two ladies had heard his step, cautious though he
had been, and Hfted their heads to look at him. My lady's face,
quietly watchuig the sick man, had wom an anrious earuestnesa
which made it only more beautiful; but the same face, recognizing Robert Audley, faded from its deHcate brightness, and
looked scared and wan in the lamplight.
" Mr. Audley! " she cried, in a faint tremulous voice.
" Hush ! " whispered AHcia, with a warning gesture; " you
wiU wake papa. How good of you to ooms\ Bobert," she added,
in the same whispered tones, beckoisi;-'^ 'ic iwil t^ousin to take an
arm-chair near the bed.
The young man seated himself hi tiic ia5icated seat at the
bottom of the bed, and opposite to my lady, who sat close beside
the pUlows. He looked long and earnestly et the face of the
sleeper; still longer, stiU more eamestiy at the face of L-ady
Audley, which was slowly recovering its natn.al hues.
" He has not been very iU, has he P " Sc bert asked, in the
game key as that in which AHcia had epokeBi
My la^y answered the question.
" Oh, no, not dangerously UL'* she Goii. without taking her
eyes from her husband's face; " but still we have been anrious,
very, very anrious."
Robert never relaxed his scrutiny of that pale face.
" She shaU look at me," he thought; " I ^riU make her meet
my eyes, and I wUl read her as I have read her before. She
tball know how useless her artifices are with me."
Ae paused for a few minutes before he spoke again. The regular breathing of the sleeper, the ticking of a gold huntm .^
wate.h suspended at the head of the bed, and the crackling of
the burning logs, were the only sounds that brake the stiUness
" I have no doubt you have been anxious, J . ^ y Audley,"'
Robert said, after a pause, fixing my las^y'" ey -,c, they wandered
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furtively to his face. " There is no one to whom my uncle's Hfe
can be of more value than to you. Your happiness, your prosperity, your safety, depend afike upon his eristence."
The whisper in which he uttered these words was too low ta
reach the other side of the room where AHcia sat.
Lucy Audley's eyes met those of the speaker with some gleas
of triumph in their Hght.
" I know that," she said. " Those who strike me must strike
through him."
She pointed to the sleeper as she spoke, stUl looking at Robert
Audley. She defied him vrith her blue eyes, their brightness intensified by the triumph in their glance. She defied him vrith
her quiet smUe—a smile of fatal beauty, full of lurking significance and mysterious meaning—the smile which the artist had
exaggerated in his portrait of Sir Michael's wife.
Robert turned away from the lovely face, and shaded his eyes
with his hand; putting a bairier between my lady and himself;
a screen which baffled her penetration and provoked her ciuiosity.
Was he still watching her, or was he thinking ? and of what was
he thinking?
Robert Audley had been seated at the bedside for upwards of
an hour before lus uncle woke. The baronet was pleased to sea
his nephew,
" I t was very good of you to come to me, Bob," he said.
" I have been thinking of you a good deal since I've been Ul.
Yen and Lucy must be good friends, you know. Bob; and you
must leam to think of her as your aunt, sir; though she is
young and beautiful; and—and—and—you understand, eh ? "
Robert grasped his uncle's hand, but he looked down gravely
as he answered,—
" I do understand you, sir," he said, quietly; " and I give you
my word of honour that I am steeled against my lady's fascmations. She knows that as well as I do."
Lucy Audley made a little grimace vrith her pretty Hps.
" Bah, you silly Robert!" she exclaimed; " you take everything
cm serieux. If I thought you were rather too young for a
nephew, it was only in my fear of other people's fooHsh gossip;
not from any-^^—"
She hesitated for a moment, and was spared the task of con«
eluding her sentence by the timely intervention of Mr. Dawson,
her late employer, who entered the room upon his evening risit
whUe she was speaking.
He felt the patient's pulse; asked two or three questions ;
pronounced the baronet to be steadily .improving; exchanged a
few commonplace remarks with Alicia and Lady Audley; an^
prepared to leave the room. Robert rose and accompanied hiif
*K> the door.
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" I wiU Hght you to the staircase," he said, taking a -jandl*
from one of the tables, and lighting it at the lamp.
" No, no, Mr. Audley, pray do not trouble yourself," expostulated the surgeon; " I know my way very weU indeed."
Robert insisted; and the two men left the room together. J 3
they entered the octagon ante-chamber, the barrister paused an J
shut the door behind him.
"WiU you see t'nat the other door is closed, Mr. Dawson?"
he said, pointing to that which opened upon the staircase. " I
wish to have a few moments' private conversation with you."
" With much pleasure," repHed the surgeon, complying with
Robert's request; " but if you are at all alarmed about your
uncle, Mr. Audley, I can set your mind at rest. There is no
occasion for the least uneasiness. Had his illness been at aU
serious, I should have telegraphed immediately for the family
physician."
" I am sure that you would have done your duty, sir," answered Robert., gravely. " But I am not going to speak of my
uncle. I vrish to ask you two or three questions about another
person."
"Indeed!"
" The person who once Hved in your family as Miss Lucy
Graham; the person who is now Lady Audley."
Mr. Dawson looked up with an expression of surprise upon
his quiet face.
"Pardon me, Mr. Audley," he answered; "you can scarcely
expect me to answer any questions about your uncle's vrife,
without Sir Michael's express permission. I can understand
no motive which can prompt you to ask such questions—no
worthy motive, at least." lie looked severely at the young
man, as much as to say, " You have been falHng in love with
ycur uncle's pretty wife, sir, and you want to make me a
po-between in some treacherous fiirtation; but it won't do, sir;
it won't do."
" I always respected the lady as Miss Graham, sir," he said,
" and I esteem her doubly as Lady Audley—not on account of
her altered position, but because she is the wife of one of tho
noblest men in Christendom."
" You cannot respect my uncle or my uncle's honour ni'Tr
rincerely than I do," answered Robert. " I have no unworthy
motive for the questions I a n about to ask; and you must
answer them."
" Wliist!" echoed Mr. Dawson, indignantly.
" Yes; you are my uncle's friend. I t was at your house he
met the woman who is now his wife. She called herself an
orphan, I beHeve, and euHsted his pity as well as his admiration
in her behalf. She told him that she stood alone in the world,
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lid she not P—without friends or relatives. That was aU I conW
gver leam of her antecedents."
" "What reason have you to wish to know more P " asked th«
surgeon.
" A very terrible reason," answered Robert Audley. "For
some months past I have straggled with doubts and suspicions
which have embittered my Hfe. They have grown stronger
every day; and they will not be set at rest by the commonplace sophistries and the shallow arguments with which men
try to deceive themselves, rather than believe that which of all
things upon earth they most fear to beHeve. I do not think
that the woman who bears my uncle's name is worthy to be his
wife. I may wrong her. Heaven grant that it is so! But if I
do, the fatal chain of circumstantial eridence never yet Hnke<?
itself so closely about an innocent person. I wish to set my
doubts at rest, or—or to confirm my fears. There is but one
manner in which I can do this. I must trace the Hfe of my
uncle's wife backwards, minutely and carefuUy, from this night
to a period of six years ago. This is the twenty-fourth of
February, fifty-nine. I want to know every record of her Hfe
between to-night and the February of the year fifty-three."
" And your motive is a worthy one P "
" Yes, I vrish to clear her from a very dreadful suspicion."
" "Which erists only in your mind ? "
" And in the mind of one other person."
" May I ask who that person is P "
"No, Mr. Dawson," answered Robert, decisively; " I cannot
reveal anytliing more than what I have already told you. 1 am
a very irresolute, vacillating man in most tilings. In thia
matter I am compelled to be decided. I repeat once more that
I must know the history of Lucy Graham.'s Hfe. If you refuse
to help me to the small extent in your power, I will find others
who will help me. Painful as it would be to me, I ^rill ask my
uncle for the information which you would withhold, rather than
be baffled in the first step of my investigation."
Mr. Dawson was sUent for some minutes.
" I cannot express how much you have astonished and alarmed
me, Mr. Audley," he said. " I can tell you so little about Lady
Audley's antecedents, that it would be mere obstinacy to withhold the small amount of iuforniation I possess. I have always
considered your uncle's wife one of the most ami.able of women.
I ccunnot bring myself to think her otherwise. It would be an
uprooting of one of the strongest conrictions of my Hfe, were I
compelled to think ill of her. You vrish to follow her Hfe backwards from the present hour to the year fifty-three P "
" I do."
" She was u arried to your uncle last June twelvemonths, in
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the midsummer oi fifty-seven. She had Hved in my hotiae
a little more than thirteen months. She became a member
of my household upon the fourteenth of May, in the year fifty?ii."
" And she came to you
P"
" From a school at Brompton; a school kept by a lady of tha
name of Vincent. I t was Mrs. Vincent's strong recommendation that induced me to receive Miss Graham into my fanuly
without any more especial knowledge of her antecedents."
" Did you see this Mrs. Vuicent ? "
" I did not. I advertised for a governess, and Miss Graham
answered my advertisement. In her letter she referred me to
Mrs. Vincent, the proprietress of a school in which she was then
residing as junior teacher. My time is always so fuUy occupied
that I was glad to escape t'ne necessity of a day's loss of time
in going from Audley to London to inquire about the young
lady's quaHfications. I looked for Mrs. Vincent's name in the
Directory, found it, concluded that she was a responsible person,
and wrote to her. Her reply was perfectly satisfactory':—Jtliss
Lucy Graham was assiduous and conscientious ; as well as fuUy
quafified for the situation I offered. I accepted this reference,
and I had no cause to regret what may have been an indiscretion. And now, Mr. j^udley, I hay3 told you aU that I have
the power to teU."
" Will you be so kind as to give me the address of this Mrs.
Vincent? " asked Robert, taking out his pocket-oook.
" Certainly. She was then Hving at No. 9, Crescent VUlas,
Brompton."
" Ah! to be sure," muttered Mr. Audley, a re-joUection of last
September flashing suddenly back upon him as the surgeon
spoke. " Crescent VUlas—yes, I have heard the address before,
from Lady Audley herself. This Mrs. Vincent telegraphed to
my uncle's wife early in last September. She was iU—dring, I
believe—and sent for my lady; but had removed from her old
house and was not to be found."
" Indeed! I never heard Lady Audley mention the ch-.3nmstance."
" Perhaps not. I t occurred while I was down here. Thank
you, Mr. Dawson, for the information which you have so kindly
and honestly given me. It takes me back two and a half yeara
in the history of my lady's life ; but I have stUl a blank of three
years to fill up before I can exonerate her from my terrible
suspicion. Good evening !"
Robert shook hands with the surgeon and returned to HM
uncle's room. He had been away about a quarter of an hour.
Sir Michael had fallen asleep once more, and my lady's loring
hands had lowered the heavy curtains and shaded the lamp by
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fee bedside. Alicia and her father's vrife were taking tea in
Lady Audley's boudoir, the room next to the ante-chamber in
which Robert and Mr Da vson had been seated.
Lucy Audley looked up from her occupation amongst the
fragUe china cups, and watched Robert rather anriously, as he
walked softly to his uncle's room, and back again to the
boudoir. She looked very pretty and innocent, seated behind
the graceful group of delicate opal cliina and ghttering silver.
Surely a pretty woman never looks prettier than when making
tea. The most feminine and most domestic of aU occupations
imparts a magic harmony to her every movement, a vritchery to
her every glance. The floating mists from the boUing Hquid
in which she infuses the soothing herbs, whose secrets are
known to her alone, envelope her in a cloud of scented vapour,
thi-ough which she seems a social fairy, wearing potent spells
with Gunpowder and Bohea. At the tea-table she reigns
omnipotent, unapproachable. What do men know of the
mysterious beverage ? . Read how poor Hazlitt made his tea,
and shudder at the dreadful barbarism. How clumsily the
vyretched creatures attempt to assist the witch president of the
tea-tray; how hopelessly they hold the kettle, how continuaUy
tliey imperU the fraU cujis and saucers, or the taper hands of
the priestess. To do away with the tea-table is to rob woman
of her legitimate empire. To send a couple of hulking men
about amongst your visitors, distributing a mixture made in
the housekeeper's room, is to reduce the most social and
friendly of ceremonies to a foiinal giving out of rations. Better
the pretty influence of the teacups and saucers gracefully
v/ieldcd in a woman's hand, than all the inappropriate power
snatched at the point of the pen from the unwilHng sterner
sex. Imagine all the women of England elevated to the high
level of masculine intellectuaUty; superior to crinoHne ; superior
to pearl powder and Mrs. Rachael Levison ; above taking the
pains to be pretty ; above making themselves agreeable ; above
tea-tables, and that cruelly scandalous and rather satirical
gossip which even strong men delight in ; and what a dreary,
utilitarian, ugly life the sterner sex must lead.
My lady was by no means strong-minded. The starry
diamond upon her busy white fingers flashed hither and thither
amongst the tea-things ; and she bent her pretty head over the
marvellous Indian tea-caddy of sandal-wood and silver with aa
much earnestness as if Hfe held no higher purpose than the infusion of Bohea.
" You'U take a cup of tea with us, Mr. Audley ? " she asked,
pausing with the teapot in her hand to look up at Robert, who
fras standing near the door.
*' If you please."
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" But you have not dined, perhaps ? ShaU I ring and tell
them to bring you somethmg a Httle more substantiai than
biscuits and transparent bread-and-butter ? " - '
••
" No, thank you. Lady Audley. I took some luncheon beforpI left town. I'll trouble you for notldng but a cup of tea." _ ' He seated himself at the Httle table and looked across it at
his cousin AHcia, who sat w t h a 'book in her lap, and had th*.
air of being very much absorbed in its pages. The bright
brunette complerion had lost its glowing crii]|sOn, ajid the
animation of the young lady's mar.ncr was suppressed—on
account of her father's illness, no doubt, Robert thought.
" AHcia, my dear," the banister said, after a very leisurely
contemplation of liis cousin, " you're not looking weU."
Miss Audley slu-ugged her shoulders, but did not condescend
to Hft her eyes from her book.
" Perhaps not," she answered, contemptuously. " "What
does it matter ? I am trying to become a phUosopher of your
school, Robert Audley. What does it matter? Vv'^ho cares
whether I am weU or iU ? "
" "What a spitfire she is," thought the barrister. He always
knew his cousin was angry with liim when she addressed him as
" Robert Audley."
" You needn't pitch into a fellow because he asks you a civil
question, AHcia,'' he said, reproachfuUy. " As to nobody caring
about your health, that's nonsense. I care." Miss Audley
looked up Vv-ith a bright smile. " Sir Harry Towers cares."
Miss Audley retumed to her book with a frown.
" "What are you reading there, AHcia ? " Robert asked, after
a pause, during which he had sat thoughtfuUy stirring his tea.
" Changes and Chances:'
" A novel?"
" Yes."
" Who is it by P "
" Tlie author of Follies and Faidtc:' answered Alicia, stl'J
i.iirsuing her study of the romance uijou her lap.
" Is it interesting ? "
Miss Audley pursed up her Hps, und shra^'ged Lc,?
shoulders.
" Not particularly," slie said.
"Then I think you might have better ruamiers than to road
it while your first cousin is sitting opposite you," observed
ilr. Audley, with some gravity, " especiaUy t'^ he has only
come_ to pay you a flyuig risit, and wUl be ofl' to-morrow
morning."
" To-morrow moming!" exclaimed my lady, looking up
suddenly.
Though the look of joy upon Lady Audley's face was aj
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bust as a flash of Hghtning in a summer's sky, it was not
uu23erceiyed by Robert.
" Yes," he said, " I shall be obHged to r u n u p to London
to-morrow on business, b a t I shall return the next day, if
you wiU aUow me, Lady Audley, and stay here tiU my uncla
recovers."
" B u t you are not seriously alarmed about liim, are you ? "
asked my lady, anxiously. " "Zou do not tliink him very ill ? "
" N o , " answered Robert. "T-liauk Heaven! I tifink there is
not the slightest cause for apprehension."
My lady sat silent for a few moments, looking a t the empty
teacups vrith a prettily thoughtful face—a face grave with the
innocent seriousness of a musing child.
" B u t you were closeted such a long time vrith Mr. Dawson
just now," she said, after this brief pause—" I was quite
alarmed at the length of your conversation. Were you talking
of Sir Michael aU the time ? "
" So; not all the time."
My lady looked down at the teacups once more.
" "iVliy, what could y^ou find to say to Mr. Dawson, or he to
Bay to you ? " she asked, after another pause. " You are
almost strangers to each other."
" Suppose Mr. Dawson wished to consult me about soma
law business."
" W a s it t h a t ? " cried Lady Audley, eagerly.
" I t woiUd be rather unprofessional to teU you if it were so,
my lady," answered Robert, gravely.
My lady bit her lip, and relapsed into silence. Alicia threw
down her book, and watched her cousin's pre-occupied face.
H e talked to her now and then for a iew minutes, but it
eridently cost him an effort to arouse lumself from hfis reverie.
" Upon my word, Robert Audley, you are a very agreeable
companion," exclaimed AHcia at length, her rather limited
stock of patience quite exhausted by two or three of these
abortive attempts at conversa,tion. " Perhaps the next time
you come to the Court, you will be good enough to bring yout
mind vrith you. By your present inanimate apjwarance, I
should imagine th.at you had left your uitellect, such as it ist
somewhere in the Tciitplti, You v/ere never one of the Hve*
Host of people, but latterly you have really grown almost unendurable. I suppose you are in love, Mr. Audley, and are
thinking of the honoured object of your affections."
H e was thinking of Clara Talboys' upHfted face, subHine in
its unutterable grief; of her impassioned words, stUl ringing
in his ears as clearly as when they were first spoken. Again he
saw her looking at him m t h her bright brown eyes. Again ha
heard t h a t solemn question, " ShaU you or I find my brother's
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tnurdererP" And he was in Essex ^ in the Httle riUage fifoia
which he firmly beHeved George Talboys had never departedHe was on the spot where aU record of his friend's Hfe ended aa
suddenly as a story ends when the reader shuts the book. And
could he withdraw now from the investigation in which he found
himself involved ? Could he stop now ? For any consideration ? No; a thousand times no! Not with the im-a^e of that
grief-stricken face imprinted on his mind. Not with the accente
of that earnest appeal ringing on Lis ear.
CHAPTER XXViL
so FAK AND NO EARTHER.

RoBEET left Audley the next moming by an early train, and
reached Shoreditch a Httle after nine o'clock. He did not
return to his chambers, but caUed a cab and drove straight to
Crescent VUlas, West Brompton, He knew that he should
faU in finding the lady he went to seek at this address, as hia
uncle had faUed a few months before, but he thought it possible
to obtain some clue to the schoolmistress's new residence, in
spite of Sir Michael's Ul success.
" Mrs. Vincent was in a dying state, according to the telegraphic message," Robert thought. " I f I do find her, I shaU at
least succeed in discovering whether that message was genuine."
He found Crescent VUlas after some difficulty. The houses
were large, but they lay half embedded aaaongst the chaos cf
brick and mortar rising around them. New terraces, new
streets, new scpares led away into hopeless masses of stone and
plaster on every side. The roads were sticky with damp clay,
which clogged the wheels of the cab and buried the fetlocks of
the horse. The desolation of desolotion—that awful aspect
of incompleteness and cHscomfort which per^-ades a new and
unfinished neighbourhood—had set its dismal seal upon the
surrounding streets which had arisen about and entrenched
Crescent VUlas; and Robert wasted forty minutes by his own
watch, and an hour and a quarter according to the cabman's
reckoning, in driving up and down uninhsViicd streets and
terraces, trying to find the VUlao, wnose chimney-pots were
frowning down upon him aU the whUe, bkick and venerable,
amid groves of virgin plaster, undimmed by time or smoke.
Having at last succeeded in reaching his destination, Mr.
AucUey alighted from the cab, directed the driver to wait for
him at a certain corner, and set cut upon his voyage of diacovery,
" I f I were a distinguished Q. C , I coiUd not do this sort
•A thing," he thought; "iny time would be worth \ gniiie*
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or so a minute, and I should be retained in the great case
of Hoggs V. Boggs, going forward this very day before a special
jury in Westminster Hall. Aa it is, 1 can afford to be p a t i e n t "
H e inquired for Mrs. Vincent at the number which Mr.
Dawson had given him. The maid who opened the door had
never heard t h a t lady's n a m e : but after going to inquire of her
mistress, she returned to tell Robeit t h a t Mrs. Vincent had
Hved there, but t h a t she had left two months before the present
occupants had entered the house, " and missus has been here
fifteen months," the girl ad Jed explanatorily.
" B u t you cannot tell me where Mrs. Vincent went on leaving
here P" Robert asked, despondingly.
" No, sir; missus says she believes the lady failed, and t h a t
she lel't sudden like, and didn't want her address to be known in
the neighbourhood."
Mr. Audley felt himself a t a standstiU once more. I f Mrs.
Vincent had left the place in debt, she had no doubt scrupulously concealed her whereabouts. There was little hope, then,
of learning her address from any of the tradespeople ; and yet,
on tho other hand, it was j u s t possible t h a t some of her shar[(e3t
creilitors might have made it their business to discover the
defaulter's retreat.
He looked about him for the nearest shops, and found a
baker's, a stationer's, and a fruiterer's, a few paces from the
crescent: three empty-looking, pretentious shops, with plateglass windov/^s, and a hopeless air of gentility.
He stopped at the enipoiiuin baker, who called himself a
• •astrycook and confectioner, and exhibited some specimens of
petrified sponge-cake in glass bottles, and some highly-glazed
tarts, covered with green gauze.
" She vmst have bought bread," Robert thought, as he doliberated before the baker's s h o p ; " and she is hkely to have
bou.s'ht it at the handiest place. I'll try the baker."
The baker was standing behind his counter, disputing the
items of a biU with a shabby-genteel young woman. H e did
not trouble himself to attend to Robert viudley tUl ho had
Bet tied the dispute, but he looked up as he was receipting the
bUl, and asked the b a n i s t e r what he pleased to want.
Can you teU me tho address of a Mrs. Yineent, who Hved
'al No. '.', Orescent "VUlas, a year and a half a g o ? " Mr. Audley
u luiied, mildly.
" No, I can't," answered the baker, growing very red hi tha
face, and speaking in an unnecessarily loud voice; " and what'a
u'.oi'c, I wish I could. T h a t Indy owes me upwards ( / eleven
pound for bread, and it's iMther more than I can alibrd to lose.
If anybody can tell me where she fives, I shaU be much obfi^fd
to 'fin for 80 dolnif."
&I
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Robert Audley shrugged hia shoulders, and vrished the man
good moming. He felt that his discovery of the lady's whereabouts would involve more trouble than he had expected. He
might have looked for Mrs. Vincent's name in the Fost Office
Directory, but he thought it scarcely likely that a lady who was
on such uncomfortable terms vrith her creditors would afford
them so easy a means of ascertaining her residence.
" I f the baker can't find her, how should J find her?" ha
thought, despairingly. " If a resolute, sanguine, active, and
energetic creatm-e, such as the baker, faU to discover Mrs.
Vincent, how can a lymphatic wretch Hke me hope to succeed r"
Mr. Audley abandoned himself to these gloomy reflections as
he walked slowly back towards the comer at which he had lefil
the cab. About half-way between the baker's shop and thi
comer, he was arrested by hearing a woman's step close at hi
side, and a woman's voice asking him to stop. He turned an^
fotmd himself face to face with the shabbily-dressed woman
whom he had left settHng her account vrith the baker.
" E h , what?" he asked, vaguely. " Can I do anything for
you, ma'am ? Does Mrs. Vincent owe you money, too?"
" Yes, sir," the woman answered, vrith a semi-genteel manner
which corresponded vrith the shabby gentility of her dress;
" Mrs. Vincent is in my debt; but it isn't that, sir. I—I want
to know, please, what your business may be with her—because
—because
"
" You can give me her address if you choose, ma'am p That's
what you mean to say, isn't it ?"
The woman hesitated a Httle, looking rather suspiciously at
Robert.
" You're not connected vrith—vrith the tally business, are you,
sir P" she asked, after considering Mr. Audley's personal appearance for a few moments.
" The what, ma'am ?" cried the yoxmg barrister, staring aghast
at his questioner.
" I'm sure I beg your pardon, sir," exclaimed the Httle
woman, «eeing that she had made some very awful mistake.
" I thought you might have been, you know. Some of tho
entlemen who collect for tho tally-shops do dress so very
andsome, and I know Mrs. Vincent owes a good deal of
money."
Robert Audley laid his hand upon the speaker's arm.
" My dear madam," he said, " I want to know nothing of
Mrs. "Vincent's affairs. So far from being concerned in what
you call the tally biisiness, I ha.ve not the remotest idea of what
you mean by that expression. You may mean a poHtical con
spiracy; you may mean some new species of taxes. ^Mrs.
Vincent d.oes not owe me any money, however badly she may
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stand with t h a t awful-looking baker. I never saw her in my
life; but I wish tr> see her to-day for the simple purpose of
asking her a few very plain questions about a young lady who
once resided in her house. If you know where Mrs. Vincent
fives, and wUl give me her address, you -wiU. be doing me a great
favour."
H e took out his card-case and handed a card to the woman,
who examined the sHp of pasteboard anriously before she spoke
again.
" I ' m sure you look and speak like a gentleman, sir," she said,
after a brief pause, " and I hope you wUl excuse me if I've
seemed mistrustful Hke; but poor Mrs. Vincent has had dreadful difficulties, and I ' m the only person hereabouts t h a t she has
trusted with her address.
I ' m a dressmaker, sir, and I've
worked for her for upwards of six years, and though she doesn't
pay me regular, you know, sir, she gives me a Httle money on
account now and then, and I get on as well as I can. I m a y
tell you where she Hves, then, sir P Y o u haven't deceived me,
have y o u ? "
" On my honour, no."
" Well, then, sir," said the dressmaker, droppi-ng her voice as
if she thought the pavement beneath her feet, or the iron railings
before the houses by her side, might have ears to hear her, " it's
Acacia Cottage, Peckham Grove. I took a dress there yesterday for Mrs. Vincent."
" Thank you," said Robert, writing the address in his pocketbook. " I am very much obliged to you, and you may rely
upon it, Mrs. Vincent shaU not suffer any inconvenience
through me."
H e Hfted Ms hat, bowed to the Httla dressmaker, and went
back to the cab.
" I have beaten the baker, at any rate," he thought. " Now
for the second stage, travellmg backwards, in my lady's life."
The drive from Brompton to the Peckham-road was a very
long one, and between Crescent Villas and Acacia Cottage,
Robert Audley had ample leisure for reflection. H e thought
of his imcle, lying weak and ill in the oak-room a t Audley
Court. H e thought of the beautiful blue eyes watching Sir
Michael's slumbers; the soft white hands tending on hia
waking w a n t s ; the low, musical voice soothing his loneHness;
cheering and consoling his declining years. W h a t a pleasant
picture it might have been, had he been able to look UJNOU it
ignorantly, seeing no more than others saw, looking no faither
than a stranger could look. B u t with the black cloud which
he saw, or fancied he saw, brooding over it, what an arch
mockery, what a diabolical delusion it seemed.
Peckham Grove—pleasant enough in the summer-time—has
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rather a dismal aspect upon a dull February day, when the
trees are bare and leafless, and the Httle gardens desolate.
Acacia Cottage bore smaU token of the fitness of its nomenclature, and faced the road with its stuccoed waU, sheltered only
by a couple of tall attenuated poplars. B u t it announced that
it was Acacia Cottage by means of a small brassplate upon one
of the gate-posts, which was sufficient indication for the sharpsighted cabman, who dropped Mr. Audley upon the pavement
before the Httle gate.
Acacia Cottage was much lower in t h e social scale t h a n
Crescent VUlas, and the smaU maid-servant who came to the
lew wooden gate and parleyed vrith Mr. Audley, was eridently
well used to the encounter of relentless creditors across the
game feeble barricade.
She murmured the familiar domestic fiction of uncertainty
regarding her mistress's whereabouts; and told Robert t h a t if
he would please to state his name and business, she would go
and see if Mrs. Vincent was a t home.
Mr. Audley produced a card, and wrote in pencU under his
own n a m e — " A connection of the late Miss Graham."
H e cHrected the smaU servant to carry this card to her mistress, and quietly awaited the result.
The servant retumed in about five minutes with the key of
the gate. H e r mistress was at home, she told Robert as she
admitted him, and would be happy to see the gentleman.
The square parlour into which Robert was ushered bore in
every scrap of ornament, in every article of furniture, the
unmistakable stamp of t h a t species of poverty which is most
comfortless, because it is never stationary. The mechanic who
furnishes his tiny sitting-room with half-a-dozen cane chairs, a
Pembroke table, a Dutch clock, a tiny looking-glass, a crockery
shepherd and shepnersiess, and a set of gaudily-japanned iron
tea-trays, makes the meat of his Hmit?d possessions, and generally contrives to get some degree of c o i ^ i r t out of them ; but
the lady who losea the handsome furniture oi l i e aouse she ia
comi^elled to abandon, and encamps in some smaller habitation
with the shabby remainder—bought in by some merciful friend
a t the sale of her effects—carries with her an aspect of g e n t e d
desolation and tawdry misery not easUy to be paralleled in
wi-etchedness by any other phase which poverty can assume.
The room which Robert Audley surveyed was furnished with
the shabbier scraps snatched from the ruin t h a t had overtaken
the impradent schoohnisti-ess in Crescent Villas.
A cottage
piano, a chiffonnier, six sizes too large for the room, and -^imally
gorgeous with tarnished gilt moulduigs, and a sHm-legge^ cardtable, placed in the post of honour, formed the principal pieces
f-i furmtnrB
A threadbare patch of Brussels carpet covered
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the centre of the room, and formed an oasis cf roses and HHes
amidst a desert of faded green drugget. Knitted curtains
shaded the windows, in which hung wire baskets of horriblelooking plants of the cactus species, that grew downwards like
some demented class of vegetation, whose prickly and spiderjike members had a fancy for standing on their heads.
The green-baize covered card-table was adorned with gaudilybound annuals or books of beauty placed at right angles; but
Robert Audley did not avail himself of these Hterary distractions. He seated himself upon one of the rickety chairs, and
waited patiently for the advent of the schoolmistress. He
could hear the hum of half-a-dozen voices m a room near him,
and the jingling harmonies of a set of variations to Deh Gonte,
performed upon a piano whose every wire was eridently in tha
last stage of attenuation.
He had waited for about a quarter of an hour, when the door
was opened, and a lady, very much ch'essed, and with the setting
Bunlight of faded beauty upon her face, entered the room.
" Mr. Audley, I presume," she said, motioning to Robert to
reseat himself, and placing herself in an easy-chair opposite
to him. " You vrill pardon me, I hope, for detaining you so
long ; my duties
"
" I t is I who should apologize for intruding upon you,"
Robert answered, tmHtely; " but my motive for caUing upon
you is a very serams one, and must plead my excuse. "You
remember the lady whose name I wrote upon my card ? "
" Perfectly."
" May I ask how much you know of that lady's history sinoa
her departure from your house ? "
" Very Httle. In point of fact, scarcely anything at all.
Miss Graham, I believe, obtained a situation in the famUy of a
surgeon resident in Essex. Indeed, it was I who recommended
her to that gentleman. I have never heard from her since she
left me."
" But you have communicated with her P" B o b ^ asked,
eagerly.
" No, mdeed."
Mr. Audley was silent for a few moments, the shadow of
gloomy thoughts,^athered darkly on his face.
" May I ask u you sent a telegraphic despatch to Misa
Graham early in last September, stating that you were dangerously Ul, and that you vrished to see her ? "
Mrs. "Vincent smUed at her risitor's question.
" I had no occasion to send such a message," she said. " I
have never been seriously Ul in my Hfe."
Robert Audley paused before he asked any further questioni%
and scrawled a few pencilled words in his note-book.
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" If I ask yon a few stiaightforward questions about Misa
Lucy Graham, madam," he said, " wiU you do me the favour to
answer them without asking my motive for making such
iuquu-ies ? "
" Most certainly," repHed Mrs. Vincent. " I know nothing
to Miss Graham's disadvantage, and have no justification lor
making a mystery of the Httle 1 do know."
" Then wUl you teU me at what date the young lady fi[rst
ame to you P "
Mi-s. Vincent smUed and shook her head. She had a
pretty smile—the frank smUe of a woman who has been
admired, and who has too long felt the ceitainty of being
able to please, to be utterly'subjugated by any worldly misfortune.
" It's not the least use to ask me, Mr. Audley," she said.
" I'm the most careless creature in the -^orld ; I never did and
never could remember dates, though I do all in my power to
impress upon my girls how important it is for theh future
welfare that they should know when WUHam the Conqueror
began to reign, and aU that kind of tiling. But I haven't the
remotest idea when Miss Giaham came to me, although I know
it was ages ago, for it was the veiy summer I had my peachcoloured sUk. But we must consiUt Tonks—Tonks is sure to
be right."
Robert Audley wondered who or what Tonks could be; a
diary, perhaps, or a memorandum-book—some obscure rival of
Letts.
Mrs. Vincent rang the beU, which was answered by the maideervant who had adnritted Robert.
" Ask Miss Tonks to come to me," she said, " I want to see
her partictUarly."
In less than five minutes Miss Tonks made her appearance.
She was wintry and rather frost-bitten in aspect, and seemed
to carry cold and nipping afrs in the scanty folds of her sombre
merino dress. She was of no age in particular, and looked as if
she had never been younger, and would never gi'ow older, but
would remain for ever working backwards and forwards in her
narrow groove, Hke some self-feeding machine for the instruction
of young ladies.
"Tonks, my dear," said Mrs. Vincent, without ceremony,
" this gentleman is a relative of Miss Graham's. Do you
remember how long it is since she came to us at Crescent
VUlas ? "
" She came hi August, 1854," answered Miss Tonks; " I
think it was the eighteenth of August, but I'm not quitfl
sure that it wasn't the seventeenth. I know it was oa a
Tuesday."
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"Thank you, Tonks; you are a most invaluable darling,"
exclaimed Mrs. Vincent, vrith her sweetest smUe. I t was, perhaps, because of the invaluable nature of Miss Tonks's servicer
that she had received no remuneration whatever from her employer for the last three or four years. Mrs. Vincent might
have hesitated to pay her from very contempt for the pitiful
nature of the stipend as compared vrith the merits of the
teacher.
" Is there anything else that Tonks or I can teU you, Mr.
Audley ? " asked the schoolmistress. " Tonks has a far better
memory than I have."
" Can you teU me where Miss Graham came from when she
entered your household ? " Robert inquired.
" Not very precisely," answered Mrs. Vincont. " I have a
vague notion that Miss Graham said somethmg about coming
from the sea-side, but she didn't say where, or if she did I
have forgotten it. Tonks, did Miss Graham teU you where she
came from ? "
" Oh, no !" repHed Miss Tonks, shaking her grim Httle head
significantly. " Miss Graham told me nothing; she was too
clever for that. She knew how to keep her own secrets, in
spite of her innocent ways and her curly hair," Miss Tonks
added, s]DitefuUy.
"You think she had secrets, t h e n ? " Robert asked, rather
eagerly.
" I know she had," replied Miss Tonks, with frosty decision;
" aU manner of secrets. I wouldn't have engaged such a person as junior teacher in a respectable school, vrithout so
much as one word of recommendation from any firing
creature."
"You had no reference, then, from Miss Graham?" asked
Robert, addi'essing Mrs. Vincent.
" No," the lady answered, with some Httle embarrassment;
" I waived that. Miss Graham waived the question of salary ;
so I could not do less than waive the question of reference. Sha
had quarreUed with her papa, she told me, and she wanted to
find a home away from all the people she had ever known.
She wished to keep herself quite separate from these people.
She had endured so much, she said, young as she was, and she
wanted to escape from her troubles. How could I press her
for a reference under these circumstances ? especiaUy when I
saw that she was a perfect lady? You know that Lucy
Graham was a perfect lady, Tonks, and it is very^ unkin'q
of you to say such cmel things about my taking her vrithout a
reference."
" "When people make favourites, they are apt to be deceived
by them," Miss Tonks answered, with icy sententiousnefc.,>
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and vrith no very perceptible relevance to the point ia
discussion.
" I never made her a favourite, you jealous Tonks," M r a
Vincent answered, reproachfuUy. " I never said she was aa
useful as you, dear. "Ton know I never did."
" Oh, no !" replied Miss Tonks, with a chilling accent, " y o u
never said she was useful.
She was only ornamental: a person
to be shown off to risitors, and to play fantasias on the
dra^ring-room piano."
" Then you can give me no clue to Miss Graham's prerious
history ? " Robert asked, looking from t h e schoolmistress to
her teacher.
H e saw very clearly t h a t Miss Tonks bore an
enrious grudge against Lucy Graham—a grudge which even the
lapse of time h a d not healecl.
" I f this woman knows a n y t h i n g to m y lady's detriment,
she wUl teU it," he thought.
" She will teU it only too
willingly."
B u t Miss Tonks appeared to know nothing whatever; except
t h a t Miss Graham had sometimes declared herself an Ul-used
creature, deceived by the baseness of mankind, and the rictim
of unmerited sufferings in the way of poverty and deprivation.
Beyond this. Miss Tonks could tell n o t h i n g ; and although she
made the most of what she did know, Robert veiy soon soimded
the depth of her small stock of information.
" I have only one more question to ask," he said at last.
" I t is this. Did Miss Graham leave any books or knickknacks, or any kind of property whatever beliind her, when
she left your estabHshment ? "
" N o t to my knowledge," Mrs. Vincent repHed.
" Yes," cried Miss Tonks, sharply. " She did leave something. She left a box. I t ' s up-stairs in my room. I've got
an old bonnet in it. Would you Hke to see the box ? " she asked,
addressing Robert.
" If you will be so good as to allow me," he answered, " I
ould very much Hke to see it."
" I'U fetch it down," said Miss Tonks. " I t ' s not very big."
She ran out of the room before Mr. Audley had time to utter
>ny polite remonstrance.
" H o w pitiless these women aro to each other," he thought,
while the teacher was absent. " This one knows intuitively
t h a t there is some danger to her rival lurking beneath my
questions. She sniffs tlw coming trouble to her feUow feinalv
creature, and rejoices in it, and would take auy pains to hclj
me. "What a world it is, and how these women take life o\A
of our hands. Helen Maldon, Lady Audley, Clara Talboya,
Rud now Miss Tonks—all womankind from beginning to end. '
Miss Tonks re-entered whUe t h e young barrister waa meli-
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tating upon the infamy of her sex. She carried a dilapidated
paper-covered bonnet box, which she submitted to Robert's
inspection.
Mr. Audley knelt down to examine the scraps of raUway labels
and addresses which were pasted here and there upon the
box. I t had been knocked about upon a great many different
Hues of railway, and had evidently travelled considerably.
Many of the labels had been torn off, but fragments of some of
them remained, and upon one yeUow scrap of paper Robert read
the letters TURI.
"The box has been to Italy," he thought. "Those are the
first four letters of the word Turin, and the label is a foreign one.
The only direction which had not been either defaced or torn
Bway was the last, which bore the name of Miss Graham, passenger to London. Looking very closely at this label, Mr.
Audley discovered that it had been jjasted over another.
" WiU you be so good as to let me have a Httl^ water and a
piece of sponge P " he said. " I want to get off thwj upper label.
BeHeve me that I am justified in what I am doing."
Miss Tonks ran out of the room, and returntid immediately
with a basin of water and a sponge.
" Shall I take off the label ?" she asked.
" No, thank you," Robert answered, coldly. " I can do it very
weU myself."
He damped the upper label several times before he could
loosen the edges of the paper; but after two or thiee careful
attempts, the moistened surface peeled off without injury to the
underneath address.
Miss Tonks could not contrive to read this address across
Robert's shoulder, though she exhibited considerable dexterity
in her endeavours to accomplish that object.
Mr. Audley repeated his operations upon the lower label,
which he removed from the box, and placed very carefully between two blank leaves of his pocket-book.
" I need intrude ujion you no longer, ladies," he said, when ha
had done this. " I am extremely obliged to you for haring
afforded me all the information in your power. I vrish you good
moming."
Mrs. Vincent smiled and bowed, murmuring some complacent conventionality about the deHght she had felt in Mr.
Audley's visit. Miss Tonljs, more observant, stared at the
white change which had come over the young man's face since
he had removed the upper label from the box.
Robert walked slowly away from Acacia Cottage. " If that
wluch I have found to-day is no eridence for a jury," he thought,
" it is surely enough to convince my uncle that he has married a
designuig and infamous woman."

186

Lady Audley's Seertt,

CHAPTER XXVni.
t r . G I N N l N . I AT THE O I I I E E END.

walked slowly thi-ough the leafless grove, unda
the bare and shadowless trees in the grey February atmosphere,
thirilring as he went of the discovery he had just made.
" I have that in my pocket-book," he pondered, " which forms
the connecting link between the woman whose death George
Talboys read of in the Times newspaper and the woman who
rules in my uncle's house. The history of Lucy Graham ends
abruptly on the threshold of Mrs. Vincent's school. She
entered that estabHshment in August, 1854. The schoohnistresa
and her assistant can teU me this, but they cannot teU me
whence she came. They cannot give me one clue to the secrets
of her life from the day of her bu-th until the day she entered
that house. I can go no further in this backward investigation
of my lady's antecedents. "What am I to do, then, if I mean to
keep my promise to Clara Talboys? "
He walked on for a few paces revolving this question in liis
mind, with a darker shadow than the shadows of the gathering
winter twiHght on his face, and a heavy oppression of mingled
sorrow and dread weighing down his heart.
" My duty is clear enough," he thought—" not the less clear
because it is painful—not the less clear because it leads me step
by step, carrying ruin and desolation vrith me, to the home I
love. I must begin at the other end—I must begin at the other
end, and discover the history of Helen Talboys from the hour of
George's departure untU the day of the funeral in the churchyard at Ventnor."
Mr. Audley haUed a passing Hansom, and drove back to hia
chambers.
He reached Fig-tree Court in time to write a few fines to Miss
Talboys, and to post his letter at St. Martin's-le-Grand before
tax o'clock.
" I t -wUl save me a day," he thought, as he drove to the
General Post Office with this brief epistle.
He had vyritten to Clara Talboys to inquire the name of the
little seaport town in wliich George had met Captain Maldon
and Ids daughter; for in spite of the intimacy between the two
jcmng men, Robert Audley knew very few pai-ficulai-s of his
friend's brief married life.
From the hom" in which George Talboys had read the announcement of his wife's death in the columns of the Times, ha
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kad avoided aU mention of the tender history which had been sa
crueUy broken, the famiHar record which had been so darkly
blotted out.
There was so much that was painful in that brief story
There was such bitter self-reproach involved in the recoUection
of that desertion, which must have seemed so cmel to her who
waited and watched at home! Robert Audley comprehended
this, and he did not wonder at his friend's sUence. The sorrowful story had been tacitly avoided by both, and Robert was aa
ignorant of the unhappy history of this one year in his schoolfeUow's Hfe, as if they had never Hved together in friendly
companioEiship in those snug Temple chambers.
The letter, written to Miss Talboys by her brother George
within a month of Ins marriage, was dated Harrowgate. I t waa
at Harrowgate, therefore, Robert concluded that the young
couple must have spent their honeymoon.
Robert Audley had requested Clara Talboys to telegraph an
answer to his question, in order to avoid the loss of a day in the
accompHshment of the investigation he had promised to perform.
The telegraphic answer reached Fig-tree Court before twelve
o'clock the next day.
The name of the seaport town was Wildernsea, Yorkshire.
Within an hour of the receipt of this message Mr. Audley
arrived at the King's-cross station, and took his ticket for
Wildernsea by an express train that started at a q*uarter before
two.
The shcrieking engine bore him on the dreary northward
journey, whirHng him over desert wastes of flat meadow-laud
and bare cornfields, faintly tinted with fresh sprouting green.
Tins northern road was strange and unfamifiar to the young
barrister, and the wide expanse of wintry landscape chUled him
by its bare loneliness. The knowledge of the purpose of his
journey bfighted every object upon which his absent glances
fixed themselves for a moment; only to wander wearUy away;
only to turn inwards upon that far darker picture always presenting itself to lus anxious mind.
I t was dark when the train reached the Hull terminus: but
Mr. Audley's journey was not ended. Amidst a crowd of
porters, and scattered heaps of that incongruous and heterogeneous luggage with which traveUers encumber themselves, ha
was led, bewildered and half asleep, to another train, which waa
to convey him along the branch Hne that swept past WUdernsea,
and skirted the border of the German Ocean.
Half an hour after learing Hull, Robert felt the briny freshness of the sea upon the breeze that blew in at the open vrindow
of the caniage, and an hour afterwards the train stopped at a
melancholy station, built amid a sandy desert, and inhabited by
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two or three gloomy officiaLs, one of whom rang a terrific peal
nf>on a harshly clanging bell as the train approached.
Mr. AucUey was the only passenger who afighted at the
dismal station. The train swept on to gayer scenes before the
barrister had time to collect his scattered senses, or to pick up
the portmanteau, which had been discovered with some difficulty
amid a black cavern of luggage, only iUuminated by one lantern.
" I wonder whether settlers in the back-woods of^ America feel
as solitary and strange as I feel to-night? " he thought, as he
stared hopelessly about him in the darkness.
He called to one of the officials, and pouited to his portmanteau.
" WiU you carry that to the nearest hotel for me P " he asked—
" that is to say, if I can get a good bed there."
The man laughed as he shouldered the portmanteau,
" You could get thirty beds, I dare say, sir, if you wanted
'em," he said. " We ain't over busy at WUdernsea at this time
o' year. This way, sir."
The porter oi^ened a wooden door in the station waU, and
Robert Audley found himself upon a wide expanse of smooth
grass, which surrounded a huge square buUding that loomed
darkly on him through the winter's night, its black soHdity only
reHeved by two Hghted windows, far apart from each other, and
glaring redly on the darkness.
"Tins is the Victoria Hotel, sir," said the porter. "You
wouldn't beHeve the crowds of company we have down here in
the summer."
In the face of the bare grass-plat, the tena jiess wooden
alcoves, and the dark windows of the hotel, i'^ was indeed rather
iHfiicult to imagine that the place was ever gay with merry
[people taking pleasure in the bright summer weather; but
Robert Audley declared him8«»l.? wiUing to beHeve anything the
porter pleased to teU him, and foUowed his guide meekly to a
little door at the side, of the big hotel, which led into a comfortable bar, where, che humbler classes of summer risitors were
accommodated with such refreshments as they pleased to pay
tor, without rannhig the gauntlet of the pnni white waistcoated waiters on guard at the princii^al entrance.
There were very few attendants retained at the hotel in this
aleak February season, and it was the landlord himself who
ushered Robert into a dreary wUdemess of poHshed mahogany
tables and horsehair-cushioned chairs, which he caUed tha
coftee-room.
Mr. Audley seated himself close to the wide steel fender, and
stretched his cramped legs upon the hearthrug, while the landlord drove the poker into the vast pile of coal, and sent a ruddy
blaze roaring upward through the chimney.
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" If you would prefer a private room, sir
" the man began.
"No, thank you," said Robert, indifferently; "this room
«eems quite private enough just now. If you will order me a
mutton chop and a pint of sherry, I shaU be obHged."
" Certainly, su-."
" And I shaU be stiU more obHged if you wUl favour me with
a few minutes' conversation before you do so."
" With very great pleasure, sir," the landlord answered, good
aaturedly. " "We see so very Httle company at this season of
the year, that we are only too glad to obHge those gentlemen
who do risit us. Any information which I can afford you
respecting the neighbourhood of WUdernsea and its attractions,"
added the landlord, unconsciously quoting a smaU hand-book
of the wateruig-place which he sold in the bar, " I shall be
most happy to "
" But I don't want to know anything about the neighbourhood of WUdernsea," interrupted Robert, with a feeble protest
against the landlord's volubUity. " I want to ask you a few
questions about some people who once Hved here."
The landlord bowed and smUed, with an air which impHed
his readiness to recite the biographies of aU past and present
inhabitants of the Httle seaport, if required by Mr. Audley
to do so.
" How many years have you Hved here ? " Robert asked,
taking his memorandum-book from his pocket. " WiU it annoy
you if I make notes of your repHes to my questions ? "
" Not at -all, SU-," repHed the landlord, with a pompous '•Tiiojment cf the air of solemnity and importance which pervaded
this business. "Any infoiination which'I can afford that ia
Hkely to be of ultimate value
"
" Yes, thank you," Robert murmured, interrupting the flow
of words. " You have Hved here
"
" Six years, sir."
" Since the year fifty-three ? "
" Since November in the year fifty-two, sir. I was in business in HuU prior to that time. This house was only completed
in the October before I entered it."
" Do you remeaiber a Heutenant in the navy, on half-pay I
beHeve at that time, caUed Maldon ? "
" Captain Maldon, sir ? "
" Yes, commonly caUed Captain Maldon. I see you do samember him."
" Yes, sir. Captain Maldon was one of our best customera
He used to spend his evenings in this very room, though tne
waUs were damp at that time, and we weren't able to paper
the place for nearly a twelvemonth afterwards. His daughter
married a young officer that came here with his regiment at
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Christmas time in fifty-two. They were married here, sir, and
they traveUed on the Continent for six months, and came back
here again. But the gentleman ran away to Australia, ar.d
left the lady, a week or two after her baby was bom. Tha
business made quite a sensation in WUdernsea, sir, and Mrsi
•—Mrs.—I forget the name
"
" Mrs. Talboys," suggested Robert.
"To be sure, rir, "ilrs. Talboya. Mrs. Talboys was very
much pitied by the Wildernsea folks, sir, I was going to say,
for she was very pretty, and had such nice winning ways, that
she was a favourite with everybody who knew her."
"Can you teU me how long Mr. Maldon and his daughter
remriuied at WUdernsea after Mr. Talboys left them P " Robert
as'ked.
" Vi^ell—no, sir," answered the landlord, after a few momenta'
deHberation. " I can't say exactly how long it was. I linow
Mr. Maldon used to sit here in this very parlour, and tell
people how badly his daughter had been treated, and how he'd
been deceived by a young man he'd put so much confidence in;
but I can't say how long it was before he left WUdemsea.
But Mrs. Barkamb could teU you, sir," added the landlord,
briskly.
"Mrs. Barkamb?"
" Yes, Mrs. Barkamb is the person who owns No. 17, North
Cottages, the house in which Mr. Maldon and his daughter
Hved. She's a nice, ciril-spoken, motherly woman, sir, and I'm
sure she'U tell you anytliing you may want to know."
"Thank you, I will caU upon Mrs. Barkamb to-morrow
Stay—one more question. Should you recognize Mrs. Talboya
if you were to see her ? "
" Certainly, sir. As sure as I should recognize one of my
own daughters."
Robert Audley wrote Mrs. Barkamb's address in his pocketbook, ate his soHtary dinner, drank a couple of glasses of sherry,
smoked a cigar, and then retired to the apartment in which a fiira
had been Hghted for his comfort.
He soon fell asleep, wom out with the fatigue of hurrying
from place to place during the last two days; but lus slumber
was not a heavy one, and he heard the disconsolate moaning of
the wind upon the sandy wastes, and the long waves rolHng in
monotonously upon the flat shore. Mingled with these dismal
sounds, the melancholy thoughts engendered by his joyless
journey repeated themselves in ever-varying succession in the
chaos of his slumbering brain, and made themselves into risiong
of things that never had been and never could be njon thia
earth; but which had some vague relation to real events remembered W the sleeper.
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In those troublesome dreams he saw Audley Court, rootei
up from amidst the green pastures and the shady hedgerow?
of Essex, standing bare and unprotected upon that desolata
northern shore, thi-eateiied by the rapid rising of a boisterous
sea, whose waves seemed gathering upward to descend and
crush the house he loved. As the huiTying waves rolled
nearer and nearer to the stately mansion, the sleeper beheld a
pale, starry face looking out of the sUvery foam, and knew
that it was my lady, transformed into a mermaid, beckoning
his uncle to destruction. Beyond that rising sea great masses
of cloud, blacker than the blackest ink, more dense than the
darkest night, lowered upon the dreamer's eye; but as he
looked at the dismal horizon the storm-clouds slowly parted,
and from a narrow rent in the darkness a ray of Hght streamed
out upon the hideous waves, which slowly, very slowly, receded, leaving the old mansion safe and firmly rooted on the
shore.
Robert awoke with the memory of this dream in his mind,
and a sensation of physical reHef, as if some heavy weight,
which had oppressed him aU the night, had been Hfted from his
breast.
He feU asleep again, and did not wake untU the broad winter
BunHght shone upon the vTindow-blind, and the slu-ill voice of
the chamber-maid at his door announced that it was half-past
eight o'clock. At a quarter before ten he had left the Victoria
Hotel, and was making his way along the lonely platform in
front of a row of shadowless houses that faced the sea.
This row of hard, uncompromising, square-built habitation's
stretched away to the Httle harbour, in which two or three me* chant vessels and a couple of coUiers were anchored. Beyond
the harbour there loomed, gi-ey and cold upon the wintry horizon, a dismal barrack, parted frosa the WUdernsea houses by a
narrow creek spanned by a,n iron drawbridge. The scarlet coat
of the sentinel who walked backwards and forwards between two
cannons, placed at remote angles before the barrack wall, was
the only scrap of colour that relieved the neutral-tinted picture
of the grey stone houses and the leaden sea.
On one side of the harbour a long stone pier stretched out far
away into the loneHness of the sea, as if built for the special
Jocommodation of some modem Timon, too misanthropical to l>e
latisfied even by the soHtude of WUdernsea, and anrious to get
still farther away from his feUow-creatures.
It was OB that pier George Talboys had first met his wife,
•juder the yellow glory of a sunny sky, and to the music of a
paying band. It was there that the young comet had first
yielded to that sweet delusion, that fatal infatuation which had
exercised so dark an influence upon his after-life.
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Robert looked savagely at the soHtary watering-place—th<
ahabby seaport.
" I t is such a place as this," he thought, " that works a strong
man's ruin. He comes here, heart-whole and happy, vrith no
better experience of woman than is to be learnt at a flower-show
or in a baU-room; with no more familiar knowledge of the
creature than he has of the far-away sateUites of the remoter
planets; vrith a vague notion that she is a whirHng teetotum in
pink or blue gauze, or a gracefid automaton for the display of
miUiners' manufacture. He comes to some place of this kind,
and the imiverse is suddenly narrowev 'nto about half a do7«»
acres; the mighty scheme of creation is v_"^'hed into a bandboi
The far-away creatures whom he had seen Uoating about him.,
beautiful and indistinct, are brought under his very nose; ajid
before he has time to recover his bewUderment, hey, presto! tht
witchcraft has begun: the magic circle is drawn around him, the
speUs are at work, the whole formula of sorceiy is in fuU play,
and the rictim is as powerless to escape as the marble-legged
prince in the Eastern story."
Ruminating in this wise, Robert Audley reached the house to
which he had been cHrected as the residence of Mrs. Barkamb,
He was admitted immediately by a prim, elderly servant, who
ushered him into a sitting-room as prim and elderly-looking aa
herself. Mrs. Barkamb, a comfortable matron of about siri;y
years of age, was sitting in an arm-chau- before a bright fire
burning in a grate that was resplendent with newly-poHshed
black lead. An elderly terrier, whose black-and-tan coat was
thickly sprinkled with grey, reposed in Mrs. Barkamb's lap.
Every object in the quiet sitting-room had an elderly aspect;
that aspect of simple comfort and precision which is the outwai-d
eridence of inward repose.
" I should Hke to Hve here," Robert thought, " and watch the
grey sea slowly rolling over the grey sand under the stiU grey
sky. I should like to Hve here, and teU the beads upon my
rosary, and repent and rest."
He seated lumself in the arm-chair opposite Mrs. Barkaml\ at
that lady's invitation, and placed his hat upon the ground. The
elderly terrier descended from his mistress's lap to bark at and
othei-wise take objection to this hat.
" You were wishuig, I suppose, sir, to take one—be quiet,
Dash—one of the cottages," suggested IMrs. Barkamb, whose
mind ran in one narrow groove, and whose Hfe during the Isat
twenty years had been an unvarying round of house-letting.
Robert Audley explained the purpose of liis visit.
" I come to ask one simple question," he said, in conclusion,
" I wish to discover the exact date of Mrs. Tall'oy-s' departure
Cfom Wildernsea. The proprietor of the Victoria Hotel m-
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fiiriiiod me that you were the most likely person to afford me
that information."
Mrs. Barkamb deHberated for some moments.
" I can give you the date of Captain Maldon's departure."
she said, " for he left No. 17 considerably in my debt, and I have
the whole business in black and white; but with regard to Mrs.
Talboys
"
Mrs. Barkamb paused for a few moments before resuming,
" You are aware that Mrs. Talboys left rather abmptiy ? "
she asked.
" I was not aware of that fact."
" Indeed! Yes, she left abruptiy, poor Httie woman! She
tried to support herself after her husband's desertion by giving
music lessons; she was a very brilHant pianist, and succeeded
pretty weU, I beHeve. But I suppose her father took her money
from her, and spent it in pubHc-houses. However that might
be, they had a very serious misunderstanding one night; and
the next mcrning Mrs. Talboys left WUdernsea, leaving her Httle
boy, who was out at nm-se in the neighbourhood."
" But you cannot teU me the date of her departure ? "
" I'm afraid not," answered Mrs. Barkamb ; " and yet, stay.
Captain Maldon wrote to me upon the day his daughter left. He
was Ul very great distress, poor old gentleman, and he alwaysi
came to me m lus troubles. If I could find that letter, it might
be dated, you know—mightn't it, now ? "
Mr. Audley said that it was only probable the letter wa,3
dated.
Mrs. Barkamb retired to a table in the window on whiclj
stood an old-fashioned mahogany desk fined with green baize,
and suffering from a plethora of documents, which oozed out of
it in every du-ection. Letters, receipts, biUs, inventories, ajid
tax-papers, were mingled m hopeless confusion; and amongst
these Mrs. Barkamb set to work to search for Captain Maldo:i'a
letter.
Mr. Audley waited very patiently, watching the grey clouds
sailing across the grey sky, the grey vessels gHding past upon
5xe grey sea.
After about ten minutes' search, and a great deal of rustfing,
crackhng, folding and unfolding of the papers, Mrs. Barkamb
uttered an exclamation of triumph.
" I've got the letter," she said; " and there's a note inside it
from Mrs. Talboys."
Robert Audley's pale face flushed as he stretched out his
hand to receive the papers.
" The person who stole Helen Maldon's love-letters from
George's trunk in my chambers might have spared himself th<"
trouDie," he thought.
N
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Tho letter from the old Heutenant was not long, bat almost
every other word was underscored.
" My generous friend," the ^vriter began
[Mr. Maldon had tried the lady's generosity pretty severely
during his residence in her house, rarely paying his rent until
threatened vrith the obnorious presaice of the broker's man.]
" I am in the depths of despair. My daughter has left me 1
You may imagine my feelings! We had a few words last night
upon the subject of money matters, which subject has always
been a disagreeable one between us, and on rising this morning
I found that I was deserted! The enclosed from Helen was
waiting for me on the parlour table.
" Yours in distraction and despair,
" HENBY MALDON.

" North Cottages, August 16th, 1854."
The note from Mrs. Talboys was stUl more brief. I t began
abruptly thus:—
" I am weary of my Hfe here, and vrish, if I can, to find u
new one. I go out into the world dissevered from eveiy link
which binds me to the hateful past, to seek another home and
another fortune. Forgive me if I have been fretful, capricious,
changeable. You should forgive me, for you know ivhy I have
been so. You know the secret which is the key to my Hfe.
" HELEN TALBOYS."

These lines were written in a hand that Robert Audley knew
only too weU.
He sat for a long time pondering sUently over the lett>3r
written by Helen Talboys.
What was the meamng of those two last sentences—"You
should forgive me, for you know why I have been so. Ycu
know the secret which is the key to my Hfe ? "
He wearied his brain in endeavouruig to find a clue to the
sigiHfication of those two sentences. He could remember
nothing, nor could he imagine anything that would throw a
Hght upon their meaning. The date of Helen's departure,
according to Mr. Maldon's letter, was the 16th of August,
1854. Miss Tonks had declared that Lucy Graham entered
the school at Orescent Villas upon the 17tli or 18tli of Augu.st
in the same year. Between the departure of Helen Talboya
from the Yorkshu-e watering-place, and the arrival of Lucy
Graham at the Brompton school, not more than eight-and-forty
hours could have elapsed. This made a very small Hnk in tlie
chain of circumstantial eridence, perhaps; but it was a lint,
nevertheless, and it fitted neatly into ite place.
" Did Mr. Maldon hear from his daughter afW she lef^
Wildernsea? " Robert a.sked-
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"Well, I beUer^e he did hear from her," Mis. Barkamb
answered; " but I didn't see much of the old gentleman after
that August. I was obHged to seU him up in November, poor
fellow, for he owed me fifteen months' rent; and it was only b?
selling his poor Httle bits of fumitui-e that I could get him
out of my place. We parted very good friends in spite of nW^
sending in the brokers; and the old gentleman went to Lond<m
with the chUd, who was scarcely a twelvemonth old."
Mrs. Barkamb had nothing more to tell, and Robert had no
further questions to ask. He requested permission to retain
the two letters written by the Heutenant and his daughter, and
left the house with them in his pocket-book.
He walked straight back to the hotel, where he caUed for a
time-table. An express for London left Wildernsea at a
quarter-past one. Robert sent his portmanteau to the station,
paid his bUl, and walked up and dovsm the stone terrace fronting
the sea, waiting for the starting of the train.
" I have traced the histories of Lucy Graham and Helen
Talboys to a vanishing point," he thought; " my next business
is to discover the history of the woman who Hes buried in
Ventnor churchyard."
CHAPTER XXIXHIDDEN IN THE GRAVE.
UPON his return from Wildernsea, Robert Audley found a letter
from his cousin, AHcia, awaiting him at liis chambers.
" P a p a is much better," the young lady wrote, "and ia very
anrious to have you at the Court. For some inexpHcable
reason, my step-mother has taken it into her head that your
resence la extremely desirable, and worries me with her
•ivoloua questions about your movements. So pray come
without delay, and set these people at rest. Your affectionate
cousin,
A. A."
" So my lady is anxious to know my movements," thought
Robert Audley, as he sat brooding and smoking by his lonely
fireside. " She is anrious; and she questions her step-daughtei
in that pretty, chUdlike manner which has such a bewitching
air of innocent frivoHty. Poor little creature; poor unhappy
little golden-haired sinner; the battle between us si?ems terribly
unfair. "Why doesn't she mn away while there is stUl time?
I have given her fair warning, I have shown her my cards, and
worked openly enough in this business. Heaven knows. "Why
doesn't she run away ?"
He repeated this question again and again as he fiUed and
amptied his rr.eerschanm, surroupsl-ng himself with the blua
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vapour from his pipe untU he looked Hke some modem magician,
pondeiing amidst the fumes of his laboratory.
" Why doesn't she run away p I wUl bring no needless
shame upon that house, of aU other houses upon this wide
eai-th. I would only do my duty to my missing friend, and
to that brave and generous man who has pledged his faith to a
wortlUess woman. Heaven knows I have no wish to pumsh.
Heaven knows I was never born to bo the avenger of guUt
or the persecutor of the guUty. I only wish to do my duty.
I wUl give her one more waming, a fuU and fair one, and
then"
His thoughts wandered away to that gloomy prospect in
which he saw no gleam of brightness t a refieve the dull, black
obscurity that encompassed the futiu-e, shutting in his pathway
on every side, and spreading a dense curtain aiound and about
him, which Hope was powerless to penetrate. He was for
ever haunted by the rision of Iris uncle's anguish, for ever
tortm-ed by the thought of that nrin and desolation wliich,
being brought about by his instrumeiitafity, would seem in a
manner his handiwork. But amid all, and thi-ough all, Clara
Talboys, \rith an imperious gesture, beckoned him onwards to
her brother's unknown gi-avc.
" ShaU I go down to Southampton," he thought, " and endeavour to discover the history of the woman who died at
Ventnor? ShaU I work underground, bribing the paltiy
issistants in that foul conspiracy, untU I find my way to the
thrice guilty princii^al P No ! not tUl I have tried other means
of discovering the truth. ShaU I go to that miserable old man,
and charge lum with his share in the shameful trick which I
beHeve to have been played upon my poor friend ? No; I will
not tortm-e that terror-stricken wretch as I tortiu-ed him a few
weeks ago. I wUl go straight to the arch-consphator, and
mU tear away the beautiful m l under wluch she hides her
wickedness, and wiU \vTing from her the seeret of my friend's
fate, and banish her for ever from the house Nvliich her prescuci'
has iDoUuted "
He started early the next moming for Essex, and reached
Audley before eleven o'clock.
Early as it was, my lady was out. She had gone to Chelmsford ui:)on a shoppuig expecH'*:ion \rith her step-daughter. She
had several caUs to make in the nc^ighbourhood of the town,
and was not Hkely to return until dinner-time. Sir Mjchael'a
health was very much improved, and he would come downstairs in tho afternoon. Would Mr. Audley go to his uncle'a
room P
No: Robf/rt had no vfiah to meet that generous kinsman,
t could he say to him P How could he smooth the way to
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rtio trouble that was to come?—how lessen the force of the
cmel blow that was to fall upon that noble and trusting heart ?
" If I could forgive her the wrong done to my friend,"
Robert thought, " I should stUl abhor her for the misery her
guUt must bring upon the man who has beHeved in her and
loved her."
He told his uncle's servant that he would stroll into the
rillage, and return before dinner. He walked slowly away from
the Court, strolling across the meadows between his uncle's
house and the rillage, purposeless and indifferent, with the
great trouble and perplerity of his life stamped upon his face
and reflected in his manner.
" I will go into the churchyard," he thought, " and stare at
the tombstones. There is nothing I can do that vrill make me
more gloomy than I am."
He was in those very meadows through which he had hurried
from Audley Court to the station upon the September day in
which George Talboys had disappeared. He looked at the pathway by which he had gone upon that day, and remembered his
unaccustomed hurry, and the vague feeling of terror which had
taken possession of him immediately upon losing sight of his
friend.
" "Why did that unaccountable terror seize upon me P " he
thought. " Why was it that I saw some strange mystery in
my friend's disappearance P Was it a monition or a monomania ? "What if I am wrong after all ? What if tins chain of
evidence which I have constructed link by Hnk is woven out
of my own foUy P "Wliat if this ecHflce of horror and suspicion
ia a mere coUection of crotchets—the nervous fancies of a hypochondriacal ba chelor ? Mr. Harcourt Talboys sees no meaning
in the events out of which I have created a horrible mystery. I
lay the separate Hnks of the chain before him, and he cannot
recognize their fitness. He is unable to put them together
Oh, my God, if it shordd be in myself all tlus time that the
misery Hes! if
," he smUed bitterly, and shook his head.
" I have the handwriting in my pocket-book which is the eridence of the conspiracy," he thought. " It remains for me to
discover the darker half of my lady's secret."
He avoided the village, still keepuig to the meadows. Tho
church lay a Httle way back from the straggling High Street,
and a rough wooden gate opened from the churchyard into a
broad meadow, that was bordered by a running stream, and
sloped down into a grassy vaUey dotted with groups of cattle.
Robert slowly ascended the narrow hill-side pathway leading
up to the gate in the churchyard. The quiet of the lonely
landscape harmonized with his own gloom. The soHtary figure
of an old man HobbHng towards a stile at the farther end of th/>
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wide meadow was the only human creature visible upon tua
•u-ea over which the young banister looked. The smoke slowly
ascending from the scattered houses in the long High Street
was the only eridence of human life. The slow progress ef tlie
hands of the old clock in the church steeple was the only token
by wluch a traveUer could perceive that the sluggish course
of rural time had not come to a fuU stop in the village ol
Audley.
Yes, there was one other sign. As Robert opened the gate
of the chui-chyard, and stroUed Hstlessly into the Httie enclosure, he became aware of the solemn music of an organ, audible
through a half-open window in the tower.
He stopped and Hstened to the slow harmonies of a dreamy
melody that sounded Hke an extempore composition by some
accompHshed player.
" "^"^Tio would ha-^-e beHeved that Audley Church coiUd boast
mch an organist?" thought Robert. ""When last I was here,
the national schoolmaster used to accompany his chUdren vrith
a primitive performance of common chords. I didn't think the
old organ had such music in it."
He fingered at the gate, not caring to break the lazy speU
woven about him by the monotonous melancholy of the
orgfinist's performance. The tones of the mstrument, now
swelling to their fullest power, now sinking to a low, whispering
softness, floated towards Him upon the misty winter atmosphere,
and had a soothing influence, that seemed to comfort him m his
trouble.
He closed the gate softly, and crossed the Httle patch of
gravel before the door of the church. This door had been left
ajar—by the organist, perhaps. Robert Audley pushed it open,
and walked into the square porch, from which a flight of nanow
stone steps wound upwards to the organ-loft and the belfry.
Mr. Audley took off lus hat, and opened the door between the
orch and the body of the church. He stepped softly into the
oly edifice, which had a damp, mouldy smell upon week-days.
He walked down the narrow aisle to the altar-raUs, and from
that point of observation took a sun-ey of the church. The
Httle gallery was exactly opiDosite to him, but the scanty green
ciu-tains before the organ were closely drawn, and he could not
get a gHmpse of the player.
The music still roUed on. The organist had wandered into a
melody of Mendelssohn's, a strain whose dreamy sadness went
ctraight to Robert's heart. He loitered in the nooks and
comers of the church, examining the dilapidated memorials of
the weU-nigh forgotten dead, and Hstening to this music.
" If my poor friend, George Talboys, had died in my arms,
and I had buried him in thia quiet church, in one of the vaulta
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over which I tread to-day, how much anguish of mind, vacUlation, and torment I might have escaped," thought Robert
Audley, as he read the faded inscriptions upon tablets of discoloured marble: " I shoiUd have known his fate—I should
have known his fate! Ah, how much there wotUd have been in
that! I t is tlus miserable uncertainty, this horrible suspicion,
which has poisoned my very Hfe."
He looked at his watch.
" Half-past one," he muttered. " I shaU have to wait four or
five dreary hours before my lady comes home from her moming
calls. Her moming caUs—^her pretty risits of ceremony or
friendliness. Good heavens! what an actress this woman is.
"Wliat an arch trickster—what an all-accompHshed deceiver.
But she shaU play her pretty comedy no longer under my
uncle's roof. I have diplomatized long enough. She haa
refused to accept an indirect waming. To-night I will speak
plainly."
The music of the organ ceased, and Robert heard the closing
01 '"jhe instrument.
* I'U have a look at this new organist," he thought, "who
can afford to bm-y his talents at Audley, and play Mendelssohn's
finest fugues for a stipend of sixteen pounds a-year." He
Hngered in the porch, waiting for the organist to descend the
awkward Httle staircase. In the weary trouble of his mind,
and with the prospect of getting through the five hours in the
best way he could, Mr. Audley was glad to cultivate any diversion of thought, however idle. He therefore freely indulged his
curiosity about the new organist.
The first person who appeared upon the steep stone steps was
a boy in corduroy trousers and a dark Hnen smock-frock, who
shambled down the stairs with a good deal of unnecessary
clatter of his hobnaUed shoes, and who was red in the face from
the exertion of blowins: the bellows of the old organ. Close
behind this boy came a young lady, very plainly dressed in a
black silk gown and a large grey shawl, who started and turned
pale at the sight of Mr. AucUey.
This young lady was Clara Talboys.
Of aU. people in the world she was the last whom Robert
either expected or wished to see. She had told him that she
was going to pay a risit to some friends who lived in Essex;
but the county is a vride one, and the viUage of AucUey one of
the most obscure and least frequented spots in the whole of ita
extent. That the sister of his lost friend should be here—here,
where she could watoh his every action, and from those actiona
deduce the secret workings of his mind, tracing his doubta
Lome to their object—made a compHeation of his difficulties
that he could never have anticipated
Tt brought him back ta
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that consciousness of his own helplessness, in which he had
exclaimed—
" A hand that is stronger than my own is beckoning mo
.mward on the dark road which leads to my lost friend's unknown grave."
Clara Talboys was the fii'st to speak.
" You are surprised to see me here, Mr. Audley," she said.
" Very much surprised."
" I told you that I was coming to Essex. I left home tlie
day before yesterday. I was leaving home when I received
your telegraphic message. The friend with whom I am staying
IS Mrs. Martyn, the wife of the new rector of Mount Stanning.
I came down this moming to see the rillage and church, and
as Mrs. Martyn had to pay a risit to the schools with the
curate and his wife, I stopped here and amused myself by
trying the old otgan. I was not aware tUl I came here that
there was a rillage caUed AucUey. The place takes its name
from your famUy, I suppose ? "
" I beHeve so," Robert answered, wondering at the lady's
cahnnPBS, in contradistinction to his own embarrassment. " I
have a vague recollection of hearing the story of some ancestor
who was called Audley of Audley in the reign of Edward the
Fourth. The tomb inside the raUs near the altar belongs to
one of the knights of Audley, but I have never taken the
trouble to post myself in the history of his achievements^
Are you going to wait here for your friends, Miss Talboys?"
" Yes; they are to return here for me after they have finished
their roimds."
"And you go back to Motmt Stanning with them this
afternoon?"
" Yes."
Robert stood with his hat in his hacd looking absently out
at the tombstones and the low waU of the churchy-ard. Clara
Talboys watched his pale face, haggard under the deepening
shadow that had rested upon it so long.
" You have been Ul since I saw you last, Mr. Audley," she
said, in a low voice which had the same melodious sadness as
the notes of the old organ under her touch.
" No, I have not been Ul; I have been only harassed, wearied
by a hundred doubts and perplerities."
He was thinking as he spoke to her—" How much does she
guess P How much does she sn.spect ?"
He had told the story of George's disappearance and of his
own suspicions, suppressing only the names of those concerned
in the mystery; but what if tlus girl should fathom the slender
disguise, and discover for herself that which he ha:d chosen to
mt^oldP
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Her grave eyes were fixed upon his face, and he knew that she
was trying to read the innermost secrets of his mind.
" "VVhat am I in her hands ?" he thought. " "What am I in
the hands of this woman, who has my lost friend's face and the
awful wisdom of PaUas Athene ? She reads my pitiful, vacillating soul, and plucks the thoughts out of my brain vrith tho
magic of her solemn brown eyes. How unequal the fight must
be between us, and how can I ever hope to conquer against the
strength of her beauty and her vrisdom P "
Mr. Audley was clearing his throat preparatory to bidding
his beautiful companion good morning, and making his escape
from the thraldom of her presence into the lonely meadow
outside the churchyard, when Clara Talboys arrested 'him by
speaking upon that very subject which he was most anrious to
avoid.
" You promised to write to me, Mr. Audley," she said, " if
you made any discovery which carried you nearer to the mystery
of my brother's disappearance. You have not written to me,
and I imagine, therefore, that you have discovered notlung."
Robert Audley was silent for some moments. How could
he answer this direct question ?
" The chain of circumstantial eridence which unites the
mystery of your brother's fate with the person whom I suspect,"
he said, after a pause, " is formed of very slight Hnks. I tliink
that I have added another link to that chain since I saw you
in Dorsetshire."
" And you refuse to teU me what it is that you have discovered."
" Only until I have discovered more."
" I thought from your message that you were going to WUdernsea."
" I have been there."
" Indeed! I t was there that you made some discovery,
then?"
" I t was," answered Robert. "You must remember. Miss
Talboys, that the sole ground upon which my suspicions rest is
the identity of two uidiriduals who have no apparent connection—the identity of a person who is supposed to be dead with
one who is firing. The conspiracy of which I believe youi
brother to have been the rictim hinges upon this. If his wife,
Helen Talboys, died when the papers recorded her death—if
the woman who Hes buried in Ventnor churchyard was indeed
the woman whose name is inscribed on the headstone of the
grave—I have no case, I have no clue to the mystery of yonr
brother's fate. I am about to put this to the test. I beHeve
that I am now in a position to play a bold game, and I believe
that I shaU soon arrive at the truth."
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H e spoke in a low voice, and with a solemn enqihasis thai
betrayed the intensity of his feeUng. ^liss Talboys stretched out
her ungloved hand, and laid it on his o^vn. The cold touch of
that slender hand sent a sluvering tlu-UI through lus frame.
" You wiU not suffer my brother's fate to remain a mystery,
Mr. Audley," she said, quietly. " I know t h a t you vriU do your
duty to y^oiu- friend."
The rector's wife and her two companions entered the churchyard as Clai-a Talboys srid tlus. Robert Audley pressed the
hand t h a t rested iu his own, and raised it to his Hps.
" I am a lazy, good-for-notlung fellow, ]\riss Talboys," he
said; " b u t if I could restore vour brother George to Ufe and
happiness, I should cai'e veiy httie for any sacrifice of ray own.
I fear t h a t the most I can do is to fathom the secret of lus fato ;
and in doing t h a t I must saci-ifice those who are dearer to me
t h a n myseU'."
H e p u t on his hat and hurried away through the gateway
leatHng into the field as Mrs. i l a r t y n came u p to the porch.
" Who is t h a t handsome young m a n I caught ti'tc-a-tcte with
you, C l a r a ? " she asked, laughing.
" H e is a Mr. Audley, a friend of my poor brother's."
" Indeed! H e is some relation of Sir Michael Audley, I
suppose ? "
" Sir :\tichael Audley ! "
" Yes, my dear; the most important personage in the parish
of Audley. B u t we'U caU at the Court iu a day or two, and
you sliaU see the baronet and his pretty young wife."
" H i s young wife !" repeated Clara Talboys, looking earnestly
t t her friend. " H a s Sir Michael Audley lately m a m e d ? "
" Yes. H e was a widower for sixteen years, and m a n i e d a
penniless young governess about a year and a half ago. The
"tory is qiute romantic, and Lady Audley is considered the beUe
of the county. B u t come, my dear Clara, the pony is tired of
vraiting for us, and we've a long drive before dinner."
Clara Talboys took her seat in tiie little basket-carriage which
w.is waiting at the principal g.ite of the churchyard in the care
of the boy who had blown the organ-bellows. INIrs. iMartyn
shook the reins, and the sturdy chestnut cob trotted off in tlie
direction of Mc'>uiit Stanning.
" W i U you tell me more about this Lady Audley, F a n n y ? "
Miss Talboys said, after a long pause. " I want to know aU
about her. Have you heard her maiden name ? "
" Y e s ; she was a Miss Graham."
" A n d she is very pretty ? "
" Yes, very, very pretty. R a t h e r a chUdish beauty though,
V. ith large clear blue eyes, and pale golden ringlets, t h a t fall in
a feathery shower over her throat and shoulders."
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Clara Talboys was sUent. She did not ask any further qnegIdons about my lady.
She was thinking of a passage in that letter which George had
written to her during his honeymoon—a passage in which ho
said:—" My chUdish Httle wife is watching me as I write this.
Ah ! how I wish you could see her, Clara! Her eyes are as blue
and as clear as the skies on a bright summer's day, and her hair
faUs about her face Hke the pale golden halo you see round the
head of a Madonna in an Italian picture."

CHAPTER XXX.
IN

THE

LIME-WALK,

ItoBERT AUDLEY was loitering upon the broad grass-plat in
front of the Court as the carriage containing my lady and Alicia
drove under the archway, and drew up at the turret-door. ]\Ir.
Audley presented hunself in time to hand the ladies out of the
vehicle.
My lady looked very pretty in a delicate blue velvet bonnet
and the sables wluch her nephew had bought for her at St.
Petersburg. She seemed very well pleased to see Robert, and
fliniled most bewitchingly as she gave him her exquisitely gloved
little hand.
" So you have come back to us, truant ?" she said, laughing.
" And now that you have returned, we shall keep you prisoner.
We -won't let him run away again, will we, Alicia ?"
Miss Audley gave her head a scornful toss, that shook the
heavy curls imder her cavaHer hat.
" I have nothing to do with the movements of so en-atic an
indirid:ial," she said. " Since Robert Audley has taken it into
his head to conduct himself like some ghost-haunted hero in a
German story, I have given up attempting to understand him."
Mr. Audley looked at liis cousin with an expression of seriocomic perplerity. " She's a nice girl," he thought, " but she's a
nuisance. I don't know how it is, but she seems more a
nuisance than she used to be."
He pulled his moustache reflectively as he considered thia
question. His mind wandered away for a few moments from
the great trouble of his fife to dweU upon this minor perplexity.
" She's a dear girl," he thought; " a generous-hearted, bouncing, noble English lassie, and yet
" He lost himself in a
quagmire of doubt and difficulty. There was some hitch ui his
mind which he could not understand; some change in himself,
beyond the change made in him by his anrietv about George
Talboys, which mystified and bewildered him.
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" And pray where have yon been wandering during the lad
day or two, Mr. Audley ?" asked my lady, as she fingered wit!
her step-daughter upon the threshold of the turret-door, waiting
until Robert, should be pleased to stand aside and allow them tn
lass. The young man started as she asked this question, ai
ooked up at her suddenly. Something in the aspect of er
bright young beauty, something in the chUdish innocence of her
expression, seemed to smite him to the heart, and his face grew
pale as he looked at her.
" I have been
in Yorkshire," he said ; " at the little watering-place where my poor friend George Talboys Hved at the time
of his marriage."
The white change in my lady's face was the only sign of her
haring heard these words. She smiled, a faint, sickly sinUe, and
tried to pass her husband's nephew.
" I must dress for dinner," she said. " I am going to a dinnerparty, Mr. Audley; please let me go in."
" I must ask you to spare me half an hour. Lady Audley,"
Robert answered, in a low voice. " I came down to Es ex on
purpose to speak to you."
" "What about ?" asked my lady.
She had recovered herself from any shock which she might
have sustained a few moments before, and it was in her usu al
manner that she asked this question. Her face expressed the
mingled bevrilderment and curiosity of a puzzled child, rather
than the serious surprise of a woman.
" What can you want to talk to me about, Mr. Audley P" she
repeated.
" I wiU teU you when we are alone," Robert said, glancing at
Ins cousin, who stood a Httle way behind my lady, watching thia
confidential dialogue.
" He is in love with my step-mother's wax-doU beauty,"
thought Alicia, " and it is for her sake he has become such a
disconsolate object. He's just the sort of person to fall in love
with his aunt."
Miss Audley walked away to the grass-plat, turning her back
upon Robert and my lady.
" TTie absurd creature turned as white as a sheet when he saw
her," she thought. " So he can be in love, after all. That slow
lump of torpidity he calls his heart can beat, I suppose, once in
a quarter of a century: but it seems that nothing but a blueeyed wax doll can set it going. I should have given him up
long ago if I'd known that his ideal of beauty was to be found in
a toy-shop."
Poor AHcia crossed the grass-plat and disappeared upon tha
opposite side of the quadrangle, where there waa a Gothic gate
that communicated with the stables. I am sorry to say tnai Sir
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Michael Audley's daughter went to seek consolation from hei
dog Csesar and her chestnut mare Atalanta, whose loose box
the young lady was in the habit of risiting every day.
" WUl you come into the Hme-walk, Lady Audley ?" saicj
Robert, as his cousin left the garden. " I wish to talk to you
without fear of interruption or obseiwation. I thuik we could
choose no safer place than that. WUl you come there vritlj
me?"
" If you please," answered my lady. Mr. Audley could see
that she was trembHng, and that she glanced from side to side,
ae if looking for some outlet by which she might escape him.
" You are shivering. Lady Audley," he said.
" Yes, I am very cold. I would rather speak to you some
other day, please. Let it be to-morrow, if you wUl. I have to
dress for dinner, and I wajit to see Sir Michael; I have not seen
him since ten o'clock this morning. Please let it be to-morrow."
There was a painful piteousness in her tone, unspeakably pauiful to Robert's heart. Horrible images arose in his mind as he
looked down at that fair young face and thought of the task that
lay before him.
" I must speak to you, Lady Audley," he said. " If I am
cruel, it is you who have made me cruel. You might have
escaped this ordeal. You might have avoided me. I gave you
fair waming. But you have chosen to defy me, and it is your
own folly which is to blame if I no longer spare you. Come
with me. I tell you again I must speak to you."
There was a cold determination in his tone which silenced my
lady's objections. She foUowed him submissively to the Httle
iron gate which communicated with the long garden behind the
house—the garden in which a Httle rustic wooden bridge led
across the quiet fish-pond into the Hme-walk.
The early winter twiHght was closing in, and the intricate
tracery of the leafiess branches that over-arched the lonely pathway looked black against the cold gTey of the evening sky. The
lime-walk seemed like some cloister in this uncertain fight.
" Why do you bring me to tliis hoirible place to frighten ms
out of my poor wits ? " cried my lady, peevishly. " You ought
to know now nervous I am."
" You are nervous, my lady P "
"Yes, dreadfully nervous. I am worth a fortune to poor
Mr. Dawson. He is always senduig me camphor, and sal volatUe, and red lavender, and aU kinds of abominable mixtures,
but he can't cure me."
" Do you remember what Macbeth tells his physician, my
lady ? " asked Robert, gravely. " Mr. Dawson may be very
much more clever than the Scottish leech; but I doubt if eves
fcfi can minister to the mind that is diseased."
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" "Who said that my mind was diseased P " exclaimed Lady
Audley.
" I say so, my lady," answered Robert. " You teU me that
you are nervous, and that aU the medicines your doctor can
prescribe are only so much physic that might as weU be throw*
to the dogs. Let me be the physician to strike to the root of
your malady. Lady Audley. Heaven knows that I wish to be
merciful—that I would spare you as far as it is in my power tc
spare you whUe doing justice to others—but justice must be done.
ShaU I teU you why you are nervous in this house, my lady P "
" If you can," she answered, vrith a Httle laugh.
" Because for you this house is haunted."
"Haunted?"
" Yes, haunted by the ghost of George Talboys ! "
Robert Audley heard my lady's quickafced breathing, he fancied
he could almost hear the loud beating of her heart as she walked
by his side, shivering now and then, and with her sable cloak
wrapped tightly round her.
" "What do you mean ? " she cried suddenly, aft«r a pause of
some moments. " "Why do you torment me about this George
Talboys, who happens to h.ave taken it into his head to keep
out of your way for a few months ? Are you going mad,
Mr. Audley, and do you select me as the rictim of your monomania ? "What is George Talboys to me, that you shoiUd worry
me about him? "
" He was a stranger to you, my lady, was he not ?"
" Of course! " answered Lady Audley. " "What should he be
but a stranger ? "
" Shall I tell you the story of my friend's disappearance, as I
read that story, my lady ? " asked Robert.
" No," cried Lady Audley ; " I wish to know nothing of
your friend. II he is dead, I am sorry for him. If he hvcs,
I have no wish either to see him or to hear of him. Let me go
in to see my husband, if you please, Mr. Audley; unless you
wish to detain me in this gloomy place until I catch my death
of cold."
" I wish to detain you untU you have heard what I have to say,
Lady Audley," answered Robert, resolutely. " I wiU detain you
no longer than is necessary; and when you have heard me, you
shaU choose your own course of action."
" Very well, then; pray lose no time in saying what you hava
to say," repHed my lady, carelessly. " I promise to attend veiy
patiently."
""When my friend, George Talboys, retumed to England"
Robert began, gravely, " the thought which wai uppermost
his mind was the thought of his wife."
" Whom he bad deserted," said my lady, quickly. '' At
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least," she added, more deHberately, " I remember your teUing us something to that effect when you first told us your
friend's story."
Robert Audley did not notice this interruption.
" The thought that was uppermost in his mind wcs the
thought of his wife," he repeated. " His fairest hope in the
future was the hope of making her happy, ai:d larishmg upon
her the fortune which he had won by the force of his own strong
arm in the gold-fields of AustraHa. I saw him vrithin a few
hours of his reaching England, and I was a witness of the
joyful pride with which he looked forward to his reunion witli
his wife. I was also a witness of the blow which struck him to
the very heart—which changed him from the man he had been,
to a creature as unHke that former self as one human being
can be unlike another. The blow which made that cruel change
was the announcement of his wife's death in the Times newspaper. I now befieve that that announcement was a black and
bitter He."
" Indeed! " said my lady ; " and wnat reason could any one
have had for announcing the death of Mrs. Talboys, if Mrs.
Talboys had been aHve ? "
" The lady herself might have had a reason," Robert answered,
quietly.
""What reason?"
"How if she had taken advantage of George's absence to
win a richer husband? How if she had married again, and
wished to throw my poor friend off the scent by this false
announcement? "
Lady AucUey shrugged her shoulders.
" Your suppositions are rather ridiculous, Mr. Audley," she
said ; " it is to be hoped that you have some reasonable grounds
for them P "
" I have examined a file of each of the newspapers pubHshed
in Chehnsford and Colchester," continued Robert, without replying to my lady's last observation, " and I find in one of the
Colchester papers, dated July the 2nd, 1857, amongst numerous
shreds and patches of miscellaneous information, a brief paragraph, extracted from a colonial newspaper, to the effect that a
Mr. George Talboys, an EngHsh gentleman, had airivecl ««,
Sydney from the gold-fields, carrying with hun nuggets and
old-dust to the amount of twenty thousand pounds, and that
e had realized his property and sailed for Liverpool in the fastsailing cHpper Argus. This is a very smaU fact, of course. Lady
Audley, but it is enough to prove that any person residing in
Essex in the July of the year fifty-seven was Hkely to become
aware of George Talboys' return from AustraHa. Do you
thUow mo? "

f
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" N o t very clearly," said my lady. ""What have the Ease^
papers to do vrith the death of Mrs. Talboys ? "
" We wUl come to that by-and-by. Lady Audley. I say that
I beHeve the announcement in the Times to have been a fal ;d
announcement, and a part of tne conspiracy which was carried
out by Helen Talboys and Lieutenant Maldon against my poor
friend."
" A conspiracy! "
" Yes, a conspiracy concocted by an artful woman, who had
speculated upon the chances of her husband's death, and had
secured a splendid position at the risk of committing a crime ;
a bold woman, my lady, who thought to play her comedy out
to the end without fear of detection; a vricked woman, who
did not care what misery she might inflict upon the honest
heart of the man she betrayed; but a fooHsh woman, who
looked at Hfe as a game of chance, in which the best player was
Hkely to hold the winning cards, forgetting that there is a
Proridence above the pitfful speculators, and that wicked secrets
aje never permitted to remain long hidden. If tlus woman of
whom I speak had never been guUty of any blacker sin than
the pubfication of that lying announcement in the Times
newsjjai^er, I should stUl hold her as the most detestable and
despicable of her sex—the most pitUess and mercenary of
human creatures. That cruel He was a base and cowardly blow
in the dark : it was the treacherous dagger-thrust of an infamous
assassin."
" But how do you know that the announcement was a false
one ? " asked my lady. " You told us that you had been to
Ventnor with Mr. Talboys to see his vrife's grave. Who was it
who died at Ventnor, if it was not Mrs. Talboys ? "
" Ah ! Lady Audley," said Robert, " that is a question which
only two or three people can answer, and one or other of those
persons shaU answer it to me before very long. I teU you, my
lady, that I am determined to unravel the mysteiy of George
Talboys' death. Do you think I am to be put off by feminine
prevarication—by womanly trickery ? No! Link by Hnk I
have put together the chain of eridence, which wants but a Hnk
h'^ro, and there to be complete in its terrible strength. Do you
think I will suffer myself to be baffled ? Do you think I ihaU
faU to discover those missing Hnks ? No, Lady Audley, I sliaU
not fail, for J know where to look for them! There is a fairhaired woman at Southampton—a woman caUed Plowson, who
has some share in the secrets of the father of my friend's wife.
I have an idea that she can help m^e to discover the history of
the woman who Hes buried in Ventnor churchyard, and I wLU
apare no trouble in making that discovery; unless
"
" Unless what? " asked my lady, eagerly
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"Unless the woman I wish to save from degradation and
punishment accepts the mercy I oflor her, and takes warning
whUe there is stUl time."
My lady shrugged her graceful shoulders, and flashed bright
defiance out of her blue eyes.
" She would be a very foolish woman if she suffered herself
to be influenced by any such absurdity," she said. " You are
hypochondriacal, Mr. Audley, and yroii must take camphor, or
red lavender, or sal volatile. "\ATiat can be more ridiculous than
this idea which you have taken into your head ? You lose your
friend George Talboys in rather a mysterious manner—that ia
to say, that gentleman chooses to leave England without givmg
you due notice. "What of that P You confess that he became
an altered man after his wife's death. He gi-ew eccentric and
misanthropical; he affected an utter indifference as to what
became of him. "What more Hkely, then, that he grew tired
of the monotony of cirilized Hfe, a,nd ran away to those savage
gold-fields to find a distraction for his grief? It is rather a
romantic story, but by no means an uncommon one. But yon
KTe not satisfied witn this simple interpretation of your friend's
disappearance, and you build up some absurd theory of a conspiracy which has no existence except in your own over-heated
brain. Helen Talboys is dead. The Times nev/spaper declares
she is dead. Her own father tells you that she is dead. The
headstone of the grave in Ventnor churchyard bears record of
her death. By what right," cried my lady, her voice rising to
that shiiU and piercing tone pecuHar to her when affected by
any intense agitation—" by what right, Mr. AucUey, do you
come to me and torment me about George Talboys—^by what
righ^ do you dare to say that his wife is still aHve ? "
"By the right of circumstantial evidence. Lady Audley,"
answered Robert; " by the right of that chcumstantial eridence
which wUl sometimes fix the guUt of a man's murder upon
that person who, on the first hearing of the case, seems of all
other men the most unHkely to be guUty."
" ^'Vliat circumstantial eridence ? "
"The eridence of time and place. T^e eridence of handwriting. "When Helen Talboys left her father's house at
WUdernsea, she left a letter behind her—a letter in which she
declared that she was weary of her old life, and that she wished
to seek a new home and a new fortune. That letter is in my
possession."
" Indeed!"
" Shall I teU you whose handwriting resembles that of Helen
Talboys so closely, that l\he most dexterous expert could perceive
flo distinction between the two ? "
" A resemblance between the handwriting of two women !.«
0
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•10 very uncommon circumstance now-a-days," rei)Ued my lady
carelessly. " I could show you the caHgraphies of half-a-dozen
of my female corresj)ondents, and defy you t o discover any
great differences in them."
" B u t what if the handwriting is a very uncommon one, presenting marked i^ecuHarities by which it m a y be recognized
among a hundred ? "
" Why, in t h a t case t h e coincidence is r a t h e r curious,"
answered my lady ; " b u t it is nothing more t h a n a coincidence.
You cannot deny t h e fact of Helen Talboys' death on the
ground t h a t her handwriting resembles t h a t of some surviving
person."
" B u t if a series of such couicid«ices lead u p to the same
point," said Robert. " Helen Talboys left her father's house,
accorcHng to t h e declaration in her own handwriting, because
she was weary of her old life, and wished to begin a new one.
Do you know w h a t I infer from this ? "
My lady shrugged her shoulders.
" I have not the least idea," she said: " and as you have
detained me in this gloomy place nearly half an hour, I must
beg t h a t you wUl release me, and allow me to go and dress for
dinner."
" No, L a d y Audley," answered Robert, with a cold sternness
t h a t was so strange to him as to transform him into another
creature—a pitiless embodiment of justice, a cruel instrament
of retribution—"no. Lady Audley," he repeated, " I have told
you t h a t womanly prevarication wiU not help y o u ; I teli you
now t h a t defiance wUl not serve you. I have dealt fairly with
you, and have given you ample w a m i n g . I gave you indirect
notice of your danger two months ago."
" W h a t do you mean ? " asked my lady, suddenly.
" Y o u did not choose to take t h a t warning, L a d y Audley,"
pursued Ilobert, " a n d the time has come in which I must
speak very plainly to you. Do you think the gifts which you
have played against fortune aro to hold you exempt from
retribution ? No, my lady, your youth and beauty, your grace
and refinement, only make the horrible secret of your life more
"horrible. I tell you t h a t the evidence against you wants only
one link to be strong enough for your condemnation, and t h a t
Hnk shall be added. Helen Talboys never r e t u m e d to her
lather's house. When she deserted t h a t jioor old father, she
went away from his hund.de shelter with tho declared intention
of washing her hands of t h a t old life. "Wliat do people generaUy do when they wish to begin a new existence—to start for
B second time in the race of life, free from the encumbrances of
their first journey ? They change their names. Lady Audley
Helen Talboys deserted her infant son—she went D way from
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WUdernsea vrith the pre-determination of sinking her identity.
She disappeared as Helen Talboys upon the 16th o!
August, 1854, and upon the 17th of that month she reappeared
as Lucy Graham, the friendless girl who undertook a profitless
duty in consideration of a home in which she waa asked no
questions."
" You are mad, Mr. Audley! " cried my lady. " You aro
mad, and my husband shall protect me from your insolence.
What if this Helen Talboys ran away from her home ujoon one
day, and I entered my employer's house upon the next, what
does that prove? "
"By itself, very Httle," repHed Robert Audley; "but with the
help of other evidence
"
""What eridence?"
"The eridence of two labels, pasted one over the other, upon
V box left by you in the possession of Mrs. Vincent, the upper
.abel bearing the name of Miss Graham, the tmder label that of
Mrs. Geoyge Talboys."
My lady was silent. Robert Audley could not see her face
in the dusk, but he could see that her two small hands were
clasped convulsively over her heart, and he knew that the shot
had gone home to its mark.
" God help her, poor, wretched creature ! " he thought. " She
knows now that she is lost. I wonder if the judges of the land
feel as I do now, when they put on the black cap and pass sentence of death upon some poor, shivering wretch who haa
never done them any wrong. Do they feel a fervour of rirtuoua
indignation, or do they suffer the duU anguish which I suffer as
I talk to this helpless woman ? "
He walked by my lady's side, sUently, for some minutes.
They had been pacing up and down the dim avenue, and they
were now drawing near the shrubbery at one end of the Hmewalk—the shrubbery in which tlie ruined weU sheltered it.i
Enheeded decay among the tangled masses of briery underwood.
A winding pathway, neglected and half choked with weeds,
led towards this well. Robert left the Hme-walk, and struck
into this pathway. There was more Hght in the shrabbery than
in the avenue and Mr. Audley vrished to see my lady's face.
He did not speak imtU they reached the patch of rank grass
beside the weU. The massive brickwork had faUen away here
and there, and loose fragments of masonry lay buried amidst
weeds and briers. The heavy posts which had supported the
wooden roUer stUl remained, but the iron spincUe had been
dragged from its socket, and lay a few paces from the weH
rusty, discoloured, and forgotten.
Robert Audley leant agrinst one of the moss-grown posts_ and
looked dovm at my lady's face, very pale in the dull winter
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twiHght. The moon had newly risen, a feebly Imninons crer,ccr,l
in the grey heavens, and a faint, ghostly fight mingled with tha
misty shadows of the declining day. My lady's face seemed 'ilka
that face which Robert Audley had seen in his di-earas looking
out of the white foam-flakes on the green si,'a-waves, and luring
his uncle to destruction.
"Those two labels are in my possession. Lady Audlcjy," he
resumed. " I took them from the box left by you at Crescent
Villas. I took them in the presence of Mrs. Vincent and Misa
Tonks. Have you any proofs to offer against tlus evidence?
You say to mo, ' I am Lucy Graham, and I have nothing \\liutever to do \rith Helen Talboys.' In that case, you can produce
witnesses who will declare your antecedents. Where had vou
been firing ])rior to your appearance at Crescent Villas ? You
must have friends, relations, connections, who can come forward
to prove as much as this for you. If you were the most desolate
creature upon this earth, you would be able to point to some
one who could identify you with the past."
"Yes," cried my lady, "if I were placed in a criminal dock, I
could, no doubt, bring forward witnesses to refute your absurd
accusation. But I am not in a criminal dock, Mr. Audley. and
I do not choo.9e to do anything but Liugh at y^our ridiculous
folly. I tell you that you are mad! If you please to say that
Helen Talboys is not dead, and that I am Helen Talboys, you
may do so. If you choose to go wandering about to the places
in which I have Hved, and to the places in wluch tliis Mr*.
Talboys has Hved, you must follow the bent of your own inclination ; but I would warn you that such fancies have sometimes
conducted people, as apparently sane as yourself, to the Hfe-long
imprisonment of a private lunatic asylum."
Robert Audley started, and recoiled a few paces among the
weeds and brushwood as my lady said this.
" She would be capable of any new crime to shield her from
the consequences of the old one," he thought. " She would be
capable of using her influence with my uncle to place me in a
mad-house."
Robert Audley was no coward, and yet a shiver of horror,
Bomething akin to fear, chilled him to the heart, as he remembered the hoirible things that have been doiie by women,
since that day iii^on which Eve was created to l)e Adam's
companion and helpmeet in the garden of Eden. "What it t'lia
woman's hellish power of dissimulation should be stronger than
the truth, and crush lump She had not spared GeovneTalboya
when he had stood in her way, and menaced her with a certain
peril; would she spare him who threatened her \rith a far
greater danger? Are women merciful, or loring, or kind in
proportion to their beauty and their graceP Was there not h
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certain Monsieur Mazers de Latude, who had the bad fortune to
offend the all-accomplished Madame de Pompadour, who expiated his youthful indiscretion by a Hfelong imprisonment;
who twice escaped from prison to be twice cast back into captirity; who, trusting in tho tardy generosity of his beautiful
foe, betrayed himself to an implacable fiend? Robert Audley
looked at the pale face of the woman standing by his side: that
fair and beautiful face, Ulumined by starry blue eyes, that had a
strange and surely a dangerous Hght in them: and remembering
a hundred stories of womanly perfidy, shuddered as he though-t
how unequal the straggle might be between himself and his
uncle's wife.
" I have shown her my cards," he thought, " but she has kept
hers hidden from me. The mask that she wears is not to be
plucked away. My uncle would rather think me mad than
believe her guilty."
The pale face of Clara Talboys—that grave and earnest face
30 different in its character to my lady's fragile beauty—arose
before him.
""What a coward I am to think of myself or my own danger! "
he thought. " The more I see of this woman, the more reason
I have to dread her influence upon others; the more reason to
wish her far away from this house."
He looked about him in the dusky obscurity. The lonely
garden was as quiet as some soHtary graveyard, walled in and
hidden away from the world of the hving.
" I t was somewhere tn this garden that she met George
Talboys upon the day of his disappearance," ho thought. " I
wonder where it was they met; I wonder where it was that h«
looked into her craei face, and taxed her with her falsehood."
My lady, ^rith her litt'.c hand resting Hghtly upon the opposite post to that against which Robert leant, toyed with hei
pretty foot amongst the long weeds, but kept a furtive watch
upcm her enemy's face.
" I t is to be a duel to the death, then, my lady," said Robert
Audley, solemnly. " You refuse to accept my waming. You
refuse to run away and repent of your wickedness in some
distant hicHng-place, far from the generous gentleman you have
deceived and fooled by your false witcheries. You choose to
remain here and defy me."
" I do," answered Lady Audley, Hfting her head, and looking
full at the young barrister. " I t is no fault of mine if my
husband's nephew goes mad, and chooses me for the rictim of
his monomania."
" So be it then, m^y lady," answered Robert. " My friend
George Talboys was last seen entering these gardens by the
Uit'e iron gate at which we came in to-night. He waa last
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heard inquiring for you. He was seen to enter these gardensv
but he was never seen to leave them. I do not believe that h»
ever did leave them. I believe that he met with his death
within the boundary of these grounds; and that his body Hea
hidden in some forgotten comer of this place. I wiU have such
a search made as shaU level that house to the earth, and root
ap every tree iu these gardens, rather than I will faU in finding
the grave of my murdered friend."
Lucy Audley uttered a long, low, wailing cry, and threw up
her arms above her head with a wUd gesture of despair, but she
made no answer to the ghastly charge of her accuser. Her
arms slowly dropped, and she stood staring at Robert Audley,
her white face gleaming through the dusk, her blue eyes
ghttering and dUated.
" You shall never Hve to do this," she said. " J will hill you
f/rst! "Why have you tormented me P Why could you not let
me alone ? "Wliat harm had I ever done you, that you should
make yourself my persecutor, and dog my steps, and watch my
looks, and play the spy upon me ? Do you want to drive me
mad ? Do you know what it is to wrestle with a mad woman P
No," cried my lady, with a laugh, "you do not, or you would
never
"
She stopped abiniptly, and drew herself suddenly to her fuUest
height. I t was the same action which Robert had seen in the
old half-drunken Heutenant; and it had the same dignity—the
subUmity of extreme misery.
" Go away, Mr. Audley," she said. " You are mad, I teU you;
you are m a d ! "
" I am going', my lady," answered Robert, quietly. " I would
have condoneo! your crimes out of pity to your wretchedness.
You have refused to accept my mercy. I wish to have pity
upon the Hving. I shall henceforth only remember my duty to
the dead."
He walked away from the lonely well under the shadow of tha
limes. My lady followed him slowly down that long, gloomy
avenue, and across the rustic bridge to the Hon gate. As he
assed through the gate, AHcia came out of a Httle half-glass
cxjr that opened from an oak-pannelled breakfast-room at one
angle of the house, and met her cousin upon the threshold of tho
gateway.
" I have been looking for you everywhere, Robert," she said.
" Papa has come down to the Hbrary, and I am sure he will
bo glad to see you,"
'The young man started at the sound of his cousin's fresh
foung voice, " Good Heavens ! " he thought, " can these two
Kromen be of the same clay £ Can this frank, generous-hearted
girl, who cannot conceal any inyjulse of- her iiujocent nature, h»
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ef the same flesh and blood as that ^vl•ctched creature whoss
shadow faUs upon the path beside me ? "
He looked from his cousin to Lady Audley, who stood near the
gateway, waiting for him to stand aside and let her pass him,
" I don't know what has come to your cousin, my dear
AHcia," said my lady, " He is so absent-minded and eccentric
as to be quite beyond my comprehension,"
" Indeed! " exclaimed Miss Audley; " and yet I should
imagine, from the lengdi of your tete-a-tete, that you had made
gome effort to understand him,"
" Oh, yes," said Robert, quietly, " my lady and I understand
each other very well; but as it is grovring late I will wish you
good evening, ladies, I shall sleej) to-night at Mount Staiimng,
as I have some business to attend to up there, and I wiU come
down and see my uncle to-moiTOw."
"What, Robert!" cried AHcia, "you surely won't go away
vrithout seeing papa."
" Yes, my dear," answered the young man. " I am a little
disturbed by some disagreeable business in wluch I am very
much concerned, and I would rather not see my uncle. Good
night, AHcia! I wiU come or vmte to-morrow."
He pressed his cousin's hand, bowed to Lady Audley, and
walked away under the black shadow of the archway, and out
into the quiet avenue beyond the Court.
My lady and AHcia stood watching him until he was out of
sight.
" What in goodness' name is the matter vrith my cousin
Robert ? " exclaimed Miss Audley, impatiently, as the barrister
disapj)eared. " "What does he mean by these absurd goings-on?
some disagreeable business that disturbs lum, indeed ! I suppose
the unhappy creature has had a brief forced upon him by some
iU-stari'cd attorney, and is sinking into a state of imbecifity from
a dim consciousness of his own incompetence."
"Have you ever studied your cousin's character, AliciaP "
asked my lady, very seriously, after a pause.
" Studied his character! No, Lady Audley. "Why should 1
study his character? " said AHcia. " There is very little study
required to convince anybody that he is a lazy, selfisl Sybarite,
who cares for nothing in the world except his own ease and
comfort."
" But have you never thought him eccentric P "
" Eccentric!" repeated Alicia, pursing up her red Hps and
olirugging her shoulders. "WeU, yes—I beHeve that is the
:,xcuse generally made for such people. I suppose Bob ie
eccentric."
" I have never heard you speak of his father and mother," siid
my lady, thoughtfuUy. " Do you remember them P "
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" I never saw his mother. She was a Miss Dalrymple, a very
dashing girl, who ran away with my uncle, and lost a very handsome fortune in consequence. She died at Nice, when poor Bob
was five years old."
" Did you ever hear anything particular about h e r ? "
" How" do you mean, ' particular ' ? " asked Alicia.
" Did you ever hear that she was eccentric—what people caU
•odd'?"
"Oh, no," said AHcia, laughing. "My aimt was a very
reasonable woman, I believe, though she did marry for love.
But you must remember that she died before I was bom, and I
have not, therefore, felt very much curiosity about her."
''• But you recoUect your uncle, I suppose? "
" ls\y uncle Robert P " said AHcia. " Oh, yes, I remember him
rory well indeed."
" Was he eccentric—I mean to say, pecuHar in his habits, Hke
your consul ? "
" Yes, I beHeve Robert inherits aU his absurdities from his
father. My uncle expressed the same indiflerence for his fellowcreatures as my cousin; but as he was a good husband, an
affectionate fafjher, and a kind master, nobody ever chaUenged
his opinions."
" But he was eccentric ? "
" Yes; I suppose he was generally thought a Httle eccentric."
" A h !" said my lady, gravely, " I thought as much. Do you
know, Alicia, that madness is more often transmitted from
father to son than from father to daughter, and from mother to
daughter than from mother to son? Your cousin Robert Aii 1ley is a very handsome young man, and I believe a \'ery !;""dhearted young man; but he must be watched, AHcia, for he ia
mad 1"
" Mad!" cried Miss Audley, incHgnantly; " you are dreamuig,
my lady, or—or—you are tiying to frighten me," added tho
young lady, vrith considerable alarm.
" I only wish to put you on your guard, AHcia," answered
my lady. " Mr. Audley may be as you say, merely eccentric;
but he has talked to me this evening in a manner that has filled
me with absolute terror, and I beHeve that he is going mad. I
shall speak very seriously to Sir Michael this very night."
"Speak to p a p a ! " exclaimed AHcia; "you surely won't
distress papa by sugjfesting such a possibiHty ! "
" I shaU only put him on his guard, my dear Alicia."
" But he'U never beHeve you," said Miss Audley; " he wil!
laugh at such an idea."
"No, AHcia; he wiU beHeve anything that I teU hinj,"*
EjP^wered my lady, wi+^h a quiet smUe.
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OBAPTER XXXI.
FEEPAKING THE CROCXD.

LiDT AuDLEr went from the garden to the Hbrary, a jilcasarit
oak-paneUed homely apartment in which Sir Michael Hked to
sit readmg or writing, or arranging the business of his estate
with his steward, a stalwart countryman, half agriculturist, half
lawyer, who rented a smaU farm a few mUes from the Coui-t.
The baronet was seau^d in a capacious easy-chair near the
hearth. The bri.ght blazse of the fire rose and fell, flashing now
upon the polished prom^•.•,Alices of the black oak bookcase, now
upon the golo and sear.et bindings of the books; sometimes
glimmering iipc.a the Athenian helmet of a ma,rb]p PaUas, sometimes fighting u]"* the forehead of Sir Robort Peel.
The lamp upon the reading-table had not yet been Hghted,
and Sir Michael sat iu the fireHght waiting for the coming of
his young wife.
I t ia impossible for nie ever to teU the purity of his generous
love—it is impossible to describe that affection, which was as
tender as the love of a young mother for her first-bom, as
brave and chivalrous as the heroic passion of a Bayard for his
Hege mistress.
The door opened while he was thinking of his fondly-loved
wife, and looking up, the baronet saw the slender form standing
in the doorway.
""Why, my darHng!" he exclaimed, as my lady closed the
door behind her, and came towards his chair, " I have been
thinking of you, and waiting for you for an hour. "Where
have you been, and what have you been doing ? "
My lady, standing in the shadow rather than in the Hght,
paused a few moments before replyring to this question.
" I have been to Chelmsford," she said, " shopping; and
"
She hesitated—twisting her bonnet-strings in her sHm white
fingers vrith an air of pretty embarrassment.
" And what, my dear," asked the baronet—" what have you
been doing since you came from Chelmsford ? I heard a
carriage stop at the door an hour ago. I t was yours, was it
not?"
" Yea, I came home an hour ago," answered my lady, with
the same air of embarrassment.
«
" And what have you been doing since you came home ? "
Sir Michael Audley asked this question with a sHghtly reproachful accent. His young wife's presence made the sun*
ehine of his Hfe, and though he could not bear to chain her to
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his side, it grieved him to think that she could wiUingly remaii
unnecessarily absent from him, fritteiing away her time in somi
childish talk or frivolous occupation.
" W h a t have you been doing since you came home, my
dear ? " he repeated. " W h a t has kept you so long away from
me?"
" I have been talking—to—Mr. Robert Audley."
She still twisted her bonnet-string round and round hei
finq-ers. She still spoke with the same air of embarrassment,
" Robert ! " exclaimed the b a r o n e t ; " is Robert here P "
* H e was here a Httle whUe ago."
• A n d is here stUl, I suppose."
" No, he has gone away."
'" Gone away ! " cried Sir Michael. " "WTiat do you mean, my
darHng."
" I mean t h a t your nephew came to the Court this afternoon.
Alicia and I found him idHiig about the gardens. H e stayed
here tUl about a quarter of an hour ago talking to me, and
then he hurried off, vrithout a word of explanation, except,
indeed, some ridiculous excuse about busmess at Mount
Stanning."
" Business at Mount Stanning ! ^Miy, what business can he
possibly have in t h a t out-of-the-way place.'' H e has gone to
sleep at Mount Stanning, then, I suppose?''
" Yes, I think he said something to t h a t effect."
" U p o n m y word," exclaimed the baronet, " I think t h a t boy
is half mad."
My lady's face was so much in shadow, t h a t Sir Miclviel
Audley was unaware of the bright change t h a t came over its
sickly paUor as he made tliis veiy commonplace observation.
A triumphant smUe Ulumined Lucy A u l i e v ' s countenance, a
smile t h a t plainly said, " I t is coming—it is coming; I can twist
him which way I like. I can p u t black before him, and if I say
it is white, he will believe me."
B u t Sir Michael AucUey, in declai-ing t h a t his nephew's v,-its
were disordered, merely uttered th.at commonplace ejaculation
which is weU known to have very Httle meaning. The baronet
had, it is trae, no very great estimate of Robert's t'uculty :er
the business of this every-day Hfe. H e was in the habit of
looking upon his nephew as a good-natured nonentity—a man
whose heart had been amply stocked by Hberal N a t u r e with aU
the best things the generous goddess had to be>tow, but whos-a
brain had been somewhat overlooked in the distribution of intellectual gifts. Sir Michael Audley made t h a t mistake which
is very commonly made by easy-going, weU-to-do observers, who
have no occasion to look below the surface. H e mistook laziness
tor incapacity. H e thought because his nephew was idle, ha
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ELust necessarily be stupid. He concluded that if Ro'bert did
not distinguish himself it was because hs could not.
He forgot the mute inglorious Miltons who cHe voiceless and
inarticulate for want of that dogged perseverance, that bHnd
courage, which the poet must possess before he can find a pubHsher; he forgot the Cromwells who see that noble vessel^
the State—floundering upon a sea of confusion, and going
down in a tempest of noisy be\rildermeiit, and who yet are
powerless to get at tlie helm, forbidden even to send out a
lifeboat to the sinking ship. Surely it is a mistake to judge
of what a man can do by that which he has done.
The world's Valhalla is a close borough, and perhaps the
greatest men may be those who perish silently far away from
the sacred portal. Perhaps the purest and brightest spirits are
those who shrink from the turmoU of the racecourse—the
tumult and confusion of the struggle. The game of Hfe is something Hke the game of ecarte, and it may be that the best cards
are sometimes left in the talon.
My lady threw off her bonnet, and seated herself upon a
velvet-covered footstool at Sir Slichael's feet. There v.'as
notlimg studied or affected in this girlish action. I t was sc
natural to Lucy Audley to be chUdish, that no one would have
wished to see her othervrise. I t would have seemed as foolish to
expect dignified reserve or womanly gravity from this amberhaired syren, as to vrish for rich basses in the compass of a
skylark's song.
She sat with her pale face turned away from the fireHght and
with her hands locked together upon the arm of her husband's
easy-chair. They were very restless, these slender white hands.
.My lady twisted the jeweUed fuigers in and out of each other, as
she talked to her husband.
" I wanted to come to you, you know, dear," she said—" 1
wanted to come to you directly I got home, but Mr. Audley
insisted upon my stopping to talk to him."
" B u t what about, my love?" asked the baronet.
"What
could Robert have to say to you P"
My lady did not answer this question. Her fair head
dropped upon her husband's knee, her rippling yeUow curls feU
over her face.
Sir Michael Hfted that beautiful head with his strong hands,
end raised my lady's face. The firefight shining on that pale
face Ht up the large, soft blue eyes which were drowned in tears.
"Lucy, Lucy!" cried the baronet, "what is the meaning of
thiaP My love, my love, what has happened to distress you in
this manner?"
Lady Audley tried to speak, but the words died away ingaticuiately upon her trembling lips. A choking sensation ia
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her throat seemed to strangle those false and plausible words,
her only armour against her enemies. She could not sfcak
The agony she had endured sUently in the dismal Hme-walk had
grown too strong for her, and she broke into a tempest of hysterical sobbing. I t was no simulated grief that shook her
slender frame, and tore at her Hke some ravenous beast that
would have rent her piecemeal with its horrible strength. It
was a storm of real anguish and ten-or, of remorse and misery.
I t was the one wild outcry, in which the woman's feebler nature
got the better of the syren's art.
I t was not thus that she had meant to fight her tenible duel
with Robert Audley. These were not the weapons which she
had intended to use; but perhaps no artifice which she could
have derised would have served her so well as this one outburst
of natural grief. I t shook her husband to the very soul. It
bewildered and terrified him. I t reduced the strong intellect oi
the man to helpless confusion and perplerity. I t strack at
the one weak point in a good man's nature. I t aj)pealed
straight to Sir Michael Audley's affection for his wife.
Ah, Heaven help a strong man's tender weakness for the
woman he loves! Heaven pity him when the guUty creature
who has deceived him comes with her tears and lamentations
to thi-ow herself at his feet in self-abandonment and remorse,
torturing him with the sight of her agony, rending his heart
\rith her sobs, lacerating his breast with her groans, multiplying her own sufferings into a great anguish for him to bear,
multiplying them by twenty-fold, multiplyuig them in the ratio
of a brave man's capacity for endurance. Heaven forgive him
if, maddened by that cruel agony, the balance wavers for a
moment, and he is ready to forgive anything, ready to take this
wretched one to the shelter of lus breast, and to pardon that
which the stern voice of manly honour urges must not be
pardoned. Pity liim, pity him, philosophers who ponder the
perplerities of Hfe. The wife's worst remorse when she stends
without the threshold of the home she may never again enter
js not equal to the agony of the husband who closes the portal
on that familiar and entreating face. The anguish of the
mother who may never look again upon her cliildren is less than
the torment of the father who has to say to those chUdren,
"My little ones, you are henceforth motherless."
Sir Michael Audley rose from his chair, trembHng with indignation, and ready to do immecHate battle with the person
who had caused his xrife's grief.
" Lucy," he said, " Lucy, I insist upon your telHng me what
and who has distressed you. I insist upon it. "\^^loever haa
annoyed you shaU answer to me for your grief. Come, my
bve, teU me directljr what it is P"
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'E-Ji reseated himself and bent over the drooping figure at \\k
feet, calming his own agitation in his desire to soothe his wife's
distress.
" Tell me what it is, my dear?" he whispered, tenderly.
The sharp paroxysm had passed away, and my lady looked
up : a gfittering light shone through the tears in her eyes, and
the fines about her f)retty rosy mouth, those hard and cruel
lines wluch Robert Audley had observed in the pre-RaphaeHte
portrait, were plainly visible in the fireHght.
" I am very silly," she said.; "but really he has made me
quite hysterical."
" "Wlio—who has made you hysterical ?"
"Your nephew—Mr. Robert Audley."
" Robert!" cried the baronet. " Lucy, what do you mean P"
" I told you that Mr. Audley insisted upon my going ii ito
the Hme-walk, dear," said my lady. " He wanted to talk to
me, he said, and I went, and he said such horrible things
that
"
" \Vliat horrible things, Lucy ?"
Lady Audley shuddered, 8..nd clung with convulsive fingers
to the strong hand that had rested caressingly upon her
shoulder.
" Wliat did he say, Lucy P "
"Oh, my dear love, how can I teU you ? " cried my lady. " I
know that I shaU distress you—or you wiU laugh at me, and
then
"
" Laugh at you P no, Lucy."
Lady Audley was sUent for a moment. She sat looking
straight before her into the fire, with her fingers still locked
about her husband's hand.
" M y dear," she said, slowly, hesitating now and then between
her words, as if she almost shrank from uttering them, " have
you ever—I am so afraid of alarming you—or—have you ever
thought Mr. Audley—a fittle "
" A little what, my darling ? "
" A little out of his mind," faltered Lady Audley. •
" Out of his mind! " cried Sir Michael. " My dear girl, what
Me you thinking of ? "
" \ .311 said just now, dear, that you thought he was half mad."
"Did I, my love?" said the baronet, laughing. " I don't
."emember saying it, and it was a mere fafon de parler, that
Jneant nothing whatever. Robert may be a Httle eccentric—•
a fittle stupid, perhaps—he mayn't be overburdened with wits,
but I don't think he has brains enough for madness. I befieva
it's generally your great intellects tLi^r; get out of order."
" But madness is sometimes herevi.'tary," said my lady. " Mr
i^udley may have inherited——"
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" i t e haa inherited no madness from his father's fanuly,"
interrupted Sir Michael "The Audleys have never peopled
priv£-te lunatic asylums or fee'd mad doctors."
" Nor from his mother's family ? "
" Not to my knowledge."
"People generally keep these things a secret," said my lady,
gravely. " 'There may have been madness in your sister-in-law's
famUy."
" I don't think so, my dear," repHed Sir Micliael. " But,
Lucy, tell me what, in Heaven's name, has put tlus idea into
your head P "
" I have been trymg to account for your nephew's conduct.
I can account for it in no other manner. If you had heard the
things he said to me to-night. Sir Michael, you too might have
thought him mad."
" But what did he say, Lucy P "
" I can scarcely teU you. You can see how much he has
stupified and bewUclered me. I beHeve he has Hved too long
alone in those soHtary Temple chambers. Perhaps he reads too
much, or smokes too much. You know that some physicians
declare madness to be a mere Ulness of the brain—an illness to
which any one is subject, and which may be produced by given
causes, and cured by given means."
Lady Audley's eyes were stUl fixed upon the burning coals
in the wide grate. She spoke as if she had been discussing a
subject that she had often heard cHscussed before. She spoke
as if her mind had abnost wandered away from the thought of
her husband's nephew to the wider question of madness in the
abstract.
" "Why should he not be mad P " resumed my lady. " People
are insane for years and years before their insanity is found out.
They know that they are mad, but they know how to keep their
secret; and perhaps they may sometunes keep it tUl they die.
Sometimes a paroxysm seizes them, and in an evU hour they
t-etray themselves. They commit a crime, perhaps. The horrible temptation of opportunity assaUs them, the knife is in
their hand, and the unconscious rictim by their side. Tliey
may conquer the restless demon and go away, and die innocent
of any riolent deed; but they may yield to the horrible temptation—the frightful, passionate, hungry craring for violence
and horror. They sometimes yield, and are lost."
Lady Audley's voice rose as she argued this dreadful quesiton. The hysterical excitement from which she had only just
recovered had left its effects upon her, but she controUed herself, and her tone grew ••}• ,'nier as she resumed:—
"Robert Audley is mad," she said, decisively. ""What ia
tons of the strongest diagnostics of madness—what is the first
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EppalHng sign of mental aberration?
The mind becomes
stationary; the brain stagnates ; the even current of- the mind
is interrupted; the thinking power of the brain resolves itselt
into a monotone. As the waters of a tideless pool putrefy by
reason of tlich stagnation, the mind becomes turbid a^nd coiTupt
through lack of action; and perpetual reflection upon one subject resolves itself into monomania. Robert Audley is a monomaniac. The disappearance of his friend, George Talboys,
grieved and bewildered him. H e dwelt uj^on this one idea untU
he lost the power of thinking of anything else. The one idea
looked at perpetually became distorted to his mental vision.
Repeat the commonest word in the EngHsh language twenty
times, and before the twentieth repetition you will have begun
to wonder whether the word which you repeat is really the -svord
you mean to utter. Robert Audley has thought of his friend's
disappearance until the one idea has done its fatal and unhealthy work. H e looks at a common event with a rision t h a t
is diseased, and he distorts it into a gloomy horror etngendered
of his own monomania. If you do not want to make me as mad
as he is, you must never let me see him again. H e declared
to-night t h a t George Talboy^s was murdered in this place, and
t h a t he m i l root u p every tree in the gardens, and pull down
every brick in the house, in his search for
"
My lady paused. The words died away upon her Hps. She
had exhausted herself by the strange energy with which she
had spoken. She had been transformed from a frivolous childish
beauty into a woman, strong to argue her own cause and plead
her own defence.
" PuU down this h o u s e ! " cried the baronet.
" George
Talboys murdered at Audley C o u r t !
Did Robert say this,
Lucy?"
" H e said something of t h a t kind—something t h a t frightened
me very much."
" T h e n he must be mad," said S'. Michael, gravely. " I ' m
bewildered by what you tell me. DA tee really say this, Lucy,
or did you misunderstand him ? "
" I—I—don't think I did," faltered my la<lj . " You saw how
frightened I was when I first came in. I should not have 'ocen
80 much agitated if he had na*., said som.etlurg horrible."
Lady Audley had availed herself of the 'very strongest argument liy which she could help her cause.
" To be sure, my darlinj^, to be sure,'" answered the baronet.
" W h a t could have p u t ''.fich hideous fancies into the unhappy
boy's head ? This Mr. ralboys^-a ptrfect stranger to all of
us—murdered at Audley Court I I'll go to Mount Stanning
to-night and see Robert. I have 'iuown him ever since hs
was a haby, and I cannot be deceivftd in him. If there ia
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really anything wrong, ho will not be able to conceal it froQj
me."
My lady shrugged her shoulders.
" "That is rather an open question," she said. " It is generally a stranger who is the first to observe any psychological
peculiarity."
The big words sounded strange from my lady's rosy Hps ; but
her newly-adopted wisdom had a certain quaint prettiness about
it which bewildered her husband.
" But you must not go to Mount Stanning, my dear darHng,"
she said, tenderly. " Remember that you are under strict orders
to stay in-doors until the weaker is mUder, and the sun shines
upon this cruel ice-bound country."
Sir Michael Audley sank back in his capacious chair with a
sigh of resignation.
" That's true, Lucy," he said ; " we must obey Mr. Dawson.
I suppose Robert will come to see me to-morrow."
" Yes, dear. I think he said he would."
" Then we must wait till to-morrow, my darling. I can't
believe that there really is anything wrong with the poor boy
—I can't beHeve it, Lucy."
" Then how do you account for this extraordinary delusion
about this Mr. Talboys ?" asked my lady.
Sir Michael shook his head.
" I don't know, Lucy—I don't know," he answered. " It is
always so difficult to believe that any one of the calamities that
continually befall our fellow-men will ever happen to us. I can't
beHeve that my nephew's mind is impaired—I can't believe it.
I—I'll get him to stop here, Lucy, and I'U watch him closely,
I tell you, my love, if there is anything wrong I am sure to find
it out. I can't be mistaken in a young man who has always
been the same to me as my own son. But, my darUng, why
were you so frightened by Robert's wild talk ? It coiJd not
affect you."
My lady sighed piteously.
" You must think me very strong-minded, Sir Michael," she
said, with rather an injured air, " if you imagine I can hear of
these sort of things indifferently. I know I shaU never be able
to see Mr, Audley again,"
" And you shall not, my dear—you shall not,"
" You said just now you woiUd have him here," murmured
Lady Audley,
" B u t I will not, my darling girl, if his presence annoys
you. Good heavens, Lucy, can you imagine for a moment
that I have any higher wish than to promote your happiness ? I will consult some London physician about Robert,
and let him discover if there really is anything the matter
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wiih my poor brother's only son. You shaU not be annoyed,
Lucy."
" You must think me very unkind, dear," said my lady, " and
I know I ought not to be annoyed by the poor fellow; but he
really seems to have taken some absurd notion into his head
about me."
" About you, Lucy ! " cried Sir Michael.
" Yes, dear. He seems to connect me in some vague manner
—which I cannot quite understand—with the disappearance of
thia Mr. Talboys."
" Imijossible, Lucy. You must have misunderstood him."
" I don't think so!"
"Then he must be mad," said the baronet—"he must be
mad. I will wait tiU he goes back to town, and then send some
one to his chambers to talk to him. Good Heavens, what a
mysterious business tlus is !"
" I fear I have distressed you, darHng," murmured Lady
Audley.
" Yes, my dear, I am very much distressed by what you
have told me; but you were quite right to. talk to me frankly
about this dreadful business. I must flunk ic over, dea)-est, and
try and decide what is best to be done."
My lady rose from the low ottoman on which she had been
seated. The fire had burned down, and there was only a faint
glow of red light in the room. Lucy Audley bent over her
husband's chair, and put her lips to his broad forehead.
" How good you have always been to me, dear," she whispered,
softly. " You would never let any one influence you against me,
would you, my darling ? "
" Influence me against you P " repeated the baronet. " No,
my love."
" Because you know, dear," pursued my lady, " there are
wicked people as well as mad people in the world, and there
may be some persons whose interest it would be to injure me."
" They had better not try it then, my dear," answered Sir
Michael; " they would find themselves in rather a dangerous
position if they did."
Lady Audley laughed aloud, with a gay, triumphant, sUvery
peal of laughter that ribrated through the quiet room.
" My own dear darling," she said, " I know you love me.
And now I must run away, dear, for it's past seven o'clock.
I was engaged to dine at Mrs. Montford's, but I must send a
groom with a message of apology, for Mr. Audley has made me
'juite unfit for company. I shall stay at home, and nurse you,
uear. You'll go to bed very early, won't you, and take greal
tare of yourself? "
" Yes, dear."
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My lady tripped out of the room to give her orders about
the message which was to be carried to the house where she waa
to have dined. She paused for a moment as she closed the
fibrary door—she paused, and laid her hand upon her breast to
check the rapid throbbing of her heart.
" I have been afraid of you, Mr. Robert Audley," she thought,
" but perhaps the time may come in which you vriU have cause
to be afraid of me."

CHAPTER X X X n .
PHCEBE'S PETITION.

THE dirision between Lady Audley and her step-daughter
had not become any narrower in the two months which had
elapsed since the pleasant Christmas hoHday time had been
kept at Audley Court. There was no open warfare between
the two women; there was only an armed neutrality. AHcia
would very much have preferred a hearty pitched battle to this
sUent and undemonstrative disunion; but it was not easy to
quarrel with my lady. She had soft answers for the turning
away of wrath. She could smUe bewitchingly at her stepdaughter's open petulance, and laugh merrily at the yoimg
lady's Ul-temper. Perhaps had she been less amiable, had she
been indeed mofe Hke Alicia in disposition, the two ladies might
have expended their enmity in one tremendous quarrel, ana
might ever afterwards have been affectionate and friencUy. But
Lucy Audley would not make war. She carried forward the
sum of her disHke, and put it out at a steady rate of interest,
untU the breach between her step-daughter and herself, widening a Httle every day, became a great gulf utterly impassable
by oHve-branch-bearing doves, from either side of the abyss,
Kiere can be no reconciliation where there is no open warfare,
there must be a battle, a brave boisterous battle, with pendants waring and cannon roaring, before there can be peaceful
treaties and enthusiastic shaking of hands. Perhaps the union
be1)ween France and England owes its greatest force to the
recoUection of bygone conquest and defeat. We have hated
each other and Hcked each other and had it out, as the common
phrase goes, and we can afford now to fall into each other's arms
and vow eternal friendship and everlasting brotherhood.
AHcia Audley and her father's pretty wife had plenty oi
loom for the comfortable indulgence of their disHke in the
ipooious old mansion. My lady had her own apartments, aa
we know—luxurious chambers, in which aU conceivable elegancies had been gathered for the comfort of their occupant.
Alicia had her own rooms in anoifher part o£ tha Lars^ housei
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Bhe had hor favourite mare, her Newfoundland dog, and her
drawing materials, and she made herself tolerably happy.
She was not very happy, this frank, generous-hearted girl, for
it was scarcely possible that she could be altogether at ease
in the constramed atmosphere of the Court. Her father was
changed—that dear father, over whom she had once reigned
supreme vrith the boundless authority of a spoUed child, had
accepted another ruler and submitted to a new dynasty.
Little by Httle my lady's pretty power made itself felt in that
narrow household, and AHcia saw her father gradually lured
across that gulf that dirided Lady Audley from her stepdaughter, untU he stood at last quite upon the other side of the
abyss, and looked coldly upon his only chUd across that vriderjng
chasm.
AHcia felt that he was lost to her. My lady's beaming
smiles, my lady's winning words, my lady's radiant glances
and bevritching graces, had done their work of enchantment,
and Sir Michael had grown to look upon his daughter as a
somewhat vrilful and capricious young person who had behaved
with determined unkindness to the vrife he loved.
Poor Aficia saw all this, and bore her burden as well as she
could. I t seemed very hard to be a handsome grey-eyed
heiress, with dogs and horses and servants at her command, and
yet to be so much alone in the world as to know of not one
friendly ear into which she might pour her sorrows.
" If Bob was good for anything, I could have told him how
nnhajjpy I am," thought Miss Audley; " b u t I may just aa
well tell Csesar my troubles, for any consolation I should get
from my cousin Robert."
Sir Michael Audley obeyed his pretty nurse, and went to
bed at a fittle after nine o'clock upon the bleak March evening
after Robert's risit to the Court. Perhaps the baronet s bedroom was about the pleasantest retreat that an invalid could
have chosen in such cold and cheerless weather. The darkgreen velvet curtains were dravm before the windows and about
the ponderous bed. The wood fire burned redly upon the broad
hearth. The reading-lamp was lighted upon a delicious fittla
table close to Sir Michael's pillow, and a heap of magazines and
newspapers had been arranged by my lady's own fair hands for
the pleasure of the invafid.
Lady Audley sat by the bedside for about ten nfinu eg
talking to her husband, talking very seriously, about t '3
strange and awful question—Robert Audley's lunacy; but
the end of that time she rose and bade him good night. She
towered the green sUk shade before the reading-lamp, adjusting
't, carefully for the repose of the barontst's eyes.
" I ahall leave you. dear," ahe said. " If you can sleepi so
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much the better. If you wish to read, the books and pape.-^
are close to you. I wiU leave the doors between the room?
open, and I shall hear your voice if you caU me."
Lady Audley went through her dressing-room into the
boudoir, where she had been sitting with her husband since
dinner.
Every eridence of womanly refinement was risible in the
elegant chamber. My lady's piano waa open, covered with
scattered sheets of music and exquisitely-bound coUections of
scenas and fantasias which no master need have disdained to
study. My lady's easel stood near the window, bearing witness
to my lady's artistic talent, in the shape of a water-coloured
sketch of the Court and gardens. My lady's fairy-like erabroideries of lace and musHn, rainbow-hued silks, and deHcatelytinted wools, Uttered the luxurious apartment; while the
looking-glasses, cunningly placed at angles and opposite cornera
by an artistic upholsterer, multipHed my lady's image, and in
that image reflected the most beautiful object in the enchanted
chamber.
Amid aU this lampHght, gUding, colour, wealth, and beauty,
Lucy Audley seated herself on a footstool by the fire to think.
If Mr. Hohnan Hunt could have peeped into the pretty
boudoir, I think the picture would have been photographed
upon his brain, to be reproduced by and bye upon a bishop's
half-length for the glorification of the pre-RaphaeHte brotherhood. My lady in that half-recumbent attitude, vrith her
elbow resting on one knee, and her perfect cliin supported by
her hand, the rich folds of drapery falHng away in long undulating fines from the exquisite outHne of her figure, and the
luminous rose-coloured fu-elight enveloping her in a soft glow,
only broken by the golden glitter of her yellow hair; beautiful
in herself, but made bewUderingly beautiful by the gorgeous
surroundings which adorn the shrine of her loveHness, would
have been a worthy model for a pre-RaphaeHte pencU. Drinking-cups of gold and ivory, chiseUed by Benvenuto CeUim;
cabinets of buhl and porcelain, bearing the cipher of Austrian
Marie Antoinette, amid derices of rosebuds and true lover'a
knots, birds and butterflies, cupids and shepherdesses, goddesses, courtiers, cottagers and milk-maids: statuettes of Parian
marble and Sevres biscuit; gilded baskets of hot-house flowers;
fantastical caskets of Indian filagree work; fragUe teacups of
turquoise china, adorned by medaUion miniatures of Louis the
Great and Louis the WeU-beloved, Louise de la ValHere, and
Jeanne Marie du Barry; cabinet pictures and gUded mirrors,
shimmering satin and diaphanous lace; aU that gold can buy or
art derise had been gathered together for the beautification oi
*lus quiet chamber m which my lady sat Hstoring to th»
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moaning of the shriU March wind and the flapping of the ivy
leaves against the casements, and looking into the red chascil
in the burning coals.
I should be preaching a very stale sermon, and harping upon
a very famUiar moral, if I were to seize upon this opportunity
of declaiming against art and beauty because my lady waa
more wretched in this elegant apartment than many a halfstarved sempstress in her dreary garret. She was wretched by
reason of a wound which lay too deep for the possibility of any
solace from wealth and luxury; but her wretchedness was of an
abnormal nature, and the fact of her misery would be but a poor
argument in favour of poverty and discomfort as opposed to
opulence. The Benvenuto Cellini carvings and the Sevres porcelain could not give her happiness, because she had passed out
of their region. She was no longer innocent, and the pleasure
we take in art and loveHness, being an innocent pleasure, had
passed beyond her reach. Six or seven years before, she would
nave been happy in the possession of this Httle AladcHn's
palace: but she had wandered out of the circle of careless
pleasure-seeking creatures, she had strayed far away into a
starless labyrinth of guUt and treachery, terror and crime, and
all the treasures that had been coUected for her could have
given her no pleasure but one, the pleasure of flinging them
into a heap beneath hor feet, and trampling upon them and
testroying them tii her cmel despair.
There were some things that would have inspired her with an
avriiil joy, a horrible deHght. If Robert Audley, her pitiless
enemy, her unrelenting pursuer, had lain dead in the adjoining
chamber, she would have exulted over his bier.
"What pleasure could have remained for Lucretia Borgia and
Catherine de' Medici, when the dreadful boundary Hne between
innocence and guilt was passed, and the lost creatures stood
upxm the lonely outer side? Only dark unholy joys and
guilty defights were left for these miserable women. With
what disdainful bitterness they must have watched the frivolous vanities, the petty deceptions, the paltry sins of orcHnary
offenders ! Perhaps they took a horrible pride in the enormity
of their wickedness; in this "divinity of HeU," which made
them gi-eatest amongst sinful creatures.
My lady, brooding by the fire in her lonely chamber, with her
large, clear blue eyes ficsed upon the yawmng gidfs of lurid
crimson in tho burning coals, may have thought of rnany things
very far away from the terribly sUent straggle in which she was
engaged. She may have thought of long-ago years of childish
kmocence, childish follies and selfishnesses, or frivolous feminine
sins that had weighed very fightly upon her conscience. _ Peraaps in that retrospective reverie ^he recalled the early time in
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which she had first looked in the glass and discovered that sht
was beautiful: that fatal early time in which she had first
begun to look upon her loveliness as a right dirine, a boundless
possession which was to be a set-off against aU girHsh shortcomings, the counter-balance of every youthful sm. Did ahe
remember the day in which that fairy dower of beauty had first
taught her to be selfish and cruel, indifferent to the joys and
sorrows of others, cold-hearted and capricious, greedy of admiration, exacting and tyrannical, with that petty woman's
tyranny which is the worst of despotisms ? Did she trace every
sm of her life back to its true source ? and did she discover that
poisoned fountain in her own exaggerated estimate of the value
of a pretty face ? Surely, if her thoughts wandered so far
along the backward current of her Hfe, she must have repented
in bitterness and despair of that fii-st day in which the masterpassions of her life had become her rulers, and the three demons
of Vanity, Selfishness, and Ambition had joined hands and said,
"This woman is our slave; let us see what she wUl become
under our guidance."
How smaU these first youthful errors seemed as my lady
looked back upon them in that long reverie by the lonely
hearth! "V^Tiat smaU vanities, what petty cruelties! A triumph
over a schoolfeUow, a flirtation with the lover of a friend, an
assertion of the right divine invested in blue eyes and goldentinted hair. But how terribly that nairow pathway had widened
out into the broad high road of sin, and how swift her footsteps
had become upon the now famiHar way !
My lady tvrined her fingers in her amber curls, and made as
if she would have torn them from her head. But even in that
moment of mute despair the unyielding dominion of beauty
asserted itself, and she released the poor tangled gHtter of
ringlets, leaving them to make a halo round her head in the dun
fireHght.
" I was not wicked when I was young," she thought, as she
stared gloomUy at the fire, " I was only thoughtless. I never
did any harm—at least, never wilfully. Have I ever been
really wicked, I wonder?" she mused. " M y worst wickednesses have been the result of wild impulses, and not of deeply
laid plote. I am not Hke the women I have read of, who have
lain night after night in the honible dark and stillness, planning out treacherous deeds, and arranging every circumstanca
of an appointed crime. I wonder whether they suffered—those
women—whether they ever suffered as
"
Her thoughts wandered away into a weary maze of confusion. Suddenly she drew herself up with a proud defiant
gesture, and her eyes glittered with a fight that was noS
>»ntire!v retieetcd frrirn t h e fire.
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"You are mad, Mr. Robert Audley," she said, "you are
Eicid, and your fancies are a madman's fancies. I know what
madness is. I know its signs and tokens, and I say that you
are mad."
She put her han.d to her head, as if thinking of something
which confused and bewUdered her, and which she found it
difficult to contemplate with calmness.
"Dare I defy h i m ? " she muttered. "Dare I ? dare IP
WUl he stop now that he has once gone so far ? WUl he stop
for fear of me ? WUl he stop for fear of me when the thought
of what his uncle must suffer has not stopped him ? WiU anything stop him—but death?"
She pronounced the last two words in an avriiil whisper; and
then she sat blankly staring at the fire, with her head bent forward, her eyes dUated, and her Hps still parted as they had been
parted in her utterance of that final word " death."
" I can't plot horrible things," she muttered presently; " my
brain isn't strong enough, or I'm not wicked enough, or brave
enough. If I met Robert Audley in those lonely gardens, as
The current of her thoughts was interrupted by a cautious
knocking at the door. She rose suddenly, startled by any sound
in the stiUness of her room. She rose, and threw herselJ' into a
chair. She flung her beautiful head back upon the soft cushions,
and took a book from the table near her.
Insigniflcant as this action was, it spoke very plainly. It
spoke very plainly of ever-recurring fears—of fatal necessities
for conceahnent—of a mind that in its silent agonies was ever
ulive to the importance of outward effect. I t told more plainly
than anything else could have told, how complete an aictress my
Lidy had been made by the awful necessities of her life.
The modest rap at the boudoir-door was repeated..
" Come in!" cried Lady Audley, inhfir HveHest tone.
The door was opened with that respectful noiselessness
peculiar to a well-bred servant, and a young woman plainly
dressed, and carrying some breath of the cold March atmosphere in the folds of her garment, crossed the threshold of the
apartment and lingered near the door, waiting permission to
approach the inner regions of my lady's retreat.
I t was Phoebe Marks, the pale-faced wife of the Mount
Stanning innkeeper.
" I beg pardon, my lady, for intruding without leave," she
'.aid; "but I thought I might venture to come straight to
four room vrithout waiting for permission."
"Yes, yes, Phoebe, to be sure. Take off your bonnet,
you wretched cold-looking creature, and come and ait down
bre,"
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Lady Audley pointed to the low ottoman upon which she had
herself been seated a few minutes before. The lady's-maid had
often sat upon it, Hstening to her mistress's prattle in_ the old
days, when she had been my lady's chief companion and
tonfidante.
" Sit down here, Phoebe," Lady Audley repeated, " sit down
here and talk to me. I am veiy glad you came here to-night.
I was honibly lonely in this dreary place "
My lady shivered, and looted round the luxurious chambct
very much as if the Serves and bronze, the buhl and ormolu, had
been the motUdering adornments of some ruined castle. The
dreary wretchedness of her thoughts haa communicated itself to
every object about her, and aU outer things took their colour
from the secret anguish in her breast. She had spoken thi
entire trath in saying that she was glad of her lady's-maid's
visit. Her frivolous nature clung to this weak shelter in the
hour of her fear and suffering. There were sympathies between
her and this girl, who was Hke herself inwardly as well as outwardly—Hke herself, selfish, and cold, and cruel, eager for her
own advanoement, and greedy of opulence and elegance, angry
with the lot that had been cast her, and weary of dull dependence. My lady hated AHcia for her frank, passionate, generous,
daring nature; she hated her step-daughter, and clung to this
pale-faced, pale-haired girl, whom she thought neither better
nor worse than herself.
Phoebe Marks obeyed her late mistress's commands, and took
off her bonnet before seating herself on the ottoman at Lady
Audley's feet. Her smooth bands of Hght hair were unruffled
by the March winds; her tiimly made drab dress and Hnen
coUar were as neatly an-anged as they could have been had she
only that moment completed her toUet,
" Sir Michael is better, I hope, my lady?" she said.
" Yes, Phoeue, much better. He is asleep. You may close
that door," added Lady Audley, with a motion of her head
towards the door of communication between the rooms, which
had been left open.
Mrs. Marks obeyed submissively, and then retumed to her
seat.
" I am very, very unhappy, Phoebe," my lady said, fretfuUy;
" wretchedly miserable."
"About the—secret?" asked Mrs. Marks, in a half whisper.
My lady did not notice that question. S'ae resumed in the
Eame complaming tone. She was glad to be able to complain
even to this lady's-maid. She had brooded over her fears, and
had suffered so long in secret, that it was an inexpressible reUcf
Lo her to bemoan her fate aloud.
" I am crueUy perswiuted and harassed, Phoebe Marks," ahe
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said. " I am pursued and tormented by a man whom I neve?
injured, whom I have never wished to injure. I am nevei
suffered to rest by this relentless tormentor, and I
"
She imused, staring at the fire again, as she had done in hei
loneHness.
Phcebe Marks watched my lady's face, looking upward at
her late mistress with pale, anxious eyes, that only relaxed
their watchfulness when Lady Audley's glance met that of her
companion.
" I think I know whom you mean, my lady," said the innkeeper's wife, after a pause; " I flunk I know who it is who is
so cruel to you."
" Oh, of course," answered my lady, bitterly : " my secrets are
everybody's secrets. You know all about it, no doubt."
" The person is a gentleman, is he not, my lady ?"
" Yes."
" A gentleman who came to the Castle Inn two months agrs,
when I warned you
"
" Yes, yes," answered my lady, impatiently.
" I thought so. The same gentleman is at our place to-night,
my lady."
Lady Audley started up from her chair—started up as if she
would have done something desperate in her despairing fury;
but she sank back again with a weary, querulous sigh. "Wliat
warfare could such a feeble creature wage against her fate ?
What could she do but wind like a hunted hare tUl she found
her way back to the starting-point of the cruel cliace, to be there
trampled down by her pursuers P
" At the Castle Inn ?" she cried. " I might have known as
much. He has gone there to %vi'ing my secrets from your
husband. Fool!" she exclaimed, suddenly turning upon Phoebe
Marks, in a transjiort of anger, " do you want to destroy me,
that you have left those two men together ? "
Mrs. Marks clasped her hands piteously.
" I didn't come away of my own free wUl, my lady," she said .
" no one could have been more unwilling to leave the House than
I was this night. I was sent here."
" Who sent you here ?"
" Luke, my lady. You can't teU how hard he can be upon raa
if I go against lum."
" Why did he send you ?"
Tlie innkeeper's wife dropped her eyelids under Lady
Audley's angry ^lances, and hesitated before she ansv/ered thia
question.
" Indeed, my lady," she stammered, " I didn't want to coniQ
I told Luke that it was too bad for us to worry you, first asking
this favour, and then asking that, and never leaving you alone
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for a month together; but—but—^he drove me down with hii
loud blustering talk, and he made me come."
"Yes, yes," cried Lady Audley, impatientiy; " I know that
I want to know why you have conje."
" "Why, you know, my lady," answered Phcebe, half reluctantly, " Luke is very extravagant; and aU I can say to him, 1
can't get him to be careful or steady. He's not sober; a r '
when he's drinking vrith a lot of rough countrymen, and drink
ing, perhaps, even more than they do, it isn't likely that his
head can be very clear for accounts. If it hadn't been for me
we should have been ruined before this; and hard ae I've tried
I haven't been able to keep the ruin off. You remember giving
mi? the money for the brewer's bUl, my lady ?"
" Yes, I remember very weU," answered Lady Audley, with
a bitter laugh, " for I wanted that money to pay my own bUls."
" I know you did, my lady, and it was very, very hard for me
to have to come and ask you for it, after aU that we'd received
from you before. But that isn't the worst; when Luke sent me
down here to beg the favour of that help, he never told me that
the Christmas rent was stUl owing; but it was, my lady; and
it's owing now, and—there's a baUiff in the house to-night, and
we're to be sold up to-morrow unless'
"
" Unless I pay your rent, I suppose," cried Lady Audley.
" I might have guessed what was coming."
" Indeed, indeed, my lady, I woiUdn't have asked it," sobbed
Phoebe Marks, " but he made me come."
" Yes," answered my lady, bitterly, " he made you come; and
Iffi wiU make you come whenever he pleases, and whenever ho
wanta money for the gratification of his low rices ; and you and
he are to be my pensioners as long as I Hve, or as long as I
have any money to give; for I suppose when my purse is empty
and my credit iTiined, you and your husband wiU turn upon me
and seH me to the highest bidder. Do you know, Phoebe Marks,
that my jewel-case has been robbed to meet youi- claims, and
'hat I live in perpetual fear of my husband's questioning me
ubout the particular trinkets which I have disposed of for youi
benefit P Do you know that my pin-money, which I thought
«uch a princely aUowance when my marriage settlement waa
made, and when I was a poor governess at Mr. Dawson's—•
Heaven help me!—my pin-money has been overdrawn half a
year to satisfy your demands ? What can I do to appease you ?
S'naU I seU my Marie Antoinette cabinet, or my Pompadour
ehina, or my Gobefim chairs and ottoman?? How shall I satisfy
fou next ? "
^
"Oh, my lady, my lady," cried Phoebe, piteously, "don't be
k^ cirael to me! you know, you know that it isn't I who want to
tmuose upon you."
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" I know nothing," exclaimed Lady Audley, " except that I
am the most miserable of women. Let me think," she cried,
sUencing Phoebe's consolatory murmurs with an imperious
gesture. " Hold your tongue, girl, and let me think of tliis
business, if I can."
She put her hands to her forehead, clasping her slender
fingers across her brow, as if she would have controUed the
action of her brain by their convulsive pressure.
" Robert Audley is with your husband," she said slowly,
speaking to herself rather than to her companion. " Those two
men are together, and there are baUiffs in the house, and your
brutal husband is no doubt brutally drunk by this time, and
brutally obstinate and ferocious in his di-unkenness. If I refuse
to pay this money his ferocity vriU be multipHed by a hundredfold. There's Httle use in discussing the matter. The money
must be paid."
" But if you do pay it, my lady," said Phoebe, very eamestiy,
* I hope you vriU impress upon Luke that it is the last money
you vrill ever give him while he stops in that house."
" "Why ? " asked Lady Audley, letting her hands fall on her
lap, and looking inquiringly at Mrs. Marks.
" Because I want Luke to leave the Castle."
" But why do you want him to leave ? "
" Oh, for ever so many reasons, my lady," answered Phoebe,
" He's not fit to be the landlord of a public-house. I didn't
know that when I married him, or I would have gone against
the business, and tried to persuade him to take to the farming
Hne. Not that I suppose he'd have given up his own fancy,
though, either; for he's obstinate enough, as you know, my
lady. He's not fit for his present business, though. He's
scarcely ever sober after dark, and when he's drunk he gets
almost wild, and doesn't seem to know what he does. We've
had two or tliree narrow escapes with him already."
" Narrow escapes ! " repeated Lady Audley. " "What do you
mean ? "
" "Why, we've run the risk of being burnt in our beds through
his carelessness."
" Burnt in your beds through his carelessness! "Why, how
was t h a t ? " asked my lady, rather Hstlessly. She was too
selfish, and too deeply absorbed in her own troubles, to take
much interest in any danger which had befaUen her sometime
lady's-maid.
" You know what a queer old place the Castle is, my lady;
aU tumble-down wood-work, and rotten rafters, and such like.
The Chelmsford Insurance Company won't insure it, for they
jay if the place did happen to catch fire upon a windy night it
would blaze away like so much tinder, and nothing in the world
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could save it, WeU, Luke knows this, an J the landlord hai
warned him of it times and often, for he Hves close against us,
and he keeps a pretty sharp eye upon all my husband's goingson; but when Luke's tipsy he doesn't know what he's about,
and only a week ago he left a candle burning in one of the outhouses, and the flame caught one of the rafters of the sloping
roof, and if it hadn't been for me finding it out when I went
round the house the last thing, we might have all been burnt to
death. And that's the third time the same kind of thing has
happened in the six months we've had the place, and you can't
lyonder that I'm frightened; can yon, my lady? "
My lady had not wondered, she had not thought about the
business at aU, She had scarcely Hstened to these commonplace details; why should she care for this low-bom waitingwoman's perils and troubles ? Had she not her own terrors,
her own soul-absorbing perplerities to usurp every thought of
which her brain was capable ?
She did not make any remark upon that wliich poor Phoebe had
just told her: she scarcely comiirehended what had been said,
until some moments after the girl had finished speaking, when
the words assumed their full meaning, as some words do two or
three minutes after they have been heard without being heeded,
" Burnt in your beds !" said my lady, at last, " I t wotUd
have been a good thing for me if that precious creature, your
husband, had been burnt in his bed before to-night."
A xvrA picture flashed upon her as she spoke. The picture of
that fraU wooden tenement, the Castle Inn, reduced to a roofless
chaos of lath and plaster, vomiting flames from its black mouth
and spitting sparks of fire upward towards the cold night sky.
She gave a weary sigh as she dismissed this image from hei
restless brain. She would be no better off even if this enemy
should be for ever sUenced. She had another and far more
dangerous foe—a foe who was not to be bribed or bought off,
though she had been as rich as an empress.
" I'll give you the money to send this baUiff away," my lady
said, after a pause. " I must give you the last sovereign in my
purse, but what of that? You know as weU as I do that I
dare not refuse you."
Lady Audley rose and took the Hghted lamp from her writingtable. " The money is in my dressing-room," she said; " I wiU
go and fetch it."
" Oh, my lady," exclaimed Phoebe, suddenly. " I forgot
fBomething; I was in such a way about this business that I
quite forgot it."
" Quite forgot what P "
" A letter that was given me to bring to you, my lady, just
before I left home."
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^ What letter?"
" A letter from Mr. Audley. He heard my husband mention
thai I was coming down here, and he asked me to carry this
letter."
Lady Audley set the lamp down upon the table nearest to
her, and held out her hand to receive the letter. Phoebe Marks
could scarcely fail to observe that the Httle jeweUed hand shook
like a leaf.
" Give it me—give it m e l " cried my lady; " let me see what
more he has to say,"
She almost snatched the letter from Phoebe's hand in her
impatience. She tore open the envelope and flung it from her;
she could scarcely unfold the sheet of note-paper in her eager
excitement.
The letter was very brief. I t contained only these words:—
" Should Mrs, George Talboys really have survived the date
of her supposed death, as recorded in the i)ubHc prints, and
upon the tombstone in Ventnor churchyard, and should she
erist in the person of the lady suspected and accused by the
writer of this, there can be no great difficulty in finding some
one able and wiUing to identify her, Mrs. Barkamb, the owner
of North Cottages, Wildernsea, would no doubt consent to
throw some Hght upon this matter, either to dispel a delusion
or to confirm a suspicion.
" BOBEBT AUDLIT.

"March 3rd, 1859.
" The Castle Inn, Mount Stanning."
My lady crushed the letter fiercely in her hand, and flung it
from her into the flames.
" If he stood before me now, and I could kUl him," she said,
in a strange inward whisper, " I would do it—I would do it! "
She snatched up the lamp and rushed into the adjoining room.
She shut the door beliind her. She could not endure any
witness of her horrible despair—she could endure nothins';
neither herself nor her surroundings.

CHAPTER X X X I I I .
THE RED LIGHT IN TUE SKI.

THE door between my lady's dressing-room and the bed-chambsi
in which Sir Michael lay had been left open. The baronet
elept peacefuUy, his noble face plainly risible in the subdued
lamplight. His breathing was low and regular, his lips curved
in a half smUe—a smUe of tender happiness which he oitoa
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wore when he looled at his beautiful wife, the smUe of an allindulgent father who looks admiringly at hia favourite chUd.
Some touch of womanly feeling, some sentiment of compassion, softened Lady Audley's glance as it feU upon that nobla
reposing flgure. For a moment the horrible egotism of her
own misery yielded to her pitying tenderness for another. It
was perhaps only a semi-selfish tenderness after all, in which
pity for heiself was as powerful as pity for her husband; but
for once in a way, her thoughts ran oxrfi of the narrow groove
of hei own terrors and her own troubles to dweU with prophetic
grief upon the coming sorrows of another,
" If they make him beHeve, how wretched he wUl be," sht>
thought.
But intermingled with that thought there was another—tctcre
was the thought of her lovely face, her bewitching manner, her
arch smile. Her low musical laugh, which was Hke a peal of
silvery bells ringing across a broad river in the misty summer
evening. She thought of aU these things with a transient thrill
of triumph, which was stronger even than her terror.
If Sir Michael Audley Hved to be a hundred years old, whatever he might leam to beHeve of her, however he might grow to
despise her, would he ever be able to disassociate her from these
a "tributes? No; a thousand times, no. To the last hour of
his Hfe his memory would present her to him invested with the
loveHness that had first won his enthusiastic adiriiration, hia
devoted affection. Her worst enemies could not rob her of that
fairy dower which had been so fatal in its influence upon her
frivolous mind.
She paced up and down the dressing-room in the sUvery lampHght, pondering upon the strange letter which she had received
from Robert Audley. She walked backwards and forwards for
some time before she was able to steady her thoughts—before
she was able to bring the scattered forces of her narrow intellect
to bear upon the one all-important subject of the threat contained in the banister's letter.
" He wiU do it," she said, between her set teeth; " be will do
it, unless I get him into a lunatic asylum first; or unless
"
She did not finish the thought in words. She did not even
think out the sentence j but some new and unnatural pulse in
her heart seemed to beat out each separate syllable against her
The thought was this : " He wiU do it, unless some strange
calamity befalls him and silences him for ever." The red blood
flashed up into my lady's face with as sudden and transient a
blaze as the flickering flame of a fire, and died aa suddenly
away, leaving her paler than winter snow. Her hands, which
had before been locked convulsively together, feU anart and
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dropped heavUy at her sides. She stopped in her rapid pacing
to and fro—stoppai aa Lot's wife may have stopped, after that
fatal backward glance at the perishing city, with every pulse
Blackening, with every drop of blood congealing in her veins in
the terrible process that was to transform her from a woman
into a statue.
Lady Audley stood stUl for about five minutes in tbat
strangely statuesque attitude, har aead erect, her eyes starir.g
straight before her—staring far beyond the narrow boundary of
^er chamber wall, into dark distances of risionary horror.
But, by-and-by, she started from that rigid attitude almost aa
nbmptly as she had fallen into it. She roused herself from that
semi-lethargy, and walked rapidly to her dressing-table, and
seating herself before it, pushed away the Htter of goldenstoppeicd bottles, and delicate china essence-boxes, and looked
at her reflection in the large oval glass. . She was very pale;
but there was no other Irfioc of agitation visible in her girlish
face. The lines of her exquisitely-moulded Hps were so beautiful,
that it was only a very close observer who could have perceived
a certain rigidity that was unusual to them. She saw this
herself, and tried to smUe away that statue-Hke immobifity;
but to-night the rosy Hps refused to obey her, they were firmly
locked, and were no longer the slaves of her wUl and pleasure.
All the latent forces of her character concentrated themselves
in thia one feature. She might command her eyes; but she
could not control the muscles of her mouth. She rose from
before her dressing-table and took a dark velvet cloak and
bonnet from her wardrobe, and dressed herself for walking.
The Httle ormolu clock on the chimney-piece struck the quarter
after eleven while Lady Audley was employed in this manner;
five minutes afterwards, she re-entered the room in which she
had left Phcebe Marks.
The innkeeper's wife was sitting before the fire very much in
the same attitude as that in which her late mistress had brooded
over that lonely hearth earHer in the evening. Phoebe had
replenished the grate, and had re-assumed her bonnet and shawl
She was anxious to get home to that brutal husband, who was
only too apt to faU into some mischief in her absence. Shf
looked up as Lady Audley entered the room, and uttered an
exclamation of surprise on seeing her mistress in walking
eostume.
" My lady," she cried, " you are not going out to-night ?"
" Yes, I am, Phoebe," Lady Audley answered, very quietly;
" I am going to Mount Stanning vrith you, to see this bailiff,
and to pay and dismiss him myself."
" But, my lady, you forget what the time ia; you oajn't ga
out at sucli an hour."
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Lady Audley did not answer. She stood with her fingera
resting Hghtly upon the handle of the bell, meditating quietly.
" The stables are always locked, and the men in bed by ten
o'clock," she murmured, " when we are at home. I t wiU make
a terrible hubbub to get a carriage ready; but yet I dare ssif
one of the servants could manage the matter quietly for me."
" But why should you go to-night, my lady ? " cried Bhoebe
Marks. " 'I'o-morrow will do quite as weU. A week hence wUl
do as weU. Our landlord would take the man away if he had
your promise to settle the debt."
Lady Audley took no notice of this interruption. She went
hastUy into the dressing-room, and flung off her bonnet and
cloak, and then returned to the boudoir, in her simple dinner
costume, with her curls brushed carelessly away from her face.
"Now, Phoebe Marks, listen to me," said she, grasping her
confidante's wrist, and speaking in a low, earnest voice, but with
a certain imperious air that challen~«d contradiction, and commanded obedience.
" Listen to me, Phoebe," she said: " I am going to the Castle
Inn to-night; whether it is early or late is of very Httle consequence to me; I have set my mind upon going, and I shaU
go. You have asked me why, and I have told you. I am
going in order that I may pay this debt myself, and that I may
see for myself that the money I give is appHed to the purpose
for which I give it. There is notliing out of the common course
of Hfe in my doing this. I am going to do what other women
in my position very often do. I am going to assist a favourite
servant."
"But it's getting on for twelve o'clock, my lady," pleaded
Phoebe.
Lady Audley frowned impatiently at this interruption.
" If my going to your house to pay this man should be
inown," she continued, stUl retaining her hold of Phoebe's
wrist, " I am ready to answer for my conduct: but I would
rather that the business should be kept quiet. I think that I
can leave this house and return to it without being seen by any
bring creature, if you vrill do as I tell you."
" I wiU do anything that you wish, my lady," answered
Phoebe, submissively.
"Then you will wish me good night presently, when my
maid comes into the room, and you will suffer her to show you
out of the house. You will cross the courtyard and wait foi
me in the avenue upon the other side of the archway. I t may
be half an hour before I am able to join you, for I must not
leave my room till the servants have all gone to bed; but you
may wait for me patiently, for come what may, I wiU join you."
Lady Audley's face was no longer pa.l*>. An unnatural
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fji'iison spot burned in the centre of each rounded cheek, and
£ji unnatural lustre gleamed in her great blue eyes. She spoke
vrith an unnatural clearness, and an unnatural rapidity. She
'..ad altogether the appearance and manner of a person who has
yielded to the dominant influence of some overpowering excitement. Phcfibe Marks stared at her late mistress in mute bewilderment. She began to fear th;\t my lady was going mad.
The beU which Lady Audley ran£; was answered by the smart
lady's-maid, who v/ore rose-coloured ribbons and black silk
gowns, and other adornments which were unknown in the good
old days when servants wore Hnsey-woolsey.
" I did not know t h a t it was so late, Martin," said my lady,
in t h a t gentle tone vvhich always won for her the wUHng service
of her inferiors. " I have been talking with Mrs. Marks, and
have let the time slip by me. I shan't want anything to-nig'nt,
so you may go to bed when you please."
" T h a n k you, my lady," answered the girl, who looked very
sleepy, and had some difficulty in repressing a yawn even in her
mistress's presence, for the Audley household usually kept very
early hours. " I'd better show Mrs. Marks out, my lady-,
hadn't I , " asked the maid, " before I go to bed ? "
" O h , yes, to be sure, you can let Phcebe out. AU the other
servants have gone to bed, then, I suppose ? "
" Yes, my lady."
Lady Audley laughed as she glanced at the timepiece.
" W e have been terribly dissi25ated u p here, Phoebe," she £a,id.
" Good night. You may tell your husband t h a t his rent shall
be paid."
" Thank you very much, my lady, and good night," murmured Phcebe, as she backed out of the room, foUowed by tha
lady's-maid.
Lady Audley Hstened at the door, waiting tUl the muffled
sound of their footsteps died away in the octagon chamber and
on the carpeted staircase.
" Martin sleeps at the top of the house," she said, " ever so
far away from this room. I n ten minutes I may safely make
my escape."
She went back into her dressing-room, and p u t on hei cloak
and bonnet for the second time. The unnatural colour still
burnt Hke a flame in her cheeks, the unnatural Hght still glittered in her eyes. The excitement vvhich she was under held
her LQ SO strong a spell thut neither her mind nor her body
seemed to have any consciousness of fatigue. No description,
however prolonged or verbose, could reproduce a tithe of her
thoughts or her sufferings. She suffered agonies t h a t would fUl
closely-pruitcd volumes, bulky with a thousand pages, in t h a t
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doubt, and perplexity; sometimfjs repeating the eame chapters
of her torments over and over again; sometimes hurrying
through a thousand pages of her misery without one pause, without one moment of breathing time. She stood by the low fender
in her boudoir, watching the minute-hand of the clock, and
waiting till it should be time for her to leave the house in safety.
" I v;iU wait ten minutes," she said, "not a .moment beyond,
before I enter upon my new peril."
She listened to the wild roaring of the March wind, which
seemed to have risen with the stillness and datkness cf the
night.
The hand upon the dial slowly made its ineritable way to the
figures which told that the ten minutes were past. It was
exactly a quarter to twelve when my lady took her lamp in her
hand, and stole softly from the room. Her footfall was as light
as that of some graceful wild animal, and there was no fear of
that elastic tread awakening any echo upon the carpeted stone
corridors and staircase. She did not pause until she reached
the vestibule upon the ground floor. Several doors opened out
of this vestibule, which was octagon, Hke my lady's antechamber. One of these doors led into the library, and it was
this door which Lady Audley opened softly and cautiqusly.
To have attempted to leave the house secretly by any of the
principal outlets would have been simple madness, for the
housekeeper herself superintended the barricading of the doors,
back and front. The secrets of the bolts, and bars, and
chains, and bells which secured these doors, and provided for
the safety of Sir Michael Audley's plate-room, the door of
which was fined with sheet-iron, were known only to the servants who had to deal with them. But although all these
precautions were taken with the principal entrances to the
citadel, a wooden shutter and a slender iron bar, light enough
to be lifted by a child, were considered sufficient safeguard for
the French window which opened out of the breakfast-room
on to the smooth turf of the courtyard.
It was by this outlet that Lady Audley meant to make her
escape. She could easily remove the bar and unfasten tho
shutter, and she might safely venture to leave the window ajar
while she was absent. There was little fear of Sir Michael's
awaking for some time, as he was a heavy sleeper in the earlier
part of the night, and had slept more heavily than usual since
his Ulness.
Lady Audley crossed the Hbrary, and opened the door of
the breakfast-room which communicated with it. This latter
apartment was one of the modern additions to the Court It
was a simple, cheerful chamber, with brightly-papered wa'is
and pretty maple furniture, and was more occupied by Alica
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laan any one else. The paraphemaHa of t h a t young lady's
favourite pursuits were scattered about the room—drawuig
tnaterials, unfinished scrajDS of work, tangled skeins of silk,
2nd all the other tokens of a careless damsel's presence; whUe
Miss Audley's picture—a pretty crayon sketch of a rosy-faced
hoyden in a riding habit and hat—hung over the quaint
Wedgwood ornaments on the chimney-piece. My lady looked
upon these famiHar objects with scornful hatred flaming in her
iilue eyes.
" How glad she wUl be if any disgrace befaUs m e , " she
t h o u g h t ; " h o w she wUl rejoice if I am driven out of this
house! "
Lady Audley set the lamp upon a table near the fireplace.
She removed the iron bar and the light wooden shutter, and
then opened the vsT-ndow. The March night was black and
•Rioonless, and a gust of wind blue in upon her, filling the room
•rith its chilly breath, and extinguishing the lamp upon the
table.
" N o matter," my lady muttered, " I could not have left it
burning, I shall know how to find my way through %e house
when I eome back. I have left all the doors ajar."
She stepped quickly out upon the smooth gravel, and closed
the window belund her very carefully. She was afraic? lest t h a t
treachercius wind should blow-to the door opening into the
Hbrary, and thus betray her.
She was in the quadrangle now, with t h a t cliUl v/ind s l e e p i n g
against her, and swirling her silken garments round hei with a
shiiU mstHng noise, like the whistling of a sharp Ijreeze ut.^'ainst
the Bails of a yacht. She crossed the quadrangle and iocked
back—looked back for a moment a t the firelight gleaming
through the rosy-tinted curtains in her boudoir, and the dim
gleam of the lamp behind the oriel vrindow in the room where
Sir Michari Audley lay asleep.
" I feel as if I were running away," she thought. " I feel
if I were running away secretly in the dead of the night, i
lose myself and be forgotten. Perhaps it would be wiser xu
me to run away, to take tins man's warning, and escape out of
his power for ever. If I were to run away and disappear—as
George Talboys disappeared? B u t where could I go? W h a t
would become of me ? I have no money: my jewels are not
worth five hundred pounds, now t h a t I have got rid of the beet
p a r t of them. W h a t could I do ? I must go back to the old
life,, the old, hard, cruel, wretched life—the life of poverty, and
humiliation, and vexation, and discontent. I should have to (?o
back and wear myself out in t h a t long struggle, and die—as my
mother died, perhaps."
My lady stood still for a moment on the smooth lawn Lotr/cs:,':
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tne quadi-angle and the archway, with her he,id drooping upca
her breast, and her hands locked together, debating tliis qucs.iion in the unnatural activity of her nund. Her attitude
•eflected the state of that mind—it expressed irresolution and
perplerity. But presently a sudden clian.c;'e cauie over her;
she Hfted her head—lifted it with an ah of defiance and
4etermintition.
" No, Mr. Robert Audley," she said aloud, iu a low, clear,
roice; " I will not go back—I wiU not go back. If the stiniggle
Dctween us is to be a duel to the death, you shall not find me
drop my weapon."
She walked with a firm and rapid step under the archway.
As she jiassed under that massive arch, it seemed as if she
isnppeared into some black gulf that had been yawning to
receive her. The stupid clock struck twelve, and the sol.d
masonry seemed to vibrate under its heavy strokes, as Lady
Audley emerged upon the other side, a.nd joined Phoebe Marks,
who had waited for her late mistress very near the gateway of
the Court.
" No\v, Phoebe," she said, " it is three miles from here to
Mount Stanning, is it not P "
" YeS; my lady."
" Then we can walk it in an hour f "
Lady Audley had not stopped to say tliis: she was walking
~ e.xkly along the avenue with her humble companion by her
1^'de. FragUe and deHcate as she was in appearance, she was a
•re.'y good walker. She had been iu the habit of taking long
e.ou'- ,./ rambles with Mr. Dawson's children in her old days
of dependence, and she thought very Httle of a distance of three
n'les.
" Your delightful husband will sit up for you, I suppose,
Phceb' ? " she said, as they struck across an open field that waa
used, as a short cut from Audley Court to the high road.
" Oh, yes, my lady; he's sure to sit up. He'U be drinking
•"^ith the man, I dare say."
"The man! W h a t m a n ? "
" The man's that's in possession, my lady."
* Ah! to be sure," said Lady Audley, indifferently.
I t was strange that Phoebe's domestic troubles should socsji
*o very far away from her thoughts at the time she was taking
such an extraordinary step towards setting things right at tho
Castle Inn.
The two women crossed the field and turned into the high
road. The way to Mount Stanning was very hilly, and th«
long road looked black and dreary in the dark night; but mj
lady walked on with a desperate courage, wbdch was no norma*
oonatituent in her selfish, sensuous nature, but an unwontcJ
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A>rce engendered of despair. She did not speak again to hei
companion until they were close to the glimmering lights at th«
top of the lull, one of wluch rillage Hghts, gleaming redlj
through a crimson curtain, marked the particular vrindort
behind which it was Hkely t h a t Luke Marks sat nodding drowsUj
over his liquor, and waiting for the coming of his mfe.
" H e has not gone to bed, Phoebe," said my lady, eagerly,
" B u t there is no other Hght burning a t the inn. I suppose
Mr. Audley is in bed and asleep ? "
" Yes, my lady, I suppose so."
" You are sure he was going to stay a t the Castle to-night ? "
" Oh, yes, my lady. I helped the girl to get his room ready
before I came away."
The wind, boisterous everywhere, was shrillest and most
pitiless in the neighbourhood of t h a t bleak hUl-top upon which
the Castle I n n reared its rickety walls. The cruel blasts danced
wildly round t h a t fraU erection. They cHsported themselves
with the shattered pigeon-house, the broken weathercock, the
loose tiles, and unshapely chimneys; they rattled at the window
panes, and whistled in the crerices: they mocked the feeble
buUding from foundation to roof, and battered and banged and
tormented it in their fierce gambols, until it trembled and rocked
with the force of their rough play.
Mr. Luke Marks had not troubled himself to secure the door
of his awelling-house before sitting down to drink with the man
who held provisional possession of his goods and chattels.
The landlord of the Castle I n n was a lazy, sensual brute, who
had no higher sentiment in his mind than a selfish concern for
his own enjoyments, and a virulent hatred of anybody who
stood in the way of his gratification.
Phoebe pushed open the door with her hand, and went into
the house, foUowed by my lady. The gas was flaring in the
bar, and smoking the low, plastered ceifing. The door of the
bar-parlour was half open, and Lady Audley heard the brutal
laughter of Mr. Marks as she crossed the threshold of the inn.
" I'll tell him you're here, my lady," whispered Phoebe to her
late mistress. " I know he'll be tipsy. You—you won't b«
offended, my lady, if he should say anything rude. You kno\?
it t.'asn't my wish t h a t you should come."
" Yes, yes," answered Lady Audley, impatiently. " I know
that. ^Vhat should I care for his rudeness? Let him say
what he likes."
Phoebe Marks pushed open the parlour door, leaving my lady
jn the bar close behind her.
Luke sat with his clumsy legs stretched out upon the heartl^
with a glass of gin-and-water in one hand, and tne poker in tin
ether. He had j u s t t h r u s t the poker into a great heap of blacS

2iQ

Lady Audley's

Secrst.

coals, and was shattering them to make a blaze, wheii hi3 T,nf«
appeared upon the threshold of the room.
He snatched the poker from between the bars, and made a
half-drunken, half-threatenmg motion vrith it as he saw her.
" So you've condescended to come home at last, ma'am," he
said; " I thought you was never coming no more."
He spoke in a thick and drunken voice, and was by no means
too inteUigible. He was steeped to the very Hps in alcohol.
His eyes were dim and watery; his handii were unsteady; hia
voice was choked and muffled with drink. A brate, even when
most sober; a brate, even when on his best behaviour; he
was'ten times more brutal in his drunkenness, when the few
restraints which held his ignorant, every-day bnitahty ia
rieck were flung aside in the insolent recklessness of intorication.
"I—I've been longer than I intended to be, Luke," Phcebe
answered, in her most concUiatory manner; " b u t I've seen
my lady, and she's been vei-y kind, and—and she'U settle this
business for us."
" She's been very kind, has she ?" muttered Mr. Marks, with
a drunken laugh; " thank her for nothing. I know the vaUy
of her kindness. She'd be oncommon kind, I dessay, if ahe
wani't obHgated to be it."
The man in possession, who had fallen into a maudlin and
semi-unconscious state of intorication upon about a third of
the liquor that Mr. Marks had consumed, only stared in feeble
wonderment at his host and hostess. He sat near the table.
Indeed, he had hooked himself on to it with his elbows, as a
safeguard against sfiding under it, and he was making inane
attempts to Hght his pipe at the flame of a guttering tallow
candle near him.
" My lady has promised to settle the business for us," Phoebe
repeated, vrithout noticing Luke's remarks; she knew her husband's dogged nature well enough by this time to know that it
Was worse than useless to try to stop him from doing or saying
anything which his own stubborn will led him to do or say;
" and she's come down here to see about it to-night, Luke," she
added.
The poker dropped from the la.ndlord's hand, and feU clattering amongst the cinders on the hearth.
" My Lady Audley come here to-night ?" he said.
"Yes, Luke,"
/ ly lady appeared upon the threshold of the door aa Phcebe
!i>oke.
"Yes, Luke Marks," she said, " I have vome to pay thia
u-in, and to send him about his business."
Lady Audley said these words in a strange ecmi.mechanical
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saianncr, very much as if she had learned the seti *ioe by rote,
and were reiDcating it vrithout knowing what she said,
Mr. Marks gave a discontented growl, and set his empty glass
down upon the table with an impatient gesture.
" You might have given the money to Phoebe," he sail, " aa
well as have brought it yourself. "We don't want no fine ladies
up here, pryin' and pokin' their precious noses into everythink."
" Ltike, Luke," remonstrated Phcebe, " when my lady has been
so kind!"
"Oh, damn her kindness!" cried Mr. Marks; " i t ain't het
kindness as we want, gal, it's her money. She won't get n^
snivelHn' gratitood from me. "Whatever she does for ua she
does because she is obHged, and if she wam't obHgated she
wouldn't do it
"
It is doubtful what Luke Marks might have gone on to saj
if my Lady had not turned upon him suddenly, and awed him
into sUence by the unearthly glitter of her beauty. Her hair
had been blown away from her face, and, being of a Hght,
feathery quaHty, had spread itself into a tangled mass that
surrounded her forehead Hke a yellow fl.ame. There was another
flame in her eyes—a greenish Hght, such as might flash from
the changing-hued orbs of an angry mermaid.
" Stop," she cried, " I cHdn't come up here m tho dead of the
night to Hsten to your insolence. How much is this debt ? "
" Fourteen pound."
Lady Audley produced her pui'se—a toy of ivory, sUver, and
turquoise—and took from it a bank-note and four sovereigns.
She laid these upon the table.
" Let that man give me a receipt for the money," she said,
" before I go."
I t was some time before the man could be roused into sufficient
consc'ousness for the performance of this simple duty, and it
was only by dipping a pen into the ink and pushing it between
his cl^cmsy fingers, that he was at last made to comprehend
that his autograph was wanted at the bottom of the receipt
which had been made out by Phoebe Marks. Lady Audley took
the document as soon as the ink was dry, and turned to leave
the parlour. Phoebe foUowed her.
" You musn't go home alone, my lady," she said. " You'U
let me go vrith you ? "
" Yes, yes, you shaU go home vrith me."
The two women were standing near the door of the inn aa
my lady said this. Phoebe stared wonderingly at her patroness,
she had expected that Lady Audley would be in a hurry to
return home after settling this business which she had capriciously taien upon herself; but it was not so; my lady stood
leaning against the inn door and staring into vacancy, ani
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again Mrs. Marks began to fear that trouble had driven her lata
mistress mad.
A Httle Dutch clock in the bar struck one whUe Lady Audley
lingered iu this irresolute, absent manner.
She started at the sound and began to tremble riolently.
" I think I am going to faint, Phoebe," she said; " where can
I get some cold water ? "
" The pump is in the washhouse, my lady ; I'U ran and get
you a glass of water."
" No, no, no," cried my lady, clutching Phoebe's arm as she
was about to ran away upon this errand, " I'U get it myself. I
must dip my head in a basin of water if I want to save myself
from fainting. In which room does Mr. Audley sleep ?"
There was something so irrelevant in tins question that
Phoebe Marks stared aghast at her mistress before she answered it.
" I t was number three that I got ready, my lady—the front
room^the room next to ours," she repHed, after that pause of
astonishment.
" Give me a candle," said my lady; " I'U go into your room
to get some water for my head. Stay where you are," she
added authoritatively, as Phoebe Marks was about to show the
way—" stay where you a,re, and see that that brute of a husband of yours doesn't follow me!"
She snatched the candle which Phcebe had Hghted from the
girl's hand, and ran up the rickety, winding staircase wliich
led to the narrow corridor upon the upper floor. Five bedrooms opened out of this low-ceUinged, close-smelHng corridor.
The numbers of these rooms were incHcated by squat black
figures painted upon the upper panels of the doors. Lady
AucUey had driven to Mount Stanning to inspect the house
when she had bought the business for her servant's bridegroom,
and she knew her way about the dilapidated old place. She
knew where to find Phcebe's bedroom; but she stopped before
the door of that other chamber which had been prepared for
Mr. Robert Audley.
She stopped and looked at the number on the door. The
key was in the lock, and her hand dropped upon it as if unconsciously. Then she suddenly began to tremble again, as
she had trembled a few minutes before at the striking of the
clock. She stood for a few moments trembling thus, with her
hand still upon the key; then a hoirible ex|5ression-came over
Wer face, and she turned the key in the lock; she turned it
twice, double-locking the door.
There was no sound from within; the occupant of the cham«
ber made no sign of haring heard that ominous creaking of tht
fusty key in the rusty lock.
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Lady Audley hurried into the nerf room. She set the candle
on the dressing-table, flung off her bonnet and slung it loosely
across her arm; she went to the washhand-stand and filled the
basin vrith water. She plunged her golden hair into this water,
and then stood for a few moments in the centre of the room
looking about her, with a white earnest face, and an eager gize
that seemed to take in every object in the poorly furnished
nhamber. Phoebe's bedroom was certainly very ghabbUy furnished; she had been compeUed to select aU the most decent
things for those best bed-rooms, which were set apart for any
chance traveller who might stop for a night's lodging at the
Castle Inn. But Mrs. Marks had done her best to atone for the
lack of sub.stantial fumiture in her apartment by a superabun?
dance of drapery. Crisp curtahis of cheap chintz hung from
the tent-bedstead; festooned draperies of the same material
shrouded the narrow window, shutting out the light of day, and
affording a pleasant harbour for tribes of ffies and predatoi"y
bands of spiders. Even the lookmg-glass, a miserably cheap
construction which distorted every face whose owner had the
hardihood to look into it, stood upon a draperied altar of
starched musHn and j^ink glazed caUco, and was adorned with
friUs of lace and knitted work.
My lady smUed as she looked at the festoons and furbelows
which met her eye upon every side. She had reason, perhaps,
to smUe, remembering the costly elegance of her own apartments ; but there was something in that sardonic smUe wliich
seemed to have a deeper meaning than any natural contempt
for Phoebe's poor attempts at decoration. She went to the
dressing-table and smoothed her wet hair before the lookingglass, and then put on her bonnet. She was obliged to place
the flaming tallow candle very close to the lace furbelows aboui
the glass before she could succeed in throwing any Hght on the
dusky muTor; so close that the starched muslin seemed to draw
the flame towards it by some power of attraction in its fragilf
tissue.
Phcebe waited anriously by the inn-door for my lady's coining.
She watched the minute-hand of the Httle Dutch clock, wondering at the slowness of its progress. I t was only ten minutes
past one when Lady Audley came down-stairs, with her bonnet
on and her hair stUl wet, but -vrithout the candle.
Phoebe was immecHately anxious about this missing candle.
" The Hght, my lady," she said; " you have left it up-stairs!"
" The vrind blew it out as I was leaving your room," Ladj
Audley answered, quietly. " I left it there.
" In my room, my lady P "
« y e s ''^
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" A i;d it was quite out? "
" Yes, I teU you; why do you worry me about your candle ?
It is past one o'clock. Come! "
She took the girl's arm, and half-led, half-dragged her from
the house. Th« convulsive pressure of her slight hand held her
companion as firmly as an ii'on vice could have held her. The
fierce March wind banged-to the door of the house, and left the
two women standing outside it. The long black road lay bleak
and desolate before them, dimly risible between the leafless
hedges.
A walk of three mUes' length upon a lonely country road, between the hours of one and two on a cold winter's moming, is
scarcely a pleasant task for a deHcate woman—a woman whose
inclinations lean towards ease and luxui-y. My lady hurried
along the hard d ly highway, dragging her companion with her aa
if she had been impelled by some horrible demoniac force which
knew no abatement. With the black night above them—with
the fierce wind howHng round them, sweeping across a broad
expanse of luddvu country, blowing as if it had arisen simultaneously from aveiy point of the compass, and making those
wretched wandjrers ihe focus of its ferocity—the two women
walked through the darkness ^...o-irD. the hiU upon which Mount
Stanning jtood, along a mUe and a half of flat road, and then
up tL:ii ther hiU, on t"ie westerc side of which Audley Court lay
in that sheltered valley, which teemed to shut in the old house
from all the clamour and huboub of the every-day world.
My Lady stopped upon the summit of this hUl to draw breath
and to clasp her hands upon her heart, in the vain hope that she
might stUl its cruel beating. They were now within three quarters of a mile of the Court, and they had been waUriug for neaidy
an hour since they had left the Castle Inn.
Lady Audley stopped to rest with her face stUl turned towards
the place of her destuiation. Phoebe Marks, stopping also, and
very glad of a moment's pause in that hurried jou.riiey, looked
back into the far darkness beneath which lay that dreary home
in which she had known so much trouble. As she did so, she
uttered a shrill cry of horror, and clutched wildly at Lady
Audley's cloak.
The night sky was no longer entirely dark. The thick blackness was broken by one patch of lurid Hght.
" My lady! my lady !" cried Phoebe, pointing to this lurid
patch, " do you see ? "
" Yes, child, I see," answered Lady Audley, trying to shakt
the clinging hands from her garments. " "WTiat ia the matter ? '
" I t is a fire!—a fire, my lady."
" Yes, I'm afraid it is a fire. At Brentwood most Hkely. Lef
me go, Phoelie; i' li nothing to "w-"
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•* Yes, yes, my lady, it's nearer than Erentw jcd—mu.ch
nearer; it's at Mount Stanning."
Lady Audley did not answer. She was trembHng again—
with the cold, perhaps, for the wind had torn her heavy cloak
away from her shoulders, and had left her slender figure exposed
to the blast.
" I t ' s at Mount Stanning, my lady!" cried Phoebe Marks.
" It's the Castle that's on fire—I know it is, I know it is ! I
thought of fire to-night, and I was fidgety and uneasy, for I
knew thia would happen some day. I wouldn't mind if it was
only the wretched place, but there'U be life lost; there'll be life
lost," sobbed the girl, distractedly. " There's Luke, too tipsy
to help himself, unless others help him; there's Mr. Audley
asleep
"
Phcebe Marks stopped suddenly at the mention of Robert's
name, and fell upon her knees, clasping her upHfted hands, and
appealing wildly to Lady Audley.
" Oh, my God!" she cried. " Say it's not true, my lady;
»ay it isn't true. It's too honible, it's too horrible, it's to*
horrible!"
" What's too honible? "
" The thought that's in my mind; the di-eadful thought that's
in my mind."
" What do you mean, girl P " cried my lady, fiercely.
" Oh, God forgive me if I'm wrong!" the kneeling woman
gasped, in detached sentences, " and God grant I may be! "Why
did you go up to the Castle to-night, my lady ? ^Vhy were you
so set on going, in spite of all I could say—you who are so bitter
against Mr. Audley and against Luke, and who knew they were
both under that roof? Oh, tell me that I do you a cruel wrong,
my lady; tell me so—teU me; for as there is a heaven above me,
I think that you went to that place to-night on purpose to set
fire to it. Tell me that I am wrong, my lady; teU me t'nat I am
doing you a wicked wrong."
" I will tell you nothing except that you are a mad woman,"
answered Lady Audley, in a cold, hard voice. " Get up, fool,
idiot, coward! Is your husband such a precious bargain tha^
you should be grovelHng there, lamenting and groaning fu*
nim ? What is Robert Audley to you, that you behave like a
maniac, because you think he is in danger? How do you knof
that the fire is at Mount Stanning? You see a red patch in th^
sky, and you cry out directly that your own paltry hovel is ia
flames; as if there were no place in the world that could bum
except that. The fire may be at Brentwood, or farther away—at
Romford, or stUl farther away; on the eastern side of London,
perhaps. Get up, mad woman. Pad go back and look after yout
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goods and chattels, and your husband and your lodger. Get aj
and go; I don't want you ! "
"Oh, my lady, my lady, forgive me!" sobbed Phoebe;
"there's nothing you can say to me that's hard enough for
having done yo>* such a wrong, even in my thoughts. I don't
mind your cruel words—I don't mind anything if I'm vyrong."
" Go back and see for yourself," answered Lady Audley,
sternly. " I tell you again I don't want you."
She walked away in the darkness, leaving Phoebe Marks stiU
kneeling upon the hard road, where she had cast herself in that
agony of supplication. Sir Michael's wife walked towards tht
Uuuse in which her husband slept, with the red blaze Hghtina
up the skies behind her, and with nothing but the blackness w
the niarht before.
"'O*

CHAPTER XXXIV.
THE BEAHEB OF THE TLDDIGg.

IT was very late the next moming when Lady Audlej
emerged from her dressing-room, exquisitely dressed in a moming costume of deHcate muslin, elaborately adorned with lace
and embroideries; but with a very pale face, and with haffcircles of purple shadow under her eyes. She accounted for thia
pale face and these hollow eyes by declaring that she had sat
np reading until a late hour on the previous night.
Sir Michael and his young wife breakfasted in the Hbrary
at a comfortable round table, wheeled close to tfie blazing fire.
Alicia was compelled to share this meal with her step-mother,
however she might avoid that lady in the long interval between
breakfast and cHnner.
The March moming was bleak and dull, and a drizzling rain
feU incessantly, obscuring the landscape. There were very few
letters by the morning's post; the daily newspapers did not
arrive until noon; and such aids to conversation being missing,
there was very Httle talk at the breakfast-table.
AHcia looked out at the drizzHng rain diifting against the
broad window-panes.
" No riding to-day," she said; " and no chance of any callera
to enliven us; unless that ridiculous Bob comes crawling through
the wet from Mount Stanningr."
Have you ever heard anybody, whom you knew to be dea*^
alluded to in a light, easy-going manner by another person who
did not know of his death—aUuded to as doing that or this—"
as performing some trivial every-day operation—when yot,
knew that he had vanished away from tbe face of this earth.
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SAA separated himself for ever from all Hving creatures and
their commonplace pursuits, in the awful solemnity of death ?
Such a chance allusion, insignificant though it may be, is ajit
to send a strange thrill of pain through the mind. The ignorant
remark jars discordantly upon the hyiier-sensitive bram; the
King of Terrors is desecrated by that unwitting disrespect.
Heaven knows what hidden reason my lady may have had lor
experiencing some such revulsion of feeling on the sudden
mention of Mr. Audley's name; but her pale face blanched to
a sickly wlute as AHcia Audley spolic of her cousin.
" Yes, he will come down here in the wet, perhaps," the
young lady continued, " with his hat sleek and shining as if it
had been brushed with a pat of fresh butter; and with white
vapours steaming from his clothes, and making him look Hkj
an awkward genie just let out of liis bottle. He wUl comi
down here and print imi^ressions of his muddy boots aU over
the carpet, and he'U sit on your Gobelin tapestry, my lady, in
his wet overcoat; and he'll abuse you if you remonstrate, and
wiU ask why peojole ha,ye chairs that are not to be sat upon,
and why you don't five in Fig-tree Court, and
"
Sir Michael Audley watched his daughter with a thoughtful
countenance as she talked of her cousui. She very often talked
of him, ridiculing him and inveighmg against hun in no veiy
measured terms. But, perhaps, the baronet thought of a certain Signora Beatrice who very crueUy entreated a gentleman
caUed Benedick, but who was, it may be, heartily in love with
him at the same time.
" "What do you think Major Melrille told me when he caUed
here yesterday, AHcia ? " Sir Michael asked, presently.
" I haven't the remotest idea," repHed AHcia, rather disdainfuUy. " Perhaps he told you that we should have another war
with Russia before long, by Ged, sir; or, perhaps, he told you
that we shoiUd have a new ministry, by Ged, sir, for that those
feUows are getting themselves into a mess, sir; or that those
other fellows were reforming this, and cutting down that, and
altering the other in the army, until, by Ged, sir, we shaU have
no army at aU, by-and-by—nothing but a pack of boys, sir,
crammed up to the eyes with a lot of senseless schoolmasters'
rubbish, and dressed m shell-jackets and caHco helmets. Yes,
sir, they're fighting in Oudh in cafico hehnets at this very day,
SIT.

"You're an impertinent minx, miss," answered the baronet.
"Major MelvUle told me nothing of the kind; but he told me
that a very devoted admirer or yours, a certain Sir H a n y
Towers, has forsaken his place in Hertfordshire, and h ishunting stable, and has gone on the Continent for a twelvemonth's
tour."
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Miss Audley flushed u p suddenly a t t h e mention of her oM
adorer, b u t recovered herself very quickly.
" H e h a s gone on the Continent, has h e ? " said she, mcmferently.
" H e told me t h a t he m e a n t to do so—if—it he
didn't have everything his ovm way. Poor feUow! he's a dear,
good-heartod, stupid creature, au'^- t w e n t y tunes better than
t h a t peripatetic, p a t e n t refrigerator, Mr. Robert AucUey."
" I wish, AHcia. you were not so fond of ricHcufing Bob,"
Sir Michael said, gravely. " Bob is a very good feUow, and
I ' m as fond of him as if he'd been my own s o n ; a n d — a n d ^
I've been very uncomfortable about him lately.
He haa
changed very much within tbe last few days, and he has taken
aU sorts of absurd ideas into his head, and my lady has alarmed
me about him. She thinks
"
L a d y Audley i n t e m i p t e d her husband with a grave shake of
her head.
" I t is better not to say too much about it yet awhfle," she
said; " A Hei , knows w h a t I tliink."
""Tes," rejoined Miss Audley, " m y lady thinks t h a t Bob is
going m a d ; b u t I know better t h a n t h a t . He's not at aU the
sort of person to go mad. How should such a sluggish ditchpond of a n inteUect as his ever work itself into a tempest ?
H e m a y moon about for t h e rest of his Hfe, perhaps, in a
tranquil state of semi-icHotcy, imperfectly comprehending who
he is, and where he's going, and what he's doing; but he'U
never go m a d . "
Sir Michael did not reply to this. H e h a d been very much
disturbed by his conversation with my lady on the previous
evening, ancl had silently debated the painful question in his
mind since t h a t interriew.
His wife—the woman he best loved and most beHeved in—
had told him, with aU appearance of regret and agitation, her
conviction of his nephew's insanity. H e tried in vain to arrive
a t the conclusion he wished most heartUy to attain ; he tried in
vain to thuik t h a t my lady was misled by her own fancies, and
had no foundation for w h a t she said. B u t then, acjain, it suddenly flashed upon him, to think this was to ai-rive a.t a worse
conclusion; it was to transfer the h o m b l e susjoicion from his
nephew to his wife. She appeared to be possessed •srith an
actual conriction of Robert's insanity. To imagine her wrong
was to imagine some weakness in her own mind. The longer he
t h o u g h t of the subject the more it harassed and perplexed him.
I t was most certain t h a t the young man had always been eccentric. H e was sensible, he was tolerably clever, he was honoarable
and gentlemanlike in feeling, though perhaps a Httle careless in
the performance of certain minor social duties; but there were
"ome sHght differences, not easUj to be defined, t h a t separated
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him from other men of his age and position. Then, again, it
was equaUy true t h a t he had very much changed vrithin tha
period t h a t had succeeded the disappearance of George Talboys
H e had grown moody and thoughtful, melancholy and absentminded. H e had held himself aloof from society; had sat for hours
without speaking; had talked a t other times by fits and starts ;
and had excited lumself unusually in the discussion of subjects
wluch apparently lay far out of the region of his own life and
interests. Then there was even another point which seem-^d to
strengthen my lady's case against this u n h a p p y young man.
H e h a d been brought u p in the frequent society of his cousin
AHcia—his pretty, genial cousin—to whom interest, .and one
would have t h o u g h t affection, naturally pointed as his m.ost
fitting bride. More t h a n this, the girl had shown him, in the
innocent guilelessness of a transparent nature, t h a t , on her side
at least, affection was not wanting; and yet, m spite of all this
he had held himself aloof, and had allowed other men to propose
for her hand, and to be rejected by her, and had stUl made no
sign.
Now, love is so very subtle an essence, such an indefinable
metaphysical marvel, t h a t its due force, though very cruelly felt
'jy the sufferer himself, is never clearly understood by those who
Dok on a t his torments and wonder why he takes the common
fever so badly. Sir Michael argued t h a t because AHcia was a
pretty girl and an amiable girl, it was therefore extraordinary
and unnatural in Robert Audley not to have duly fallen in love
with her. This baronet—who, close upon his sixtieth birthday
had for the first time encountered t h a t one woman who out of
all the women in the world had power to quicken the pulses
of his heart—wondered why Robert failed to take the fever
from the first breath of contagion t h a t blew towards him. H e
forgot t h a t there are men who go their ways unscathed amidst
'egions of lovely and generous y/omen, to succumb at last before
some harsh-featured virago, who knows the secret of t h a t only
philter which can intoxicate and bevritch liim. H e forgot t h a t
there are certain Jacks who go through Hfe without meeting the
special JUl appointed for them by Nemesis, and die old bachelors
perhaps, •vrith poor Jill pining an old maid upon the other side
af the party-wall. He forgot t h a t love, which is a madness, and
a scourge, and a fever, and a delusion, and a snare, is also a
pystery, and very imperfectly understood by every one except
>he individual sufferer who writhes under its tortures, Jonea,
nho is wildly enamoured of Miss Browu, and who lies awake at
right untU he loathes his comfortable pillow and tumbles liis
"heets into two tvristed rags of Hnen in his agonies, as if he were
i prisoner and wanted to wind them into impromptu ropes; this
iuiio Jones, who tliinks RusseU-square a magic place because LI#
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divitity inhabits i t ; who thinks the trees in t h a t enclosure and
the sky above it greener and bluer t h a n any other trees or s k y ;
and who feels a pang, yes, an actual pang, of mingled hope, and
joy, and expectation, and terror, when he emerges from GuUfordstreet, descending from the heights of Islington, into those
sacred precincts; tins very Jones is h a r d and caUous towards
the torments of Smith, v/ho adores Miss Robinson, and cannot
imagine what the mfatuated fellow can see in the girl. So it was
with Sir Michael Audley, H s looked a t his nephew as a sample
of a very large class of young men, and his daughter as a sample
of an equally extensive class of feminine goods; and coiUd not
see why the two samples should not make a veiy respectable
match. H e ignored aU those infinitesimal differences in nature
which make the wholesome food of one man the deadly poison
of another. How difficult it is to befieve sometimes t h a t a man
doesn't Hke such and such a favoTirite dish. If, a t a dinnerparty, a meek-looking guest refuses early salmorj and cucumber,
or green peas in Febraary, we set him down as a poor relation
whose instincts warn him off those expensive plates. If an
alderman were to declare t h a t he didn't Hke green fat
he would be looked upon as a social martyr, a Marcus
Curtius of the dinner-table, who immolated himself for the
benefit of his kind. His feUow aldennen would beHeve in anything rather t h a n an heretical distaste for the city ambrosia of
the soup tureen. B u t there are people who disHke saknon, and
whitebait, and spring duckHngs, and aU manner of old-established deficacies, and there are other people who affect eccentric
and despicable dishes generaUy stigmatized as nasty.
Alas, my pretty AHcia, your cousin did not love you ! H e
admired your rosy EngHsh face, and had a tender affection
for you which might perhaps have expanded by-and-by intc
something warm enough for matrimony—that every-day jog-trot
species of union which demands no very passionate devotion—
but for a sudden check wluch it had received in Dorsetshire.
Yes, Robert Audley's grovring affection for his cousin, a plant cf'
*ery slow growth at the best, had been suddenly dwarfed aiiii
stunted upon t h a t bitter Febraary day on which he had stood
beneath the pine-trees talking to Clara Talboys. Since t h a t da7
the young m a n had experienced an impleasant sensation in
tlunking of poor AHcia. H e looked a t her as being in soma
vague manner an incumbrance upon the freedom of his t h o u g h t s ;
he had a-haunting fear t h a t he was in some tacit way pledged ts
^.er; t h a t she had a species of claim upon him, which forbade to
lira the right of even thinking of another woman.
Perhaps it
was the image of Miss Audley presented to him in this light
that goaded the young barrister to those outbursts of splenetic
"ago againat
fem'rie sex intso which ha was sometimca
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betrayed. He was strictly honc"^. '-able, so honourable Uiat he
would rather have immolated himself upon the altar of trath
and ofl'ered liimself up as a matrimonial martyr to his cousin
AHcia, than he would have done her the smaUest wrong, thougl:
by so domg he might have secured his own happiness.
" If the pcor little girl loves me," he thought, " and if sh
thinks that I love her, and has been led to think so by any woro.
or act of mine, I am in duty bound to let her think so to tho
end of time, and to fulfil any tacit promise wluch I may have
unconsciously made. I thought once—I meant once to—to
make her an offer by-and-by, when this horrible mystery abouh
George Talboys should have been cleared up and everythhig
peacefully settled—but now
"
His thoughts would orcHnarily wander away at this point of
fiis refiections, carrying him where he had never intended to go;
carrying him back urder the pine-trees in Dorsetshire, and
setting him once more face to face with the sister of his missing
friend; and it was generally a very laborious journey by which
he travelled back to the point whence he had strayed. It was so
iifficult for him to tear himself away from the stimted turf and
uhe pine trees.
" Poor Httle girl! " he would think, on coming back to AHcia;
" how good it is of her to love me; and how grateful I ought to
be for her tenderness. Plow many feUows would think such g
generous young heart the highest boon that earth could give
th_em._ There's Sir Harry Towers stricken with despair at hia
rejection. He would give me half his estate, all his estate, t\ric8
bis estate if he had it, to be in the shoes which 1 am so anxious
to shake off my ungrateful feet. Why don't I love her ? Why
is it that, although I know her to be pretty, and pure, and good,
and truthful, I don't love her ? Her image never haunts me,
except reproachfully. I never see her in my dreams. I never
wake up suddenly in the dead of the night with her eyes shining
upon me and her warm breath upon my cheek, or with the
fingers of her soft hand clinging to mine. No, I'm not in love
with her : I can't fall in love with her."
He raged and rebelled against his ingratitude. He tried to
argue himself into a passionate attachment for his cousin, but
he failed ignominiously; and the more he tried to tbink of Alicia
the more he thought of Clara Talboys.
Sir Michael sat by the library fire after breakfast upon this
very wretched rainy morning, writing letters and reading the
newspapers. Alicia shut herself in her own apartment to read
the third volume of a noveL Lady Audley locked the door of
the octagon ante-chamber, and paced up and down the suite of
rooms from the bedroom to the boudoir all through that weai-y
morning.
R
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She had locked the door to guard against the chance of any
one coming in suddenly and observing her before she was aware
^before she had had sufficient waming to enable her to faca
their scmtiny. Her pale face seemed to grovsr paler as the
morning advanced. A tiny medicine chest was open upon thC'
dreseing-table, and Httle stoppered bottles of red lavender,
sal volatile, chloroform, chlorodyne, and ether, were scattered
about. Once my lady paused before this medicine-chest, and
took out the remaining bottles, half absently perhaps, until
she came to one which was fiUed with a thick dark Hqiud, and
labelled, " Opium—Poison."
She firifled a long time with this last bottle; holding it up to
the Hght, and even removing the stopper and smeUing the sickly
Hqiud. But she put it from her suddenly vrith a shudder.
" I f I could! " she muttered, " if I could only do it! And
yet why should I ; now ? "
She clenched her small hands as she uttered the last words,
and walked to the window of the dressing-room, which looked
straight towards that iried archway under which any one must
come who came from Motmt Stanning to the Court.
There were smaller gates in the gardens which led into the
meadows behind the Court; but there was no other way of
/oming from Mount Stanning or Brentwood than by the principal
kitrance.
The soHtary hand of the clock over tha archway waa midway
between one and two when my lady looked at it.
"How slow the time is," she said, wearily; "how slow, how
slow ! ShaU I grow old Hke this, I wonder, with every minute
of my Hfe seeming Hke an hour ? "
She stood for a few minutes watching the archway; but no
one passed under it whUe she looked; and ahe tuimed impatiently away from the window to resume her weary wandermg about the rooms.
"Whatever fire that had been, which had reflected itself riridly
in the black sky, no tidings of it had as yet come to Audley
Court. The day was miserably wet and windy; altogether th
very last day upcn which even the most confirmed idler an
gossip would care to venture out of doors. It was not a niarke
day, and there were therefore very few passengers upon t'
road between Brentwood and Chelmsford; so that as yet no
news of the fire, which had occurred in the dead of the winti-y
night, had reached the vUlage of Audley, or traveUed from the
vUlage to the Court.
The girl with the rose-coloured ribbons came to the door cf
the ante-room to summon her mistress to luncheon; but I^ady
A udley only opened the door a Httle way, and intimated her
intention of tetdng no Inneheon.
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" My head aches terribly, Martin," she said; " 1 shaU go
and He down tUl dinner-time. You may come at five to
dress me,"
Lady Audley said this with the pre-determination of dressing
at four and thus dispensing with the serrices of her attendant
Amongst aU pririleged spies, a lady's-maid has the highest
privileges. I t is she who bathes Lady Theresa's eyes with
eau-de-cologne after her ladyship's quarrel vrith the riscount:
tis she who adminsters sal volatile to Miss Fajiny when Captain
Beaudesert, of the Blues, has jUted her. She has a hundred
methods for the finding out of her mistress's secrets. She
xnows by the manner in which her rictim jerks her head frorr"
under the hair-brush, or chafes at the gentle operation of tha
comb, what hidden tortures are racking her breast—what secret
perplerities are bewildering her brain. That weU-bred attendant
knows how to interpret the most obscui-e diagnoses of aU mental
diseases that can afiHct her mistress; she knows when the ivory
complerion is bought and paid for—when the pearly teeth are
foreign substances fashioned by the dentist—when the glossy
plaits of auburn hair are the relics of the dead, rather than the
property of the firing; and she knows other and more sacred
secrets than these. She knows when the sweet smUe is more
false than Madame Lerison's enamel, and far less enduring—
when the words that issue from between gates of borrowed
pearl are more disguised and painted than the Hps which help
to shape them. "When the lovely fairy of the baU-room reenters her di-essing-room after the night's long reveh-y, and
tiirows aside her voluminous Burnous and her faded bouquet,
and drops her mask—when all the glittering splendours of the
modem Cinderella fade and dwindle into theTcitchen-wench'a
dirty rags, the lady's-maid is by to see the transformation.
The valet who took wages from the prophet of Korazin, must
have seen his master sometimes unveiled; and must have
laughed in his sleeve at the folly of the monster's worshippers.
Lady Audley had made no confidante of her new maid, and
on this day of all others she wished to be alone.
She did He down, she cast herself wearily upon the luxurioua
sofa in the dressing-room, and buried her l»ce in the down
pUlows and tried to sleep. Sleep!—she had almost forgotten
what it waa, that tender restorer of tired nature, it seemed
80 long now since she had slept. I t was only about eightand-forty hours, perhaps, but it appeared an intolerable time.
Her fatigue ol the night before, and her unnatural excitement,
had worn her out at last. She did faU asleep; she feU into
a heavy slumber that was almost Hke stupor. She had taken a
few drops out of the opium bottle in a glass of water before
lying down.
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The clock over the mantel-piece chimed tbe quarter befcrs
four as she woko suddenly and started up, with the cold perspiration breaking out in icy diops upon her forehead. She had
dreamt that every member of the household was clamouring at
her door, eager to teU her of a dreadful fire that had happened
in the night.
There was no sound but the flapping of the ivy leaves against
the glass, and the steady ticking ot the clock.
" Perhaps I shaU be always dreaming these sort of dreams,"
my lady thought, " untU the terror of them kUls me! "
The rain had ceased, and the cold spring sunshine wa5
ghttering upon the windows. Lady Audley dressed herself
rapidly but carefully. I do not say that even in her supremest
hour of misery she still retained her pride in her beauty.
It was not so; she looked upon that beauty as a weapon,
and she felt that she had now double need to be weU armed.
She dressed herself in her most gorgeous silk; a voluminous
robe of silvery, shimmering blue, in which she looked as if she
had been anayed in moonbeams. She shook out her hair
into feathery showers of ghttering gold; and with a cloak of
white cashmere about her shoulders, went down-stairs into the
vestibule.
She opened the door of the Hbrary and looked in. Sir Michael
Audley was asleep in his easy-chair. As my lady softly closed
this door, Alicia descended the stairs from her own room. The
turret-door was open, and the sun was shining upon the wet
grass-plat in the quadrangle. The firm gravel-walks were
already very nearly dry, for the rain had ceased for upwards of
two hours.
" Will you take a walk with me in the quadrangle ? " Lady
Audley asked, as her step-daughter approached. The armed
neutrality between the two women adiiiitted of any chance
civUity such as this.
" Yes, if you please, my lady," AHcia answered, rather Hstlessly. " I have been yawning over a stupid novel all the moming,
and shall be very glad of a Httle fresh air.
Heaven help the novefist whose fiction IMiss Audley had been
perusing, if he had no better critics than that young lady. Sha
had read page after page without knowing what she had been
reading; and had flung aside the volume half-a-dozen times to
go to the window and watch for that visitor whom she had so
confidently expected.
Lady Audley led the way through the low doorway and on
to the smooth gravel drive, by which carnages approached
the house. She was still very pale, but the brightness of
her dress and of her feathery golden ringlets distracted an
observer's eyes from her palhd face. 4U mental d^iiesi* la

The Bearer of the Tidings.

26,'^

with some show of reason, associated in our minds with loose,
disordered garments, and dishevelled hair, and an appearance
in every way the reverse of my lady's. Why had she come
out into the chill sunshine of the March afternoon to wander
up and down that monotonous pathway with the step-daughter
she hated ? She came because she was under the dominion ot
a horrible restlessness, which would not suft'er her to remain
vrithin the house waiting for certain tidings which she knew
must too surely come. At first she had wished to ward them
off—at first she had wished that strange convulsions of ohture
might arise to liinder their comins—that abnormal Winter
lightnings might wither and destroy the messenger wh- i^\ ricd
them—that the ground might tremble and yawn bene.«*tti his
hastening feet, and that impassable gulfs might separate the
spot from which the tidings were to come, and the place to
which they were to be earned. She wished that the earth
might stand still, and the paralyzed elements cease from their
natural functions ; that the progress of time might stop; that
the Day of Judgment might come, and that she might thua
be brought before an unearthly tribunal, and so escape tha
intervening shame and misery of any earthly judgment. Ia
the vrild chaos of her brain, every one of these thoughts ha<
held its place, and in her short slumber on the sofa in hei
dressing-room, she had dreamt all these things and a hundred
other things, all bearing upon the same subject. She had
dreamt that a brook, a tiny streamlet when she first saw it,
flowed across the road between Mount Stannuig and Audley,
and graduaUy swelled into a river, and from a river became
an ocean, tUl the riUage on the IriU receded far away out ol
sight, and only a great waste of waters rolled where it onca
lad been. She dreamt that she saw the messenger; now ona
person, now another, but never any probable j)erson _; hindered
by a hundred hindrances; now startling and terrible; now
ridictdous and tririal; but never either natural or probable;
and going down into the quiet house with the memory ol
these di-eams strong upon her, she had been bewUdered by
the stillness which had betokened that the tidings had not yet
come.
And now her mind underwent a complete change. She no
longer wished to delay the coming of that dreaded intelligence.
She wished the agony, whatever it was to be, over and done
with, the pain suffered, and the release attained. I t seemed to
her as if the intolerable day would never come to an end, as if
ner mad wishes had iieen granted, and the progress of time had
actually stopped" What a long day it has been! " exclaimed AHcia, as if taking
Ep the burden of my kdy's thoughts; " nothing but drizzle ajj.a
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mist and wind I And now that it's too late for anybody to go
out, it muat needs be fine," the young lady added, with an
erident sense of injury.
Lady Audley did not answer. She was looking at the stupid
one-handed clock; and waiting for the news which must coma
sooner or later; which could not surely fail to come very speedUy.
" They have been afraid to come and teU him," she thought;
" they have been afraid to break the news to Sir Michael. "Who
wiU come to teU it at last, I wonder p The rector of Mount
6taJ.niiBg, perhaps; or the doctor; some important person, at
east.
If she could have gone out into the leafless avenues, or on to
the nigh road beyond them; if she could have gone so far as
that hill upon which she had so lately parted with Phoebe, she
would have gladly done so. She would rather have suffered
anything than that slow suspense, that corroding anriety, that
metaphysical dry-rot in which heart and mind seemed to decay
under an insufferable torture. She tried to talk; and by a
painful effort contrived now and then to utter some commonplace remark. Under any ordinary circumstances her companion would have noticed her embanassment; but Misa
Audley, happening to be very much absorbed by her own vexations, was quite as weU inclined to be sUent as my lady herself.
The monotonous walk up and down the graveUed pathway
suited Alicia's humour. She even took a maficious pleasure in
the idea that she was very Hkely catching cold; and that
her cousin Robert was answerable for her danger. If she
could have brought upon herself inflammation of the lungs,
or ruptured blood-vessels, by that exposure to the chiU March
atmosphere, she would have felt a gloomy satisfaction in hei
Bufferings.
" Perhaps Robert might care for me, if 1 had inflammation of
the lungs," she thought. " He couldn't insult me by calHng
me a bouncer then. Botmcers never have inflammation of the
lungs."
She drew a picture of herself in the last stage of consumption,
propped up by pUlows in a great easy-chair, looking out of a
window in the afternoon sunshine, with medicine bottles, a
bunch of grapes, and a Bible upon a table by her side; and with
Robert, all contrition and tenderness, summoned to receive her
fareweU blessing. She preached a whole chapter to him in that
parting benediction, talking a great deal longer than was in
Keeping with her prostrato state, and very much enjoying her
dismal castle in the air. Employed in this sentimental manner.
Miss Audley took very little notice of her step-mother, and the
one hand of the blundering clock had sHpped to six by the tima
Bobert had been blessed and dismissed.
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"Good gracious me!" she cried, suddenly—"six o'clock, and
I'm not dressed."
The half-hour bell rang in a cupola upon the roof while
AHcia was speaking.
" I must go in, my lady," she said. " Won't you come P "
" Presently," answered Lady Audley. " I'm dressed, you see."
AHcia ran off, but Sir IVIichael's wife still fingered in the
quadrangle; stUl waited for those tidings which were so long
coming.
I t was nearly dark. The miate of evening had slowly risen
from the ground. The flat meadows were fUled with a grey
vapour, and a stranger might have fancied Audley Court a
castle on the margin of a sea. Under the archway the shadows
of fast-coming night lurked darkly; Hke traitors waiting for an
opportunity to gUde stealthUy into the quadrangle. Through
the archway a patch of cold blue sky gHmmered faintly, streaked
by one line of lurid crimson, and lighted by the dim glitter of
one wintry-looking star. Not a creature was stirring in the
quadrangle but the restless woman who paced up and down
those straight pathways, Hstening for a footstep whose coming
was to strike terror to her soul. She heard it at last!—a footstep in the avenue upon the other side of the archway. But
was it the footstep P Her sense of hearing, made wmaturaUy
acute by excitement, told her that it was a man's footstep—
told even more, that it was the tread of a gentleman; no slouching, lumbering pedestrian ia hobnaUed boots; but a gentieman
who walked firmly and welL
Every sound feU Hke a lump of ice upon my lady's heart.
She could not wait, she could not contain herself; she lost all
self-control, aU power of endurance, aU capabiHty of selfrestraint ; and she rushed towards the archway.
She paused beneath its shadow, for the stranger was close
upon her. She saw him: 0 God! she saw him, in that dim
evening Hght. Her bKain reeled; her heart stopped beating.
She uttered no cry of surprise, no exclamation of terror, but
ataggered backwards and clung for support to the iried buttress
of the archway. With her slender figure crouched into the
angle formed by this buttress and the waU which it supported,
she stood staring at the new-comer.
As he approached her more closely her knees sank under her,
and she dropped to the ground; not fainting, or in any manner
unconscious; but sinking into a crouching attitude, and stiU
crushed into the angle of the waU; as if she would have made a
tomb for herself in the shadow of that sheltering brickwork.
" M y lady!"
The speaker was Robert Audley. He whose bedroom doorsh*
bad double-locked seventeen hours before at the Castle I»a,
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" What is the matter with you ?" he said, iu a strange, constrained manner. " Get up, and let me take you in-doors."
He assisted her to rise; and she obeyed him, very submissively. He took her arm in his strong hand, and led her across
the quadrangle and into the lamp-Ht haU. She shivered more
violently than he had ever seen any vvomau shiver before, but
she made no attempt at resistance to his wiU.
CHAPTER XXXV
MT LADY TELLS THE TRUTH.

" Is there any room in which I can talk to you alone P " Robtri
Audley asked, as he looked dubiously round the haU.
My lady only bowed her head in answer. She pushed open
the door of the Hbrary, which had been left ajar. Sir Michael
had gone to his dressing-room to prepare for dinner after a day
of lazy enjoyment, that is only legitimate for an invafid. The
apartment was quite empty, and dimly Hghted by the glow of
the fire, as it had been U^XJU the previous evening.
Lady Audley entered this room, followed by Robert, who
closed the door behind him. The wretched, sluvering woman
went to the hearth and knelt down before the fire, as if any
natural wannth could have power to check that unnatural
chiU. The young man followed her, and stood beside her wilk
his arm restuig upon the chimney-piece.
" Lady Audley," he said, in a voice whose icy sternness held
ont no hope of any tenderness or compassion, " I spoke to you
last night very plainly; but you refused to Hsten to me. Tonight I must speak to you stUl more plainly; and you must
no longer refuse to Hsten to me."
My lady, crouching before the fire with her face hidden in her
hands, uttered a low sobbing sound which was almost a moan,
but made no other answer.
" There was a fire last night at Mount Stanning, Lady
Audley," the pitiless voice proceeded ; "the Castle Inn, the house
in which I slept, was burned to the ground. Do you know how
I escaped perishing in that destruction p "
"No."
" I escaped by a most providential circumstance, which seemg
a very simple one, I did not sleep in tho room which had been
prepared for me. The place seemed wretchedly damp and
chUly: the chimney smoked abominably when an attempt was
made at lighting a fire; and I persuaded the sen-ant to mak-j
tne up a bed upon the sofa in the small ground-floor sitting-roora
which I had occupied during the evening."
lie paused for a moment, watching tho crouching figur*
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The only change in my lady's attitude was that her head had
fallen a fittle lower.
" ShaU I teU you by whose agency the destmction of the Caatk
Inn was brought about, my lady P
There was no answer.
"ShaUIteUyou?';
Still the same obstinate silence.
"Lady Audley," cried Robert, suddenly, "you were the
i icendiary. It was you whose murderous hand kindled those
flames. I t was you who thought by that thrice-horrible deed
to rid yourself of me, your enemy and denouncer. What was it
to you that other Hves might be sacrificed? If by a seconc^,
massacre of Saint Bartholomew you could have ridded yourself
oime, you would have freely sacnficed an anny of rictims. Tht
day is past for tenderness and mercy. For you I can no longer
know pity or compunction. So far as by sparing your shame I
can spare others who must suffer by your shame, I will be merciful ; but no farther. If there were any secret tribunal before
which you might be made to answer for your crimes, I would
have Httle scruple in being your accuser; but I would spare that
generous and high-born gentleman upon whose noble name your
mfamy would be reflected."
His voice softened as he made this allusion, and for a moment
he broke down, but he recovered himself by an effort and continued—
" No Hfe was lost in the fire last night. I slept lightly, my
lady, for my mind was troubled, as it has been for a long time,
by the misery which I knew was lowering upon this house. I t
was I who discovered the breaking out of the fire in time to
give the alarm, and to save the servant girl and that poor
drunken wretch, Marks, who was very much burnt in spite of my
efforts, and who now Hes in a precarious state at his mother's
cottage. I t was from him and from his wife that I learnt wh*?
had visited the Castle Inn in the dead of the night. The woman
was almost distracted when she saw me, and from her I discovered the particulars of last night. Heaven knows what
other secrets of yours she may hold, my lady, or how easily they
might be extorted from her if I wanted her aid, which I do not.
My path Hes very straight before me. I have swom to bring
the murderer of George Talboys to justice : and I will keep my
oath. I say that it was by your agency my friend met with his
death. If I have wondered sometimes, as it was only natural I
should, whether I was not the victim of .some homble haUucination; whether such an alternative was not more probable than
that a young and lovely woman should be capable of so foul and
treacherous a murder, all wonder is past. After last night's
deed of horror, there ia mo crime you could commit, however vart
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and unnatural, which could make me wonder. Henceforth yo«
must seem to me no longer a woman; a guilty woman with a
heart which in its worst wickedness has yet some latent power
to suffer and feel; I now look upon you as the demoniac incarnation of some evil principle. But you shall no longer poUute
this place by your presence. Unless you will confess what you
are, and who you are, in the presence of the man you have
deceived so long; and accept from him and from me such mercy
as we may be incHned to extend to you; I wUl gather to.acther
the witnesses who shall swear to your identity, and, at peril of
any shame to myself and those I love, I wUl bring upon you the
punishment of your crime."
The woman rose suddenly and stood before him erect and
resolute; with her hair dashed away from her face, and her eyes
gHstening.
" Bring Sir ^Michael V she cried ; " bring him here, and I will
confess anything—everything ! "WTiat do I care ? God knows
I have struggled hard enough against you, and fought the battle
patiently enough; but you have conquered, Mr. Robert Audley.
I t is a great triumph, is it not ? a wonderful rictory! You
have used your cool, calculating inteUect to a noble purpose.
Ton have conquered—a MADWOMAN !"
" A madwoman !" cried Mr. Audley.
" Yes, a madwoman. When you say that I kiUed George
Talboys, you say the truth. "Wlien you say that I murdered
him treacherously and fouUy, you He. I kUled him because I AM
MAD ! because my inteUect is a Httle way upon the wrong side
of that narrow boundary-fine between sanity and insanity;
because when George Talboys goaded me, as you have goaded
me; and reproached me, and threatened me; my mind, never
properly balanced, utterly lost its balance; and J teas mad!
Bring Sir lilichael; and bring him quickly. If he is to be told
one thing, let him be told everything; let him hear the secret
of my Hfe!"
Robert Audley left the room to look for his uncle. He went
in search of that honoured kinsman vrith unspeakable anguish
in liis heart, for he knew he was about to shatter the day-dream
of his uncle's Hfe; and he knew that our dreams are none the
less terrible to lose, because they have never been the reafities
for which we have mistaken them. But even in the midst of
his sonow for Sir Michael, he coxUd not help wondering at my
lady's last words—" the secret of my Hfe." He remembered
those fines in the letter wiitten by Helen Talboys upon the eve
of her flight from WUdernsea, which had so puzzled him. Ho
remembered those appealing sentences—"You should forgive
me, for you know why I have been so. You know the secret ot
my life.''
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He met Sir Michael in the haU. He made no attempt to
prepare the way for the terrible revelation which the baronet
was to hear. He only drew him into the fire-Ht Hbrary, and
there for the first time addressed him quietly thus :—
" Lady Audley has a confession to make to you, sir—a confession which I know wiU be a most cruel surprise, a most
bitter grief. But it is necessary for your present honour, and
for yonr future peace, that you should hear it. She has deceived
you, I regret to say, most basely; but it is only right you
should hear from her own Hps any excuses which she may have
to offer for her wickedness. May God soften tins blow for you,"
sobbed the young man, suddenly breaking down ; " I cannot!"
Sir Michael Hfted his hand as if he would have commanded
his nephew to be sUent; but that imperious hand dropped
feeble and impotent at his side. He stood in the centre of the
fire-Ht room, rigid and immovable.
" Lucy!" he cried, in a voice whose anguish struck like a
blow upon the jarred nerves of those who heard it, as the
cry of a wounded animal pains the Hstener—" Lucy! tell me that
tms man is a madman! teU me so, my love, or I shall kUl him!"
There was a sudden fury in His voice as he turned upon
Robert, as if he could indeed have feUed his wife's accuser to
the earth with the strength of his upHfted arm.
But my lady fell upon her knees at his feet; interposing
herself between the baronet and his nephew, who stood leaning
upon the back of an easy-chair, with his face hidden by his hand.
" He has told you the truth," said my lady, " and he is not
mad! I have sent for you that I may confess everything to
you. I should be sorry for you if I could; for you have been
very, very good to me; much better to me than I ever deserved;
but I can't, I can't—-I can feel nothing but my own misery. I
told you long ago that I was selfish; I am selfish still—more
selfish than ever in my misery. Happy, prosperous people may
feel for others. I laugh at other people's sufferings; they seem
BO smaU compared to my own."
When first my lady had fallen on her knees. Sir Michael had
attempfcsd to raise her, and had remonstrated with her; but as
he spoke he dropped into a chair close to the spot upon which
she knelt, and vrith hia hands clasped together, and with his
head bent to catch every syUable of those horrible words, he
Hstened as if his whole being had been resolved into that one
sense of hearing.
" I must teU you the story of my life; in order to teU you
why I have become the miserable wretch who has no better
jiope than to be aUowed to run away and hide in some desolate
eomer of the earth. I must teU you the story of my life,"
repeated my lady, " but you need not fear that I shall dwdl
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kong upon it. I t has not been so pleasant to me t h a t I should
wish to speak of it. When I was a very Httle chUd I remembei
asking a question which it was natural enough t h a t I should
ask, God help m e ! I asked where my mother was. I had a
faint remembrance of a face, Hke what my own is now, looking
a t me when I was very Httle more t h a n a b a b y ; but I had
nussed the face suddenly, and had never seen it since. They
told me t h a t my mother was away. I was not happy, for the
woman who had charge of me was a disagreeable woman, and
the place in which we Hved was a lonely place, a vUlage upon
the Hampshire coast, about seven mUes from Portsmouth. My
father, who was in the navy, only came now and then to see
me ; and I was left almost entirely to t h e charge of this woman,
who was irregularly paid; and who vented her rage upon me
when my father was behind-hand in remitting her money. Sa
you see t h a t a t a very early age I found out what it was to ba
poor.
" Perhaps it was more from being discontented with my
dreary fife t h a n from any wonderful impulse of affection, t h a t I
asked very often t h e same question about my mother. I always
received the same answer—she was away. W h e n I asked
where, I was told t h a t t h a t was a secret. "\'Mien I grew old
enough to understand the meaning of the word death, I asked
if my mother was dead, and I was told—' No, she was not
d e a d ; she was iU, and she was away.' I asked how long she
h a d been Ul, and I was told t h a t she had been so some y e a r s ;
ever smce I was a baby.
" A t last the secret came out. I worried my foster-mother
with the old question one day when the remittance had faUen
very much in arrear, and her temper had been unusually tried.
She flew into a passion; and told me t h a t my mother was a
m a d w o m a n ; and t h a t she was in a madhouse forty mUes away.
She had scarcely said this when she repented, and told me t h a t
it was not the t r a t h , and t h a t I was not to believe it, or to say
t h a t she had told me such a tiling. I discovered afterwards
t h a t my father had made her promise most solemnly never to
teU me the secret of my mother's fate.
" I brooded horribly upon the t h o u g h t of my mother's madness. I t haunted me by day- and night. I was always i)ictui-ing
to myself this madwoman pacing u p and down some prison cell,
in a hideous garment t h a t bound her tortured Hmbs. I had
exaggerated ideas of the horror of her situation. I had no
\aiowlcdge of the cHfferent degrees of madness; and the image
Ihat haunted me was t h a t of a distraught and riolent creature,
who would fall upon me and kiU me if I came within her reach.
This idea grew upon me until I used to awake in the dead of
(he night, screaming aloud iu an agony of terror, from a dream
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ift which I had felt my mother's icy grasp upon my throat, and
heard her ravings in my ear.
" "When I was ten years old my father came to pay u p tha
arrears due to m y protectress, and to take me to school. H e
had left me in Hampshire longer t h a n he had intended, from
his inabUity to pay this money. So there again I felt the bitterness of poverty, and ran t h e risk of growing u p an ignorant
creature amongst coarse rustic chUdren, because my father was
poor."
My lady paused for a moment, b u t only to take breath, for
she h a d spoken rapidly, as if eager to teU this hated story, and
to have done vrith it. She was stUl on her knees, b u t Sir
Michael made no effort to raise her.
H e sat sUent and immovable. "What was this story t h a t he
was Hstening to ? WTiose was it, and to w h a t was it to lead ?
I t could not be his wife's ; he had heard her simple account c>
her youth, and had beHeved it as he had beHeved in the Gospel.
She had told him a very brief story of an early orphanage, and
A long, qidet, colourless youth spent in t h e conventual seclusion
.jif an EngHsh boarding-school.
" My father came a t last, and I told him what I h a d discovered. H e was very much affected when I spoke of my
mother. H e was not what the world generally calls a good
man, but I learned afterwards t h a t he had loved his wife very
•dearly; and t h a t he would have wilHngly sacrificed his Hfe to
her, and constituted himself her guardian, had he not been
compelled to earn the daily bread of the madwoman and her
chUd by the exercise of his profession. So here again I beheld
what a bitter thing it is to be poor. My mother, who might
have been tended by a devoted husband, was given over to the
care of hired nurses.
" Before my father sent me to school at Torquay, he took me
to see my mother. This visit served at least to cHs23el the idea
which had so often terrified me. I saw no raring, strait-waistcoated maniac, guarded by zealous gaolers ; but a golden-haired,
blue-eyed, girlish creature, who seemed as frivolous as a butterfly, and who skiijped towards us with her yellow curls decorate^
with natural flowers, and saluted us with radiant smiles, anj
gay, ceaseless chatter.
" B u t she did not know us. She would have spoken m th«v
same manner to any stranger who had entered the gates of
the garden about her prison-house. H e r madness was an hereditary disease transmitted to her from her mother, who had
died mad. She, my mother, had been, or had appeared, sane u p
to the hour of my birth; but from t h a t hour her inteUect had
decayed, untU she had become what I saw her.
" I went away -with the knowledge of this, and with the
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knowledge that the only inheritance I had to expect from my
mother was—insanity!
" I went away with the knowledge in my mind, and with
Bomething more—a secret to keep. I was only a child of ten
years old; but I felt aU the weight of that bui'den. I was to
keep the secret of my mother's madness; for it was a secret that
might affect me injuriously in after-Hfe. I was to remember
this.
" I did remember this; and it was this perhaps that made n^
selflsh and heartless; for I suppose I am neartless. As I grew
older I was told that I was pretty—beautiful—lovely—bewitching. I heard aU these things at first indifferently; but
by-and-by I Hstened to them greedUy, and began to think that
in spite of the secret of my Hfe I might be more successful than
my companions in the world's great lottery. I had learnt that
which in some indefinite manner or other every school-girl learns
sooner or later—I had learnt that my ultimate fate iu Hfa
depended upon my marriage, and I concluded that if I was
indeed prettier than my schooLfeUows, I ought to marry better
than any of them.
" I left school before I was seventeen years of age with thia
thought in my mind ; and I went to Hve at the other extremity
of England with my father, who had retired upon his half-pay,
and had estabhshed himself at WUdernsea, with the idea that
the place was cheap and select.
" The place was indeed select. I had not been there a month
before I discovered that even the prettiest girl might wait a
long time for a rich husband. I wish to hurry over this part of
my Hfe: I dare say I was very despicable. You and your
nephew. Sir Michael, have been nch all your fives, and can very
weU afford to despise me; but I knew how far poverty can
affect a Hfe, and I looked forward with a sick terror to a Hfe so
affected. At last the rich suitor—the wandering prince came."
She paused for a moment, and shuddered convulsively. I t
was impossible to see any of the changes of her countenance,
for her face was obstinately bent towards the floor. Throughout her long confession she never Hfted it; throughout her long
confession her voice was never broken by a sob. What she had
to tell she told in a cold, hard tone; very much the tone in
which some criminal, dogged and suUen to the last, might have
confessed to a gaol chaplam.
" The wandering prince came," she repeated: " he was called
George Talboys."
For the first time since his wife's confession had begun. Sir
Michael Audley started. He began to understand it all now.
A crowd of unheeded words and forgotten circumstancee that
bad seemed too insignificant for remark or recoUection, flashed
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back upon him as riridly as if they had been the leading inci'
dents of his past Hfe.
"Mr. George Talboys was a comet in a dragoon regiment,
He was the only son of a rich country gentleman. He feU in
love with me, and married me three months after my seventeenth birthday. I think I loved him as much as it was in my
power to love anybody; not more than I have loved you. Sit
Michael; not so much; for when you married mc, you elevatea
me to a position that he could never have given me."
The dream wae broken. Sir Michael Audley remembered
that summer's evening, nearly two years ago, when he had first
declared his love for Mr. Dawson's governess; he remembered
the sick, half-shuddering sensation of regret and disappointment
that had come over him then; and he felt as if it had in some
manner dimly foreshadowed the agony of to-night.
But I do not beHeve that even in his misery he felt that entire
and unmitigated surprise, that utter revulsion of feeHng, that
is felt when a good woman wanders away from herself, and
becomes the lost creature whom her husband is bound in honour
to abjure. I do not believe that Sir Michael Audley had ever
really trusted his wife. He had loved her and admired her; he
had been bewtched by her beauty and bewUdered by hei
charms; but that sense of sometliing wanting, that vagu*
feeHng of loss and disappointment which had come upon him on
the summer's night of his betrothal, had been with him more or
less distinctly ever since. I cannot beHeve that an honest man,
however pure and single may be liis mind, however simply
trustful his nature, is ever really deceived by falsehood.
There is beneath the voluntary confidence an involuntary distrust ; not to be conquered by any effort of the wiU.
" W e were married," my lady continued, "and I loved him
very well, quite weU enough to be happy vrith him as long as
his money lasted, and while- we were on the Continent, travelling
in the best style and always staying at the best hotels. But
when we came back to Wildernsea and Hved with papa, and aU
the money was gone, and George grew gloomy and wretehed.
itna was always thinking of his troubles, and appeared to neglece
me, I was very unhappy ; and it seemed as if this fine marriage
had only given me a twelvemonth's gaiety and extravagance
after all. I begged George to appeal to his father; but he
refused. I persuaded him to try and get employment; and he
failed. My baby was bom, and the crisis wliich had been fatsl
to my mother arose for me. I escaped; but I was more
irritable, perhaps, after my recovery ; leas inclined to fight the
hard battle of the world ; more disposed to complain of poverty
and negteot. I did complain one day, loudly and biiterly. I
upbraided Geoiige Talboys for his cruelty in having aUied »
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helpless girl to poverty and misery; and he flew into a passioa
with me and ran out of the house. When I awoke the next
moming I found a letter lying on the table by my bed, tclHng
me that he was going to the AntijDodes to seek his fortune, and
that he would never see me again untU he was a rich man.
" I looked upon tlus departure as a desertion, and I resented
it bitterly—I resented it by hating the man who had left me
with no protector but a weak, tipsy father, and with a cliild to
support. I had to work hard for my Hving, and in every
hour of labour—and what labour is more wearisome than tho
diUl slavery of a governess?—I recognized a separate wrong
done me by George Talboys. His father was rich j his sister
was living m luxury and respectabUity; and I, his vrife, and the
mother of his son, was a slave alHed for ever to beggary and
obscurity. People pitied me; and I hated them for their pity.
I did not love the chUd; for he had been left a burden upon my
hands. The hereditary taint that was in my blood had never
until this time showed itself by any one sign or token: but at
this time I became subject to fits of violence and despair. At
this time I think my mind first lost its balance, and for the
first time I crossed that inrisible line which separates reason
from madness. I have seen my father's eyes fixed upon me in
horror and alarm. I have known him soothe me as only mad
people and children are soothed, and I have chafed against hia
petty derices, I have resented even his indulgence.
" At last these fits of desperation resolved themselves into a
desperate jmrpose. I detennined to run away from the wretched
home wluch my slavery supported. I determined to desert the
father who had more fear of me than love for me. I determined
to go to London, and lose myself in that great chaos of humanity.
" I had seen an advertisement in tlie Times whUe I was at
WUdernsea, and I presented myself to Mrs. Vincent, the advertiser, under a feigned name. She accepted me, wairing aU
questions as to my antecedents. You know the rest. I came
here, and you made me an offer, the acceptance of which would
Hft me at once into the sphere to which my ambition had
pointed ever since I was a school-girl, and heard for the first
time that I was pretty.
" Three years had passed, and I had received no token of my
nusband's eristence; for, I argued, that if he had returned to
England, he would have succeeded in finding me under any
iame and in any place. I knew the energy of his character
veU enough to know this.
" I said, ' I have a right to think that he is dead, or that h«
rishes me to beHeve him dead, and his shadow shaU not stand
between me and prosperity.' I said this, and I became youi
frife, Sir Michael, with every resolution to be as good a wi.'c cj
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H was in my nature to be. The common temptations that assaU
and shijiwreck some women had no terror for me. I would have
been yonr true and pure wife to the end of time, though I had
been surrounded by a legion of tempters. The mad foUy that
the world caUs love had never any part in my madness; and
here at least extremes met, and the vice of heartlessness became
the rirtue of constancy.
" I was very happy in the first triumph and grandeur of my
lew position, very grateful to the hand that had lifted me to
it. In the sunshine of my own happiness I felt, for the first
time in my Hfe, for the miseries of others, I had been poor
myself, and I was now rich, and could afford to pity and relieve
the poverty of my neighbours. I took pleasure in acts of kindness and benevolence. I found out my father's address and
eent him large sums of money, anonymously; for I did not
wish him to discover what had become of me. I availed myself
to the uttermost of the privilege your generosity afforded me. I
dispensed happiness on every side. I saw myself loved as weU
as admired; and I think I might have been a good woman
for the rest of my Hfe, if fate would have allowed me to be so.
" I beHeve that at this time my mind regained its just
balance. I had watched myself very closely since learing
WUdernsea; I had held a check upon myself. I had often
wondered, wliUe sitting in the surgeon's quiet family circle,
whether any suspicion of that inrisible hereditary taint had
ever occurred to Mr. Dawson.
" Fate would not suffer me to be good. My destiny compelled me to be a wretch. Within a month of my marriage I
read in one of the Essex papers of the return of a certain Mr.
Talboys, a fortunate gold-seeker, from AustraHa. The ship had
saUed at the time I read the paragraph. What was to be done ?
" I said just now that I knew the energy of George's character. I knew that the man who had gone to the Antii^odes,
and won a fortune for his vrife, would leave no stone unturned
in his efforts to find her. I t was hopeless to think of hiding
myself from him.
" Unless he could be induced to believe that I was dead he
would never abandon his search for me.
"My brain was dazed as I thought of my perU. Again the
balance trembled; again the inrisible boundary was passed;
ftgain I was mad.
" I went down to Southampton and found my father, who
was Hving there with my child. You remember how Mrs. Vineent's name was used as an excuse for this hurried journey, and
bow it was contrived that I should go with no other escort than
Phoebe Marks, whom I left at the hotel while I went to n^^
Esther's house.
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" I confided to m y father t h e whole secret of my peril. H«
was not very much shocked a t what I had done,_ for poverty
had perhaps blunted his sense of honour and principle. He
was not very much shocked; b u t he was frightened; and he
promised to do all in his power to assist me in m y horrible
cmerg€2.cy.
" H e had received a letter addressed to me a t WUdernsea by
George, and forwarded thence to my father. This letter had
been written within a few days of t h e sailing of the Argus, and
it announced the probable date of the ship's arrival at Liverpool. This letter gave us, therefore, d a t a upon which to act.
" W e decided a t once upon the first step. This was t h a t on
the date of the probable arrival of the Argus, or a few days
later, an advertisement of m y death should be inserted in the
" B u t almost immediately after decicHng upon this we saw
t h a t there were fearful difficulties in the carrying out of such a
simple plan. The date of the death, and the place in which I
died, must be announced, as weU as the death itself. George
woiUd immediately h u r r y to t h a t place, however distant it might
be, however comparatively inaccessible, and the sliaUow falsehood would be discovered.
" I knew enough of his sanguine temperament, his courage
and determination, his readiness to hope against hope, to know
t h a t unless he saw the grave in which I was buried, and the register of my death, he woidd never beHeve t h a t I was lost to him.
" M y father was utterly dumbfounded and heljjless. H e could
only shed childish tears of despair and t e n o r . H e was of no
use to me in this crisis.
" I was hopeless of any issue out of my difficulty. I beg^^a
to think t h a t I must t r u s t to the chapter of accidents; and hoi^i
t h a t amongst other obscure comers of the earth, Audley Court
n u g h t remain undreamt of by my husband.
" I sat with my father, drinking tea with him in his miserable
'jovel, and playing with the child, vclio wa„s pleased ^ritli my
dress and jewels, but c|uite uucoiiseious t h a t I v.-as lutything
b u t a stranger to him. I had the boy in my arms, when a
woman who attended him came to take liim away iu ore r t h a t
she might make liiiu more fit to be seen by the lady, a.s sle said.
" I way anrious to know how the buy was treated, an..' I
detained this woman in conversation with me, while my i i i her
dozed over the tea-table.
•' She was a pale-laced, sandy-haired wcnian of about fiveand-forty; and she seemed very glad to i;et the chance o^
talking to me as long as 1 pleased to aUow hei. She soon left
off" talking of the boy, howtner, to teU me her own tronbles.
She was r\ very g»»«at trouble, she M d me. Her eldest
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(laughter had been obHged to leave her situation from Ulhealth; in fact, the doctor said the girl was in a decline; and
it was a hard thing for a poor widow who had seen better days
to have a sick daughter to support, as weU as a family of young
chUdren.
" I let the woman run on for a long time in this manner,
telHng me the girl's aUments, and the girl's age, and the girl's
doctor's stuff, and piety, and sufferings, and a great deal more.
But I neither Hstened to her nor heeded her, I heard her, but
only in a far-away manner, as I heard the traffic in the distance,
or the ripple of the water at the end of the street. What were
this woman's troubles to me ? I had miseries of my own; and
worse miseries than her coarse nature could ever have to endure.
These sort of people always had sick husbands or sick children,
and expected to be helped in their illnesses by the rich. I t was
nothing out of the common. I was tlunking this; and I was
just gomg to dismiss the woman vrith a sovereign for her sick
daughter, when an idea flashed upon me with such painful
suddenness that it sent the blood surging up to my brain, and
set my heart beating, as it only beats when I am mad.
" I asked the woman her name. She was a Mrs. Plowson,
and she kept a small general shop, she said, and only ran in
now and then to look after Georgey, and to see that the Httle
niaid-of-aU-work took care of him. Her daughter's name was
MatUda. I asked her several questions about this girl Matilda,
and I ascertained that she was foiu"-and-tweuty, that she had
always been consumptive, and that she was now, as the doctor
said, going off in a rapid decHne. He had declared that sha
could not last much more than a fortnight.
" I t was in three weeks that the ship that carried George
Talboys was expected to anchor in the Mersey.
" I need not dwell much upon this business. I visited the
sick girl. She was fair and slender. Her description, carelessly
given, might taUy nearly enough with my own; though she
bore no shadow of resemblance to me, except in these two partifltylars. I was received by the girl as a rich lady who wished
to do her service. I brought the mother, who was poor and
greedy, and who for a gift of money, more money than she had
ever before received, consented to submit to anythiug I wished.
The girl herself was too ill to be aware of anything but her
own pain and weariness. Upon the second day after my introduction to this Mrs. Plowson, my father went over to Ventnor,
and hired lodgings for his invalid daughter and her Httlo 'loy.
Early the next morning he carried over the dying gir! and
Georgey, who had bean bribed to caU her ' mamma.' She entered the house as Mrs. Talboys; she was attended by a Ventnor
•cedical man. as Mrs. Talboys; she died, and her death and
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burial were registered in that name. The advertisement was tnaerted in the Times, and upon the second day after its insertion,
George Talboys risited Ventnor, and ordered the tombstona
which at tlus hour records the death of his \rife, Helen Talboys."
Sir Michael Audley rose slowly, and with a stiff, constrained
action, as if every physical sense had been benumbed by that
dne sense of misery.
" I cannot hear any more," he said, in a ho.:rse whisper; " if
there is anything more to be told, I cannot hear it. Robert, it
is you ^vho have brought about this discovery, as I understand.
I want to know nothing more. I shall leave this house to-night
•—this house in wluch I have been so happy—perhaps never to
return to it. WiU you take upon yourself the duty of proriding
for the safety and comfort of this lady, whom I have thought
my wife ? I need not ask you to remember, in all you do, that
I have loved her very dearly and truly. I cannot say farewell
t<:. her. I will not say it untU I can think of her \rithout bitterness—untU I can pity her; as I now pray that God may pity
her this night."
Sir Michael walked slowly from the room. He did not trust
himself to look at that crouching figure. He did not ^rish to
sec the creature whom he had cherished. He went straight te
his dressing-room, rang for his valet, and ordered him to pack
a portmanteau, and make aU necessary arrangements for accompanying his master by the last up-train.
CHAPTER XXXVI.
THE HUSH THAT SUCCEEDS THE TEMPEST.

foUowed his uncle into the vestibule after Sii
Michael had spoken those few quiet words which sounded th«
death-kneU of his hope and love. Heaven knows how much
the young man had feared the coming of this day. I t had
come; and though there had been no great outburst of despair,
no whirlwind of stormy grief, no loud tempest of anguish and
tears, Robert took no comforting thought from the unnatural
stillness. He knew enough to know that Sir Michael Audley
went away with tho barbed aiTow, wluch his nephew's hand
had sent home to its aim, rankfing in his toi'tured heart; he
knew that this strange and icy calm was the numbness of a
heart stricken by a gr.cf so unexpected that its fh'st efl'ect waa
a blank stupor, a pan less apathy. Ho knew that wheo thia
duU quiet had passed away, when Httle by Httle, and one by
one, each horrible fcatiire of the sufferer's sorrow became first
dimly apparent and then terribly famiHar to him, the storm
would burst in fatal fury, and tempests of tears and cruel
thunderclaps of agony wcs'iM rend that generous heart.
ROBERT AUDLEY
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Bobert had heard of cases in which men of his uncle's ag«
Aad borne some great grief, as Sir Michael had borne this, with
a strange quiet; and had gone away from those who would have
eomforted them, and whose anrietios had been reHeved by thia
patient stUlness, to faU down upon the ground and die under
the blow which at first had only stunned them- He remembered cases in which paralysis or apoplexy had stricken men
as strong as his uncle in the first hour of the horrible afiUcticm;
and he lingered in the lamp-Ht vestibule, wondering whether it
was not his duty to be vrith Sir Michael—to be near him, in
case of any emergency, and to accompany him wherever he
went.
Yet, would it be wise to force himself upon that grey-headed
sufferer in this cmel hour, in which he had been awakened
from the one delusion of a blameless life to discover that he
hftd been the dupe of a false face, and the rictim of a nature
which was too coldly mercenary, too cruelly heartless, to be
sensible of its own infamy ?
" No," thought Robert Audley, " I wiU not intrude upon the
anguish of this wounded heart. There is humiliation mhigled
with this bitter grief. I t is better he should fight the battle
alone. I have done what I befieve to have been my solemn duty,
yet I should scarcely wonder if I had rendered myself for ever
hateful to him. I t is better he should fight the battle alone.
I can do nothing to make the strife less terrible."
While the young man stood with his hand upon the Hbrary
door, stUl half doubtful whether he should foUow lus uncle or
re-enter the room in which he had left that more wretched
creature, whom it had been his business to unmask, AHcia
Audley opened the dining-room door, and revealed to him the
old-fashioned oak-paneUed apartment, the long table covered
with snowy damask, and bright with a cheerful gHtter of glass
and silver.
" Is papa coming to dinner? " asked Miss Audley. " I'm so
hungry; and poor Tomfins has sent up three times to say tho
fish will be spoUed. I t must be reduced to a species of isinglass
soup by this time, I should think," added the young lady, aa
ahe cams out into the vestibule with the Times newspaper in
her hand.
She had been sitting by the fire reading the paper, and
waiting for her seniors to join her at the dinner-table.
" Oh, it's you, Mr. Robert Audley," she remarked carelessly.
" You dine with us, of course. Pray go and find papa. It
must be nearly eight o'clock, and we are supposed to dine at
balf-past six."
Mr. Audley answered his cousin rather sternly. Her frivt/
^ffas manner jarred upon bim, and he fcrgot in his irrrrljc^
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displeasure that Miss Audley had known nothing of the terribla
drama which had been so long enacting under her very nose.
"Your papa has just endured a very great grief, AHcia," the
young man said, gravely.
The girl's arch, laughing face changed in a moment to a tenierly earnest look of sonow and anriety. AHcia Audley loved
her father very dearly.
" A grief! she exclaimed; " papa gif ved P Oh ! Robert,
what has happened P "
" I can tell you nothing yet, AHcia," Robert answered, in a
low voice.
He took his cousin by the wrist, and drew her into the diningroom as he spoke. He closed the door carefuUy behind him
before he contmued:—
" AHcia, can I trust you P" he asked, eamestiy.
" Tmst me to do what P "
" To be a comfort and a friend to your poor father under a
very heavy affliction."
" YES ! cried AHcia, passionatelyo " How can you ask me
such a question P Do you think there is anything I would not
do to Hghten any sonow of my father's P Do you think there
is anything I would not suffer, if my suffering could lessen
his ? "
Tears rushed to Miss Audley's bright grey eyes as she spoke.
" Oh, Robert! Robert! could you think so badly of me as to
beUeve that I would not try to be a comfort to my father in hia
grief? " she said, reproachfuUy.
" N o , no, my dear," answered the young man, quietly; " I
lever doubted your affection, I only doubted your discretion.
May I rely upon that P "
" You may, Robert," said AHcia, resolutely.
" Very well, then, my dear girl, I wiU tmst you. Your father
fs going to leave the Court, for a time at least. The grief which
he has just endured—a sudden and unlooked-for sonow, remember—has no doubt made this place hateful to him. He ia going
away; but he must not go alone, must he, Alicia P "
" Alone P no ! no! But I suppose my lady
"
" Lady Audley wiU not go with him," said Robert, gravely,
" he is about to separate himself from her."
" For a tune P "
" No; for ever."
" Separate himself from her for ever!" exclaimed AHcia.
" Then this grief—-"
' Is connected with Lady Audley. Lady Audley is the cause
si your father's sorrow."
AEcia's face, which had been pale before, flushed crimson.
Sonow, of which my lady was the cause—a sonow which waa
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to separate Sir Michael for ever from his young wife! There
had been no ]aarrel between them—there had never been anything but harmony and sunshine between Lucy Audley and her
generous husband. This sorrow must surely then have arisen
from some sudden discovery: it wPs, no doubt, a sonow associated with disgrace. Robert Audley understood the meaning
of that ^xA blush.
" You wUl offer to accompany your father wherever he may
choose to go, Alicia," he said. " You are his natural comforter
at such a time as this, but you wiU best befriend him in this
hour of trial by avoicHiig all intrusion upon his grief. Your
very ignorance of the particulars of that grief wiU be a security
*br your discretion. Say notliing to your father that you might
not have said to bim two years ago, before he married a second
wife. Try and be to him what you were before the woman in
yonder room came between you and your father's love."
" I will," murmured AHcia, " I will."
"You will naturaUy avoid aU mention of Lady Audley's
name. If your father is often sUent, be patient; if it sometimes seems to you that the shadow of this great sonow wUl
never pass away from his Hfe, be patient stUl; and bear in
mind that there can be no better hope of a cure for his grief
than the hope that his daughter's devotion msy lead him to
remember that there is one woman upon this earth who will
fove him truly and purely until the last."
" Yes, yes, Robert, dear cousin, I will remember."
Mr. Audley, for the first time since he had been a schoolboy,
took his cousin in his anns, and kissed her broad forehead.
"My dear Aficia," he said, "do this, and you wUl make me
happy. I have been in some measure the means of bringing
this sonow upon your father. Let me hope that it is not an
enduring one. Try to restore my uncle to haj)piness, AHcia,
and I vriU love you more dearly than brother ever loved a noblehearted sister; and a brotherly affection may be worth having
perhaps, after all, my dear, though it is very different to poor
Sir Harry's enthusiastic worship."
AHcia's head was bent and her face hidden from her cousin
while he spoke; but she lifted her head when he had finished,
and looked him full in the face with a smile that was only the
brighter for her eyes being fUled with tears.
" You are a good fellow. Bob," she said: " and I've been very
fooHsh and wicked to feel angry with you, because
"
The young lady stopped short.
" Because what, my dear ? " asked Mr. Audley.
" Because I'm silly, cousin Robert," Alicia said quickly
" never mind that. Bob; I'U do aU you wish, and it shall not
M my fault if my iearest father doesn't fbrget hia rouble^
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before long. I'd go to the end of the world \rith him, poo!
darling, if I thought there was any comfort to be found for him
in the journey. I'U go and get ready directly. Do you think
papa will go to-night ? "
" Yes, my dear; I don't think Sir Michael wUl rect another
night under tlus roof for some time to come."
"The mail goes at twenty minutes past nine," said AHcia;
" we must leave tho house in an hour if we are to travel by it.
I shall sec you again before we go, Robert."
" Yes, clear."
!Miss Audley ran off to her room to summon her maid, and
make all necessary preparations for the sudden journey, of
whose ultimate destination she was as yet quite ignorant.
She went heart and soul into the canying out of the duty
which Robert had dictated to her. She assisted in the packing
of her portmanteaus, and hopelessly bewildered her maid by
stuffing silk dresses into her bonnet-boxes, and satin shoes into
her dressing-case. She roamed about her rooms gathering
together drawing materials, music-books, needlework, hairbrushes, jewellery, and perfume-bottles, very much as she
might have done had she been about to saU for some savage
country devoid of all civiHzed resources. She was thinking all
the time of her father's unknown grief; and perhaps a Httle of
the serious face and earnest voice which had that night revealed
jer cousin Robert to her in a new character.
Mr. Audley went up-stairs after his cousin, and found his
way to Sir Michael's dressing-room. He knocked at the door
and listened very anriously for the expected answer. There
was a moment's pause, during which the young man's heart
beat loud and fast, and then the door was opened by the baronet
himself. Robert saw that his uncle's valet was already hard at
work preparing for his master's hurried journey.
Sir Michael came out into the corridor.
" Have you anything more to say to me, Robert ? " he asked,
quietly.
" I only came to ascertain if I could assist in any of jouJ
arrangements. You go to London by the mail ? "
" Yes."
" Have you any idea of where you will stay P "
' Yes, I shaU stop at the Clarendon ; I am known there. aS
that aU you have to say ? "
" Yes; except that Alicia wiU accompany you."
"AHcia!"
" She could not very well stay here, you know, '".sv now, II
i/ould be best for her to leave the Court until - —"
"Yes, yes, I understand," interrupted t h t Oaronet; " b u t i a
there nowhere else that she could aro,- must she lie with me J*"
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" She could go nowhere else .so immediately; and she would
ttot be happy anywhere else."
" Let her come, then," said Sir Michael, " let her come."
He spoke in a strange subdued voice, and with an apparent
effort; as if it were painfiU to him to have to speak at all. Aa
if all this ordinary business of Hfe were a cruel torture to him;
and jarred so much upon his grief as to be almost worse to bear
than that grief itself.
" Very well, my dear uncle, then aU is ananged; AHcia will
be ready to start at nine o'clock."
" Very good, very good," muttered the baronet; " let her come
if she pleases; poor child, let her come."
He sighed hearily as he spoke in that half-pitying tone of his
daughter. He was thinking how comparatively indifferent he
had been towards that only child for the sake of the woman now
shut in the fire-fit room below.
" I shall see you again before you go, sir," said Robert; " I
will leave you till then."
" Stay !" said Sir Michael, suddenly; " have you told Alicia ?"
" I have told her nothing; except that you are about to leave
the Court for some time."
" You are veiy good, my boy, you are very good," the baronet
murmured in a broken voice.
He stretched out his hand. His nephew took it in both his
own, and pressed it to his lips.
" Oh, sir! how can I ever forgive myself ?" he said; " how can
I ever cease to hate myself for having brought this grief upon
you?"
" No, no, Robert, you did right—you did right; I wish that
God had been so merciful to me as to take my miserable Hfe
before this night; but you did right."
Sir Michael re-entered his dressing-room, and Robert slowly
returned to the vestibule. He paused upon the threshold of
that chamber in which he had left Lucy, Lady Audley; otherwise Helen Talboys, the vrife of his lost friend.
She was lying upon the floor; upon the very spot on which
she had crouched at her husband's feet telfing her guilty story.
Whether she was in a swoon; or whether she lay there in the
utter helplessness of her misery; Robert scarcely cared to
know. He went out mto the vestibule, and sent one of the
servants to look for her maid, the smart be-ribboned damsel,
who was loud in wonder and consternation at the sight of her
mistress.
"Lady Audley is very id," he said; "take her to her room,
and see that she does not leave it to-night. You wiU be good
enough to remain near ber; but do not either talk to her, oi
Buffer her to excite herself by talking."
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My lady had not fainted; she aUowed the girl to assist her,
and rose from the ground upon which she had grovelled. Her
golden hair feU in loose, disheveUed masses about her ivory
throat and shoulders; her face and fips were colourless; her
eyes tenible in their unnatural light.
" Take me away," she said, " and let me sleep! Let me
sleep, for my brain is on fire!"
As she was leaving the room vrith her maid, she turned and
looked at Robert. " Is Sir Michael gone ?" she asked.
" He wiU leave in half an hour."
"There were no Hves lost in the fire at Mount StanningP"
"None."
" I am glad of that."
" The landlord of the house, Marks, was very terribly burnt,
and lies in a precarious state at his mother's cottage; but ha
may recover."
" I am glad of that—I am glad no life was lost. Good night,
Mr, Audley."
" I shaU ask to see you for half an hour's conversation in the
course of to-monow, my lady."
" Whenever you please. Good night."
"Goodnight."
She went away, quietly leaning upon her maid's shoulder, and
learing Robert with a sense of strange bewUderment that was
very painful to him.
He sat down by the broad hearth upon which the red embers
were fading, and wondered at the change in that old house
which, untU the day of his friend's disappearance, had been so
pleasant a home for aU who sheltered beneath its hospitable
roof. He sat brooding over that desolate hearth, and trying to
decide upon what must be done in this sudden crisis. He sat,
helpless and powerless to determine upon any course of action,
lost in a duU reverie, from which he was aroused by the sound
of carriage wheels driring up to the Httle timet entrance.
The clock in the vestibulo struck nine as Robert opened the
Hbrary-door. AHcia had just descended the stairs with h e
maid, a rosy-faced country girl.
" Good-bye, Robert," said Miss Audley, holding out her hand
lo her cousm; " good-bye, and God bless you! You may trust
me to take care of papa."
" I am sure I may. God bless you, my dear!"
For the second time that night Robert Audley pressed hia
Hps to his cousin's candid forehead; and for the second time the
embrace was of a brotherly or paternal character; rather than
the rapturous proceeding which it would have been had Sir
Harry Towers been the privileged performer.
I t waa five minutes past nine when Sir Michael came down-
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l^irs, foUowed by his valet, grave and grey-haired like himself,
rhe baronet was pale, but calm and self-possessed. The hand
which he gave to his nephew was as cold as ice; but it was with
a steady voice that he bade the young man good-bye.
" I leave all in your hands, Robert," he said, as he turned te
leave the house m which he had Hved so long. " I may not
have heard the end; but I have heard enough. I leave all to
you—but you vriU not be cruel—you wiU remember how much
I loved ——"
His voice broke huskily before he could finish the sentence.
" I vrill remember you in everything, sir," the young man
answered, " I wUl do everything for the best,"
A treacherous mist of tears blinded him and shut out his
uncle's face, and in another minute the carriage had driven
away, and Robert Audley sat alone in the dark Hbrary, where
only one red spark glowed amongst the pale-grey ashes. He
sat alone, trying to think what he ought to do, and with
the awful responsibifity of a wicked woman's fate upon hia
shoulders,
"Good heavens," he thought; "surely this must be God's
judgment upon Sie purposeless, vacillating Hfe I led up to the
seventh day of last September, Surely this awful responsibUity
has been forced upon me in order that I may humble myself
before an offended Proridence, and confess that a man cannot
choose his own Hfe, He cannot say, ' I will take eristence
Hghtly, and keep out of the way of the wretched, mistaken,
energetic creatures, who fight so heartUy in the great battle,'
He cannot say, ' I vriU stop in the tents while the strife is
fought, and laugh at the fools who are trampled down in the
useless straggle. He cannot do this. He can only do, humbly
and fearfuUy, that which the Maker who created him has appointed for him to do. If he has a battle to fight, let him fight
it faithfuUy; but woe betide him if he skulks when his name ia
caUed in the mighty muster-roll; woe betide him if he hides*in
the tents when the tocsin summons him to the scene of war!"
One of the servants brought candles into the library, and relighted the fire, but Robert Audley did not stir from his seat
by the hearth. He sat as he had often sat in his chambers in
Fig-tree Court, with his elbows resting upon the arms of his
chair, and his chin upon his hand.
But he lifted his head as the servant was about to leave tha
room.
" Can I send a telegram from here to London P" he asked.
" I t can be sent from Brentwood, sir,—not from here."
Mr. Audley looked at his watch, thoughtfully.
-* One of the men can ride over to Brentwood, sir, if you wish
«ny message to be sent."
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" I do vrish to send a message; wiU you mai age it for van,
Richards?"
" Certainly, sir,"
" You can wait, then, wlule I write tho message P"
" Yes, sir."
The man brought writing materials from one of the sidetables, and placed them before Mr. Audley.
Robert dipped a pen in the ink, and stared thoughtfully
at one of the candles for a few moments before he began it
write.
The message ran thus:—
"From Robert Audley, of Audley Court, Essex, to Francis
Wilmington, of Paper Buildings, Temple.
"Dear WUmington, if you know any physician, experienced
in cases of mania, and to be trusted with a secret, be so good as
to send me his address by telegraph."
2dr. Audley sealed this document in a stout envelope, and
handed it to the man, with a sovereign.
" You wiU see that this is given to a tmstworthy person,
Richards," he said, " and let the man wait at the station
for the return message. He ought to get it in an hour and a
half."
Mr. Richards, who had known Robert Audley in jackets and
turn-down coUars, departed to execute his commission. Heaven
forbid that we should follow him into the comfortable servants' haU at the Court, where the household sat round
the blazing fire, cHscussing in utter bewUderment the events
of the day.
Nothing could be wider from the truth than the speculations
of these worthy people. What clue had they to the mystery of
that frre-Ht room in which a guilty woman had knelt at their
master's feet to tell the story of her sinful life ? They only
knew that which Sir Michael's valet had told them of tliif
sudden journey. How his master was as pale as a sheet, and
spoke in a strange voice that did not sound like his own, some,
how, and how you might have knocked him—Mr. Parsons, the
valet—down with a feather, if yon had been minded to prostrate
him by the aid of so feeble a weapon.
The wiseheads of the servants' hall decided that Sir Michael
had received sudden intelligence through Mr. Robert—they
were wise enough to connect the young man with the catastrophe,—either of the death of some near and dear relation—
the elder servants decimated the Audley family in their endeavours to find a Hkely relation—or of some alarming fall in the
funds—or of the failure of some speculation or bank in v.-hich
the greater part of the baronet's money was invested. Tha
general leaning was towards the failure of a bank; and every
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member of the assembly seemed to take a dismal and ravenlike deHght in the fancy; though such a supposition involved
their own ruin in the general destmction of that Hberal
household.
Robert sat by the dreary hearth, which seemed dreaiy even
now when the blaze of a great wood-fire roared in the wiie
chimney, and Hstened to the low wail of the March wind, moaning round the house and lifting the sluvering ivy from the walls
it sheltered. He was tired and worn out, for it must be remembered that he had been awakened from his sleep at two o'clock
that moming by the hot breath of blazing timber and the sharp
crackling of burning wood-work. But for his presence of mind
and cool decision, Mr. Luke Marks would have died a dreadful
death. He still bore the traces of the night's peril, for the dark
hair had been singed upon one side of his forehead, and his left
hand was red and inflamed from the eflect of the scorching
atmosphere, out of which he had dragged the landlord of tho
Castle Inn. He was thoroughly exhausted with fatigue and
excitement, and he fell into a heavy sleep in his easy-chair
before the bright fire, from which he was only awakened by the
entrance of Mr. Richards with the return message.
This return message was very brief.
"Dear Audley, always glad to obfige. Alwyn Mosgravc,
M.D., 12, SaviUe Row. Safe."
This, with names and addresses, was all that the message
contained.
" I shall want another message taken to Brentwood tomonow mommg, Richards," said Mr. Audley, as he folded tho
telegram. " I should be glad if the man would ride over with
it before breakfast. He shall have half-a-sovereign for his
trouble."
Mr. Richards bowed.
" Thank you, sir—not necessary, sir; but as you please, of
course, sir," he munnured. " At what hour might you wish
the man to go?"
Mr. Audley might wish the man to go as early as he could:
W it was decided that he should go at six.
" My room is ready, I suppose, Richards P" said Robert.
" Yes, sir—your old room."
" Very good. I shall go to bed at once. Bring me a glass
of brandy-and-water as hot as you can make it, and wait for tho
telegram."
The second message was only a very earnest recjuest to
Doctor Mosgrave to pay an immediate risit to Audley Court
6n a matter of serous moment.
Having written this message, Mr. Audley felt that he had
ione all that he could do. He drank his brandy-and-water.
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H e had actual need of the dUuted alcohol, for he had Deen cnfllcd
to the bone by his adventures during the fire. H e slowly
sipped the pale golden Hquid and thought of Clara Talboys, of
t h a t earnest girl whose brother's memory was naw avenged,
whose brother's destroyer was humiliated in the dust. H a d
she heard of the fire a t the Castle I n n ? How could she have
done otherwise t h a n hear of it in such a place as Mount Stanning ? B u t had she heard t h a t he had been in danger, and t h a t
ho had distinguished himself by the rescue of a drunken boor ?
Even sitting by t h a t desolate hearth, and beneath the roof
whose noble owner was an exUe from his own house, Robert
Audley was weak enough to think of these things—weak
enough to let his fancy wander away to the dismal fir-trees
under the cold February sky, and the dark-brown eyes t h a t
were so Hke t h e eyes of his lost friend.

CHAPTER
»».

XXXVIL

MOSGBAVE'S

ADVICE.

M Y lady slept. Through t h a t long winter night she slept
soundly. Criminals have often so slept their last sleep upon
e a r t h ; and have been found in the grey moming slumbering
peacefully by t h e gaoler who came to awaken them.
The game had been played and lost. I do not think t h a t my
lady h a d thrown away a card, or missed the making of a trick
which she might by any possibiHty have m a d e : b u t her opponent's hand h a d been too powerful for her, and he h a d won.
She was more at peace now t h a n she had ever been since t h a t
day—so soon after her second marnage—on which she had
seen the announcement of the return of George Talboys from
the gold-fields of Austrafia. She might rest now, for they now
knew the worst of her. There were ]io new discoveries to be
made. She had flung the honible burden of an almost unendurable secret off her shoulders, and her selfish sensuous nature
resumed its mastery of her. She slept, peacefully nestled in
her dijwiiy bed, under the soft mountam of silken coverlet, and
in the sombre shade of the green velvet, curtains. She had
ordered her maid to ;-.lec[) on a h'w couch in the s.aiue ro^ni,
and s!ie had also ordered t h a t a lamp shoiUd be kept burning
all night.
I t was not thi^t she had any fear ot shiidowy visitations in
the still hours of the night. She was too thoroughdy sel.dsu *«
care very much for anything that could not h u r t hev; and sue
had never heard of a ghost doing any actual and palpable hai-m.
She h a d feared Robert Audley, b u t she feared him no longer.
He had done bis worst; she knew t h a t he could do no siore
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without bringing everlasting disgrace upon the name ha
venerated.
"They'U p u t me away somewhere, I suppose," m y lady
t h o u g h t ; " t h a t is the worst they can do for me."
She looked upon herself as a species of state prisoner, who
would have to be taken good care of A second Iron Mask,
who m u s t be prorided for in some comfortable place of confinement. She abandoned herself to a duU incHfference. She had
Hved a hundred lives vritlun the space of the last few days of
her eristence, and she had wom ont her capacity for suffering;
for a time a t least.
She took a cup of strong green tea, and a few delicate fragments of toast the next morning with the same air of quie'.
refish common to condemned creatures who eat their last meal,
whUe the gaolers look on to see t h a t they do not bite fragments
off the crockery, or swaUow the teaspoon, or do any other
riolent act tencHng to the evasion of Mr. Jack Ketch. She ate
her breakfast, and took her m o m i n g bath, and emerged, with
perfumed hair, and in the most exquisitely careless of moming
toilets, from her luxurious dressing-room. She looked round
a t all the costly ai^pointments of the room with a yearning
lingering gaze before she turned to leave i t ; b u t there was not
one tender recoUection in her mind of the man who had caused
the fumishing of the chamber, and who in every iirecious toy
t h a t was scattered about in the reckless i:)rofusion of magnificence, had laid before her a mute evidence of his love. My
lady was thinking how much the things had cost, and how
painfully probable it was t h a t the luxurious apartment would
soon pass out of her possession.
She looked at herself in the cheval-glass before she left the
room. A long night's rest had brought back the deHcate rosetints of her complexion, and the natural lustre of her blue eyes.
T h a t unnatural Hght which had burned so fearfully the day
before had gone, and my lady smiled triumphantly as she con'
templated the reflection of her beauty. The days were gone
in wluch her enemies could have branded her with white-hot
irons, and burnccl away the loveliness which had done such
miscluef. Whatever they cHd to her, they must k a v c her hei
beauty, she thou.ght. A t tho worst they were powerless to rob
her of that.
The March day «as bright and sunny, v.ith a cheerless siuishine certainly. My lady wrapped herself in un [ncUaii shawl;
a shawl t h a t had cost Sir Michael a hundred guineas. Perhajig
the had an idea t h a t it would be well to wear this costly garm e n t ; so t h a t if hustled suddenly away, she might carry at
least one of her possessions with her. Remember how much
ahe had perilled for a fine house and gorgeous furniture, for
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carriages and horses, jewels and laces; and do not wonder il
she clung with a desperate tenacity to gauds and gew-gaws in
the hour of her despair. If she had been Judas, she would
have held to her thirty pieces of sUver to the last moment i *
her shameful Hfe.
Mr. Robert Audley breakfasted in the Hbrary. He sat long
over his soHtary cup of tea, smoking his meerschaum pipe, and
meditating darkly upon the task that lay before him.
" I wiU appeal to the experience of this Dr. Mosgrave," he
thought; " physicians and lawyers are the confessors of tliia
prosaic nineteenth century. Surely he wiU be able to help me."
The first fast train from London arrived at AucUey at halfpast ten o'clock, and at flve minutes before eleven, Richards,
the grave servant, announced Dr. Alwyn Mosgrave.
Tfie physician from Sarille Row was a taU man of about
fifty years of age. He was thin and sallow, with lantern jaws,
and eyes of a pale feeble grey, that seemed as if they had once
been blue, and had faded hy the progress of time to their
present neutral shade. However powerful the science of
medicine as wielded by Dr. Alwyn Mosgrave, it had not been
strong enough to put flesh upon his bones, or brightness into hia
face. He had a strangely expressionless, and yet strangely
attentive, countenance. He had the face of a man who had
spent the greater part of his Hfe ui Hstening to other people,
and who had parted with his own indiriduafity, and his own
passions, at the very outset of his career.
He bowed to Robert Audley, took the opposite seat indicated
by him, and addressed his attentive face to the young barrister.
Robert saw that the physician's glance for a moment lost ite
quiet look of attention, and became earnest and searching.
" He is wondering whether I am the patient," thought Mr.
Audley, " and is looking for the diagnoses of madness in my
face."
Dr. Mosgrave spoke as if in answer to tliis thought.
" I t is not about your own—health—that you wish to consBit
me P " he said, interrogatively.
" Oh, no ! "
Dr. Mosgrave looked at his watoh, a fifty guinea Bensonmade chronometer, which be carried loose in his waistcoat
pocket as carelessly as if it had been a potato.
" I need not remind you that my time is precious," he said ;
" your telegram informed me that my serrices were required in
a case of—danger—as I apprehend, or I should not be h e n
this morning."
Robert Audley had sat looking gloomUy at the fire, wondering
now he should begin the conversation, and had needed this
reminder of the physician's niesenco.
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" Ton are very good. Dr. Mosgrave," he said, rousing himself
by an effort, " and I thank you very much for haring responded
to my summons. I am about to appeal to you upon a subject
which is more painful to me than words can describe. I am
about to implore your advice in a most difficult case, and I
trust, almost bHndly, to yonr experience to rescue me, and
others who are very dear to me, from a cmel and complicated
position."
The business-Hke attention in Dr. Mosgrave's face grew into
% look of interest as he Hstened to Robert Audley.
" The revelation made by the patient to the physician is I
believe as sacred as the confession of a penitent to his priest P "
Robert asked, gravely.
" Quite as sacred.'
" A solemn confidence, to be violated under no drcumitances P "
" Most certainly."
Robert Audley looked at the fire again. How much should
he tell, or how Httle, of the dark history of his uncle's second
wife?
" I have been given to understand. Dr. Mosgrave, that you
have devoted much of your attention to the treatment of insanity P "
""Tes, my practice is almost confined to the treatment of
mental diseases."
" Such being the case, I think I may venture to conclude
that you sometimes receive strange and even terrible revelations."
Dr. Mosgrave bowed.
He looked like a man who could have carried, safely locked
in his passionless breast, the secrets of a nation, and who would
have suffered no inconvenience from the weight of such a
burden.
"The story which I am about to teU you is not my own
story," said Robert, after a pause, " you will forgive me, therefore, if I once more remind you that I can only reveal it upon
the understanding that under no circumstances, or up m no
apparent justification, is that confidence to be betrayed."
Dr. Mosgrave bowed again. A little sternly perhaps tliis
time.
" I am all attention, Mr. Audley," he said, coldly.
Robert Audley di'ew his chair nearer to that of the physician,
and m a low voice began the story which my lady had told upon
hor knees in the same chamber upon the prerious night. Dr.
Mosgrave's Hstening face, turned always towards the speaker,
betrayed no surprise at that strange revelation. He smUed
ouce, a grave, quiet smile, when Mr. Audley came to that pari
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of the story wliict told of the conspiracy at Ventnor, Irut _h«
was not surprised. Robert Audley ended his story at the point
at which Sh Michael Audley had interrapted my lady's confession.
He told notliing of the cBfsappearance of George
Talboys, nor of the horrible suspicions that had grown out of
that (Hsappearance. He told nothing of the fire at :he Castlo
Inn.
Dr. Mosgrave shook his head gravely when Mr. Audley came
to the end of his story.
" You have nothing ftirther to teU me ? " he said.
" No. I do not think there is anything more that need be
told," Robert answered, rather evasively.
" You would wish to prove that this lady is mad, and therefore inesponsible for her actions, Mr. Audley ? " said the
physician.
Robert Audley stared wonderingly at the mad doctor. By
what process had he so rapidly airived at the young man's
secret desire P
" Yes, I would rather, if possible, think her mad. I should
be glad to find that excuse for her."
" And to save the esclandre of some legal process, I suppose,
Mr. Audley ? " said Dr. Mosgi-ave.
Robert shuddered as he bowed an assent to this remark. It
was something worse than any common legal process that he
dreaded with a horrible fear. I t was a trial for murder that so
long had haunted his dreams. How often he had awoke in an
agony of shame from a rision of a crowded court-house, and hia
uncle's wife, in a criminal dock, hemmed in on every side by u
eea of eager faces.
" I fear that I shaU not be of any use to you," the physician
said, quietly. " I will see the lady if you please, but I do not
befieve that she is mad."
""Why n o t ? "
" Because there is no eridence of madness in anything that
she has done. She ran away from her home, because her home
was not a pleasant one, and she left it in the hope of finding a
better. There is no madness in that. She committed the crime
of bigamy, because by that crime she obtained fortuiie and
position. There is no madness there. WTien she found herself
m a desperate position, she did not grow desperate. She
employed iiiteUigent means, and she carried out a conspiracy
which reciuired coolness and defilieration in its execution. There
is no madness in that."
" But the tahits of hereditai-y insanity—-—"
" May descend to the third genemtion and app>eai in the
lady's children, if she have any. Madness is not necessarily
transmitted from mother to daughter. I should be glad to help
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you, if 1 could, Mr. Audley, but I do not think there ia any
proof of insanity in the story you have told me. I do not think
any jury in England would accept the plea of insanity in such
a case as this. The best thing t h a t you can do vvdth this lady
is to send her back to her first h u s b a n d ; if he will have her."
Robert started a t this sudden mention of his friend. " H e r
first husband is dead," he answered, " a t least he has been
missing for some time—and I have reason to beHeve t h a t he is
dead."
Dr, Mosgrave saw the startled movement, and heard the
e m b a n a s s m e n t in Robert Audley's voice as he spoke of George
Talboys.
" The lady's first husband is missing," he said, with a strang<>
emphasis on the word—" you think t h a t he is dead."
H e paused for a few moments and looked a t the fire, a.s
Robert had looked before.
" Mr. Audley," he said presently, " there must be no 'naifconfidences between us. You have not told me all."
Robert, looking u p suddenly, plainly expressed in his face the
surprise he felt a t these words.
" I should be very poorly able to meet the contingencies of
my professional experience," said Dr. Mosgrave, " if I C'juld not
)erceive where confidence ends and reservation begins. You
lave only told me half this lady's story, Mr. Auclley. You
must tell me more before I can ofier you any adrice. W h a t has
become of the first husband ? "
H e asked this question in a decisive tone. Aa if he knew it
to be the key-stone of an arch.
" I have already told you, Dr. Mosgrave, t h a t I do not know."
" Yes," answered the physician, " b u t your face has told me
what you would have withlield from m e ; it has told me t h a t
you suspect!"
Robert Audley was silenx.
" If I am to be of use to you, you must t r u s t me, Mr.
Audley," said the physician. " The first husband disapjieared
—how and when P I want to know the history of his disappr irance."
Robert paused for some time before he replied to this S])eech;
but by-and-by he lifted his head, which had biceu bent in af
attitude of earnest thought, and addressed the phyiiician.
• ' I vrill t r a s t you, Dr. Mc..;giave," he said, " I ^v-ill confide
entirely ill your hommr and gei'Incss. 1 do not .i.l. 3 i>u to do
any wrong to society . liut I ask you to save our L.ticiidetr: uiuns
from iAegradation and shame, if you can do so ooiiscitatiously."
H e told tho story of George's disappearance, and of bis o\vZ'
ioubtrt and fears. Heaven knows how reluctuntly.
Dr. Mosgrave listened as quietly ae he had Hstened befoj^
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Robert concluded with an earnest appeal to the physician's best
feelings. He implored him to spare the generous old man.
whose fatal confidence in a wicked woman nad brought sucii
misery upon his decHning years.
I t was impossible to draw any ocnohision cither favourable
or othei-wise from Dr. Mosgrave's attentive face. He rose
when Robert had finished speaking, and looked at his watoh
once more.
" I can only spare you twenty miButea," lie said. " I will
see the lady if you please. You aay her motJier died in a madhouse P "
" She did. WUl you see Lady A n d l ^ alon»i P "
" Yes, alone, if you please."
Robert rang for my lady's-miid, and l2S3er convoy of that
smart young damsel the physiciaii fanud Ws' vay to the octagon
ante-chamber, and the fairy boudoir with which it communicated.
Ten minutes afterwards he retumed to the Hbrary, in which
Robert sat waiting for him.
" I have talked to the lady," he said, quietly, " and we
understand each other very weU. There is latent insanity!
Insanity which might never appear; or which might appear
only once or twice in a Hfe-time. I t would be dementia in its
worst phase, perhaps : acute mania; but its duration would be
very brief, and it would only arise under extreme mental pressure. The lady is not mad; but she has the hereditary taint in
her blood. She has the cunning of madness, with the prudence
of intelligence. I wiU teU you what she is, Mr. Audley. She
is dangerous!"
Dr. Mosgrave walked up and down the room once or twice
before he spoke again.
" I wUl not discuss the probabilities of the suspicion that
distresses you, Mr. AucUey," he said j^rescntly, " but I wUl tell
you this much. I do not advise any esclandre. This Mr.
George Talboys lias disajopeared, but you have no evidpnce of
his death. If you could produce eridence of his death, you
could produce no evidence against this lady beyond the one
fact that she had a powerful motive for getting rid of him. No
jury in the United Kingdom would condemn her upon such
evidence as that."
Robert Audley interrupted Doctor Mosgrave hastily.
" I assure you, my dear sir," he said, " that my greatest fiear
13 the necessity of any exposure—any disgrace,"
" Certainly, Mr, Audley," answered th 3 physician, coolly,
" but you caimot expect me to assist you tc condone one of the
worst offences against society. If I saw adequate reason for
beHeving that a murder had been \3omnattcd by this woman, I
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should refuse to assist you in smuggling her away out of the
reach of justice, although the honour of a hundred noble families
might be saved by my doing so. But I do not see adequate
reason for your suspicions ; and I wUl do my best to help
yoti."
Robert Audley grasped the physician's hands in both Ida
own,
" I wiU thank you when I am better able to do so," he said,
with emotion. " I vrill thank you in my uncle's name as weU aa
m rny own."
" I have only five minutes more, and I have a letter to
write," said Doctor Mosgrave, smiling at the young man's
energy.
He seated liimself at a writing-table in the window, dipped
his pen in the ink, and wrote rapidly for about seven minutes.
He had fUled three sides of a sheet of note paper when he threw
do^vn his pen and folded his letter.
He put this letter into an envelope and deHvered it, unsealed,
to Robert Audley.
The address which it bore was—
Monsieur Val,
ViUebmmeuse,
Belgium.
Mr. Audley looked rather doubtfuUy from this address to the
doctor, who was putting on his gloves as deHberately as if his
Hfe had never known a more solemn purpose than the proper
adjustment of them.
"That letter," he said, in answer to Robert Audley's inquiring look, " is written to my friend Monsieur Val, the propnetor
and medical superintendent of a very excellent maison de santi
in the town of VUlebrumeuse. We have known each other foi
many years, and he will no doubt wilHngly receive Lady AucUey
into his estabHshment, and charge himself with the full responsibifity of her future Hfe; it will not be a very eventful one !"
Robert Audley would have spoken, he would have once more
expressed his gratitude for the help which had been given to
him, but Doctor Mosgrave checked him with an authoritative
gesture.
" From the moment in which Lady Audley enters that
house," he said, " her Hfe, so far as Hfe is made up of action
and variety, wUl be finished. Whatever secrets she may have
will be secrets for ever! Whatever crimes she may have committed, she wUl be able to commit no more. If you were to dig
a grave for her in the neaieet churchyard and bury her aHve in
it, you could not more saleiy shut her from the world and all
worldly associations. But as a physiologist and as an honest
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man, I beHeve you could do no better sendee to society than by
doing this; for physiology is a He if the woman I saw ten
minutes ago is a woman to be trusted at large. If she could
have spnmg at my throat and strangled me with her Httle
hands, as I sat talking to her just now, she would have
done it."
" She suspected your purpose, then P"
" She knew it. ' You think I am mad Hke my mother, and
you have come to question me,' she said. ' You are watching
for some sign of the dreadful taint in my blood.' Good day to
you, Mr. Audley," the physician added, huniedly, "my time
was up ten minutes ago; it is as much as I shall do to catch the
train.

CHAPTER X X X V I I L
BURIED ALIVE.

RoBEET AUDLEY sat alone in the Hbrary with the physician'a
letter upon the table before him, thinking of the work which
was stUl to be done.
The young barrister had constituted himself the denouncer
of this wretched woman. He had been her judge; and he
was now her gaoler. Not untU he had deHvered the letter
which lay before him to its proper address, not untU he had
given up his charge into the safe keeping of the foreign madhouse doctor, not untU then would the dreadful burden Ix)
removed from him and his duty done.
He wrote a few fines to my lady, teUing her that he waa
going to carry her away from Audley Court to a place from
which she was not Hkely to return, and requesting her to lose
no time in preparing for the journey, wluch would be rather a
long one. He vrished to start that evening, if possible, he
told her.
Miss Susan Martin, the lady's-maid, thought it a very hard
thing to have to pack her mistress's trunks in such a huny,
but my lady assisted in the task. I t seemed a pleasant excitement to her, this folding and refolding of sUks and velvets, thia
gathering together of jewels and milHnery. They were not
going to rob her of all her possessions, she thought. They were
going to send her away to some place of exUe: but even erile
was not hopeless, for there was scarcely any spot iqion this
wide earth m which her beauty would not constitute a Httlo
royalty, and win her Hege knights and willing subjects. She
toUed resolutely in directing and assisting her servant, v?ho
scented bankruptey and ruin in aU this packing np and hurrying away, and was therefore rather languid and mdifferent la
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the discharge of her duties; and at six o'clock in the evening
she sent her attendant to teU Mr. Audley that she was ready to
depart as soon as he pleased.
Robert had consulted a volume of Bradshaw, and had discovered that VUlebrumeuse lay out of the track of aU railway
traffic, and was only approachable by difigence from Brussels.
The maU for Dover left London Bridge at half-past eight
o'clock, and could be easUy caught by Robert and his charge,
as the 6.40 o'clock up-train from Audley reached Shoreditch at
a quarter to eight. Travelling by the Dover and Calais route,
they would reach VUlebrumeuse by the foUowing afternoon or
evening.
What need have we to foUow them upon that dismal night
journey? My lady lay on one of the nanow cabin couches,
comfortably wrapped m her furs; she had not forgotten her
favourite Russian sables even in this last hour of shame and
misery. Her mercenary soul hankered greedUy after the costly
and beautiful things of which she had been mistress. She had
hidden away fragile teacups and covered vases of Sfevres and
Dresden among the folds of her silken dinner dresses. She had
secreted jeweUed drinking cups amongst her deHcate Hnen.
She would have taken the pictures from the waUs, and the
Gobelin tapestry from the chairs, had it been possible for her to
do so. She had taken all she could, and she accompanied
Mr. Audley with a sulky submission, that was the despondent
obedience of despair.
Robert Audley paced the deck of the steamer as the Dover
clocks were striking twelve, and the town gHmmered like a
luminous crescent across the widening darkness of the sea. The
vessel flew swiftly through the rolling waters towards the
friendly GaUic shore, and Mr. Audley sighed a long sigh of
reHef as he remembered how soon his work would be done. He
thought of the wretched creature lying forlorn und friendless in
the cabin below. But when he pitied her most, and he could
not but sometimes pity her for her womanhood and her helplessness, his friend's face came back upon him, bright and
hopeful as he had seen it only on that first day of George'a
return from the Antipodes, and with that memory there
returned his honor of the shameful He that had broken the
husband's heart.
" Can I ever forget it P " he thought; " can I ever forget his
blank white face as he sat opposite to me in the coffee-house,
with the Times newspaper m his hand P There are some
crimes that can never be atoned for, and this is one of them.
If I could bring George Talboys to Hfe to-monow, I could never
heal that horrible heart-wound; I could never make him tlib
man he was before he read that printed He."
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I t was lute in the aftcmoon of the next day when the diligence bumped and rattled over the uneven paring of the principal street in ViUebmmeuse. The old ecclesiastical to\yTi,
always dull and cH-eary, seemed more than orcHnaiily dreary
/uder the grey eveiung sky. The twinkling lamps, Hghted
early, and glimmering feebly, long cHstanccs apart, made the
place seem clailccr rather than lighter, as glow-worms intensify
the blackness of a hedge by their sliuung presence. The
remote Belgian city was a forgotten, old-world place, and bore
the di-cary eridence of decay upon eveiy facade in the nanow
streets, on every dilapidated roof, and teeble pUe of chimneys.
It was difficult to imagine for what reason the opposite rows of
houses had been buUt so close together as to cause the lumbering diligence to brash the foot-passengers off the wretched
troltoir, unless they took good care to scrape the shop windowa
with their garments, for there was buUding-room enough and t#
spare upon the broad expanse of flat counti-y that lay behind
the old city. Hypercritical travcUers might have wondered
why the nanowest and most uncomfortable streets were the
busiest and most prosperous, while the nobler and broader
thoroughfares were empty and deserted. But Robert Audley
thought of none of these things. He sat in a comer of the
mouldy carnage, watching my lady in the opposite comer, and
wondering what the face was Hke that was so carefuUy hidden
beneath her veU.
They had had the cowpe of the difigence to themselvco for the
whole of the journey, for there were not many traveUcrs between
Brussels and ViUebrumeuse, and the public conveyance was
supported by the force of tradition, rather than by any great
profit attaching to it as a speculation.
My lady had not spoken during the journey, except to decHne
some refreshments which Robert had offered her at a haltingplace upon the road. Her heart sank when they left Brussels
behind, for she had hoped that city might have been the end of
her journey, and she had turned with a feeHng of sickness aid
despair from the dull Belgian landscape.
She looked up at last as the vehicle jolted into a great
stony quadrangle, which had been the approach to a monastery once, but which was now the courtyard of a dismal
hotel, in whose cellars legions of rats skirmished and sc^u caked
even whUe the broad sunshine was bright in the chambers
above.
Lady Audley shuddered as she afighted from the dUigcnce,
and found herself in that dreary courtyard. Robert was surrounded by chattering porters, who clamoured for his "baggages," and disputed amongst themselves as to the hotel at
whieh he was to rest. One of these men ran away to feteb a
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hackney-coach at Mr. Audley's behest, and reappcarea prosently, urging on a pair of horses—which were so small as ta
suggest the idea that they had been made out of one ordinaryc
sized animal—wtli vrild shrieks and whoops that had a dcmcs'
niac sound iu the darkness.
Mr. Audley left my lady in a dreary coffee-room in the cara
of a drowsy attendant, while he drove away to some distant
part of the quiet city. There was official business to be gone
through before Sir Michael's wife could be quietly put away in
the place suggested by Dr. Mosgrave. Robert had to see all
manner of important personages ; and to take numerous oaths;
and to exhibit the EngHsh physician's letter; and to go through
much ceremony of signing and countersigmng, before he could
take his lost friend's cruel wife to the home which was to be her
last upon earth. Upwards of two hours elapsed before all this
was arranged and the young man was free to return to the
hotel, where he found his charge staring absently at a pair of
wax candles, witn a cup of untasted coffee stancHng cold and
stagnant before her.
Robert handed my lady into the hired vehicle, and took hia
seat opposite to her once more.
" "\\Tiere are you going to take me ? " she asked, at last. " I
am tired of being treated like some naughty chUd, who is put
into a dark cellar as a punishment for its offences. Where are
you taking me ? "
" To a place in which you wiU have ample leisure to repent
the past, Mrs. Talboys," Robert answered, gravely.
They had left the paved streets behind them, and hai
emerged out of a great gaunt square, in which there appeared
to be about half a dozen cathedrals, into a smooth boulevard,
a broad lamp-Ht road, on which the shadows of the leafless
branches went and came trembfingly, like the shadows of
paralytic skeletons. There were houses here and there upon
this boulevard; stately houses, enire cour et jardin, and vrith
plaster vases of geraniums on the stone pillars of the ponderous
gateways. The rumbHng hackney-cairiage drove upwards of
three-quarters of a mile along this smooth roadway before it
drew up against a gateway, older and more ponderous than any
of those they had passed.
My lady gave a Httle scream as she looked out of the coach
window. The gaunt gateway was Hghted by an enormous
lamp; a great structure of iron and glass, in which one poor
Httle shiveiing flame straggled with the March wind.
The coachman rang the bell, and a Httle wooden door at the
aide of the gate was opened by a grey-haired man, who looked
OTit at the carriage, and then retired. He reappeared three
Biinutes afterwards behind the folding iron gates, which h%

298

Lady Audley's

Seeret.

unlocked and threw back to their full extent, revealing a drearj
desert of stone-paved courtyard.
The coachman led his wretched horses into this courtyard,
and piloted the vehicle to the principal doorway of the house,
a gTCat mansion of white stucco, with several long ranges of
windows, many of which were dimly hghted, ancl looked out
like the pale eyes of weary watchers upon the darkness of the
niCTfit.
My lady, watchful and quiet as the cold stars in the wintry
sky, looked up at these casements m t h an earnest and scrutinizing gaze. One of the windows was shrouded by a scanty
curtain of faded red, and upon this curtain there went and
came a dark shadow, the shadow of a woman with a fantastic
head-dress, the shadow of a restless creature, who paced perpetually backwards and forwards before the window.
Sir Michael Audley's vricked wife laid her hand suddenly
upon Robert's arm, and pointed with the other hand to this
curtained window.
" I know where you have brought me," she said. " This is a
MAD-HOUSE."

Mr. Audley did not answer her. He had been standing at
the door of the coach when she addressed him, and he quietly
assisted her to aHght, and led her up a fHght of shaUow stone^
steps, and into the entrance-haU of the mansion. He handed
Dr. Mosgrave's letter to a neatly-dressed, cheerful-looking,
middle-aged woman, who came tripping out of a Httle chamber
which adjoined the haU, and was veiy much Hke the bureau of
an hotel. This person smilingly welcomed Robert and liis
charge; and after despatching a servant with the letter,
inrited them into her pleasant Httle apartment, which was
gaily furnished with bright amber curtains and heated by a
tiny stove.
" Madame finds herself very much fatigued," the Frenchwoman said, intenogatively, with a look of intense sympathy,
ae she placed an arm-chair for my lady.
"Madame" shrugged her shoulders wearUy, and looked round
the fittle chamber with a sharp glance of scrutiny that betokened
no very great favour,
" W H A T is this place, Robert Audley?" she cried, fiercely,
" Do you think that I am a baby, that you m^y juggle with
and deceive me—what is it P I t is what I said just now, is it
notP"_
" I t is a mcdson de sante, my lady," the young man answered
gravely, " I have no wish to juggle vrith or to deceive you,"
My lady paused for a few moments, looking reflectively at
Bobert,
" A nuviton de lanti!" ahe repeated, "Yes, they manage

Buned Alive.

299

faese things lOctxer m France, In England we sUouia call it
a mad-house. This a house for mad people, this, is it not,
Madame ?" she said, in French, turning upon the woman, and
ta.pping the poHshed floor with her foot.
" Ah, but no, Madame," the woman answered, with a shrill
scream of protest. " I t is an estabfislunent of the most a,greeable, where one amuses oneself
"
She was interrupted by the entrance of the principal of this
agreeable estabHshment, who came beaming into the room with
a radiant smUe iUumuiating his countenance, and vrith Dr.
Mosgrave's letter open in his hand.
I t was impossible for him to say how enchanted he was to
make the acquaintance of M'sieu. There was nothing upon
earth which he was not ready to do for M'sieu in his own person, and nothing under heaven which he would not strive to
accompHsh for him, as the friend of his acquaintance, so very
much distinguished, the EngHsh doctor. Dr. Mosgrave's letter had given him a brief synopsis of the case, he informed
Robert, in an under-tone, and he was quite prepared to undertake the care of the charming and very interesting Madame—
Madame
He rubbed his hands poHtely, and looked at Robert. Mr.
Audley remembered, for the first time, that he had been
recommended to introduce his wretched charge under a feigned
name.
He affected not to hear the proprietor's question. I t might
seem a very easy matter to have hit upon a heap of names, any
one of wluch would have answered his pui'pose; but Mr. Audley
appeared suddenly to have forgotten that he had ever heard
any mortal appellation except that of himself and his lost
friend.
Perhaps the proprietor perceived and understood his embarrassment. He at any rate reHeved it by turning to the woman
who had received them, and muttering something about No. 14,
Bis. The woman selected one particular key from a long range
of keys that hung over the mantel-piece, and took a wax cancUe
from a bracket in a comer of the room, and having Hghted the
candle, led the v/ay across the stone-paved haU, and up a broad
sHppery staircase of poHshed wood.
The English physician had informed his Belgian coUeague
that money would be of minor consequence in any anangements made for the comfort of the EngHsh lady who was to be
committed to his care. Acting upom this hint. Monsieur Val
opened the outer door of a stately suito of apartments, which
included a lobby, paved with alternate diamonds of black and
white marble, but of a dismal and ceUarlike darkness; a saloon
famished with gloomy velvet draperies, and with a certain
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funereal splendour which is not peculiarly conducive to tha
elevation of the spirits; and a bed-chamber of Hke funereal
splendour.
My lady stared dismally round at the range of rooms, which
looked dreary enough in the wan light of a single wax candla
Tlus soHtaiy fiaiiie, pale and gliostlikc in itself, was multipHed
by paler phantoms of its ghostliness, which gHmmered everywhere about the rooms; in the shadowy depths of the poHshed
floors and wainscot, or the window panes, in the looking-glasses,
or in those gfimmering surfaces which adorned the rooms, and
wluch my lady mistook for costly mirrors, but which were in
reality wretched mockeries of burmshed tin.
Amid aU the faded splendour of shabby velvet, and tarnished
gilding, and polished wood, the woman dropped into an armchair, and covered her face with her hands. The whiteness of
them, and the staiTy light of cHamonds trembling about them,
gHttered in the dimly-Hghted chamber. She sat silent, motionless, despairing, sullen, and angry, whUe Robert and the French
doctor retired into an outer chamber, and talked together in
under-tones. Mr. Audley had veiy Httle to say that had
not been already said for him, with a far better grace than
he himself could have expressed it, by the EngHsh physician.
He had, after great trouble of mind, hit upon the name of
Taylor, as a safe and simple substitute for that other name to
which alone my lady had a right. He told the Frenchman
that this Mrs. Taylor was distantly related to him—that she
had inherited the seeds of madness from her mother, as indeed
Dr. Mosgrave had informed Monsieur Val, and that she had
shown some fearful tokens of the lurking taint that was latent
in her mind; but that she waa not to be caUed " mad." He
begged that she might be treated vrith all tenderness and com-'
passion; that she might receive all reasonable indulgences;
but he impressed upon Monsieur Val, that under no circumstances was she to be pennitted to leave the house and grounda
without the protection of some reliable person, who should be
answerable for her safe keeping. He had only one other point
to urge, and that was that Monsieur Val, who, as he had understood, was himself a Protestant — the doctor bowed—woiUd
make arrangements with some kind and benevolent Protestant
clergyman, through whom spiritual advice and consolation
might be secured for the invahd lady; who had especial need,
Robert added, gravely, of such advantages.
This—with all necessary anangements as to pecuniary matters, wluch were to be settled from time to time between Mr.
A-udley and the doctor, unassisted by any agents whatever—
was the extent of the conversation between the two men, and
occupied about a quarter of an hour. My lady sat in the samo
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attitude when they re-entered the bedchamber in which they
fead left her, -vrith her hands still clasped over her face
Robert bent over her to whisjier in her ear.
" Your name here is Madame Taylor," he said. " I do BOI
think you would wish to be known by your real name."
She only shook her head in answer to him, and did not evea
remove her hands from over her face.
" Madame wiU have an attendant entirely devoted to her serrice," said Monsieur Val. " Madame will have all her wishes
obeyed; her reasonable wishes, hut that goes without saying,"
Monsieur adds, with a quaint shrug. " Every effort will be made
to render Madame's sojourn at VUlebrumeuse agreeable, and as
much profitable as agreeable. The inmates dine together when
it is wished. I dine with the inmates, sometimes; my subordinate, a clever and a worthy man, always. I reside with my wife
and chUdren in a Httle pariHon in the grounds; my subordinate
resides in the establishment. Madame may rely upon our
utmost efforts being exerted to ensure her comfort."
Monsieur is saying a great deal more to the same effect, nibbing his hands and beaming radiantly upon Robert and his
charge, when Madame rises suddenly, erect and furious, and
dropping her jewelled fingers from before her face, teUs him to
hold his tongue.
" Leave me alone vrith the man who has brought me here I "
she cried, in French. " Leave me! "
She points to the door with a sharp imperious gesture; so
rapid that the sUken drapery about her arm makes a swooping
sound as she lifts her hand. The sibilant French syllables hiss
through her teeth as she utters them, and seem better fitted to
her mood and to herself than the famiHar EngHsh she has spoken
hitherto.
The French doctor shrugs his shoulders as he goes out into
the dark lobby, and mutters something about a " beautiful
devil," and a gesture worthy of " the Mars." When he had
gone in, my lady walked with a rapid footstep to the door between the bedchamber and the saloon; closecl it, and with the
handle of the door stUl in her hand, turned and looked at Robert
Audley.
" You have brought me to my grave, Mr. Audley," she cried;
" you have used your power basely and cruelly, and have
brought me to a firing grave."
" I have done that which I thought just to others and merciful
to you," Robert answered quietly ; " I should have been a traitor
to society had I suffered you to remain at hberty after—aftei
tho disappearance of George Talboys and the fire at the Castla
Inn. I have brought you to a place in which you wiU be kindly
teeated by people who have no fejiowledjge of your story—no
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power to ta unt or to reproach you. You wUl lead a quiet ano
peaceful Hfe, my lady, such a life as many a good and holy
woman in this CathoHc country freely takes upon herself, and
happily endures to the end. "The soHtude of your eristence in
this place vriU be no greater than that of a king's daughter, who,
flying from the evU of the time, was glad to take shelter in a
house as tranquU as this. Surely it is a smaU atonement which
I ask you to render for your sins, a Hght penance which I caU
upon you to perform. Live here and repent; nobody will
assail you, nobody \riU torment you. I only say to you, repent!"
" I ca/nnot!" cried my lady, pushing her hair flercely from
her white forehead, and fixing her dilated eyes upon Robert
Audley, " I cannot! Has my beauty brought me to this ? Have
I plotted and schemed to shield myself, and lain awake in the
long deadly nights trembfing to think of my dangers for this ?
I had better have given up at once, since this was to be the end.
I had better have yielded to the curse that was upon me, and
abandoned myself to my fate when George Talboys first came
back to England."
She plucked at the feathery golden curls as if she would have
torn them from her head. I t had served her so Httle after aU—
that bright ghttering hair; that beautiful nimbus of yeUow
light which had contrasted so exquisitely with the melting azuro
of her eyes. She hated herself and her beauty.
" I would laugh at you and defy you if I dared ! " she cried;
" I would defy you, and kUl myself if I dared ! But I am a poor
pitiful coward, and have been so from the first: afraid of my
mother's honible inheritance; afraid of poverty; afraid of
George Talboys ; afraid of you."
She was silent for a httle whUe, but she still held her place by
the door, as if detennined to detain Robert as long as it was her
pleasure to do so.
" Do you know what I am thinking of? " she said, presently.
" Do you know what I am thinking of, as I look at you in the
dim light of this room ? I am thinking of the day upon which
George Talboys—disappeared."
Robert started as she mentioned the name of his lost friend;
his face turned pale in the dusky Hght, and his breathing
grew quicker aud louder.
" He was standing opposite me as you aro staucHng now,"
continued my lady. " You said thiit you would raze the old
house to the ground; (hat you would root up cveiy tree iii the
gardens to find your deal fiiend. You 'v.^ild have had no need
to li.' SI.: mnch. 'lite body of George Talboys lies at the lottora
cf the old well, in the shrubbery beyond the Hme-walk."
.Robert .."lucUey flung up his hands and clasped *hen; :b-ive
his head with one loud crv' of honor.
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"Oh, my God! " he aaid, after a dreadful pause, "have aU the
ghastiy things that I have thought prepared me so Httle for
the ghastly truth, that it should come upon me Hke this at last P"
" He came to me in the Hme-walk," resumed my lady, in the
same hard, dogged tone as that in which she had confessed the
wicked story of her life. " I knew that he would come, and I
had prepared myself, as weU as I could, to meet him. I was
determined to bribe him, to cajole him, to defy him; to do anything sooner than abandon the wealth and the position I had
won, and go back to my old Hfe. He came, and he reproached
me for the conspiracy at Ventnor. He declared that so long as
he Hved he would never forgive me for the He that had broken
his heart. He told me that I had plucked his heart out of his
breast and trampled upon it; and that he had now no heart in
which to feel one sentiment of mercy for me; he declared that
he would have forgiven me any wrong upon earth, except the one
defiberate and passionless wrong which I had done him. He said
this and a great deal more, and he told me that no power on
earth should turn him from his purpose, which was to take me
to the man I had deceived, and make me tell my wicked story.
He did not know the hidden taint that I had sucked in vrith my
mother's milk. He did not know that it was possible to drive
me mad. He goaded me as you have goaded me; he was a&
merciless as you have been merciless. We were iu the shrubbery
at the end of the Hme-walk. I was seated uiiou the broken
masonry at the mouth of the weU. George Talboys was leaning
upon the disused windlass, in which the rusty iron spindle
rattled loosely whenever he shifted his position. I rose at last,
and turned upon him to defy him, as I had determined to defy
him at the worst. I told him that if he denounced me to Sir
Michael, I would declare him to be a madman or a Har, and I
defied him to convince the man who loved me—bHncUy as I told
him—that he had any claim to me. I was going to leave him
after haying told him this, when he caught me by the yyrist and
detained me by force. "Tou saw the braises that his fuigers
made upon my wrist, and you did not believe the account I gave
of them. I could see that, Mr. Robert Audley, and I saw that
you were a person I should have to fear."
She paused, as if she had expected Robert to speak; but he
stood silent and motionless waiting for the end.
" George Talboys treated me as you treated mo," she said,
ptc-sently. " He swore that if there was but C'ue witness of my
vicntity, aud that witness Waa removed from Auclley Court by
tiie width of the whole eart.h, he would )";rmg him there to -3wear
to my identity, and to denounce me. I t was then that I waa
mad. I t was then that I drew the loose iron spindle from the
shrunken wood, and saw my fij.-st husband sink nith ona
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horrible cry into the black mouth of the weU. There ia <
legend of its enormous depth. I do not know how deep it is.
I t is dry, I suppose; for I heard no splash; only a dull thud.
I looked down and I saw nothing but black emptiness. I knelt
down and Hstened, but the cry was not repeated, though I
waited for nearly a quarter of an hour—God knows how long it
seemed to me—by the mouth of the well."
Robert Audley uttered no word of honor when the story waa
finished. He moved a Httle nearer towards the door against
which Helen Talboys stood. Had there been any other means
of erit from the room, he wotUd gladly have availed lumself of
it. He shrank from even a momentary contact with this
creature.
" Let me pass you, if you please," he said, in an icy voice.
" You see I do not fear to make my confession to you," said
Helen Talboy-s, " for two reasons. The first is, that you dare
not use it against me, because you know it would kill your uncle
to see me in a criminal dock; the second is, that the law could
pronounce no worse sentence than this, a fifelong imprisonment
m a mad-house. I do not thank you for your mercy, Mr.
Robert Audley, for I know exactly what it is worth."
She moved away from the door, and Robert passed her, without a word, without a look.
Half an hour aftenvards he was in one of the principal hotels
at VUlebrumeuse, sitting at a neatly-ordered supper-table, with
no power to eat; with no power to distract his mind, even for a
moment, from the image of that lost fiicnd who had been
treacherously murdered m the thicket at Audley Court.
CHAPTER XXXIX.
GHOST-HAUMTED.

Ko feverish sleeper travelling in a strange dream ever looked
out more wonderingly upon a world that seemed unreal than
Robert Audley, as he stared absently at the fiat swamps and
dismal poplars between VUlebrumeuse and Brussels. Could it
be that he was returning to his uncle's house without the
woman who had reigned in it for nearly two years as queen and
mistress ? He felt as if he had carried off my lady, and had
made away vsnth her secretly and darkly, and must now render
up an account to Sir Michael of the fate of that woman, whom
tho baronet had so dearly loved.
"What shaU I teU him?" he thought; "shaU I teU the tmth
—the horrible ghastly truth? No; that would be too cruel.
Eis generous spirit would sink under the hideous revelation.
Yet. m his ignorance of the extent of this wretched woman's
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^ckednoEs, he may think perhaps that I have been hard with
her."
Brooding thus, Mr. Robert Audley absently watched tho
cheerless landscape from his seat in the shabby coupe of the
diligence, and thought how great a leaf had been torn out of his
life, now that the dark story of George Talboys was finished.
What had he to do next? A crowd of horrible thoughts
rushed into his mind aa he remembered the story that he had
heard from the white lips of Helen Talboys. His friend—hia
murdered friend—lay hidden amongst the mouldering ruins of
the old weU at Audley Court. He had lain there for six long
months, unburied, unknown ; hidden in the darkness of the old
convent well. What was to be done ?
To institute a search for the remains of the murdered man
would inevitably bring about a coroner's inquest. Should such
an inquest be held, it was next to impossible that the history of
my lady's crime could fail to be brought to light. To prove
that George Talboys met with his death at Audley Court v;ag
to prove almost as surely that my lady had been the instrument
of that mysterious death ; for the yonng man had been known
to foUow her into the Hme-walk upon the day of his disappearance.
" My God ! " Robert exclaimed, as the full horror of thia
position became evident to him, " is my friend to rest in hia
unhallowed burial-place, because I have condoned the offences
of the woman who murdered him ?"
He felt that there was no way out of this difficulty. Sometimes he thought that it little mattered to his dead friend
whether he lay entombed beneath a marble monument, whose
workmanship should be the wonder of the universe, or in that
obscure hiding-place in the thicket at Audley Court. At another time he would be seized with a sudden horror at the
wrong that had been done to the murdered man, and would fain
have travelled even more rapidly than the express between
Brussels and Paris could carry him, in his eagerness to reach
the end of his journey, that he might set right this cruel wrong.
He was in London at dusk on the second day after that on
which he bad left Audley Court, and he drove straight to the
Clarendon, to inquire after his uncle. He had no intention of
seeing Sir Michael, as he had not yet determined how much or
how little he should tell him ; but he was very anxious to ascertain how the old man had sustained the cruel shock he had so
lately endured.
" I will see Alicia," he thought; " she wUl tell me aU about
her father. It is only two days since he left Audley. I can
scarcely expect to hear of any favourable changa,"
But Mr. Audley was not destined to see his cousin that
0
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evening, for the servants at the Clarendon told him that 8if
Michael and his daughter had left by the moming mail fof
Paris, on their way to Vienna.
Robert was very weU pleased to receive this inteUigence; it
afforded him a welcome respite, for it would be decidedly bette;
to teU the baronet nothing of his guUty wife untU he returned
to England, with his health unimpaired, and his spirits reestabfished, it was to be hoped.
Mr. Audley drove to the Temple. The chambers which had
seemed dreaiy to him ever since the disappearance of George
Talboys were doubly so to-night. For that which had been
only a dark suspicion had now become a honible certainty.
There was no longer room for the palest ray, the most transitory
gHmmer of hope. His worst tenors had been too weU founded.
George Talboys had been crueUy and treacherously murdered
by the wife he had loved and mourned.
There were three letters waiting for Mr. Audley at his
chambers. One was from Sir Michael, and another from AHcia.
The third was addressed in a hand the young barrister knew
only too well, though he had seen it but once before. His face
flushed recUy at the sight of the superscription, and he took the
letter in his hand, carefuUy and tenderly, as if it had been a
Hving thing, and sentient to his touch. He turned it over and
over va his hands, looking at the crest upon the envelope, at tha
ost-mark, at the colour of the paper, and then put it into the
osom of ijis waistcoat with a strange smUe upon his face.
" "What a 'vretched and unconscionable fool I am!" he thought.
" Have I laujihed at the foUies of weak men aU my Hfe, and am
I to be more fooHsh than the weakest of them at last?
The beautiful brown-eyed creature! Why did I ever see her P
Why did my rele-itless Nemesis ever point the way to that
dreary house in Dorsetshire?"
He opened the flrst two letters. He was fooHsh enough to
keep the last for a dehcious morsel—a fairy-Hke dessert after
the commonplace substaLtiafities of a dinner.
AHcia's letter told him that Sir Michael had borne his agony
with such a persevering tranouUHty that she had become at last
fax more alarmed by his patient calmness than by any stormy
fiianifestation of despair. In this difficulty she had secretly
called upon the physician who a ttended the Audley household
in any cases of serious Ulness, and iiad requested tlus gentleman
to pay Su- Michael an apparently accidental risit. He had done
BO, and after stopping half an hour with the baronet, had told
AHcia that there was no present danger of any serious consequence from this quiet grief, but that it was necessary that every
effort should be made to arouse Sir Michael, and to force him,
however unwiUingly, into action.
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Alicia had immediately acted upon this adrice, had resumed
her old empire as a spoiled chUd, and reminded her father of a
promise he had made of taking her through Germany. With considerable difficulty she had induced bim to consent to fulfiUing hia
old promise, and having once gained her point, she had contrived
that they should leave England as soon as it was possible to do
BO, and she told Robert, in conclusion, that she would not bring
her father back to his old house, untU she had taught him to
forget the sonows associated vrith it.
The baronet's letter was very brief. I t contained half a dozen
blank cheques on Sir Michael Audley's London bankers.
" You wUl require money, my dear Robert," he verote, " for
such anangements as you may think fit to make for the futura
comfort of the person I committed to your care. I need scarcely
teU you that those arrangements cannot be too Hberal. But
perhaps it is as weU that I should teU you now, for the first and
only time, that it is my earnest vrish never again to hear that
person's name. I have no desire to be told the nature of the
anangements you may make for her. I am sure that you wiU
act conscientiously and mercifuUy. I seek to know no more.
Whenever you want money, you wiU draw upon me for any
sums that you may require : but you wUl have no occasion to
teU me for whose use you want that money."
Robert Audley breathed a long sigh of reHef as he folded thia
letter. I t released him from a duty which it would have been
most painful for him to perform, and it for ever decided hia
course of action with regard to the murdered man.
George Talboys must lie at peace in his unknown grave, ana
Sir Michael Audley must never leam that the woman he had
loved bore the red brand of murder on her soul.
Robert had only the third letter to open—the letter which hf
had placed in his bosom while he read the others; he tore open
tho envelope, handling it carefully and tenderly as he had done
before.
The letter was as brief a-s Sir Michael's. I t contained only
these few lines :—
" Dear Mr. Audley,—
" The rector of this place has been twiee to see Marks, the
man you saved in the fire at the Castle Inn. He fies in a very
p-"ecarious state at his mother's cottage, near Audley Court,
ai. is not expected to Hve many days. His vrife is attending
him, and both he and she have expressed a most earnest desire
that you should see him before he dies. Pray come vrithout
delay.
" Yours very sincerely,
"CLABA TAIBOTB.

" Mount Stamting Rectory, March 6."
Robert Audley folsJed this letter very reverently, and replaoeiJ

308

Lady Audley's

Seeret.

it underneath that part of his waistcoat which might be »up»
posed to cover the region of his heart. Having done this, ha
seated himself in his favourite arm-chair, fUled and Hghted a
pipe, and smoked it out, staring reflectively at the fire as long
as his tobacco lasted. The lazy Hght that gHmmered in his
handsome grey eyes told of a dreamy reverie that could have
scarcely been either gloomy or unpleasant. His thoughts wandered away upon the blue clouds of hazy tobacco smoke, and
carried lum into a bright region of unreaHties, in which there
was neither death nor trouble, gi*ief nor shame; only himself
and Clara Talboys in a world that was made aU their own by
the omnipotence of Love.
I t was not tUl the last shred of pale Turkish tobacco had
been consumed, and the gi-ey ashes knocked out upon the topmost bar of the grate, that this pleasant dream floated off
into the great storehouse in which the risions of things that
never have been, and never are to be, are kept locked and
guarded by some stem enchanter, who only turns the keys now
and then and opens the door of his treasure-house a Httle way
for the brief defight of mankind. The dream vanished, and
the heavy burden of dismal reafities feU again upon Robert's
shoulders, more tenacious than any old man of the sea. " What
can that man Marks want with me ? " thought the barrister.
" He is afraid to die untU he has made a confession, perhaps.
He wishes to teU me that which I know aheady,—the story of
my lady's crime. I knew that he was in the secret. I was sure
of it even upon the night on which I first saw him. He knew
the secret, and he traded on it."
Robert Audley shrank strangely from returning to Essex.
How should he meet Clara Talboys now that he know the
secret of her brother's fate ? How many Hes he should have to
teU, how much equivocation he must use in order to keep the
truth from her. Yet would there be any mercy in telling her
that horrible story, the knowledge of which must cast a bfiglit
upon her youth, and blot out every hope she had ever secretly
cherished ? He knew by his own experience how possible it was
to hope against hope, and to hope unconsciously; and he could
not bear that her heart should be crushed as his had been by
the knowledge of the truth. "Better that she shotUd hope
vainly to the last," he thought; "better that she should go
through Hfe seeking the clue to her lost brother's fate, than that
I should give that clue into her hands and say, ' Our worst feara
are realised. The brother you loved has been fouUy murdered
in the early promise of his youth.' "
But Clara Talboys had written to him imploring him to return
to Essex without delay. Could he refuse to do her biddiig,
however painful its accompHshment might be? And again,
the man was dying, perhaps, and had implored to see him.
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WovJd it not be cruel to refuse to go, to delay an hour uunecessarUy ? He looked at his watch. It wanted only five minutes
to mne. There was no trahi to Audley after the Ipswich mail,
wliich left London at half-past eight; but there was a train that
left Shoreditch at eleven, and stopped at Brentwood between
twelve and one. Robert decided upon going by this train, and
walking the distance between Brentwood and Audley, which
was upwards of six miles.
He had a long time to wait before it would be necessary to
leave the Temple on his way to Shoreditch, and he sat brooding
darkly over the fire and wondering at the strange events which
had fiUed his life within tho last year and a half, coming like
angry shadows between his lazy mcHnations and himself, and
investing him with purposes that were not his own.
" Good heavens ! " he thought, as he smoked lus second pipe,
" how can I befieve that it was I who used to lounge aU day
in this easy-chair reading Paul de Kock, and smoking mUd
Turkish, who used to drop in at half-price to stand amongst tht
press-men at the back of the boxes, and see a new burlesque,
and who used to finish the evening with the ' Chough and
Crow,' and chops and pale ale at Evans's. Was it I to whom
Hfe was such an easy merry-go-round ? Was it I who was one
of the boys who sit at ease upon the wooden horses, wlule other
boys run barefoot in the mud, and work their hardest in thp
hope of a ride when their work is done. I have learnt the
business of life since that pleasant hofiday time; and now I
must needs faU in love and swell th3 tragic chorus which is
always being sung by the poor addition of my pitiful sighs and
groans. Clara Talboys! Clara Talboys ! Is there any merciful
smUe latent beneath the earnest light of your brown eyes P
What woiUd you say to me if I told you that I love you as
eamestiy and truly as I have mourned for your brother's fate—
that the new strength and pur[)ose of my Hfe which has grown
out of my friendslup for the murdered man grows even stronger
aa it tiims to you, and changes me untU I wonder at myself.
"What would she say to me ? Ah ! who can teU ? If she happened to Hke the colour of my hair, or the tone of my voice,
she might listen to me, perhaps. But woiUd she hear me any
more because I love her truly and purely; because I would be
constant, and honest, and faithful to her ? Not she! These
things might move her, perhaps, to be a Httle pitiful to me; but
they would move her no more! If a girl with freckles and white
eyelashes adored me, I should only think her a nuisance; but if
Clara Talboys had a fancy to trample upon my uncouth person,
I should think she did me a favour. I hope poor Httle Alicia
may pick up with some fair-haired Saxon in the course of her
travels. I hope
-" His thoughts wandered away wearily,
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and lost themselves. How coiJd he hope for anything, or thinli
of anything, wliUe the memory of his dead fiiend's unburied
body haunted him Hke a horrible spectre ? He remembered a
story—a morbid, hideous, yet dehcious story, which had once
pleasantly congealed his blood on a social winter's evening—the
»tory of a man, a monomaniac, perhaps, who had been haunted
it every turn by the image of an unburied kinsman who could
lot rest in his unhallowed hidiDg-place. "What if that dreadfuJ
story had its double in reahty P "What if he were henceforth to
be haunted by the phantom of murdered George Talboys ?
He pushed his hair away from his face with both his hands,
and looked rather nervously around the snug Httle apartment.
There were lurking shadows in the comers of the room that he
scarcely liked. The door opening into his Httle dressing-room
was ajar; he got np to shut it, and turned the key in the lock
with a sharp click.
" I haven't read Alexandre Dumas and WUMe CoUins for
nothing," he muttered. " I'm up to their tricks, sneaking in at
doors behind a fellow's back, and flattening their white faces
against vrindow panes, and making themselves aU eyes in the
twUight. It's a strange thing that your generous-hearted
feUow, who never did a shabby thing in his Hfe, is capable of
any meanness the moment he becomes a ghost. I'U have the
gas laid on to-morrow, and engage Mrs. Maloney's eldest son to
sleep under the letter-box in the lobby. The youth plays
popular melodies upon a piece of tissue paper and a smaU-tooth
comb, and vriU be quite pleasant company.'
Mr. Audley walked wearily up and down the room, trying to
get rid of the time. I t was no use leaving the Temple untU ten
o'clock, a id even then he would be sure to reach the station
half an hour too early. He was tired of smoking. The sootliing
narcotic influence may be pleasant enough in itself, but the
man must be of a singularly unsocial disposition who does not,
after half a dozen lonely pipes, feel the need of some friendly
companion, at whom he can stare dreamily athwart the pale
'ey mists, and who wUl stare kindly back at him in return.
0 not think that Robert Audley was without friends because
he sckt often found himself alone in his quiet chambers. The
solemn purpose which had taken so powerful a hold upon his
careless Hfe had separated him from old associations, and it was
for thia reason that he was alone. He had dropped away from
his old friends. How could he sit amongst them, at social wine
parties, perhaps, or at pleasant Httle dinners, that were washed
down with sparkling MoseUe and Rhudeslieimer ? How could
he sit amongst them, Hstening to their careless talk of poHtics
and operas, Hterature and racing, theatres and science, scandal
and theology, and yet carry in nis mind tbe homble burden of
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those dark terrors and suspicions that were with him by day
and night P He could not do it 1 He had shrunk from these
men as if he had, indeed, been a detective police officer, stained
with rile associations, and unfit company for honest gentlemen.
He had drawn himself away from aU famiHar haunts, and had
shut himself in his lonely rooms vrith the perpetual trouble of
his mind for his sole companion, untU he had grown as nervous
as habitual soHtude wUl eventuaUy make the strongest and
the wisest man, however he may vaunt himself of his strength
and vrisdom.
The clock of the Temple Church and the clocks of St.
Dunstan's, St. Clement Danes, and a crowd of other churches,
whose steeples uprear themselves above the house-tops by the
river, struck ten at last, and Mr. Audley, who had put on his
hat and overcoat nearly half an hour before, let himself out oi
the Httle lobby, and locked his door behind him. He mentaUy
reiterated his determination to engage "Parthrick," as Mrs.
Maloney's eldest son was called by his devoted mother. The
youth should enter upon his functions the very next night, and
if the ghost of hapless George Talboys should invade these
gloomy apartments, the phantom would be obHged to make ite
way across Patrick's body before it could reach the inner chamber in which the proprietor of the premises slept.
Do not laugh at poor Robert because he gT>iw hypochondriacal, after hearing the horrible story of his friend's death.
There is nothing so deHcate, so fragUe, as that inrisible balance
upon which the mind is always trembling; mad to-day and sane
lo-monow.
"Who can forget that almost terrible picture of Dr. Samuel
Johnson P The awful disputant of the club-room, solemn, ponderous, severe, and mercUess, the admiration and the tenor of
humble Bozzy, the stem monitor of gentle OHver, the friend of
Garrick and Reynolds to-night; and before sunset to-monow
a weak miserable old man, discovered by good Mr. and Mrs.
Thrale, kneeHng upon the floor of his lonely chamber, in an
agony of chUdish terror and confusion, and praying to a merciful God for the preservation of his vrits. I think the memory
of that dreadful afternoon, and of the tender care he then
received, should have taught the doctor to keep his hand steady
at Streatham, when he took his bedroom candlestick, from
which it was his habit to shower rivulets of molten wax upon
the costly carpet of his beautiful protectress; and might have
even had a more enduring effect, and taught him to be merciful,
when the brewer^s vridow went mad in her turn, and married
that dreadful creature, the ItaHan singer. "Who has not been,
or is not to be, mad in some lonely hour of life P "Who ia quit«
eofe from the trembling of the baUuoe f
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Fleet Street was very quiet at this late hour, and Bobert
Audley being in a ghost-seeing mood would have been scarcely
astonished had he seen Johnson's set come roysteiing westward
in the lamp-Hght, or bfind John Milton groping his way down
the steps before St. Bride's Church.
Mr. AucUey haUed a Hansom at the comer of Farringdon
Street, and was rattled rapidly away across tenantless Smithfield market, and into a labyrinth of dingy streets that brought
him out upon the broad grandeur of Finsbury Pavement.
" Nobody ever saw a ghost in a Hansom cab," Robert thought.
" and even Dumas hasn't done that as yet. Not but that He's
capable of doing it if the idea occurred to him. Un revenant en
fiacre. Upon my word, the title doesn't sound bad. The story
would be something about a dismal gentleman, in black, who
took the vehicle by the hour, and was contumacious upon the
subject of fares, and beguUed the driver into lonely neighbourhoods, beyond the barriers, and made himself otherwise un^
pleasant."
The Hansom rattled up the steep and stony approach to the
ShorecHtch station, and deposited Robert at the doors of that
unlovely temple. There were very few people going to travel by
this midnight train, and Robert walked up and down the long
wooden platform, reading the huge advertisements whose gaiml
lettering looked wan and ghastly in the dim lamp-Hght.
He had the carriage in which he sat aU to himself. All to
himself, did I say ? Had he not lately summoned to his side
that ghostly company which of all companionship is the most
tenacious ? The shadow of George Talboys pursued liim, even
in the comfortable flrst-class carriage, and was behind him
when he looked out of the window, and was yet far away ahead
of him and the rushing engine, in that thicket towards which the
train was speeding, by the side of the unhaUowed hiding-place
where the mortal remains of the dead man lay, neglected and
uncared-for.
" I must give my lost friend decent burial," Robert thought,
as a chiU wind swept across the flat landscape, and struck him
with such frozen breath as might have emanated from the Hps of
the dead. " I must do i t ; or I shaU die of some panic Hke this
which has seized upon me to-night. I must do it; at any peril;
at any cost. Even at the price of that revelation which wUl
bring the madwoman back from her safe hiding-place, and place
her in a criminal dock." He was glad when the train stopped at
Brentwood at a few minutes after twelve. Only one other
person got out at the Httle station,—a burly grazier, who had
been to one of the theatres to see a tragedy. Country people
always go to see tragedies. None of your flimsy vauderilles for
them 1 None of your pretty drawmg-room, modarator-lamp
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and French-window pieces, with a confiding husband, a frivolous
wife, and a smart lady's-maid, who is always accommodating
enough to dust the fuxniture and announce risitors: no such
gauzy productions; but a good monumental five-act tragedy, in
which their ancestors have seen Garrick and Mrs. Abington,
and in which they themselves can rem.ember the O'NeU, thf
beautiful creature whose lovely neck and shoulders became
suffused with a ciimson glow of shame and indignation, wheii
the actress was Mrs. Beverley, and insulted by Stukeley in her
poverty and sorrow.
Robert Audley looked hopelessly about bim as he left the
pleasant town of Brentwood, and descended the lonely hill
mto the valley wliich lay between the town he had left behind
him and that other hill, upon wliich that fraU and dismal tenement—the Castle Inn—had so long struggled with its enemy,
the wind, only to succumb at last, and to be shrivelled and consumed away Hke a withered leaf, by the aUiance of that old
adversary with a newer and a fiercer foe.
" It's a dreary walk," Mr. AucUey said, as he looked along
the smooth high road that lay before him, lonely as the track
across a desert. " It's a dreaiy walk for a dismal wretch to take
between twelve and one, upon a cheerless March night, with not
60 much moonfight in all the , black sky as might serve to conrince one of the eristence of such a luminaiy. But I'm very
glad I came," thought the barrister, " if this poor creature is
dying, and really wishes to see me. I should have been a wretch
had I held back. Besides, she wishes it; she wishes it; and
what can I do but obey her. Heaven help me !"
He stopped by the wooden fence which sunounded the gardens
of Mount Stanning rectory, and looked across a laurel hedge
towards the lattice windows of that simple habitation. There
was no glimmer of Hght in any one of these windows, and Mr.
Audley was fain to go away, after having had no better sati"
fiaction than such cold comfort as was to be obtamed from s
long Hngering contemplation of the house that sheltered the one
woman before whose invincible power the impregnable fortress
of his heart had surrendered. Only a heap of blackened ruins
stood upon the spot on which the Castle Inn had once done
battle vrith the winds of heaven. The cold night breezes had
their way vrith the few fragments that the fire had left, and
whirled them hither and thither as they woiUd, scattering a
shower of dust and cinders and crumbling morsels of chaned
wood upon Robert Audley as he passed.
I t was half-past one o'clock when the night-wanderer entered
the vUlage of Audley, and it was only there that he remembered
that Clara Talboys had omitted to give him any direction bt
which he might find the cottage in. wmch Luke Marks lay.
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" I t was Dawson who recommended that the poor creature
should be taken to his mother's cottage," Robert thought, byand-by, " and I dare say Dawson has attended him ever since
the fire. He'U be able to teU me the way to the cottage."
Acting upon this idea, Mr. Audley stopped at the house in
which Helen Talboys had Hved before her second marriage. The
door o^ the Ht^le surgery was ajar, and thero was a Hght burning
within. Robert pushed the door open and peeped in. The
surgeon was standing at the mahogany counter, miring a
draught in a glass measure, with his hat close beside him. Late
as it was, he had eridently only just come in. The harmonious
snoring of his assistant sounded from a Httie room within the
surgery.
" I am sorry to disturb you, Mr. Dawson," Robert said, apologeticaUy, as the surgeon looked up and recognized him, " but 1
have come down to see Marks, who, I hear, is in a very bad
way, and I want you to teU me the way to his mother's cottage."
" I'U show you the way, Mr. Audley," answered the surgeon;
** I am going there this minute."
" The man is very bad, then ? "
" So bad that he can be no worse. The only change that can
happen is that change which wiU take him beyond the reach of
any earthly suffering."
"Strange!" exclaimed Robert. " H e did not appear to be
much burnt."
" H e was not much burnt. Had he been, I should never have
recommended his being removed from Mount Stanning. I t is
the shock that has done the business. His health had been long
undermined by habits of intorication, and has completely given
way under the sudden tenor of that night. He has been in a
raging fever for the last two days; but to-night he is much
calmer, and I'm afraid, before to-monow night, we shall have
seen the last of him."
" He has asked to see me, I am told," said Mr. Audley.
"Yes," answered the surgeon, carelessly. " A sick man's
fancy, no doubt. You dragged him out of the house, and did
your best to save his life. I dare say, rough and boorish as the
poor fellow is, he thinks a good deal of that."
They had left the surgery, the door of which Mr. Dawson had
locked behind him. There was money in the tUl, perhaps, for
surely the vUlage apothecary could not have feared that tha
most daring housebreaker would imperU his Hberty in the pursuit of blue piU and colocynth, or salts and senna.
The surgeon led the way along the sUent street, and presently
turned into a lane at the end of which Robert Audley saw tha
wan glimmer of a Hght. A Hght which told of the watoh that
is kept by tlie sick and dying; a pale, melancholy Hght, whicli
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always has a dismal aspect when looked upon in this silent houi
betwixt night and moming. I t shone from the vrindow of tha
cottage in which Luke Marks lay, watched by his wife and
mother.
Mr. Dawson Hfted the latch, and walked into the common
room of the Httle tenement, followed by Robert Audley. I t was
empty, but a feeble tallow candle, with a broken back and a long,
cauHflower-headed wick, sputtered upon the table. The sick
man lay in the room above.
" ShaU I teU him you are here P" asked Mr. Dawson.
" Yes, yes, if you please. But be cautious how you teU him,
if you think the news likely to agitate him. I am in no hurry.
I can wait. You can caU me when you think I can safely come
np-stairs."
The surgeon nodded, and softly ascended the nanow wooden
stairs leading to the upper chamber. Mr. Dawson was a good
man, and indeed a pansh surgeon has need to be good, and
tender, and kindly, and gentle, or the wretched patients who
have no neatly folded fees of gold and sUver to offer, may suffer
etty sHghts and insignificant cruelties, not easily to be proved
efore a board of weU-to-do poor-law guardians, but not the less
bitter to bear in the fretful and feverish hours of sickness and
pain.
Robert Audley seated himself in a Windsor chair, by the
cold hearth-stone, and stared disconsolately about him, SmaU
as the room was, the comers were dusky and sha iowy in
the dim Hght of the cauHflower-headed candle. % le faded
face of an eight-day clock, which stood opposite Robert Audley,
seemed to stare him out of countenance. The awful sounds
which can emanate from eight-day clocks after midnight are too
generaUy known to need description. The young man Hstened
m awe-stricken sUence to the heavy, monotonous ticking, which
sounded as if the clock had been counting out the seconds yet
remaining for the dying man, and checking them off with gloomy
satisfaction. " Another minute gone ! another minute gone!
another minute gone!" the clock seemed to say, untU Mr.
Audley felt incHned to throw his hat at it, in the wUd hope of
stopping that melancholy and monotonous noise.
But he was reHeved at last by the low voice of the surgeon,
who looked down from the top of the Httle staircase to teU him
that Luke Marks was awake and would be glad to see him.
Robert immediately obeyed this summons. He crept softly
np the stairs and took off his hat before he bent his head to
enter at the low doorway of the humble rastic chamber. He
took off his hat in the presence of this common peasant-man,
'oecause he knew that there was another and a more awful
preacnoe hovering nc*M the threshold, and eager to be admitted.
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Phoebe Marks was sitting at the foot of the bed, with he!
eyes fixed upon her husband's face. Not with any very tendei
expression in their pale Hght, but with a sharp, terrified anriety,
which showed that it was the coming of death itself that she
dreaded, rather than the loss of her husband. The old woman
was busy at the fireplace, airing linen, and preparing som
mess of broth which it was not Hlcely the patient would evef
eat. The sick man lay with his head propped up by pUlows,
his coarse face deadly pale, and lus great hands wandermg uneasUy about the coverlet. Phoebe had been reading to him, for
an open Testament lay amongst the medicine and lotion bottles
upon the table near the bed. Every object in the room was neat
and orderly, and bore witness of that deHcate precision which
had always been Phoebe's distinguishing characteristic.
The young woman rose as Robert Audley crossed the
threshold, and hurried towards him.
" Let me speak to you for a moment, sir, before you talk to
Luke," she said, in an eager whisper. " P r a y let me speak to
you first."
" "What's the gal a sayin', there P " asked the invalid in a
subdued roar, wliich died away hoarsely on his Hps. He was
feebly savage, even in his weakness. The duU glaze of death
was gathering over his eyes, but they stUl watched Phcebe with
a sharp glance of dissatisfaction. " "What's she up to there ? "
he said. " I won't have no plottin' and no hatchin' agen me.
I want to speak to Mr. Audley my own self; and whatever I
done I'm a goin' to answer for. If I done any mischief, I'm a
goin' to try and undo it. What's she a sayin' P "
" She ain't a sayin' nothin', lovay," answered the old woman,
going to the-tedside of her son, who, even when made more in
teresting than usual by iUness, did not seem a very fit subject
for this tender appellation. " She's only a teUin' the gentleman
how bad you've been, my pretty."
" "What I'm a goin' to teU I'm only a goin' to teU to hun,
remember," growled Mr. Marks; "and ketch me a teUin'
of it to him if it wam't for what he done for me the other
night."
" To be sure not, lovey," answered the old woman, soothingly.
Her inteUect was rather limited in its scope, and she attached
no more importance to her son's eager words now, than she had
attached to the wUd ravings of dehrium. That horrible defirium
in_ which Luke had described himself as being dragged through
mUes of blazing brick and mortar; and flung down weUs; and
dragged out of deep pits by the hair of the head; and suspended in the air by giant hands that came out of the clouds to
pluck him from off the soHd earth and hurl him into chaos; with
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many other wUd terrors and delusions which had run riot in his
iistempered brain.
Phcebe Marks had drawn Mr. Audley out of the room and on
to the nanow landing at the top of the Httle staircase. Thia
landing was a platform of about three feet square, and it was as
much as the two could manage to stand upon it without pushing each other against the white-washed wall, or backwards
down the stairs.
" Oh, sir, I wanted to speak to you so badly!" Phoebe whispered eagerly; " you know what I told you when I found yoa
safe and weU upon the night of the fire ? "
" Yes, yes."
" I told you what I suspected; what I think stiU."
" Yes, I remember."
" But I never breathed a word of it to anybody but you, sir •
and I think that Luke has forgotten all about that night; I
think that what went before the fire has gone clean out of his
head altogether. He was tipsy you know when my la—when
she came to the Castle; and I think he was so dazed and scared
Hke by the fire, that it all went out of his memory. He doesn't
suspect what I suspect at any rate, or he'd have spoken of it to
anybody and everybody; but he's dreadful spiteful against my
lady, for he says if she'd have let him have a place at Brentwood or Chelmsford, this wouldn't have happened. So what I
wanted to beg of you, sir, is not to let a word drop before
Luke."
" Yes, yes, I understand; I will be careful."
" My lady has left the Court, I hear, sir ? "
" Yes."
" Never to come back, sir P "
" Never to come back."
" But she has not gone where she'U be crueUy treated; where
ahe'U be Ul-used P"
" No, she wiU be very kindly treated."
" I'm glad of that, sir; I beg your pardon for troubHng
you with the question, sir, but my lady waa a kind nristress
to me."
Luke's voice, husky and feeble, was heard within tho little
chamber at this period of the conversation, demanding angrily
when " that gal would have done jawing," upon which Phcebe
put her finger to her Hps, and led Mr. Auclley back into the sick
room.
" I don't want you," said Mr. Marks, decisively, as his wife
t>entered the chamber, " I don't want you, you've no call to
hear what I've got to say; I only want Mx. Audley, and I
wants to speak to him all alone, with none o' your sneakin'
Hstenrn' at doors, d'ye hear, so you may p'o down-stairs and keep
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there tiU you're wanted: and you may take mother—no, mothei
may stay, I shaU want her presently."
"The sick man's feeble hand pointed to the door, through which
his wife departed very submissively.
" I've no wish to hear anything, Luke," she said, " but I hope
you won't say anything against those that have been good and
generous to you."
" I shaU say what I like," answered Mr. Marks, fiercely, " and
I'm not a goin' to, be ordered by you. You ain't the parson, M
I've ever heerd of; nor the lawyer neither."
The landlord of the Castle Inn had undergone no moral
transformation by his death-bed sufferings, fierce and rapid aa
they had been. Perhaps some faint gHmmer of a Hght that had
been far off from his Hfe now struggled feebly through the black
obscurities of ignorance that darkened his soul. Perhaps a half
angry, half sullen penitence urged him to make some rugged
effort to atone for a Hfe that had been selfish and drunken and
wicked. Be it how it might, he vriped his white Hps, and turning his haggard eyes eamestiy upon Robert Audley, pointed to
a chair by the bedside.
" You've made game of me in a general way, Mr. Audley," he
said, presently, " and you've drawed me out, and you've tumbled and tossed me about Hke in a gentlemanly way, tUl I waa
nothink or anythink in your hands; and you've looked me
through and through, and turned me inside out, tUl you thought
you knowed as much as I knowed. I'd no particular caU to be
grateful to you, not before the fire at the Castle t'other night.
But I am grateful to you for that. I'm not grateful to folks in
a general way, p'raps, because the things as gentlefolks havf
given me have a most aUus been the very things I didn't want
They've give me soup, and tracks, and flannel, and coals; but.
Lord, they've made such a precious noise about it that I'd have
been glad to send 'em all back to 'em. But when a gentieman
goes and puts his own Hfe in danger to save a drunken brute
Hke me, the drankenest brate as ever was feels grateful Hke to
that gentleman, and wishes to say before he dies—which he seea
in the doctor's face as he ain't got long to Hve—' Thank ye, sir,
I'm obHged to you.' "
Luke Marks stretched out his left hand—the right had been
injured by the fire, and was wrapped in Hnen—and groped feebly
fL,r that of Mr. Robert Audley.
The young man took the coarse but shrunken hand in both
hia own, and pressed it cordiaUy.
" I need no thanks, Luke Marks," he said, " I was very glad
to b* of serrice to you."
Mr. Marks did not speak immediately. He was lying quietiy
upon hia side, staring reflectingly at Bobert Audley.
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"You was oncommon fond of that gent as disappeared at tfa^
Court, wam't you, sir?" he said at last.
Rohert started at the mention of his dead friend.
" You was oncommon fond of this Mr. Talboys, I've heeri
say, sir," repeated Luke.
"Yes, yes," answered Robert, rather impatieatiy, " h e was
my very dear friend."
" I've heerd the servants at the Court say how you took on
when you couldn't find him. I've heerd the landlord of the Sun
Inn say how cut up you was when you first missed him. ' If
the two gents had been brothers,' the landlord said, ' our gent,'
meanin' you, sir, 'couldn't ha^ve been more cut up when he
missed the other.'"
" Yes, yes, I know, I know," said Robert; " pray do not speak
any more of this subject; I cannot teU you now much it distresses me."
Was he to be haunted for ever by the ghost of his unburied
friend ? He came here to comfort this sick man, and even here
he was pursued by that relentless shadow; even here he waa
reminded of the secret crime which had darkened his Hfe.
" Listen to me, Marks," he said, eamestiy; " befieve me, that
I appreciate your grateful words, and that I am very glad to
have been of serrice to you. But before you say anythmg more,
let me make one most solemn request. If you have sent for me
that you may teU me anything of the fate of my lost friend, I
entreat you to spare yourself and to spare me that horrible
story. "You can teU nie nothing which I do not already know.
The worst you can teU me of the woman who was once in your
power has already been revealed to me by her own Hps. Pray,
then, be silent upon this subject; I say, again, you can teU me
notlung which I do not know."
Luke Marks looked musingly at the earnest face of his risitor,
and some shadowy expression which was almost like a smile
fiitted feebly across the sick man's haggard features.
" I can't teU you nothin' you don't know?" he asked.
" Nothing."
^Then it ain't no good for me to try," said the invafid,
thoughtfuUy. " Did she teU you ?" he asked, after a pause.
" I must beg, Marks, that you wiU drop the subject," Robert
answered, almost sternly. " I have already told you that I do
not wish to hear it spoken of. "Whatever discovenes you made,
you made your market out of them. Whatever guilty secrets
TOU got possession of, you were paid for keeping sUence. You
Old better keep sUence to the end."
" Had I P " cried Luke Marks, in an eager whisper. " Had I
waUy now better hold my tongue to the last P"
" I think so, most decidedly. You traded on your secret, aud
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you were paid to keep it. I t would be more uonest to hold is
your bargain, and keep it atUl."
"Would it, now?" said Mr. Marks, with a ghastly grin;
" b u t suppose my lady had one secret and I another. How
then?"
" "What do you mean P"
" Suppose I could have told something all along; and would
have told it, perhaps, if I'd been a little better treated; if what
was give to me had been give a Httle more Hberal Hke, and not
flung at me as if I was ^ dog, and was only give it to be kep'
from bitin'. Suppose I could have told somethin', and would
have told it but for that P How then ?"
I t is impossible to describe the ghastliness of the trium pliant
grin that Hghted up the sick man's haggard face.
" His nund is wandering," Robert thought, " I had need bo
patient with him, poor fellow. I t would be strange if I could
not be patient with a dying man."
Luke Marks lay staring al Mr. Audley for some moments with
that triumpha,nt grin upon Ids face. The old woman, wearied
out vrith watching her dying son, had ch-opped into a doze, and
sat nodding her sharp cmn over the handful of fire, upon
which the broth that was never to be eaten stUl bubbled and
simmered.
Mr. Audley waited very patiently until it should be the sick
man's pleasure to speak. Every sound was painfuUy distinct in
that dead hour of the night. "The dropping of the ashes on the
hearth, the ominous crackling of the burning coals, the slow and
ponderous ticking of the sulky clock in the room below, the low
moaning of the March wind (which might have been the voice
of an EngHsh Banshee, screaming her dismal waming to the
watchers of the dying), the hoarse breathing of the sick man—
every sound held itself apart from all other sounds, and made
itself into a separate voice, loud with a gloomy portent in the
solemn stillness of the house.
Robert sat with his face shaded by his hands, thinking what
was to become of Imn now that the secret of his friend's fate had
been told, and the dark story of George Talboys and his v,-icked
wife had been finished in the Belgian mad-house. What was
to become of him P
He had no claim upon Clara Talboys; for he had resolved to
keep the honible secret that had been told to him. How, then,
could he dare to meet her with that secret held back from her?
How could he ever look into her earnest eyes, and yet withhold
the truth? He felt that all power of reservation would fail
before the searching glance of those calm brown eyes. If he
was indeed to keep this secret, he must never see her again. To
reveal it would be to embitter her Hfe. Could he, for any selfish
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motive of his own, teU her this horrible story?—or could he
think that if he told her she would suffer her murdered brother
to He unavenged and forgotten in his uiihaUowed grave P
Hemmed in on every side by difficulties which seemed utterly
insurmountable; with the easy temperament which was natural
to him embittered by the gloomy burden he had borne so long,
Robert Audley looked hopelessly forward to the Hfe which lay
before him, and thought that it would have been better for him
had he perished among the burning ruins of the Castle Inn.
" "Who woiUd have been sony for me ? No one but my poor
Httle AHcia," he thought, " and hers would have only been an
AprU sonow. Would Clara Talboys have been sorry? No!
She would have only regretted me as a lost link in the mysterv
of her brother's death. She would only
"
CHAPTER XL.
THAT WHICH THE DYING MAN HAD TO TELL.

THEKE is no knowing whither Mr. Audley's thoue'hti mighl
have wandered had he not been startled by a sudde-'u movement
of the sick man, who raised himself up in his bed, and caUed te'i
his mother.
The old woman awoke with a jerk, and turned sleepUy
enough to look at her son.
_""What is it, Luke, deary?" she asked, soothingly. " I t
ain't time for the doctor's stuff yet. Mr. Dawson said as you
weren't to have it tUl two hours after he went away, and he
ain't been gone an hour yet."
""Who said it was the doctor's stuff I wanted P " cried Mr,
Marks, impatiently. " I want to ask you somethin', mother.
Do you remember the seventh of last September ?"
Robert started, and looked eagerly at the sick man. "Why
did he harp upon this forbidden subject? "Why did he i'*ist
upon lecalHng the date of George's murder? The old woman
shook her head, in feeble confusion of mind.
" Lord, Luke," she said, " how can'ee ask me such questions P My memory's been a failin' me this eight or nine year;
and I never was one to remember the days o' the month, or
aught o' that sort. How should a poor workin' woman remember such things P "
Luke marks shrugged his shoulders impatientiy.
" You're a good un to do what's asked you, mother," he said,
peerishly. " Didn't I teU you to remember that day P Didn't
i teU you as the time might come when you'd be called upon to
bear witness about it, and be put upon your Bible oath abooi
it P Didn't I teU you that, mother ? "
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The old woman shook her head hopelessly.
" If you say so, I make no doubt you did, Luke," she said,
with a concUiatory smUe; " but I can't caU it to mind, lovey.
My memory's been faUin' me this nine year, sir," she added,
turning to Robert Audley, " and I'm but a poor crittur."
Mr. Audley laid his hand upon the sick man's arm.
" Marks," he said, " I teU you again, you have no cause to
.rorry yourself about this matter. I ask you no questions, I
have no vrish to hear anything."
" But suppose I want to teU somethin'," cried Luke, vrith
feverish energy, " suppose I feel that I can't die with a secret
on my mind, and have asked to see you on purpose that I
might teU you; suppose that, and you'U suppose nothin' but
the tmth. I'd have been burnt aHve before I'd have told
her;" he spoke these words between his set teeth, and scowled
savagely as he uttered them. " I'd have been burnt aHve first.
I made her pay for her pretty insolent ways; I made her pay
for her airs and graces; I'd never have told her—never, never!
I had my power over her, and I kept i t ; I had my secret, and
I was paid for i t ; and there wasn't a sHght as she ever put
upon me or mine that I didn't pay her out for twenty trmea
over!"
"Marks, Marks, for Heaven's sake becalm!" said Robert,
eamestiy; "what are you talking ofP What is it that you
could have told?"
" I'm a goin' to teU you," answered Luke, vriping his dry Hps.
" Give us a drink, mother."
The old woman poured out some cooling drink into a mug,
and carried it to her son.
He drank it in an eager hurry, as if he felt that the brief
remainder of his Hfe must be a race with the pitUess pedestrian.
Tune.
" Stop where you are," he said to his mother, pointing to 6
chair at the foot of the bed.
The old woman obeyed, and seated herself meekly opposite to
Mr. Audley. She took out her spectacle case, poHshed her
spectacles, put them on and beamed placidly upon her son, aa
if she cherished some faint hope that her memory might be
assisted by this process.
"I'U ask you another question, mother," said Luke, "and
I think it'U be strange if^ you can't answer it. Do you remember when I was at work upon Atkinson's farm; before I
was married, you know, and when I was Hrin' down here along
ofyouP"
"Yes, y-y," Mrs. Marks answered, nodding triumphantly,
" I remember that, my dear. I t were last faU, just about aa
tho apples was bain' gathered in the orchard across our lano,
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snd about the time as you had your new sprigged wesket. 3
remember, Luke, I remember."
Mr. Audley wondered where aU this was to lead to, and how
long he would have to sit by the sick man's bed, hearing a
conversation that had no meaning for him.
" If you remember that much, maybe you'U remember more,
mother," said Luke. " Can you caU to mind my bringing somp
lae he;?'? here one night, while Atkinsons was stackin' the lasi
o'their com?"
Once more Mr. Audley started riolently, and this time he
looked up eamestiy at the face of the speaker, and Hstened,
with a strange, breathless interest, which he scarcely understood
himself, to what Luke Marks was saying.
" I rek'lect your bringin' home Phoebe," the old woman
answered with great animation, " I rek'lect your bringin'
Phoebe home to take a cup o' tea, or a Httle snack o' supper, a
mort o' times."
"Bother Phoebe!" cried M*. Marks, "who's a taUrin' o'
Phoebe ? what's Phoebe that anybody should go to put theirselves out about her ? Do you remember my bringin' home a
gentleman arter ten o'clock one September night; a gentleman
as was wet through to the skui, and was covered with mud and
slush, and green sfime and black muck, from the crown of hia
head to the sole of his foot, and had his arm broke, and his
shoulder sweUed up awful: and was such a objeck that nobody
would ha' knowed him. A gentleman as had to have his
clothes cut off him in some places, and as sat by the kitchen
fire, starin' at the coals as if he'd gone mad or stupid Hke, and
didn't know where he was, or who he was: and as had to be
cared for Hke a baby, and dressed and dried, and washed, and
fed with spoonsful of brandy that had to be forced between hia
locked teeth, before any Hfe could be got into him. Do you
remember that, mother?"
The old woman nodded, and muttered something, to tiie
effect that she remembered aU these circumstances most riridly,
now that Luke happened to mention them.
Robert AucUey uttered a vrild cry, and feU down upon hia
knees by the side of the sick man's bed.
" My God!" he ejaculated, " I thank Thee for Thy wondroua
mercies. George Talboys is aHve !"
"Wait a bit," said Mr. Marks, "don't you be too fast.
Mother, give us down that tin box on the shell over against the
thest of drawers, wiU you ? "
The old woman obeyed, and after fumbHng amongst teacup^
and mUk-jugs, Hdless wooden cotton-boxes, and a misceUaneoua
Htter of rags and crockery, produced a tin snufi'-box witb
•"Uding lid; a shabby, dirt,y-looking- box enougrh.
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Robert Audley stiU knelt by the bed-side with his face hidaei
b»' his clasped hands. Luke Marks opened the tin bos.
/here ain't no money iu it, more's the pity," he said, " or it
.„„»re had been it wouldn't have been let stop very long. But
there's summat in it that perhaps you'U think quite as vaUible
as money, and that's what I'm goin' to give you as a proof that
a drunken brute can feel thankful to them as is kind to him."
He took out two folded papers, which he gave into Robert
Audley's hands.
They were two leaves torn out of a pocket-book, and they
were written upon in pencil, and in a hand-writing that was
quite strange to Mr. AucUey. A cramped, stiff, and yet scrawling hand, such as some ploughman might have written.
" I don't know this writing," Robert said, as he eagerly unfolded the first of the two papers. " "What has this to do vrith
my friend ? "Why do you show me these ? "
" Suppose you read 'em first," said Mr. Marks, " and ask me
questions about 'em afterwards."
The first paper which Robert Audley had unfolded contained
the foUowing fines, written in that cramped, yet scrawHng hand
which was so strange to him.
" My dear friend,—I write to you in such utter confusion of
mind as perhaps no man ever before suffered. I cannot tell
you what has happened to me, I can only tell you that something has happened which wUl drive me from England, a brokenhearted man, to seek some comer of the earth in which I may
Hve and die unknown and forgotten. I can only ask you to
forget me. 1 f your friendship could have done me any good
I would have appealed to it. If your counsel could have been
of any help to me, I worUd have confided in you. But neithei
friendship nor counsel can help me: and al' I can say to you is
ibis, God bless you for the past, and teach you to forget me,
in the future. I leave my son in your hands, knowing I could
not leave him in the care of a truer guardian.
G. T."
The second paper was addressed to another person, and ita
contents were briefer than those of the first.
" Helen,—May God pity and forgive you for that which
/ou have done to-day, as truly as I do. Rest in peace. You
shall never hear of me again; to you and to the world, I shaU
henceforth be that which you wished me to be to-day. You
teed fear no molestation from me. I leave England never to
return.
G. T."
Robert Audley sat staring at these fines in hopeless bewilderment. They were not in his friend's famiHar hand; and
yet they purported to be written by him, and were signed with
his initials.
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He looked scrutinizingly at the face of Luke Marks, thinking
that perhaps some trick was being played upon him.
" This was not written by George Talboys," he said.
" I t was," answered Luke Marks, " i t was written by Mr.
Talboys, every fine of it; he wrote it with his own hand; but
it was his left hand, for he couldn't use his right because of his
broken arm."
_ Robert Audley looked up suddenly, and the shadow of suspicion passed away from his face.
" I understand," he said, " I understand. TeU me aU; teU
me how it was that my poor friend was saved."
He could scarcely reafize to himself yet that what he had
heard could be true. He could scarcely believe that his friend
whom he had so bitterly regretted might shake him by the
hand in a happy future, when the darkness of the past should
be cleared away. He was dazed and bewildered at first, and
not able to nrderstand this new hope which had dawned so
suddenly upon him.
" Tell me aU," he cried, " for mercy's sake teU me everything,
and let me try to understand it if I can!"
" I was at work up at Atkinson's farm last September,"
said Luke Marks, "helpin' to stack the last o' the corn, and
as the nighest way from the farm to mother's cottage waa
through the meadows at the back o' the Court, I used to come
that way; and Phoebe used to stand at the gate in the garden
wall beyond the Hme-waUj, sometimes, to have a chat with me,
knowin' my time o' com in' home. Sometimes she wouldn't be
there, and sometimes I've leapt the dry moat as parts the
kitchen gardens from the meadows alongside of 'em, and have
dropped in at the sen^ants' hall to have a glass of ale, or a bit
o' supper, as it might be.
" I don't know what Phoebe was a doin' upon the evenin' oi
the seventh o' September—I rek'lect the date because Farmer
Atkinson paid me my wages aU of a lump on that day, and I'd
had to sign a bit of a receipt for the money he give me—1
don't know what she was a doin', but she warn't at the gate
agen the Hrae-waUc, so I went round to the other side of the
gardens and jumped across the dry ditch; for I wanted parfikler to see her that night, as I was goin' away to work upon
a farm beyond Chehnsford the next day. Audley church clock
struck nine as I was crossin' the meadows between Atkinson's
and the Court, and it must have been about a quarter past nine
when I got into the kitchen garden.
" I crossed the garden, and went into the Hme-walk; tin
nighest way to the servants' haU took me through the shrubbery and past the dry weU. I t was a dark night, but I knev
my way weU enough about the old place, and the Hght in ths
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window of the servants' haU looked red and comfortable througi
the darkness. I was close agen the mouth of the dry weU
when 1 heard a sound that made my blood creep. I t was a
groan; a groan of a man in pain, as was lying somewhere hi^
among the bushes. I wam't afraid of ghosts, and I wam*i
afraid of anythink in a general way, but there was somethin'
vn this groan as chilled me to the very heart, and for a minnt-r
I was struck all of a heap and didn't know what to do. But 1
heard the groan again, and then I began to search among the
bushes. I found a man lyin' hidden under a lot o' laurels, and
I thought at first he was up to no good, and I was a goin' to
coUar him and take him tc the house, when he caught me by
the wnst vrithout gettia' up from the ground, but lookin' at
me very earnest, as 1 coiUd see by the way his face was turned
towards me in the darkness, and asked me who I was, and what
I was, and what I had to do with the folks at the Court.
" There was somethhi' in the way he spoke that told me he
was a gentleman, though I didn't know him from Adam, and
couldn't see his face; and I answered his questions civil.
" ' I wemt to get awa ^ from this place,' he said, ' without bein'
B3en by any Hrin' creei ur, remember that. I've been lyin' here
ever since four o'clock to-day, and I'm half dead,, but I want to
giet away vrithout bein' seen, mind that.'
" I told him that was easy enough, but I began to think my
first thoughts of him might have been right enough after all,
and that he coiUdn't have been up to no good to want to sneak
£way so precious quiet.
" ' Can you take me to any place where I can get a change
of dry clothes,' he sayd, ' vrithout half a dozen people knowin'
itP'
"He'd got up into a sittin' attitood by this time, and I
could see that his right arm hung loose by his side, and that
he was in pain.
" I pointed to his arui, and asked him what was the matter
with it; but he only Answered very quiet Hke, 'Broken, my
lad, broken. Not that that's much,' he says in another tone,
speaking to himself Hke, more than to me. 'There's broken
hearts as weU as brc»ken Hmbs, and the^ re not so easy
mended.'
" I told him I could take him to mother's cottage, and that
he could dry his clothes there and welcome.
" ' Can your mother keep a secret?' he asked.
" ' WeU, she could keep one weU enough, if ahe could remember it,' I told him; ' but you might tell her the secrets of
all tho Freemasons, and Foresters, and Buffalers, and OddfeUers as ever was, to-night; and she'd have forgotten aU aboui
em to-morrow morniii''
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" H e seemed satisfied with this, and he got himself up by
holdin' on to me, for it seemed as if his fimbs were so cramped,
the use of 'em was almost gone. I felt as he came agen me,
that his clothes was wet and mucky.
" ' You haven't been and feU into the fish-pond, have you,
rirP' I asked.
" He made no answer to my question; he didn't seem even
to have heard it. I could see now he was standing upon his
feet that he was a taU, fine made man, a head and shoulders
higher than me.
" ' Take me to your mother's cottage,' he said, ' and get me
some dry clothes if you can; I'll pay you weU for your
trouble.'
" I knew that the key was mostly left in the wooden gato in
the garden waU, so I led him that way. He could scarcely
walk at first, and it was only by leanin' heavUy upon my
shoulder that he managed to get along. I got him through the
gate, leavin' it unlocked behind me, and trustin' to the chance
of that not bein' noticed by the under-gardener, who had the
care of the key, and was a careless chap enough. I took biir,
across the meadows, and brought him up here, stiU keepin'
away from the vUlage, and in the fields, where there wasn't a
creature to see us at that time o' night; and so I got him into
the room down-stairs, where mother was a sittin' over the fire
gettin' my bit o' supper ready for me.
" I put the strange chap in a chair agen the fire, and then
for the first time I had a good look at him. I never see anybody in such a state before. He was aU over green damp and
muck, and hia hands was scratched and cut to pieces. I got
his clothes off him how I could, for he was Hke a chUd in my
hands, and sat starin' at the fire as helpless as any baby; only
girin' a long heavy sigh now and then, as if his heart was a
goin' to bust. He didn't seem to know where he was; he
didn't seem to hear us nor to see u s ; he o:Jv sat starin'
straight before him, vrith his poor broken arm tiangmg loose by
his side.
" Thinkin' he was in a very bad way, I wanted to go and
feteh Mr. Dawson to him, and I said somethin' about it to
mother. But queer as he seemed in his mind, he looked up
quickly, as sharp as possible, and said, No, no: nobody was to
laiow of his bein' there except us two.
" I asked if I should run and fetch a drop of brandy; and
ne said, yes, I might do that. I t was close upon eleven o'clock
when I went into the pubHc-house, and it was strikin' eleven
as I got back home.
" I t was a good thing I'd fetched the brandy, for he v a s
shiverin' awful, and the edge of the mug rattled against Hifi
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teeth, I had to force the spirit between 'em, they were SQ
tight locked, before he could diink it. At last he dropped into
4 kind of a doze, a stupid sort of sleep, and began to nod over
ihe fire, so I ran and got a blanket and wrapped him in it, and
got him to He down upon the press bedstead in the room under
this. I sent mother to bed, and I sat by the fire and watched
him, and kep' the fire up tiU it was just upon daybreak, when
he woke up aU of a sudden with a start, and said he must go,
directly minute.
" I begged him not to think of such a thing, and told bim
he wam't fit to move for ever so long: but he said he must go,
and he got up, and though he staggered fike, and at first could
hardly stand steady two minutes together, he wouldn't be beat,
and he got me to dress him in his clothes as I'd dried and
cleaned as weU as I could whUe he laid asleep. I did manage it
at last, but the clothes was avri'ul spoUed, and he looked a
dreadful objeck, with his pale face and a great cut on his forehead that I'd washed and tied up with a handkercher. He
could only get his coat on by buttoning on it round his neck,
for he couldn't put a sleeve upon his broken arm. But he held
out agen everythink, though he groaned every now and then;
and what with the scratches and bruises on his hands, and the
cut upon his forehead, and his stiff Hmbs, and his broken arm, he'd
lenty of call to groan; and by the time it was broad dayHght
e was dressed and ready to go.
" ' "What's the nearest town to this upon the London road P'
he asked me.
" I told him as the nighest town was Brentwood.
" ' Very well, then,' he says, ' if you'U go with me to Brentwood, and take me to some surgeon as 'U set my arm, I'U give
you a five-pound note for that and all your other trouble.'
" I told him that I was ready and wilfin' to do anythink aa
fie wanted done; and asked hun if I shouldn't go and see if I
«)uld borrow a cart from some of the neighbours to drive him
over in, for I told him it was a good six mUes' walk.
" He shook iis head. No, no, no, he said, he didn't want
anybody to know anythink about him; he'd rather walk it.
" He did walk i t ; and he <iralked it Hke a good tm, too; though
I know as every step he took o' them six mUe he took in pam;
but he held out as he'd held out before; I never see such a chap
to hold out in all my blessed life. He had to stop sometime.'j
and lean agen a gateway to get his breath; but he held out
stiU, tUl at last we got into Brentwood, and then he says,
'Take me to the nighest sui'geon's,' and I took him, and I
waited while he had his arm set in spHnts, which took a precious
long time. The surgeon wanted him to stay in Brentwood till
he was better, but he said it wam't to be heerd on, he must get
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up to London without a minute's loss of time; so the surgeon
inade him as comfortable as be could, considerin', and tied up
his arm in a sHng."
_ Robert Audley started. A circumstance connected with hia
risit to Liverpool flashed suddenly back upon his memory.
He remembered the clerk who had caUed him back to say that
there was a passenger who took his berth on board the Victoria
Regia vrithin an hour or so of the vessel's sailing; a young
man with his arm in a sling, who had caUed himself by some
common name, which Robert had forgotten.
" "Wlien his arm was dressed," continued Luke, " he aays to
the surgeon, ' Can you give me a pencU to write somethin'
before I go away.' The surgeon smUes and shakes his head,
' You'U never be able to write with that there hand to-day,'
he says, pointin' to the arm as had just been dressed. ' P'raps
not,' the young chap answers quiet enough, ' but I can wnte
with the other.' ' Can't I write it for you ? ' says the surgeon.
'No, thank you,' answers the other, 'what I've got to write ia
private. If you can give me a couple of envelopes I'U be
obHged to you.'
" With that the surgeon goes to fetch the envelopes, and the
young chap takes a pocket-book out of lus coat pocket with
his left hand; the cover was wet and dirty, but the inside
was clean enough, and he tears out a couple of leaves and
begins to write upon 'em as you see; and he writes dreadful
awk'ard with his left hand, and he writes slow, but he contrives
to fiiush what you see, and then he puts the two bits o'
writin' into the envelopes as the surgeon brings him, and he
seals 'em up, and he puts a pencil cross upon one of 'em, and
nothin' on the other; and then he pays the surgeon for hia
trouble; and the surgeon says, ain't there nothin' more he can
do for him, and can't he persuade him to stay in Brentwood tUl
his arm's better; but he says no, no, it ain't possible; and then
he says to me, ' Come along o' me to the railway station and
I'U give you what I've promised.'
" So I went to the stetion with him. We was in time to
cateh the train as stops at Brentwood at half-after eight, and
we had five minutes to spare. So he takes me into a conier
of the piatform, and he says: ' I want you to defiver these here
letters for me,' which I told him I was vrillin' ' Very well,
then,' he says ; ' look here, you know Audley Court P ' ' Yes,'
I says, ' I ought to, for my sweetheart Hves lady's-maid there.'
' "Whose lady's-maid P' he says. So I tells him ' My lady's,
the new lady what was governess at Mr. Dawson's.' ' Very
well, then,' he says, ' this here letter with the cross upon the
envelope is for Lady Audley, but you're to be sure to give it
into her own hands; and remember to take care »» nobody seea
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you give it,' I promises to do this, and he hands me the f rst
letter. And then he says, ' Do you know Mr. Audley, as is
nevy to Sir Michael ? ' and I said, ' Yes, I've heerd teU on
him, and I'd heerd as he was a reg'lar swell, but affable and
free spoken' (for I had heerd teU on you, you know)," Luke
added parentheticaUy. " ' Now look here,' the young chap
says, 'you're to give this other letter to Mr. Robert Audley,
who's a stayin' at the Sun Inn, in the rillage;' and I teUa
him it's aU right, as I've know'd the Sun ever since I was a baby.
So then he gives me the second letter, what's got nothink
wrote upon the envelope, and he gives me a five-pound note,
accordin' to promise; and then he says, ' Good day, and thank
you for aU your trouble,' and he gets into a second-class
carriage, and the last I sees of him is a face as white as a sheet
of writin' paper, and a great patch of stickin' plaster crisscrossed upon his forehead."
" Poor George! poor George! "
" I went back to Audley, and went straight to the Stm Inn,
and asked for you, meanin' to defiver both letters faithful, so
help me God, then; but the landlord told me as you'd started
off that momin' for London, and he didn't know when you'd
come back, and he didn't know the name o' the place where
you Hved in London, though he said he thought it was in one
o' them Law Courts, such as Westminster HaU or Doctors'
Commons, or somethin' Hke that. So what was I to do ? 1
couldn't send the letter by post, not knowin' where to direct to,
and I couldn't give it into your own hands, and I'd been told
partikler not to let anybody else know of i t ; so I'd nothin' to
do but to wait and see if you comeback, and bide my time for
givin' of it to you.
" I thought I'd go over to the Court in the evenin', and see
Phoebe, and find out from her when there'd be a chance of my
seein' her lady, for I know'd she could manage it if she Hked.
So I didn't go to work that day, though I ought to ha' done,
and I lounged and idled about untU it was nigh upon dusk, and
then I goes down to the meadows behind the Court, and there I
finds Phoebe sure enough waitin' agen the wooden door in the
waU, on the look-out for me.
" WeU, I went into the ehmbbery with her, and I was a
tumin' towarda the old weU, for we'd been in the habit oi
gittin' upon the brickwork about it often of a summer's
evenin', but Phoebe comes over aa pale aa a ghost all of a
sadden, and says, ' Not there! not there!' So I asks,
' Why not there ? ' and she answers as she don't know, but
«he feels nervous Hke this evenin', and she's heerd as the weU's
haunted. I teUs her as that's aU a pack o' gammon, but she
Bey», whether it is, or whether it isn't, she won't go agm the
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T^eU. So we goes back to the gate, and she leans upon it
taUrin' to me.
" I hadn't been talkin' to her long before I see there WM
somethink wrong with her, and I told her as much.
" ' WeU,' she says, ' I ain't quite myself this evenin', for I had
a upset yesterday, and I ain't got over it yet.'
" ' A upset,' I says. ' You had a quanel vrith your miaaus,
I Buppose.'
" She didn't answer me directly, but she sraUed the queerest
fSmUe as ever I see, and presently she says,—
" No, Luke, it weren't nothin' o' that kind; and what's more,
nobody could be friendfier towards me than my lady; she'd do
anythink for me a'most; and I think whether it was a bit o'
farming stock and fumiture or such Hke, or whether it was the
ood-^y iu of a pubHc-house, she wouldn't refuse me anythink as
asked her.'
" I couldn't make out this, for it was only a few days before
as she'd told me her missus was selfish and extravagant, and
we might wait a long time before we could get what we wanted
from her.
" So I says to her, ' "Why, this is rather sudden like, Phoebe,'
and she says, ' Yes, it is sudden;' and she smiles again, just the
same sort of smUe as before. Upon that I turns round upon her
sharp, and says,—
" I'U teU you what it is, my gal, you're a keepin' somethink
from me; somethink you've been told, or somethink you've
found out; and if you think you're a goin' to try that game on
with me, you'U find you're very much mistaken; and so I give
you wamin''
" But she laughed it off Hke, and says, ' Lor', Luke, what
could have put such fancies into your head ?'
" I says, ' If I've got fancies in my head it's you that have
put 'em there; and I teU you once more I won't stand no
nonsense, and if you want to keep secrets from the man aa
you're a goin' to marry, you'd better marry somebody else and
keep secrete from him, for you Vi'on't do it from me, and so I
teU you.'
"Upon which she begins to whimper a bit, but I takes no
notice o' that, but begins to question her about my lady, I had
the letter marked with the pencU cross in my pocket, and I
wanted to find out how I was to deHver it,
" ' Perhaps other people can keep secrets as weU as you,'
I said, ' and perhaps other people can make friends as well
as you. There were a gentleman came here to see your missus
yesterday, wam't there; a tail young gentieman, with a brown
csardf'
" Instead of answering of me like a Christian, my cousin
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Phcebe burg(t o'^t a cryin', and wrings her hands, and goes os
awful, until I'm dashed if I can ake out what she's up to,
" But Httle by little I got it out of her, for I wouldn't stand
no nonsense; and she told me how she'd been sittin' at work at
the window of her fittle room, which was at the top of the house,
right up in one of the gables, and overlooked the Hme-walk and
the shrubbery and the well, when she see my lady walkin' with
a strange gentleman, and they walked together for a long time,
until by-and-by they
"
" Stop," cried Robert Audley, " I know the rest,"
" W eU, Phcsbe told me all about what she see, and she told
me as she'd met her lady almost directly afterwards, and somethink had passed between 'em, not much, but enough to let her
missus know that tne seiwant what she looked down upon had
found out that as would put her ui that servant's power to th£
last day of her Hfe,
" ' And she is in my power, Luke,' says Phoebe, ' and she'll do
anythuik in the world for us if we keep her secret,'
" So you see both my Lady Audley and her maid thought aa
the gentleman as I'd seen safe off by the London train was lyin'
dead at the bottom of the weU. If I was to give the letter they'd
find out the contrairy of this, and if I was to give the letter,
Phoebe and me would lose the chance of gettin' started in Hfe hv
her missus,
" So I kep' the letter and kep' my secret, and my lady kep'
hem. But I thought if she acted liberal by me, and give me
^he money I wanted, free Hke, I'd teU her everythink and make
ler mind easy.
" B u t she didn't. Whatever she give me she throw'd me as
if I'd been a dog. "Whenever she spoke to me, she spoke as she
might have spoken to a dog ; and a dog she couldn't abide the
sight on. There was no word in her mouth that was too bad
for me. There was no toss as she could give her head that was
too proud and scornful for me; and my blood biled agen her.
and I kep' my secret, and let her keep hem. I opened the tw>
letters and I read 'em, but I couldn't make much sense out of
'em and I hid 'em away; and not a creature but me has set
'em, until this night."
Luke Marks had finished his story, and lay quietly enough,
exhausted by haring talked so long. He watched Robert^
Audley's face, fuUy expecting some reproof, some gravt
lecture; for he had a vague consciousness that he had don%
wrong.
But Robert did not lecture bim; he had no fancy tar an office
which he did not think himself fitted to perform.
" The clergyman will telk to him and c 'ort him when h«
eomes to-monow moming," Mr. Audle thought; " and if the
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poor creature needs a sermon it wiU come better from his Hps
than from mine. "Wliat should I say to him? His sin has
recoUed upon his own head; for had my lady's mind been set at
ease, the Castle Inn would not have been burned down. Who
shaU dare to try and order his own Hfe after this? Who can fail
to recognize God's hand in this strange story ? "
He thought very humbly of the deductions he had made
and acted upon. He remembered how impHcitly he had
trusted in the pitiful Hght of his own reason; but he was
comforted by remembering also that he had tried sunply and
honestly to do his duty; faithfuUy afike to the dead and to the
Hying.
Robert Audley sat untU long after daybreak with the sick
man, who feU into a heavy slumber a short time after he had
finished his story. The old woman had dozed comfortably
throughout her ton's confession. Phoebe was asleep upon the
press bedstead tn the room below; so the young barrister was
the only watcher.
He could not si' sp ; he could only think of the story he had
heard. He could only thank God for his friend's preservation,
and pray that he might be able to go to Clara Talboys, and say,
" Your brother stUl Hves, and has been found."
Phoebe came up-stairs at eight o'clock, ready to take her
lace by the sick man, and Robert Audley went away to get a
ed at the Sun Inn. He had had no more comfortable rest
than such odd snatches of sleep as are to be got in raUway
caniages and on board steamers, during the last three nights,
and he was completely worn out. I t was nearly dusk when he
awoke out of a long dreamless slumber, and dressed himself
before dining in the Httle sitting-room, in which he and George
had sat together six months before.
The landlord waited upon lum at dinner, and told him that
Luke Marks had died at five o'clock that afternoon.
"He
went off rather sudden Hke," the man said, " but very quiet."
Robert Audley wrote a long letter that evening, addressed
to Madame Taylor, care of Monsieur Val, VUlebrumeuse; a
long letter in which he told the wretched woman who had
borne so many names and was to bear a false one for the reel
of her Hfe, the story that the dying man had told him.
" I t may be some comfort to her to hear that her husband
did not perish in liis youth by her wicked hand," he thought,
" if her selflsh sovU can hold any sentiment of pity or sorro'w
for others.''
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retumed to Dorsetshire to teD her father
that his only son had saUed for AustraHa upon the ninth of
September, and that it was most probable he yet Hved, and
(vould return to claim the forgiveness of the father he had
never very particularly injured; except in the matter of having
made that terrible matrimonial mistake which had exercised so
fatal an influence upon his youth.
Mr. Harcourt Talboys was fairly nonplussed. Junius Brutus
had never been placed in such a position as this, and seemg no
way of getting out of this dUemma, by acting after his favourite
model, Mr. Talboys was fain to be natural for once in his life,
and to confess that he had suffered much uneasiness and pain
of mind about his only son, since his conversation with Robert
Audley; and that he would be heartily glad to take hia poor
boy to his arms, whenever he should return to England. But
when was he Hkely to return P and how was he to be communicated with P That was the question. Robert AucUey remembered the advertisements which he had caused to be inserted
in the Melbourne and Sydney papers. If George had re-entered
either city aHve, how was it that no notice had ever been taken
of that advertisement? Was it Hkely his friend would be
indifferent to his uneasiness? But then, again, it was just
possible that George Talboys had not happened to see thia
advertisement; and, as he had travelled under a feigned name,
neither his feUow-passengers nor the captain of the vessel
would have been able to identify him vrith the person advertised for. What was to be done? Must they wait patiently
tUl George ^ e w weary of his exUe, and retumed to the friends
who loved bim ? or were there any means to be t;iken by which
his return might be hastened P Robert Audley was at fault I
Perhaps ia the unspeakable reHef of mind which he had
experienced upon the discovery of his friend's escape, he was
unable to look beyond the one fact of that proridential
preservation.
In this state of mind he went down to Dorsetshire to pay a
risit to Mr. Talboys, who had given way to a perfect torrent of
generous impiUses, and had gone so far as to inrite his son'a
friend to share the prim hospitaHty of the square, red-bridt
mansion.
Mr. Talboys had only two sentiments upon the subject of
George's story; one was a natural relief and happiness in the
thought that lus son had been saved; the other was an earner*
CLARA TALBOYS
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Trish that my lady had been his wife, and that he might thus
have had the pleasure of making a signal example of her.
" It is not for me to blame you, Mr. Audley," he said, " for
having smuggled this guUty woman oat of the reach of justice,
and thus, as I may say, paltered vrith the laws of your countiy ! I can only remark that, had the lady fallen into m/y
hands, she woiUd have been very differently treated."
I t was iu the middle of April when Robert Audley found
himself once more under those black fir-trees beneath which
his wandering thoughts had so often strayed since his first
meeting with Clara Talboys. There were primroses and early
riolets in the hedges now, and the streams, which, upon his
first risit, had been hard and frost-bound as the heart of Harcourt Talboys, had thawed, Hke that gentleman, aiad ran merrily
under the black-thorn bushes in the capricious AprU sunshine.
Robert had a prim bedroom, and an uncompromising
dressing-room aUotted to him in the square house. He woke
every morning to find himself reposing on a metaUic springmattress which always gave him the idea of sleeping upon some
musical instrument, and to see the sun glaring in upon him
through the square white bfinds, and fighting up the two
.acquered urns which adorned the foot of his blue iron bedstead,
until they blazed like two tiny brazen lamps of the Roman
period.
A risit to Mr. Harcourt Talboys was perhaps rather more
fike a return to boyhood and boarding-school than is quite
consonant with the Sybarite's riew of human enjoyment. There
were the same curtainless windows, and nanow strips of bedside carpet; the same clanging beU in the early moming; the
same uncompromising servants fifing into a long dining-room
to assist at perhaps the same prayers; and there was altogether rather too much of the •" private academy for the sons of
gentlemen preparing for the church and the army," in the
Talboys estabHshment.
But if the square-buUt, red-brick mansion had been the
palace of Armida, and the prim, linen-jacketed man represented
by a legion of houris, Robert AucUey could have scarcely seemed
oetter satisfied with his entertainment.
He awoke to the sound of the clanging bell, and made his
toUet in the cruel early morning sunshine, which is bright
without being cheerful, and makes you wink without maMng
you warm. He emulated Mr. Harcourt Talboys in the matter
of shower-baths and cold water, and emerged prim and blue as
that gentleman himself, as the clock in the haU struck seven,
to jom the master of the house in his ante-breakfast constitutional under the fir-trees in the stiff plantation.
But there was generaUy a third person who assisted in. these
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sonstitutional promenades, and that thu-d person was Clara
Talboys, who used to walk by her father's side, more beautiful
than the moming,—fbr that was sometimes dull and cloudy,
whUe she was always fresh and bright,—in a broad-leaved
straw hat and flapping blue ribbons, one quarter of an inch of
which Mr. Audley would have esteemed a prouder decoration
than ever adorned a favoured creature's button-hole.
Absent George was often talked of in these moming walks,
and Robert Audley seldom took his place at the long breakfast
table vrithout remembering the morning upon which he had
first sat in that room, telfing his friend's story, and hating
Clara Talboys for her cold self-possession. He knew her
better now, and knew that she was one of the most noble and
beautiful of women. But had she yet discovered how dear
she was to her brother's friend P Robert used to wonder
sometimes if it were possible that he had not yet betrayed
himself; if it could be possible that the love which made her
very presence a magical influence to him, had failed to make
itself known by some inadvertent glance, I y some unconscious
faltering in the voice that seemed to take another tone when
he addressed her.
The duU life in the square-built house was only refieved now
and then by a stiff dinner party, at which a few country people
assembled to bore each other by mutual consent; and by occasional inroads of morning caUers, who took the drawing-room
by storm, and held it for about an hour, to the utter discomfit m"e of Mr. Audley. That gentleman nourished sentiments of
pecuHar malevolence upon the subject of the fresh-coloured
young country squires, who generaUy appeared with their
mammas and sisters upon these occasions.
I t was impossible, of course, that these young men could
come within the radius of Clara's brown eyes vrithout falHng
wildly in love with her; and it waa impossible, therefore, that
Robert Audley could do otherwise than furiously hate them as
impertinent rivals and interlopers. He was jealous of anybody
and everybody who came into the region inhabited by those
calm brown eyes: jealous of a fat widower of eight-and-forty;
of an elderly baronet with purple whi^ers ; of the old women
about ihe neighbourhood whom Clara Talboys risited and nrinistored to; of the flowers in the conservatory, which occupied so
much of her time and distracted her attention from him.
At first they were very ceremonious towards each other, and
were only famUiar and friendly upon the one subject of George'a
ftdventures; but, Httle by Httle, a pleasant intimacy aro.se
between them, and before the first three weeks of Robert's visit
had elapsed, Miss Talboys made him happy, by taking lum
piriously in hand and lecturmg him on the purposeless ufe he
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bad led so long, and the Httle use he had iiiade of the talents
and opportunities that had been given to him.
How pleasant it was to be lectured by the woman he loved 1
How pleasant it was to humiHate himself and depreciate himself before her! How deHghtful it was to get such splendid
opportunities of hinting that if his Hfe had been sanctified by
an object, he might indeed have striven to be something better
than an idle flaneur upon the smooth pathways that have no
particular goal; that, blessed by the ties which would have
^ven a solemn purpose to every hour of his existence, he might
indeed have fought the battle earnestly and unflinchingly. He
generaUy wound up with a gloomy insinuation to the effect that
it was probable he would firiish his career by dropping quietly
over the edge of the Temple Gardens some afternoon, when the
river was bright and placid in the low sunHght, and the Httle
chUdren had gone home to their teas.
"Do you think I can read French novels and smoke mUd
Turkish untU I am three-score-and-ten. Miss Talboys P " he
asked. " Do you think that there wiU not come a day in which
my meerschaums wiU be foul, and the French novels more than
usually stupid, and Hfe altogether such a dismal monotony that
I shall want to get rid of it somehow or other ? "
I am sorry to say that whUe this hypocritical young barrister
was holding forth m this despondent way, he had mentaUy sole
off his bachelor possessions, including aU Michel Levy's pubHcations and half a dozen soHd sUver-mounted meerschaums,
pensioned Mrs. Maloney, and laid out two or three thousand
pounds in the purchase of a few acres of verdant shrabbery
and sloping lawn, embosomed amid which there should be a
fairy cottage ornee, whose rustic casements should gHmmer ouf
of bowers of myrtle and clematis to see themselves reflected in
the purple bosom of a lake.
Of course Clara Talboys was far from discovering the drift ol
these melancholy lamentations. She recommended Mr. Audley
to read hard and think seriously of his profession, and begin Hfe
in real earnest. I t was a hard, dry sort of eristence perhaps
which she recommended; a Hfe of serious work and appHcation
in which he should strive to be useful to his feUow-creatures
and wm a reputation for himself. Mr. Audley almost made a
wry face at the thought of such a banen prospect.
" I'd do aU that," he thought, " and do it eamestiy, if I
could be sure of .". reward for my labour. If she would accept
my reputation when it was won, and support me in the struggle
"oy her beloved companionship. But what if she sends me away
to fight the battle, and marries some hulking country squire
directly I am gone ?
Being naturaUy of a vaciUating and dUatory disposition, there
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is no saying how long Mr. Audley might have kept his secret,
fearful to speak and break the charm of that uncertainty which,
though not always hopeful, was very seldom quite despairing,
had not he been hurried by the impulse of an unguarded moment
into a fuU confession of the truth.
He had stayed flve weeks at Grange Heath, and felt that he
could not, in common decency, stay any longer. So he packed
his portmanteau one pleasar^t May moming, and announced hia
departure.
Mr. Talboys was not the sort of man to utter any passionate
lamentations at the prospect of losing his guest, but he expressed himself with a cool cordiaHty which served vrith him as
the strongest demonstration of friendship.
" We have got on very weU together, Mr. Audley," he said,
" and you have been pleased to appear sufficiently happy in the
quiet routine of our orderly household; nay, more, you have
conformed to our Httle domestic regulations in a manner which
I cannot refrain from saying I take as an especial compliment
to myself."
Robert bowed. How thankful he wag to the Proridence
which had never suffered him to oversleep the signal of the
clanging bell, or led him away beyond the ken of clocks at the
hour of Mr. Talboys' luncheon.
" I trust as we have got on so remarkably well together,"
Mr. Talboys resumed, " you wiU do me the honour of repeating
your risit to Dorsetshire whenever you feel incHned. You wUl
find plenty of sport amongst my iarms, and you wUl meet with
every poHteness and attention from my tenants, if you Hke to
bring your gun vrith you."
Robert responded most heartUy to these friendly overtures.
He declared that there was no earthly occupation that waimore agreeable to him than partridge shooting, and that he
fhould be only too deHghted to avaU himself of the pririlege so
kindly offered, to him. He could not help glancing towards
Clara as he said this. The perfect Hds drooped a Httlo over the
brown eyes, and the faintoat shadow of a blush illuminated the
beautiful face.
But this was the young barrister's last day in Elysium, and
there must be a dreary interval of days and nights and weeks
and months before the first of September would give him an
excuse for returning to Dorsetshire. A dreary interval which
fresh-coloured young squires, or fat vridowers of eight-and-forty,
might use to his disadvantage. I t was no wonder, therefore,
that he contemplated this dismal prospect with moody despair,
and was bad company for Miss Talboya that moming.
But in the evening after dinner, when the sun was low ir
the west, and Harcourt Talboys hne? retired to his library for

Bestored,

389

the anangement of some judicial business with his lawyer and
a tenant farmer, Mr. Audley grew a Httle more agi-eeable. He
stood by Clara's side in one of the long windows of the drawingroom, watching the shadows deepening in the sky and the rosy
western fight growing rosier as the day died out. He could not
help enjoying that quiet tete-a-tete, though the shadow of the
next morning's express which was to cany him away to London
loomed darkly across the pathway of his joy. He could not
help being happy in her presence; forgetful of*^ the past, reckless
of the future.
They talked of the one subject which was always a bond of
union between them. Tliey talked of her lost brother George.
She spoke of him in a very melancholy tone this evening. How
could she be othervrise than sad, remembering that if he Hved—
and she was not even sm-e of that—he was a lonely wanderer far
away from aU who loved him, and canying the memory of a
bfighted Hfe wherever he went. In the sombre twiHght stillness
she spoke of him thus, with her hands clasped and the teara
trembHng in her eyes.
" 1 cannot think how papa can be so resigned to my poor
brother's absence," she said, " for he does love him, Mr.
Audley; even you must have seen lately that he does love
him. But I cannot think how he can so quietly submit to his
absence. If I were a man, I would go to AustraHa, and find
him, and bring him back, if he was stUl to be found among
the Hving," she added in a lower voice.
She turned her face away from Robert, and looked out towards the darkening sky. He laid his hand upon her arm. I t
trembled in spite of him, and his voice trembled, too, as he spoke
to her.
" ShaU I go to look for your brother ? " he said.
" You!" She turned her head, and looked at him eamestiy
through her tears. ' Yon, Mr. Audley! Do you think that
I could ask you to ir ase such a sacrifice for me, or for those 1
love ? "
.
' And do you think, Clara, that I should think any sacrifice
ux) great if it were made for you P Do you tifink there is any
wyage I would refuse to take, if I knew that you woiUd wel5ome me when I came home, and thank me for having served
you faithfuUj P I wiU go from one end of the Contment of
AustraHa to the other to look for your brother, if you please,
Clara; and wiU never return aHve unless I brhig him with me,
and wiU take my chance of what reward you shaU give me fot
my labour."
Her head was bent, and it was some moments before ahe
•iBEwered him.
" You are < ery good and aeneroua, Mr. Audley," she said, at
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last, " and I feel tnis offer too much to be able to thank you tor
it. But—what you speak of could never be. By what right
could I accept such a sacrifice P "
" By the right which makes me your bounden slave for ever
and ever, whether you vriU or no. By the right of the love I
bear you, Clara," cried Mr. Audley, dropping on his knees,—
rather awkwardly, it must be confessed,—and covering a soft
Httle hand, which he had found half-hidden among the folds of
\ sUken dress, with passionate kisses.
" I love you, Clara," he said, " I love you. You may call for
your father, and have me turned out of me house this moment,
if you Hke; but I shaU go on loving you all the same: and I
shaU love you for ever and ever, whether you wiU or no."
The Httle hand was drawn away from his, but not with a
sudden or angry gesture, and it rested for one moment Hghtly
and tremulously upon his dark hair.
"Clara, Clara!" he murmured, in a low pleading voice, "shall
[ go to AustraHa to look for your brother?"
There was no answer. But then what need was there of any
answer P There is scarcely anything more dehcious than sUence
in such cases. Every moment of hesitation is a tacit avowal;
every pause is a tender confession.
" ShaU we both go, dearest P Shall we go as man and wife ?
ShaU we go together, my dear love, and bring our brother back
between us P "
Mr. Harcourt Talboys coming into the lamp-Ht room a quarter
of an hour afterwards, found Robert Audley alone, and had to
Hsten to a revelation which very much surpnsed him. Like aU
self-sufficient people, he was tolerably blind to everything that
happened under his nose, and he had fuUy beHeved that his own
society, and the Spartan regularity of his household, had been the
attractions which had made Dorsetshire deHghtful to his guest.
He was rather disappointed, therefore; but he bore his disappointment pretty weU, and expressed a placid and rather
stoical satisfaction at the turn which affau-s had taken.
" I have only one more point upon which I wish to obtain
yonr consent, my dear sir," Robert said, when almost everytliing
had been pleasantly settled. " Our honeymoon trip, -vrith your
permission, wiU be to AustraHa."
Mr. Talboys was taken aback by this. He brushed something
Hke a tearful mist away from his hard grey eyes as he offered
Robert his hand.
" You are going to look for my son," he said. " Bring mt
back my boy, and I vriL freely forgive you for haying robbed me
of my daughter."
So Robert Audley went back to London, to surrender his
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ftiambers in Fig-tree Court, and to make aU due imjairim zbovd
such AustraHan-bound vessels as sailed from Liverpool in thj
month of June.
He went back a new man, vrith new hopes, new cares, new
prospects, new purposes; with a life that was so entirely changed
that he looked out upon a world in which everything wore a
radiant and rosy aspect, and wondered how it could ever have
seemed such a dull, neutral-tinted universe.
He had fingered until after luncheon at Grange Heath, and i^
was in the dusky tvrilight that he entered the shady Temple
courts and found his way to his chambers. He found Mrs.
Maloney scrubbing the stairs, as was her wont upon a Saturday
evening, aud he had to make his way upward amidst an atmosphere of soapy steam, that made the banisters greasy under his

touch.

" There's lots of letthers, yer honour," the laundress said, as
she rose from her knees and flattened herself against the wall to
enable .Robert to pass her, "and there's some parrcels, and
there's a gentleman which has caUed ever so many times, and is
waitin' co-night, for I towld him you'd written to me to say
your rooms were to be ained."
" Very good, Mrs. M.; you may get me some dinner and a
pint of sherry as soon as you Hke, and see that my luggage is
all right, if you please."
He walked quietly up to his room to see who his risitor was.
He was not Hkely to be anybody of consequence. A dun,
perhaps; for Mr. Audley had left his affairs in the wildest contusion when he ran off in answer to Mr. Talboys' inritation, and
had been much too high up in the subfime Heaven of love to
remember any such sublunary matters as unsettled taUors' bills.
He opened the door of his sitting-room, and walked in. The
canaries were singing their fareweU to the setting sun, and the
faint yeUow Hght was ffickering upon the geranium leaves
The risitor, whoever he was, sat with his back to the vrindow
and his head bent upon his breast. But he started to his feet
as Robert Audley entered the room, and the young man uttered
a great cry of deHght and surprise, and opened his arms to Ids
lost friend, George Talboys.
Mrs. Maloney had to fetch more wine and more dinner from
the tavern which she honoured with her patronage, and the two
young men sat deep into the night by the hearth which had so
long been lonely.
"We know how much Robert had to teU. He touched fightly
and tenderly upon that subject which he knew was cruelly painful to his friend; he srid very Httle of the wretched woman who
vas wearing out the remnant of her vricked Hfe in the quiet
ijuburb of the forgotten Belgian city
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George Talboys spoke very briefly of that sunny seventh of
September, upon which he had left his friend sleeping by th€
trout-stream, whUe he went to accuse his false vrife of that
conspiracy which had weU nigh broken his heart.
" God knows that from the moment in which I sank into the
black pit, knowing the treacherous hand that had sent me te
what might have been my death, my chief thought was of thi
safety of the woman who had betrayed me. I fell upon my feet
upon a mass of slush and mire, but my shoulder was bruised,
and my arm broken against the side of the weU. I was stunned
and dazed for a few minutes, but I roused myself by an effort,
for I felt that the atmosphere I breathed was deadly. I had
my AustraHan experiences to help me in my peril, and I could
cHnib Hke a cat. The stones of which the well was built were
rugged and inegular, and I was able to work my way upwards
by planting my feet in the interstices of the stones, and resting
my back at times against the opposite side of the weU, helping
myself as weU as I could with my hands, though one arm was
cnppled. I t was hard work, Bob, and it seems strange enough
that a man who had long professed himself weary of his Hfe
should take so much trouble to preserve it. I think I must
have been working upwards of half an hour before I got to the
top; I know the time seemed an etemity of pain and peril. It
was impossible for me to leave the place until after dark without
being observed, so I hid myself beliind a clump of laurel bushes
and lay down on the grass, faint and exhausted, to wait for
nightfaU. The man who found me there told you the rest;

Robert."

"Yes, my poor old friend—yes, he told me all."
" B u t he could not teU you that I changed my mind after
giving him that letter for you, and determined to bid my best
friend good-bye before I left England. I came to Fig-tree
Court early on the morning of the ninth, and knocked half a dozen
times at the door of the chambers—but there was no answer,
the door was locked, and I gave up the attempt in despair,
thinking that you had not returned to London."
George had not been to Australia after all. He had gone on
Doard tiie Victoria Regia, but had afterwards exchanged his
berth for one in another vessel belonging to the same owners,
aud had gone to New York, where he had stayed as long as he
could support the weariness of his exUe; as long as he could
endure the loneHness of an eristence which separated him from
every friend he had ever known.
"Jonathan was very kind to me. Bob," he said; " I hcd
enough money to enable me to get on pretty well in my own
fluifet way, and I meant to have started on the Califomian goldudib to get more when, that was gone. I migh; 'lave made
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plenty of friends had I pleased, but I earned the old bullet in
my "breast; and what sympathy cotUd I have with men who
knew nothing of my grief? I yearned for the strong grasp of
your hand, Bob; the friendly touch of the hand wmch had
lyaided nie tlirQti.^h the darkest passage of my Hfe.'"

CHAPTER XLTl,
AT

EEACE,

Two years have passed since the May twiHght in which Robert
found, his old friend ; and Mr. Audley's dream of a fairy cottage
nas been realized between Teddington Locks and Hampton
Bridge, where, amid a little forest of foHage, there is a fantastical dweUing-place of rastic wood-work, whose latticed windows
look out upon the river. Here, amongst the Hlies and the
rushes on the sloping bank, a brave boy of eight years old
plays with a toddfing baby who peeps wondeiingly from its
nurse's arms at that other baby m the purple depth of the
quiet water.
Mr. Audley has had his first brief, and has distinguished
himself iu the great breach of promise case of Hobbs v. Nobbs,
wherein he convulsed the Court by his deliciously comic rendering of the faithless Nobbs's amatory correspondence. The
handsome dark-eyed boy is Master George Talboys, who
decfines mMsa at Eton, and fishes for tadpoles in the clear
water under the spreading umbrage beyond the iried waUs of
his academy. But he comes very often to the fairy cottage to
see his father, who Hves there with his sister and his sister's
husband; and he is very happy with his uncle Robert, his aunt
Clara, and the pretty baby who has just begun to toddle on the
smooth lawn that slopes down to the water's brink, upon which
there is a Httle Swiss boat-house and landing-stage where
Robert and George moor their slender wherries.
Other people come to t>k? cottage near Teddington. A
bright, merry-hearted girl, anS a grey-bearded gentleman, who
has surrived the trouble of his Hfe, and battled vrith it as 8
Christian should.
I t is more than a year since a black-edged letter, written
upon foreign paper, came to Robert Auclley, to announce
the death of a certain Madame Taylor, who had expired
peacefuUy at ViUebrumeuse, dying after a long iUness, which
Monsieur Val described as a maladie de Icmguewr.
Another risitor comes to the cottage in this bright summer
of 1861,—a frank, generous-hearted young man, xfho toesefi
ihe lw,by, and plays witii Georgey, and is especially great in
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the.management of the boats, which are never ic,;. .rhea Sir
Harry Towers is at Teddington.
There is a pretty rustic smoking-room over the Swiss boathouse, in which the gentlemen sit and smoke in the summei
evenings, and whence they are summoned by Clara and AHcia
to drink tea, and eat strawberries and cream under a noble old
mulberry tree upon the lawn.
Audley Court is shut up, and a grim old housekeeper reigns
paramount in the mansion which my lady's ringing laughter
once made musical. A curtain hangs before the pre-RaphaeHte
portrait: and the blue mould which artiste dread gathers upon
the Wouvermans and Poussins, the Cuyps and Tintorettos.
The house is often shown to inquisitive risitors, though the
baronet is not informed of that fact, and people admire my
lady's rooms, and ask many questions about the pretty, fairhaired woman who died abroad.
Sir Michael has no fancy to return to the famiHar dweUingplace in which he once dreamt a brief dream of impossible
happiness. He has taken up his abode in London until AHcia
shall be Lady Towers, when he is to remove to a house he has
lately bought in Hertfordshire, on the borders of his son-inlaw's estate. George Talboys is very happy with his sister and
his old friend He is a young man yet, and it is not quite impossible that he may by-and-by find some one who wiU be able
to console him for the past. That dark story of the past fades
Httle by Httle every day, and there may come a time in which
the shadow my lady's wickedness has cast upon the young
man's Hfe vriU utterly vanish away.
The meerschaums and the French novels have been presented
to a young Templar, with whom Robert Audley had been
friendly in his bachelor days, and Mrs. Maloney has a HttU
pension paid her quarterly for her care of the canaries and
geraniums.
I hope no one wiU take objection to my story because the
end of it leaves the good people all happy and at peace. If my
experience of life has not been very long, it has at least been
manifold; and I can safely subscnbe to that which a mighty
king and a great phUosopher declared, when he said thai
neither the experience of his youth nor age had ever shown bin
'' the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging their bread."
•*"5B E I T B .
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