
 
 
 
 
 



    Rita
  


  The Lie Circumspect


  


 



  
    EAN 8596547321620
  



 
    DigiCat, 2022

	Contact: DigiCat@okpublishing.info
    
  








[image: ]


Author of "Peg the Rake," "Kitty the Rag," 

"The Sin of Jasper Standish," "The Grinding Mills of God," 

"The Mystery of the Dark House," "A Daughter of the People," 

&c., &c.


Table of Contents








CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II.

CHAPTER III.

CHAPTER IV.

CHAPTER V.

CHAPTER VI.

CHAPTER VII.

CHAPTER VIII.

CHAPTER IX.

CHAPTER X.

CHAPTER XI.

CHAPTER XII.

CHAPTER XIII.

CHAPTER XIV.

CHAPTER XV.

CHAPTER XVI.

CHAPTER XVII.

CHAPTER XVIII.

CHAPTER XIX.

CHAPTER XX.

CHAPTER XXI.

CHAPTER XXII.

CHAPTER XXIII.

CHAPTER XXIV.

CHAPTER XXV.

CHAPTER XXVI.

CHAPTER XXVII.

CHAPTER XXVIII.

CHAPTER XXIX.

CHAPTER XXX.

CHAPTER XXXI.

CHAPTER XXXII.

CHAPTER XXXIII.

CHAPTER XXXIV.

CHAPTER XXXV.

CHAPTER XXXVI.

CHAPTER XXXVII.

CHAPTER XXXVIII.

CHAPTER XXXIX.









CHAPTER I.


Table of Contents



The waning daylight struggled with an autumn mist that crept coldly
up from the damp ground, and covered the wide expanse of moorland
stretching right and left of a huge stone building shut in by high
walls and iron gates—but something stronger, too, than either wall
or gates, the strength of that great power which the criminal and the
offender have defied, only to fall crushed and broken beneath its
iron-handed justice.

While yet the daylight struggled with the gathering shadows, a side
gate within the dreary building was unlocked and thrown open. Behind
it the light showed a stone-paved square, dreary, and desolate and
deserted. Before and beyond, the moor lay wide and dark, stretching
into phantom space that the brooding autumn sky shut in on every side.
In that gateway a man stood and looked out to freedom, and back to
bondage. Stood for one brief moment, and then with drooped head stepped
forth to freedom and liberty, unknown for four long, awful years.

The warder who accompanied him spoke a few cheery words, but received
no answer. He shrugged his shoulders. "Sullen and silent still," he
said. "Well, good-bye, and better luck. You say you can find your
way—are you sure?"

"Yes, yes," came the hurried answer. "I know. I need no guide." He
almost stumbled in his eagerness.

He lifted his head to the misty sky and drank in the damp, moist air
with thirsting lips. He was free at last—free, he told himself, and
yet again murmured and echoed the word as if its joy and new-given
liberty were something his lips could never tire of repeating. Free to
tread God's earth; to breathe God's air; to see the blessed sunshine
blurred by no prison bars; to taste the sweets of liberty; to walk
unfettered; to speak, laugh, move, breathe once again; to look his
fellows in the face.

His thoughts stopped there abruptly. His head drooped again. The iron
weight of misery rolled back upon his soul and crushed out the delusive
visions hope had begun to weave.

No, never again would he look in men's faces as four years ago he
had looked. The prison taint was in his soul, the prison stamp upon
his brow. Four years of shame and degradation had bowed his form and
embittered his spirit. The crime for which he had suffered seemed light
in comparison with the punishment inflicted. He told himself it was a
fault of impulse—of youth misled and ill-considered. But even as he
told it, he seemed to hear the rattle of dice, the shuffle of cards,
the taunt of voices, urging a last venture with Fortune. Even as he
thrust away self-reproach he seemed to see the hot flush of shame
dyeing a woman's face, and the unutterable rebuke of her gentle eyes.

He stood quite still, his eyes upraised, the air stirred by his labored
breath. Quite still and conscious of nothing save that once again life
offered him a place in the world beyond—that he was free.

A form, shadowy as the mist stepped suddenly forward and a voice spoke
his name—a woman's form, a woman's voice.

"Lawrence?" it said. And once again, as if afraid of his recognition,
"Lawrence, husband, it is you? I waited. I knew the day. I counted the
hours. I had not courage to go there, to that dreadful place, but I
waited here; so that you might feel you were not alone, not forgotten.
Oh, my dear, my dear. Say you are glad to see me."

Her hands clasped his. She was sobbing wildly. The sight of the little
bundle he carried, of his close-cut hair, of his thin, furrowed face,
were all as shocks to her, seen by the light of a memory that had only
shown him handsome, young, beloved.

With the touch of her hands and the sound of her sobs a great change
swept over him.

"You here! You! You came to meet me? Oh, Nell! What can I say to you?"

"Oh, hush!" she cried. "Who should forgive if not I, your wife, for
whom you sinned, for whom you have suffered? But it is all over now. We
will not speak of it. All over, all suffered, all atoned for! Oh! let
us think only of that. Let all the rest be forgotten."

"You are—alone?" he questioned hoarsely.

"I have a carriage waiting for you close by. We will drive to Moortown
to-night. To-morrow we will leave England for a time. Then, when we
return, I have a home for you, Lawrence. God has been good to me, and
I have prospered. We shall have happy years yet, dear, you and I, and
our child. You have never asked about her, Lawrence. But, of course,
you have never seen her. Oh! how you will love her. A mischievous
sprite, but tender for all that. But how I run on! And it so cold; and
you—you are shivering, dear. Oh, come, we are wasting precious time.
The carriage is close by, at the corner of the road. Come! Yet stay one
moment. Lawrence, do you know you have never kissed me yet?"

He thrust aside her clinging arms and a hoarse cry escaped his lips.
"With prison gates in sight," he said. "With the taint upon me? Kiss
you! No, Nell, I could not! Wait till we are away from here, out of
sight and reach and the atmosphere of this cursed place. Then—and yet
not even then. I have forfeited all right to your love. It is pity
that brings you here, pity for a felon—an outcast—a man not worth a
thought of yours."

"A man," she said, "whom I love, and pity, and forgive with all my
heart."

"God for ever bless you!" he cried brokenly. "Your love makes me
ashamed. I never deserved it, even at my best; and now——"

"Say no more, dear," she pleaded. "Only come away. And oh, if you would
try to forget, as I shall, for life is all before us still, and many
happy years and prosperous, God willing. Come."

She linked her arm in his and drew him gently away. The evening shadows
fell behind them. The mist seemed to part as the last red spear of
sunlight pierced it through and through, and so parting, left a track
for them over the stony road. Across this track gleamed the red light
of carriage lamps; the breath of the waiting horses mingled with the
wreathing mist. The figure of the driver standing at their heads looked
ghostly and indistinct. He turned his head at the sound of approaching
footsteps. A natural curiosity was in his eyes. When a carriage was
brought to this lonely spot a good guess might be made at the reason.
The woman hurried forward; she laid her hand on the carriage door and
swung it open. Her companion entered. The driver closed the door,
mounted the box, and whipped up the tired horses.

Wave upon wave the mist rolled back, blotting out the road behind them,
the high stone walls, the gleaming lights of the huge building raised
by convict hands for convict prisoners.

The carriage followed the coach road across the dreary moor. Dreary
at all times, but unspeakably so in this grey haze that, slowly
gliding over vale and hill, left all it touched a deep and shrouded
mystery. The horses strained their heads or started as weird shapes
loomed suddenly out of darkness into the red halo of the carriage
lamps. Steadily they pursued their journey, the driver keeping them at
one even trot. Sometimes they dipped into spectral hollows, only to
emerge and push their way defiantly against misty crests well-known as
obstacles through years of dogged surmounting, sometimes plodded warily
over the wide moor, windswept from every quarter, bending patient heads
to meet the blast that even in summer holds its revels there.

The inmates of the carriage were very silent. Strong emotions do not
readily lend themselves to speech, and both their hearts were full to
breaking point, with thoughts that the one dared not utter, the other
dared not betray.

Their hands were clasped in a close embrace, palm touching palm, an
occasional tremor thrilling them, but otherwise they remained seated
side by side, saying not a word, only gazing out of the windows at the
rolling mist, the straining horses, the weird and spectral shadows on
which the red lamps threw their glow.

On one side that silence was eloquent of suffering, of memory, of pride
smarting at every touch, of dead hopes lifting faces wan and pale from
their shroud of vanished years.

It lasted so long that the moorland and the mist were things of the
past, and the road had lost its dreary outlines and allowed itself
bordered by trees rich in autumnal coloring, arched by a sky in which a
host of stars had gathered and gleamed to light the path of night. So
long that at last, half-frightened, the woman turned and spoke.

"We shall soon be in the town, Lawrence. Our train leaves at midnight.
You can dine and rest——"

She felt him shrink back, and guessed his unspoken thought.

"I have a private room, dear," she urged. "No one need see you, and in
my box are clothes—those you left behind."

His white face hardened.

"You seem to have thought of everything," he said.

"I tried to—spare you," she said gently. "I knew it would seem strange
at first."

"And where does the money come from?" he asked. "There was little
enough left when——"

"I know. Do not say it. But remember I told you I had prospects. I have
money, plenty of money. Enough for both—for all. You need not ever
work again, unless you choose. It is a long story; I cannot tell you
now. I only want you to rest and—forget."

"As if I ever could!" he said bitterly.

"Time heals all sorrows and their memories, dear."

"Not such memories as mine. Disgrace—punishment, chains, bondage.
A wild beast's life for manhood! God above! How can one forget such
things as these?"

She uttered no reproach. She did not tell him that his punishment,
severe as it had been, was a punishment his own reckless actions had
challenged; that his sufferings sharpened with physical agony had yet
been matched by those her own heart had known, and well nigh broken
under. She kept silence; but the hot tears welled in her eyes and
rolled one by one down her pale cheeks.

He went on, unheeding as unseeing her agony.

"Life is only an ugly tangle for me hence forward. Things like this are
never forgotten. Never till one is dead, and even then some evil tongue
finds a time to lash one's memory. Those we leave behind have to suffer
also."

She thought, "If he had remembered this four years sooner!" But still
she was silent, fearing to reproach by seeming to agree.

"I cannot judge you," she faltered at last.

"You never will," he said. "You are one of those women of whom life
makes martyrs; loving, suffering, enduring; dwelling in the inner
darkness of silence—for fear of hurting what you love. It was seeing
your patience, gauging your powers of endurance, feeling that I, by
my selfishness, had robbed you of all that was your right, that drove
me——"

Her hand tightened on his arm.

"Don't, Lawrence," she cried involuntarily. "Don't say it was my fault.
Spare me that, at least!"

He looked at her then and a pang of self-reproach shot through his
selfish heart.

"No," he said moodily, "it was not your fault. You were easily content;
but poverty is a harsh taskmaster." His tone was sullen and his eyes
left her face again and turned to the window with relief. The smallness
of his own nature, measured by the greatness of hers, filled him with a
grudging self-pity. He was ashamed—and yet the consciousness of shame
annoyed him. The news she had brought of prosperity was less welcome
because it was her gift—not his. Had Fortune befriended him, had he
been able to play at princeliness it would have gratified his pride
and seemed a deed of atonement; but to receive benefits from the hand
of the woman whom he had loaded with humiliation was inexpressibly
galling, even in this hour of liberty.

His thoughts had all been of restitution—of amendment—of righting
himself in her eyes—winning some share of the world's prizes to throw
at her feet. Now she was playing the part he had set himself, and her
very magnanimity shamed him.

The carriage stopped at an old-fashioned hotel in the little town she
had named; the lights flashed upon his face and recalled something of
long-forfeited liberty.

The coachman held open the door and the woman entered the wide-open
passage. The man followed her and she led the way up the shallow
stairs and into a room on the first floor. To his dazzled eyes it
seemed almost luxurious; yet it was simple enough. The fire threw out
a welcome blaze, the lamp on the white cloth lit up the bright autumn
flowers, and glass and silver laid ready for a meal.

She opened another door leading from this room and bade him enter.

"You will find all you need there," she said gently. "And dinner can be
served as soon as you are ready."

He understood her meaning and her reticence. Words would have seemed
indelicate to a mind keenly sensitive to the feelings of others, as was
hers. He closed the door and approaching the black leather trunk on the
hearthrug opened it and took out the clothes she had brought for his
use.

He slipped off those he wore and which had been given back to him on
his day of release. They, too, seemed to have the prison taint and
were hateful. A can of hot water stood beside the washstand, and with
almost feverish eagerness he laved face and arms and chest, as if he
sought to cleanse himself from all the hateful stains and memories and
indignities of the past four years.

When he stood again in clean linen, in a gentleman's dress, surrounded
by the comforts and luxuries so long forfeited, a wild sense of
exhilaration rioted in his veins. He drew his slender figure up with
some of the old pride and the old satisfaction. He looked at his face,
about which the hair and moustache had been allowed to grow a short
time before his term of imprisonment ended.

It was a handsome face still, though lined and furrowed, and hardened,
too, by reason of trials undergone, of honor forfeited, of shame
bitter and self-wrought. A handsome face, and yet marred by an
underlying weakness; a certain furtive, half-rebellious defiance, that
spoke of a nature coerced not conquered into penitence. For at heart
Lawrence Latimer was not penitent, though he told himself he was. He
was bitterly ashamed, but he was also bitterly resentful. He blamed
circumstances—Fate—life—everything that could be called blamable for
his own folly and his own sin.

Temptation had overtaken him in a weak moment; he had swerved from the
path of duty—also in a weak moment. Repentance had followed quickly,
but not successfully. Awkward results, discovery, trial, condemnation,
all these had been as sharp-dealt blows of a Nemesis too swiftly on
his track. But he had paid the debt, he told himself. Paid, atoned,
suffered. Man can do no more.

Surely he had wiped his sum of offence off the slate of life by those
four years of humiliation. Surely he was at liberty now to forget, and
make others forget, if their memories threatened inconvenience. As the
thought crossed his mind he heard the entry of dinner and its attendant
service in the room beyond. He caught sight of his own face, as it had
been used to look, his own figure as it had been used to bear itself.

He turned softly to the opening door and the flush that dyed his
cheek was less shamed than exultant now. He stretched his arms out to
the little patient figure standing there, the light shining upon her
uncovered head and in the tender pity of her eyes.

"Come to me, Nell," he said softly. "Come! I can kiss you now."

She closed the door behind her and crept into his outstretched arms,
and with a little sob her head fell upon his breast. For a moment he
let her rest there—a moment that repaid four empty, torturing years.
Then he drew himself away and holding her hands in both his own looked
sternly at her troubled face.

"Nell," he said, in a hard, repressed voice, "we take up life again
to-night where we laid it down. We go out to face the world and defy
it. These four years lie in a grave whose headstone is to be for ever
marked by silence. From this hour your lips must never mention them any
more than my own. Promise this, and swear you will never break that
promise so long as we both shall live."

Startled and white as death, she looked up at his face. It was not the
face she had known and loved in her girlish innocence; not the face
that had haunted her memory for four despairing years. It was the face
of a man into whose soul the iron of suffering had entered, whose heart
had been seared, not purified, in the furnace of sorrow. It takes a
great nature to bear deserved punishment, and Lawrence Latimer's nature
was not great.

"Do you mean," she said slowly, "that you will tell me nothing?—that I
am to ask——"

"You are to ask—nothing," he said. "The pages are torn out and burnt.
If they may not be rewritten, at least they can be destroyed."

Her labored breath came slowly through her parted lips.

"Four years lie between us," she faltered. "Four years of penance—of
atonement. You will tell me nothing of those years?"

"Nothing," he said. "Let them be as if they had had no existence. From
this hour they shall have none."

"Others," she said, "will remember, Lawrence, the shadow of committed
sin never ceases to dog our footsteps. If I read your secret in other
eyes, if its whispers haunt me in the life to which we go, am I still
to keep silent? Must all confidence be closed?"

"On this one point," he said doggedly. "To speak of it—even this
once—taxes all my powers of endurance. I cannot suffer again—I will
not. If you have wealth, as you say, it must purchase peace for me.
Peace and silence—buy them how you may. Promise!"

He laid his hands upon her shoulders, pressing the slight frame with
unconscious force in the earnestness of his own desire.

Her lips moved, but her eyes sought his no longer. The pity of their
gaze was quenched by sudden fear.

"I promise," she said, "but a day may come when it would be better for
us both to speak and to trust, as now—we cannot."

His hands released her then. He lifted his head defiantly and the
mirror gave him back some momentary flash of his old youth and his old
spirit.

But he said nothing, only stretched out his hand and led her into the
room where dinner was awaiting them.
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The old manor house of Torbart Royal was ablaze with lights. Fires
burned cheerily in every room and open doors showed pleasant vistas of
comfort and homeliness on which no modern luxury had set its fantastic
seal. The old housekeeper, arrayed in rustling black silk and full of
importance as befitted her position, passed in dignified silence from
room to room, pausing at last in the hall, where the logs crackled and
blazed in the open fireplace.

"They should be here by now," she said, and summoned the staff of
servants she had been told to engage, in order to give a fitting
welcome to the new arrivals.

Her critical glance swept over caps and aprons. The butler was her
own husband, and, like herself, a family retainer, well-seasoned and
of befitting dignity. Housemaids, parlormaids, cook, all bore her
surveillance with equanimity. It had surprised her that no lady's
maid was needed. The omission made her somewhat curious about her new
mistress.

"Where is Connor?" she asked suddenly.

"I'm here, ma'am," answered a voice rich in possibilities of brogue,
held in check by due consciousness of its strangeness in comparison
with the mincing English tongue.

Disapproval shone in Mrs. Burton's' eyes. "You have no cap on," she
said sternly.

"I never wore one in all my life, ma'am," was the reply. "And if her
ladyship the Countess of Cullagh didn't require it of me I'm thinking
I'll do very well for plain 'mistress' in this country."

"That is not the way to speak to me," said Mrs. Burton sternly. "And if
you mean to keep you place you will have to mend your manners; let me
tell you that."

"It was sore need of repair they were in before I came to this country
to mend them," retorted the rebuked person, who was a comely-looking
woman of some thirty years, with a pale face of Madonna-like beauty,
and soft brown hair that rippled on either side of it in a fashion that
scorned the power of caps to humiliate or adorn. The other servants
tittered. Mary Connor had only been two days in the house, but already
had asserted a prerogative of free speech.

"There are the wheels," exclaimed the butler suddenly.

A sense of alertness at once expressed itself in the little crowd,
and Irish Mary (engaged as nurse for the little daughter of the new
arrivals), stepped slightly out of the rank and bent an eager gaze upon
the open door.

The wheels stopped and in another moment the travellers entered. A
party of three. A tall man, whose thick iron-grey hair contrasted oddly
with his youthful face, and a slight, graceful woman, holding by the
hand a little child of some six years of age.

The housekeeper gave a stately curtsey and murmured conventional
greeting.

"I trust you will find everything satisfactory, madam," she concluded.

"I am sure I shall," said her new mistress, with a smile so sweet
that Irish Mary's heart went out to her at once. Her eyes fell from
the mother to the child, and the roguish beauty of the little face
completed her conquest.

She advanced to announce herself—regardless of etiquette. "You are
kindly welcome, ma'am," she said. "And the darling little lady, too,
God bless her; with a face for all the world like sunshine on a May
morning. It's I am to be your nurse, darling. Mary Connor at your
service. Of Waterford county; that's my native place. Oh, we'll be the
great friends intirely when we get to know one another, won't we, me
pretty one? Sure and not one of the little countesses beyant where I've
been living could hold a candle to ye for beauty and style."

"You—you are the nurse?" said the lady, a half smile touching her pale
lips.

"I am, ma'am—as Mrs. Burton here can tell ye."

"Then will you please take my little girl to the nursery and get her
some tea. She is tired, I am sure. Burton, will you see about the
luggage. My little girl's things are in the trunk marked No. II. What
time will dinner be ready?"

"In half an hour, madame, if convenient. Shall I show you your rooms?"

"If you please." She hesitated and glanced at her husband. "Will you
come also, Lawrence?"

His glance had been wandering from point to point, taking in the luxury
and comfort and beauty of the place with critical eye. He had no right
of possession in it whatever save that of owing its inheritor as wife.
Unexpectedly and by a curious chain of circumstances the estate had
come to her. Its late owner had been an uncle whom she had not seen
since childhood. She had never set foot in the house from the time she
was as young as her own little girl—yet it seemed to her familiar and
unchanged.

A sense of pleasure in its possession swept over her as her eyes
wandered from the glowing hall to the richly-carpeted stairs, the oak
seats and tables, the quaint pottery, the tapestry and pictures, and
spoils of chase and hunting field. Involuntarily she stretched out her
hand to her husband. "Do you like it, dear?" she asked softly. "Is it
not homelike and beautiful?"

"Yes," he said, throwing off his fur-lined coat and hat. "A nice old
place. You described it very well."

The housekeeper's eyes flashed a sudden indignant glance at the
indifferent face of the speaker.

"A nice old place!" To hear a house whose age was traditional in the
county, whose family history was renowned, described as "a nice old
place," and by one to whom it only came through marriage with one of
the family. Times were indeed changed.

She led the way up the staircase and across the corridor and showed
her new mistress her bedroom with a silent dignity that she hoped was
impressive. It might have been had that mistress been less preoccupied
by her own thoughts and memories. The housekeeper, bent on maintaining
dignity, merely threw open doors to various announcements. "Your
bedroom, madam. Mr. Haughton's dressing-room—your boudoir—the
bathroom." So she went on. "The nurseries are above, as perhaps you
remember?"

A peal of laughter and the sound of eager feet gave due assurance of
that fact.

"You gave no orders about a lady's maid," continued the housekeeper.
"Shall I assist you for to-night?"

"Thank you—no. I need no one," was the quick answer. "I am used to
wait on myself, and prefer it."

Mrs. Burton's physiognomy expressed faint surprise.

"One of the other maids can do what little I require," continued her
mistress. "At least for the present. Now, if you will see that my
luggage is brought up, I will dispense with your kind offices. We shall
not dress for dinner to-night, we are too fatigued."

The housekeeper curtsied again and retired, murmuring that the new
successor to the family honors was certainly a very strange lady and
apparently unused to the ways of good society.

"No lady's maid, no dressing for dinner. Well, well, what a change for
Torbart Manor."

She discussed the newcomers very seriously with her husband, when
dinner was over and his duties completed.

Their late master had been somewhat of a recluse. A scholarly, silent,
self-absorbed man, caring little for the world around or about him,
going nowhere and entertaining no one. Early in life he had married a
cousin of his own. She had died and left him childless. The brother,
who was next of kin, lived chiefly abroad. They rarely corresponded,
and never met. It was to this brother's only child that the property
had now descended. All that Mrs. Burton knew of her was that she had
married and lived abroad in some part of France ever since. Her husband
had assumed the family name with the family inheritance, but neither
of them had apparently been in undue haste to take possession. Two
whole years had elapsed and only at their expiration had the new owners
appeared on the scene.

Naturally, the housekeeper and butler, with stories of "old families"
and their behaviour in their possession, found plenty to complain of
and criticise here.

"It's being all new and strange to them must make a difference," said
the butler. "Living in them foreign countries must be deteriorating in
its effects."

Harbury Burton loved long words, and affected a certain scholarly style
founded on his late master.

"Deteriorating!—stuff and nonsense. She's married beneath her, that's
what it is," snapped the housekeeper. "And she's lowering her dignity
to keep pace with his. There's something about that husband of Mrs.
Haughton's that I don't like. He don't look you straight in the face.
He don't seem masterful and sure as if he had his own rights and his
own duties, and meant to do them. It's a thousand pities that Mr.
Anthony Haughton hadn't a son. Property in the female line always loses
its value. Strangers stepping in and upsetting what's gone before.
That's how it will be with Torbart Royal. You'll see if I'm not right."

"Little Miss Valerie is a beautiful child," said the old man suddenly.

"She is, I grant you, but a handful, or I'm no judge. Eyes like her's
mean mischief."

"Well, well, it's early days for faulting the family," said the old
man. "After all it's dying out fast. What's left is only in the female
line again."

"Mrs. Haughton is young enough to have a family of sons!" exclaimed
Mrs. Burton. "Though she does look delicate." The old man shook his
head. "There's something weighing on her heart, I'm sure of it. And
there's fear in her face. Fear of—what, Susan?"

"I'm sure I don't know. What should there be?"

"It's not for me to say. But I caught it. It's in her eyes, her voice
sometimes. Perhaps there's a secret in the background of her life."

"Stuff and nonsense. Secret! You're in your dotage Harbury. Secrets!
Why, if ever there was a family open and above board, and straight as
a die, it's the Haughtons. Quiet, well-conditioned folk, not a scandal
among them."

"That's doesn't prevent one coming into their records, Susan."

"Of course it doesn't. But what's the good of looking for it. Sorrows
are none too fond of lagging behind us that we should be whipping them
up for fear of delay."

"True," he answered. "True. I hope you're right, Susan. But what I
saw in her face was fear, I tell you. And when there's fear in the
background there's a reason for it."

"Well, they've taken care to bring no one who can tell tales, if so be
there's any to tell. No valet, no maid, no nurse. Whatever's to find,
Harbury, we've only our own eyes and ears to trust to. Not that I want
to make any discovery that's not to the credit of the family, but, all
the same, if there's one thing on earth I can't do with, it's secrecy
and underhandedness. And I tell you, Harbury, straight, I don't like
the new master of Torbart Royal!"
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Lawrence Haughton and his wife sat opposite each other in the great
dining-room, where the polished table gave back reflections of fruit
and wine, and silver and crystal. The butler had withdrawn and the
strain which an unwonted presence had occasioned relaxed to the sound
of the closing door.

"After all position is a great burden," exclaimed Mrs. Haughton. "I
suppose it's not being used to grandeur that makes it so wearisome. One
seems obliged to live for other people, to keep up a pretence in which
one's heart is not. How worried you look, Lawrence. What is it? Shall
I venture to ask our dignified rulers if I may have the Sprite down to
dessert."

"It may make things livelier," he said. "We will have her impressions
by way of relief."

He rose and rang the bell and gave the order.

"We shall get used to it all in time," he said, as he resumed his seat.

"Of all the faces here I like Mary Connor's best," said his wife. "I
hope she and Val will get on."

A peal of laughter, a flash of skirts through the open doorway, and to
the sound of hasty remonstrances the child had flown from her nurse's
restraining hand, and perched herself upon her father's knee.

"I told you I should come down. I always mean to," she said defiantly.
"Mayn't I come to dinner, p'tit papa? like I used to in France. Tell
Mary I may, won't you?"

"You must ask your mother," he said. "She knows what is best and how
little English girls behave."

"Not to dinner, Val," said Mrs. Haughton. "To dessert, if you are very
good, and—and we are alone," she added.

Then she turned to the nurse, who was standing by the door. "I am
afraid Miss Valerie has been rather spoilt," she said. "Being so much
with grown-up people and going wherever we went, she naturally thinks
it must continue."

"Sure, me lady, a bit of wilfulness niver hurt a woman yet," answered
Mary O'Connor. "And 'tis she'll be the lovely girl one of these days.
Six years, she tells me; and the sense of ten. And the ways of her!
Well, I'll niver be saying again an English child is wanting in spirit.
When shall I come for her to go to bed, me lady?"

"At eight o'clock," answered Mrs. Haughton. "And, Mary, I am not 'my
lady.' You must address me as the other servants do."

"I beg pardon, ma'am. It's being used to it, living so long with the
Countess and her granddaughters."

"Why did you leave Ireland?" enquired her mistress.

"I came over with one of the young ladies on a visit. I was acting-maid
for her, and the next thing she does is to get married to an officer in
the army and go off with herself to India. And then I thought I'd take
another situation, and I saw the advertisement of Mrs. Burton, and with
me references she took me at once. And that's all, ma'am."

The child meanwhile had slipped from her father's knee and was
apparently amusing herself by a survey of the room. She flitted to
and fro in a pretty, fantastic fashion that was like a dance set to
the music of her wilful fancies. She curtsied and grimaced at her
reflection in the mirrors and the polished mahogany, tossed rosy
apples to and fro and caught them with elfish laughter, and all the
time her wild bright eyes watched the faces of the speakers, flashing
interrogation from one to the other, as if she was forming some private
judgment of her own from their words and expressions.

Her father tried to coax her back to his knee, but she refused to come,
approaching only to elude his outstretched hand, and laughing softly at
each futile effort.

"Is that always the way with her, ma'am?" asked Mary O'Connor. "For,
indade, it took all me time to catch her, leave alone the dressing of
her, and nothing but that she was set upon seeing the big dining-room
would have kept her steady under me hands for the space of two minutes."

"Val, dear, this will never do," said her mother, gently. "You must be
good and obedient to nurse. It is not possible for me to do everything
for you as I used to do. That is why I have engaged Mary."

The child danced still her airy measure up and down the room, and gave
no answer save a mocking smile.

"You may go now, Mary," said Mrs. Haughton. "And come back at 8
o'clock."

As the door closed she called the child to her side and something in
the voice told the Sprite she meant to be obeyed. She stopped her
fantastic movements and approached. Her mother laid a hand upon her
shoulder, over which the rich brown hair rippled in natural waves.

"Listen to me, Val," she said. "Now that we have come to England and to
our own home I want you to be like other little English girls. You have
run wild long enough. But you are older now, and must learn there is
something in the world besides play and mischief."

"Mais oui; but regard then, maman, explain to me this, when before
I bring to mind we lived in one little home, n'est ce 'pas?—in a
big town full of noise, of people. Do we go there again?—for it is
triste, this great big house, these long galleries, what nurse calls
them. Is it here we stay?"

Her mother's face flushed scarlet and she give a quick apprehensive
glance at her husband. Then the flush died away, leaving only a sickly
pallor behind it.

"You are talking nonsense," she said sharply. "The big town was in
France; where—where we have all come from."

"But he was not with us," answered the Sprite, pointing at her father.
"And you were for always, always sewing. And the people—they spoke
like they do here. It all came to me when we must leave the steamer,
and you say, 'It is England—we are arrived."

Her mother turned away and lifted her half-empty wineglass to her lips.

"Regard but your hand, how it shakes," said the child. "You do not
like that I remember things? But I cannot help it. When I shut
my eyes—so—I see pictures; and I know I have been in them—the
pictures; and you, aussi—but not p'tit papa. Another sort em
monsieur—a kind monsieur—who wore bright things over his eyes and
did bring to me chocolates. Voila!"

"Run away and play," said her mother. "And don't talk foolish nonsense.
It's not possible you can remember; you were only a baby when——"

She stopped abruptly. Her lips tightened. Lawrence rose and pushed back
his chair, and went over to the fireplace. His wife's eyes rested on
the child, who once again commenced her fantastic movements, tossing
the fruit and catching it, and pausing here and there to examine some
article of furniture or ornament that attracted her fancy.

Silence fell upon the strange trio. Silence save for the flitting to
and fro of those fairly-like feet, the rustling of lace and muslin
from the fluttering frock. Such silence was not new in the child's
experience, not new in theirs. At times speech seemed impossible. Words
could not bridge the gulf that lay betwixt their lives, slowly widening
as chill spaces of reserve crept between them day by day. Now, though
their hearts were full to overflowing, speech was impossible.

The woman lifted her eyes at last and glanced at the sombre figure,
standing by the fire with head bent down and folded arms, and something
dogged, self-restrained in attitude and face. From thence her glance
travelled round the room, with all its rich appointments, its promise
of affluence. "And it all means so little," she thought bitterly. "So
little because of one dark stain upon it all—that awful secret he
has sworn to keep. How can he keep it? How hide the stain when even a
little child's foolish hand can touch it?"

She too, left her place by the table and seated herself by the fire.
But neither spoke. They watched the child and the child watched them,
in the midst of her fantastic play.

As the clock chimed the hour she suddenly approached her mother.

"You will come and kiss me good-night in my new nursery, is it not?"
she asked.

"Yes, child."

"And tell me stories?"

"Not to-night, Val. Mother is tired."

A shadow darkened the lovely little face.

"Then I will talk," she cried passionately. "But how I will talk. All
night I will talk. I will tell Irish Mary about the little room, and
the sewing, and you, p'tite maman, and the monsieur with the shining
eyes, and——"

Her mother's hand was on her lips, silencing them, with a force that
was more angry than rebuking.

"Hush, child! You are wicked. You deserve to be punished."

A knock came to the door. The nurse entered.

"It's 8 o'clock, ma'am. Is me young lady ready?"

"Go, Val," her mother said, pushing her away. "I will come upstairs
presently."

"And tell me a story?"

"Yes."

"Then, I will not talk. You don't want that I do what I said?"

"I want you to be good and quiet. And—no—there is no need to talk.
Little children mix things up in their foolish little heads and think
they really happened."

The child said nothing, only kissed her father, and with a quaint grace
gave her hand to the waiting nurse.

"You've not wished your mamma good-night, miss," said Mary.

"It is no matter. She will come to me; she always does. 'Revoir chere
p'tite maman.'"

The door closed. Husband and wife looked at one another.

"It's—true then?" he said hoarsely. "He—it was Dormer, I suppose?"

She bent her head. "Yes," she said quietly.

"He helped you?"

"That question belongs to those four years of which we were never
to speak. You said the past was dead, Lawrence. Mine, as well as
yours—since speaking of the one brings back the reproach of the other."

His brow clouded. "Of course, if Val knows——" he began. Then he
looked at the quiet, impassive face. He longed to ask more of this
friend; the man to whom he also owed a debt, the man whom he feared and
disliked because of his knowledge of a time that was a perpetual shame.
But something in his wife's manner checked the words. His own hand had
closed the gate on those four years and now it refused to open.

"He never writes to you now, does he?" he asked suddenly.

"No. He went abroad just before—before my uncle died. I wrote to him
from Paris, to tell him of the change of name, and—he did not reply.
And I thought it best to write no more."

"That is wise," he said hurriedly. "No use in bringing up old memories.
All that time had best be forgotten. Even the child will soon forget if
she never hears the subject spoken of."

"She does not easily forget," said the mother.

"Well, it need not be alluded to, even indirectly. And here we are
removed from all fear of recognition."

"Yes. You should be safe—if one is ever safe!"

She sighed heavily. Well enough she knew that to the criminal and the
lawbreaker there is no such thing as safety.
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Torbart Manor was situated on the borders of two counties, but it was
remote enough to be exclusive and keep its neighbors at a distance if
so inclined.

It had shown itself so inclined on occasions, and displayed a calm
indifference as to the pursuits and opinions of those neighbors. The
late owner had been counted a selfish recluse, simply because he had
no political opinions, a weak digestion, and a studious disposition.
When he was dead and the vault in the old churchyard of Torbart parish
had duly recorded that fact, there was a brief spell of curiosity as to
the next occupants of the Manor. Month after month drifted by, and that
curiosity burnt itself out from sheer want of fuel to keep it alight.

No one came to the house at all. Servants were dismissed, all save the
old butler and his wife and some outdoor helps, and the place was shut
up, the beautiful grounds scarcely tended. Roses that had tossed gay,
tangled heads to summer skies, bloomed and died unheeded as the seasons
passed. The coverts bred game that no sportsman's gun affrighted. In
the great elms the rooks built and cawed and held their own important
conclaves and seemed striving to atone for the absence of human sounds
and human voices.

Then, suddenly, with no notice or forewarning, life stirred once more
within the old dark walls. Smoke curled above the trees, horses neighed
within the stable-yard, shutters no longer hid the great mullioned
windows. The tangled creepers and rejoicing ivy were cut and clipped
and trimmed to conventional appearance.

The Manor House was occupied once more and the county announced the
fact to its intimates in ceremonious calls and asked itself who should
make the first overtures of friendliness.

Lady Vi Langford, one of the hunting celebrities, was entreated to lead
the way and report results. She had nothing to report. The family were
"Not at home" on the occasion of her visit.

The Dowager Lady Winterton then proceeded to do her duty. The old greys
and the ancient landau, which no "nouveau riche" would have allowed
in stable or coachhouse, crawled up the avenue of Torbart Manor. The
answer was the same, and a further consultation led to a decision that
the manor was again inclined to moroseness and neither cared for nor
invited neighborly attentions. The county would not believe that on
both occasions the answer had been strictly truthful; yet Mr. and Mrs.
Haughton were really out—once on a long walk that embraced miles of
their new possessions, and the second time driving to the little town
of Selbury, ten miles distant, in order to meet a train conveying
important parcels, which in the natural course of events would not have
been delivered till the next day.

They regarded the cards with indifference—the indifference born of an
utter ignorance as to county habits, rules, and obligations. Indeed,
Lawrence Haughton's brows met in the blackest of frowns when he saw the
creamy pasteboards on his hall table. "Callers already—— d—n it!" he
muttered. "Can't people ever leave one alone."

His wife regarded the names with timidity; wondering why titles
honored the Manor House, and forgetful of its attending importance—an
importance dating far back, and disqualified by no mushroom appendage
of knighthood such as distinguished Lady Vi's husband.

"I am glad we were out," she said, and Lawrence answered, "We must be
always out; I wish to know no one in the neighborhood."

"Will that be possible?" she asked. "It will look very strange."

"It may look what it likes," he said. "I am not going to put myself
out for other people. County society means perpetual boredom. I don't
hunt, I'm a wretched shot, and I hate dinner parties. All this spells
unpopularity. Better begin at once as we mean to go on."

"It will look—strange," she said.

"No matter. People will get used to our strangeness. We want nothing
from them. If you need gaiety we can always run up to town."

"I!" she cried. "I—need gaiety? Lawrence, when did you discover that?
When have you found a time that you were not enough for me—you and the
child?"

He drew her suddenly to his side and kissed her.

"My dearest," he murmured, "you are too good to me. Yet I cannot but
ask you to bear with my morbid habits a little while. It is not easy to
live down——"

He broke off abruptly and put her away. "Let the cards lie there," he
said. "We need not return the visits."

"Some day," she urged, "we must cease to be hermits—there is the child
to think of."

His laugh was harsh and unmusical. "How like a woman! Are you providing
a husband and trousseau for her while she is still in the nursery?
Surely there is time and to spare. She has not run the gamut of
childish ailments yet, nor learnt the discipline of the schoolroom."

Her cheek paled. "You are cruel, Lawrence," she said. "My suggestion
was a very natural one. She is young; she has all her life before
her. You cannot condemn her to the isolation that you have chosen for
yourself."

"There is time and to spare for such considerations," he answered
moodily.

"There is a necessity already arising that we must meet—her education.
What I have taught is the mere jargon of childhood. She cannot read or
spell English. She will need a governess."

"I have thought of that. It is a need easily supplied. You can
advertise and then select the most promising. But for heaven's sake
secure one who will keep to herself and live to herself. I want no
third person to sit at my board, and talk, and listen, and——spy."

"Lawrence!" she cried nervously.

A little shadow had flitted suddenly from the dark background of the
tapestried walls.
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