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In "Rosemary and Rue," Martha Everts Holden weaves a compelling narrative that melds elements of fantasy with the intricacies of modern urban life. The novel explores the life of a half-fae private investigator navigating a treacherous world teeming with magical creatures, dark conspiracies, and personal demons. Holden's prose is imbued with lyrical beauty and detail, effectively capturing both the enchantment and peril of her protagonist's journey. Set against the backdrop of a contemporary San Francisco imbued with mythical life, the book invites readers to ponder the intersections of identity, belonging, and morality within a richly imagined context. Martha Everts Holden, a luminary in contemporary speculative fiction, draws upon her extensive background in folklore and mythology, which informs her nuanced understanding of character development and world-building. Her experiences as a creative educator and her deep-rooted appreciation for the complexities of human emotions provided a fertile ground for the themes prevalent in "Rosemary and Rue." This multifaceted background imbues her storytelling with authenticity and depth, making her exploration of fae lore resonate profoundly in today'Äôs society. Readers who crave intricate plotlines, vivid character arcs, and evocative prose will find "Rosemary and Rue" a mesmerizing addition to their literary collection. With its blend of mystery, magic, and exploration of self, the novel stands as a testament to Holden's ability to craft narratives that are as thought-provoking as they are entertaining.
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In "The Tenant of Wildfell Hall," Anne Bront√´ crafts a compelling narrative that boldly explores the complexities of gender, morality, and societal norms in early 19th-century England. The novel's epistolary structure and rich character development reflect Bront√´'s keen insight into human behavior and her critique of the limitations imposed on women, particularly regarding marriage and independence. Through the character of Helen Graham, a mysterious widow who defies social conventions, Bront√´ tackles controversial themes such as alcoholism, domestic abuse, and the struggle for self-identity, making the work not only a pivotal feminist text but also a profound psychological study. Anne Bront√´, the youngest of the illustrious Bront√´ sisters, was an early advocate for women's rights and used her writing to challenge the status quo. Having observed the harsh realities faced by women in a patriarchal society, particularly through her own experiences and her sisters' literary careers, Bront√´ was driven to depict the struggles of women seeking autonomy and respect in her novels. Her firsthand knowledge of the complexities of rural life and the limitations placed upon women shaped the urgent and persuasive voice found in this work. "The Tenant of Wildfell Hall" remains a vital contribution to feminist literature and is essential reading for anyone interested in the evolution of women's roles in literature. Bront√´'s fearless exploration of societal constraints offers modern readers a lens through which to examine issues of gender and power, making this novel both timeless and groundbreaking. Its rich narrative and multifaceted characters invite readers to engage with the moral dilemmas of both past and contemporary society. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)




[image: The cover of the recommended book]


The Knave of Diamonds



Dell, Ethel M.

4064066212964

346

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Ethel M. Dell's "The Knave of Diamonds" is a poignant exploration of passion, betrayal, and redemption set against the backdrop of early 20th-century English society. Dell's narrative style is richly descriptive, employing vivid imagery and intricate character development that highlights the emotional turbulence faced by her protagonists. The novel encapsulates the ethos of its time, blending elements of romance with nuanced psychological insights, offering readers a profound commentary on the human condition amidst class distinctions and societal expectations. Ethel M. Dell, an author renowned for her ability to craft compelling human dramas, was influenced by her experiences and observations of life in Edwardian England. Raised in a middle-class family, Dell'Äôs keen understanding of interpersonal relationships and societal norms informed her writing, with "The Knave of Diamonds" emerging as a reflection of both her personal beliefs and the era'Äôs moral complexities. Her previous works had laid the groundwork for her exploration of deeper emotional themes, making this novel a significant turning point in her literary career. This novel is a must-read for those who appreciate classic literature infused with rich emotional depth and complex character portrayals. Dell'Äôs skillful storytelling and keen insight into the intricacies of love and ambition invite readers to contemplate the challenges of human connection. "The Knave of Diamonds" promises an engaging experience that resonates long after the last page is turned.
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Mary Elizabeth Braddon's "Lady Audley'Äôs Secret" and "Aurora Floyd" are quintessential examples of Victorian sensation fiction, interweaving elements of mystery, suspense, and psychological complexity. In "Lady Audley'Äôs Secret," Braddon explores themes of gender, identity, and societal expectations through the enigmatic figure of Lucy Audley, who embodies the duality of Victorian femininity. Meanwhile, "Aurora Floyd" follows the tumultuous life of its titular character, revealing the darker undercurrents of passion and social propriety. Braddon's prose is characterized by its vivid imagery and meticulous attention to character development, operating within the broader context of 19th-century literature that questioned societal norms and moral rigidity. Mary Elizabeth Braddon, a prominent novelist of her time, drew inspiration from her own experiences as a working woman in a male-dominated literary world. Her remarkable ability to craft captivating narratives laced with critique of societal mores reflects her background and her desire to garner attention for marginalized voices. Braddon'Äôs life, marked by her own challenges and aspirations, greatly informs the rich psychological landscapes and strong female characters that are so integral to these works. Readers seeking a gripping exploration of Victorian society through the lens of crime and moral ambiguity will find "Lady Audley'Äôs Secret" and "Aurora Floyd" irresistible. Braddon's masterful storytelling and intricate characterizations create an engaging reading experience that not only entertains but also prompts introspection regarding gender and the constraints of societal roles. This collection is not only essential for enthusiasts of Victorian literature but also for those interested in the evolution of feminist narratives in English fiction.
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Charlotte Bront√´'Äôs 'Jane Eyre' is a profound exploration of identity, morality, and the quest for autonomy within the constraints of Victorian society. Through the resilient character of Jane, Bront√´ employs a first-person narrative that intricately weaves emotional depth with Gothic elements, illuminating Jane's struggles against classism and gender inequality. The novel is punctuated by rich symbolism and evocative imagery, reflecting the social turmoil of 19th-century England, making it not only a personal tale of hardship and love but also a commentary on broader social issues. Charlotte Bront√´, a pioneering figure of English literature, drew on her own tumultuous experiences to craft this enduring classic. Growing up in a society where women were often silenced, Bront√´ harnessed her acute observations of injustice and isolation, channeling them into Jane's character. This personal connection to the narrative imbues the text with an authenticity that resonates with readers, revealing Bront√´'s deep understanding of the human spirit's desire for freedom and respect. 'Jane Eyre' is a must-read for anyone seeking a rich exploration of self-discovery and resilience. Its timeless themes and masterful storytelling continue to captivate audiences, encouraging profound reflection on the nature of love, independence, and societal constraints. Bront√´'s novel remains a cornerstone of feminist literature and a vital touchstone for the complexities of the human experience.
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    At the glittering edge of Victorian respectability, where charm, beauty, and status promise safety, Lady Audley’s Secret exposes how carefully arranged lives can be undone when a single, insistent question pierces the surface, revealing the volatile interplay of desire, self-invention, and social judgment in a world that demands flawless appearances yet breeds the very secrets that imperil them, as a seemingly idle man becomes a dogged seeker of truth and measures the treacherous distance between what society celebrates and what it refuses to see, and the domestic home becomes a stage for suspense rather than sanctuary.

Lady Audley’s Secret, by M. E. Braddon (Mary Elizabeth Braddon), is a classic of Victorian sensation fiction first published in 1862. Set primarily in England, with scenes shifting between an elegant country house and urban spaces, the novel fuses domestic settings with the suspense of crime and mystery. It emerged during the 1860s, when sensation novels captivated broad audiences by bringing shocking events into the heart of everyday life. Braddon’s work swiftly became emblematic of the form, marrying swift plot developments with sharp attention to social norms, and situating intrigue not in distant realms but within the decorum of respectable society.

The premise unfolds with a sudden marriage that appears to promise lasting comfort and a tranquil future, soon unsettled by the return of a young man from abroad and the subsequent disappearance of his friend. Robert Audley, a barrister more accustomed to leisure than litigation, finds his loyalties tested as small inconsistencies accumulate and draw him toward Audley Court. His informal inquiry begins as an act of friendship and grows into a determined pursuit of answers. Braddon guides readers through salons, corridors, and quiet gardens where every gesture might conceal a history, and where the fear of exposure shadows even the most ordinary scenes.

Readers encounter brisk, carefully modulated storytelling that reflects the novel’s origins in an era devoted to serial reading and cliffhangers. Braddon balances intimacy with momentum: conversation, rumor, and observation propel the narrative as much as formal evidence. Her tone shifts between wry detachment and compassionate scrutiny, encouraging readers to weigh competing accounts and watchfulness. Description is vivid without becoming ornate, and the pacing alternates suspense with reflective pauses that deepen character and motive. The result is an experience that feels at once immersive and pointed, inviting the reader to inhabit the story’s elegant rooms while sensing the tremor beneath their polished floors.

Central themes include the fragility of reputation, the performance of identity, and the pressures of marriage within a culture that entwines affection, property, and status. The book explores how appearances are curated and defended, and how secrecy can function as both protection and peril. It probes gender expectations that reward poise and obedience yet constrict autonomy, raising questions about what happens when individuals press against sanctioned roles. The domestic sphere, idealized as a haven, becomes a site where power is negotiated and truth is deferred. Braddon’s interest in motive and perception anticipates modern psychological fiction, while remaining grounded in concrete social stakes.

The novel’s impact rests not only on its suspense but on its participation in a cultural moment when readers debated the moral and aesthetic boundaries of popular fiction. Sensation novels were accused of inflaming emotions and trespassing on private life, even as they appealed to a rapidly expanding readership. Braddon’s tact lies in revealing unease within ordinary arrangements, suggesting that volatility belongs as much to drawing rooms as to courtrooms. Without relying on graphic incident, she shows how rumor, documentation, and the rituals of polite society can serve as engines of drama. In so doing, the book helped define the era’s taste for domesticated thrills.

For contemporary readers, Lady Audley’s Secret offers both gripping entertainment and a lens on enduring concerns: how people reinvent themselves, the costs of social ambition, the ethics of investigation, and the consequences of believing what seems most pleasing to believe. Its emphasis on perception and misperception resonates in a world preoccupied with curated images and reputational stakes. As a foundational work of domestic suspense, it rewards close attention to hints and silences, while remaining accessible and propulsive. Braddon’s novel invites readers to consider why certain stories captivate the public, and what it means to pursue truth when truth threatens the very foundation of home.
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    Lady Audley’s Secret opens in the tranquil English countryside, where prosperous widower Sir Michael Audley resides at Audley Court, a rambling ancestral home suffused with comfort and tradition. Into this setting comes Lucy Graham, a charming, modest governess with no apparent past and few resources. Sir Michael’s affection swiftly becomes marriage, and Lucy, now Lady Audley, captivates the household and village with beauty and grace. Among those orbiting this new domestic harmony is Robert Audley, Sir Michael’s indolent barrister nephew, more given to leisure than law. The early chapters establish a serene surface, attentive to lineage, propriety, and the allure of domestic bliss.

Parallel to this rise in fortune, George Talboys returns from the Australian goldfields, expectant and newly wealthy, hoping to reunite with his young wife after years apart. Instead, he is met by devastating news of her death, a blow that leaves him reeling. His old school friend, Robert Audley, takes him under his protection, offering companionship and distraction. Seeking a change of scene, Robert brings George to Audley Court, where the refined quiet of the estate contrasts with George’s inner turmoil. Lady Audley’s glittering presence, together with attentive village society, frames an atmosphere of comfort that only partly conceals unease.

During their stay, small anomalies unsettle the calm: chance remarks feel weighted, encounters are oddly timed, and minor objects appear out of place. George’s restless anxiety grows as he struggles between grief and an inarticulate sense of recognition. Then, without warning, he vanishes. The disappearance is abrupt and unexplained, stirring only a ripple at first among those who assume he has absented himself for private reasons. Robert, initially the least industrious of men, becomes troubled by inconsistencies in stories and timelines. Subtle details that once seemed trivial begin to form a pattern, prompting him to make quiet, methodical inquiries.

Robert’s investigation starts close to home and radiates outward through inns, lodging houses, and city streets, tested against railway schedules, letters, and testimony from servants and acquaintances. He encounters Captain Maldon, an aging, financially pressed gentleman with links to George’s past, and hears fragmented hints of a life story that may intersect with Audley Court. Each lead provides plausible explanations alongside unsettling gaps. Robert’s instincts, sharpened by care for his friend and a lawyer’s patience, push him to follow faint traces left by frightened memories, concealed connections, and an unspoken dread that a secret of consequence lies hidden beneath polite surfaces.

Clara Talboys, George’s steadfast sister, soon enters, demanding resolve where Robert has relied on hesitation. Her calm intelligence and moral clarity supply the purpose he lacks, turning a private worry into a principled pursuit. They pledge discretion, knowing that the reputations of the titled Audleys and the stability of the household are at stake. Their partnership highlights competing loyalties: to a venerable family and to the truth owed to a missing man. As Robert navigates drawing rooms and legal offices, he observes how class prestige deflects scrutiny, and how the demands of courtesy and gratitude complicate the exposure of uncomfortable facts.

Clues accumulate in a series of telling objects and scenes: a portrait whose likeness invites scrutiny, letters that hint at erased ties, and a fear of recognition that flashes in guarded glances. Domestic spaces become a map of concealment—locked caskets, private chambers, and shadowed corridors where confidences are exchanged at doors left half ajar. A sudden calamity heightens the stakes, blurring accident with design and reinforcing the sense that the past is pressing upon the present. Robert’s method grows more rigorous, his dossier thicker, yet certainty remains elusive. The novel’s tension builds through proximity, implication, and the careful staging of near-discoveries.

Robert adopts the stance of a courteous adversary, posing questions whose innocence conceals their point. He measures answers for tone as much as content, wary of concerted attempts to redirect suspicion or unsettle his judgment. Lady Audley’s poise, beauty, and artful sociability complicate the inquiry, winning allies even as doubts intensify. Sir Michael’s affection for his wife and trust in his nephew become fragile fulcrums on which the household balances. Meanwhile, rumors spread beyond the estate gates, and Robert gathers formal statements to anchor intuition in evidence. Audley Court, once an emblem of peace, turns into a theatre of veiled contest and controlled revelations.

The search widens to urban quarters and secluded locales where records are scarce and names may be exchanged. Robert seeks corroboration from those on society’s margins—landladies, clerks, traveling companions—whose recollections supply missing links. Along the way, the narrative engages Victorian anxieties about reputation, the uses of the law, and the language of illness and sanity as social explanation. Questions arise about what constitutes proof, whether justice should be private or public, and how far compassion can temper accountability. Step by step, the contour of a hidden history emerges, not yet fully outlined, but strong enough to direct a final, decisive confrontation.

The conclusion resolves the entwined mysteries in a manner attentive to consequence and restraint. Truth is disclosed within controlled circles, sparing some from public ruin while compelling others to reckon with irrevocable choices. Robert, tempered by duty, moves from idle spectator to measured advocate; Clara’s constancy secures recognition for a brother who nearly slipped from memory. Sir Michael, though wounded, seeks a humane order from the fragments of an idealized home. The novel closes by reaffirming the costs of concealment and the precariousness of social respectability. Beneath its suspense, it offers an early, influential portrait of investigation shaped by empathy, persistence, and moral clarity.
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    Set in late-1850s to early-1860s England, Lady Audley’s Secret unfolds across contrasting spaces emblematic of mid-Victorian life: a secluded Essex manor (the fictional Audley Court) and London’s legal and commercial districts. This juxtaposition captures a country negotiating rapid modernization amid lingering feudal hierarchies. The era immediately follows the Crimean War (1853–1856) and coincides with accelerating industrialization, expanding railways, and a burgeoning popular press. Within this environment, genteel households depend on a large servant class, while legal chambers and hotels in London facilitate mobility and secrecy. The setting’s temporal and geographical markers anchor the plot’s preoccupations with identity, inheritance, and the permeability of social boundaries.

The most decisive historical framework for the novel is the legal doctrine of coverture, a common-law principle articulated by William Blackstone in the 18th century and still operative in the 1860s. Under coverture, a married woman’s legal identity merged with her husband’s: she could not independently own most property, enter contracts, sue, or have custody rights. Equity provided limited relief through separate estates, but only for women protected by trusts. Economic dependence made marriage a primary livelihood strategy; the 1851 census recorded over one million domestic servants (the largest female occupation), and governesses—like Lucy Graham—lived precariously. Braddon’s plot—centered on security, concealment, and strategic marriage—mirrors these constraints with striking precision.

Transformations in divorce law intensified the stakes. The Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 transferred jurisdiction from ecclesiastical to civil courts and established the Court for Divorce and Matrimonial Causes (opened 1858). It dramatically lowered costs and allowed suits by the middle classes, yet preserved a gendered double standard: a husband could divorce for adultery alone; a wife had to prove adultery plus aggravating cruelty, desertion, or incest. In 1858, 318 petitions were filed, and hundreds followed annually in the 1860s, the majority by husbands. This asymmetry, coupled with social stigma, made legal exit from marriage hazardous for women. The novel’s tensions—abandonment, concealment, and the resort to irregular unions—reflect this legal landscape.

Bigamy law formed a punitive backdrop. Under the Offences Against the Person Act 1861, section 57, bigamy remained a felony, punishable by up to seven years’ penal servitude, with limited defenses (e.g., spousal absence for seven years without knowledge of survival). Mid-century controversies over marital validity fed public anxiety; the Yelverton case (1861–1864), involving disputed Irish and Scottish ceremonies, exposed bewildering conflicts in marriage law and riveted newspapers. Braddon’s plot—hinged on a concealed first marriage and a second, socially advantageous one—tracks this climate of criminal liability and uncertainty. The threat of prosecution and disgrace, and the resort to extralegal solutions such as confinement, are historically plausible outcomes of the legal matrix.

The Australian gold rush decisively shapes the narrative arc. Gold discoveries at Ophir near Bathurst in New South Wales (1851, credited to Edward Hargraves) and in Victoria at Ballarat and Bendigo (1851) triggered mass migration. Victoria’s population surged from roughly 77,000 (1851) to over 540,000 (1861), and Melbourne became a booming entrepôt. Voyages from Britain, typically 80–120 days around the Cape of Good Hope, remade lives with sudden fortunes and equally sudden failures. Remittances and returnees destabilized British class expectations by injecting colonial wealth into domestic society. George Talboys’s departure to, and return from, the diggings echo a well-documented pattern, enabling Braddon to explore absence, presumed death, and the social dislocations of imperial capitalism.

Developments in policing and investigation furnished methods and anxieties central to the plot. The Metropolitan Police were founded by the 1829 Act, and the Detective Branch began in 1842, professionalizing inquiry. Public fascination peaked with the 1860 Road Hill House murder; Inspector Jonathan “Jack” Whicher of Scotland Yard became a household name, and the case highlighted tensions between domestic privacy and forensic scrutiny. Coroners’ inquests—routine in suspicious deaths—were widely reported, blending law and spectacle. Braddon’s barrister-turned-investigator, Robert Audley, adopts methodical surveillance and documentary checks typical of the new investigative culture, reflecting how mid-Victorian England learned to read households, servants, and paper trails as evidence-bearing systems.

Railways and communications underwrote the novel’s mobility and concealment. After the 1840s Railway Mania, Britain had roughly 9,000 miles of track by 1860, linking rural counties to London. The Great Eastern Railway formed in 1862, consolidating routes across Essex and East Anglia, much like those serving Audley Court’s neighborhood. Telegraph lines spread rapidly in the 1850s, and the penny post (introduced 1840) normalized swift correspondence. These systems enabled rapid pursuit, flight, and the synchronization of clues—hotel registers, ticket stubs, dated letters—essential to the plot’s logic. The infrastructure of steam and wire thus becomes a historical actor, making plausible the swift alternation between country house secrecy and metropolitan investigation.

Braddon’s novel operates as a pointed social critique of mid-Victorian legal and domestic structures. It exposes the economic coercion of coverture, the gendered injustice of the 1857 divorce regime, and the criminal peril surrounding marital irregularities. The confinement of a troublesome wife under Lunacy Acts regulations indicts familial and medical powers that could silence women without trial. Class divisions appear both brittle and predatory: servants are indispensable yet vulnerable; colonial wealth unsettles hereditary rank; and respectability masks violence. By situating personal crises within concrete legal and institutional frameworks, the book illuminates how law, property, and reputation governed intimate life and how those regimes bred secrecy, surveillance, and moral panic.
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LUCY.
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It lay down in a hollow, rich with fine old timber and luxuriant pastures; and 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 thorough-fare, and unless you were going to the Court[2] you had no business there at all.

At the end of this avenue there was an old arch and a clock tower, with a stupid, bewildering clock, which had only one hand—and which jumped straight from one hour to the next—and was therefore always in extremes. Through this arch you walked straight into the gardens of Audley Court[1].

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 graveled 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 shut out the flat landscape, and circled in the house and gardens with a darkening shelter.

The house faced the arch, and occupied three sides of a quadrangle. It was very old, and very irregular and rambling. The windows were uneven; some small, some large, some with heavy stone mullions and rich stained glass; others with frail lattices that rattled in every breeze; others so modern that they might have been added only yesterday. Great piles of chimneys rose up here and there behind the pointed gables, and seemed as if they were so broken down by age and long service that they must have fallen but for the straggling ivy which, crawling up the walls and trailing even over the roof, wound itself about them and supported them. The principal door was squeezed into a corner of a turret at one angle of the building, as if it were in hiding from dangerous visitors, and wished to keep itself a secret—a noble door for all that—old oak, and studded with great square-headed iron nails, and so thick that the sharp iron knocker struck upon it with a muffled sound, and the visitor rung a clanging bell that dangled in a corner among the ivy, lest the noise of the knocking should never penetrate the stronghold.

A glorious old place. A place that visitors fell in raptures with; feeling a yearning wish to have done with life, and to stay there forever, staring into the cool fish-ponds and counting the bubbles as the roach and carp rose to the surface of the water. A spot in which peace seemed to have taken up her abode, setting her soothing hand on every tree and flower, on the still ponds and quiet alleys, the shady corners of the old-fashioned rooms, the deep window-seats behind the painted glass, the low meadows and the stately avenues—ay, even upon the stagnant well, which, cool and sheltered as all else in the old place, hid itself away in a shrubbery[5] behind the gardens, with an idle handle that was never turned and a lazy rope so rotten that the 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 to attempt to penetrate its mysteries alone; a house in which no one room had any sympathy with another, every chamber running off at a tangent into an inner chamber, and through that down some narrow staircase leading to a door which, in its turn, led back into that very part of the house from which you thought yourself the furthest; a house that could never have been planned by any mortal architect, but must have been the handiwork of that good old builder, Time, who, adding a room one year, and knocking down a room another year, toppling down a chimney coeval with the Plantagenets[4], and setting up one in the style of the Tudors; shaking down a bit of Saxon wall, allowing a Norman arch to stand here; throwing in a row 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, to a refectory that had been standing since the Conquest, had contrived, in some eleven centuries, to run up such a mansion as was not elsewhere to be met with throughout the county of Essex. Of course, in such a house there were secret chambers; the little daughter of the present owner, Sir Michael Audley[3], had fallen by accident upon the discovery of one. A board had rattled under her feet in the great nursery where she played, and on attention being drawn to it, it was found to be loose, and so removed, revealed a ladder, leading to a hiding-place between the floor of the nursery and the ceiling of the room below—a hiding-place so small that he who had hid there must have crouched on his hands and knees or lain at full length, and yet large enough to contain a quaint old carved oak chest, half filled with priests' vestments, which had been hidden away, no doubt, in those cruel days when the life of a man was in danger if he was discovered to have harbored a Roman Catholic priest, or to have mass said in his house.

The broad outer moat was dry and grass-grown, and the laden trees of the orchard hung over it with gnarled, straggling branches that drew fantastical shadows 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 lime-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 a conspiracy might have been planned, or a lover's vow registered with equal safety; and yet it was scarcely twenty paces from the house.

At the end of this dark arcade there was the shrubbery, where, half buried among the tangled branches and the neglected weeds, stood the rusty wheel of that old well of which I have spoken. It had been of good service in its time, no 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 the evening Sir Michael Audley would stroll up and down smoking his cigar, with his dogs 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-lilies, and the long green vista with the broken well at the end, and would stroll back to the 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 birthday. He was a big man, tall and stout, with a deep, sonorous voice, handsome black eyes, and a white beard—a white beard which made him look venerable against his will, for he was as active as a boy, and one of the hardest riders in the country. For seventeen years he had been a widower with an only child, 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 Alicia had reigned supreme in her father's house since her earliest childhood, and had carried the keys, and jingled them in the pockets of her silk aprons, and lost them in the shrubbery, 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 herself into the sincere belief, that for the whole of that period, she had been keeping the house.

But Miss Alicia's day was over; and now, when she asked anything of the housekeeper, the housekeeper would tell 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 plow-boys, and the cattle, and all manner 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 Alicia's prejudices and dislike; or to convince the spoilt girl that she had not done her a cruel injury by marrying Sir Michael Audley. The truth was that Lady Audley had, in becoming the wife of Sir Michael, made one of those apparently advantageous matches which are apt to draw upon a woman the envy and hatred of her sex. She had come into the neighborhood 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 advertisement 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 was received by the surgeon as the instructress of his daughters. Her accomplishments were so brilliant and numerous, that it seemed strange that she should have answered an advertisement offering such very moderate terms of remuneration as those named by Mr. Dawson; but Miss Graham seemed perfectly well satisfied with her situation, and she taught the girls to play sonatas by Beethoven, and to paint from nature after Creswick, and walked through a dull, out-of-the-way village to the humble little church, three times every Sunday, as contentedly as if she had no higher aspiration in the world than to do so all the rest of her life.

People who observed this, accounted for it by saying that it was a part of her amiable and gentle nature always to be light-hearted, 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 like a sunbeam. She would sit for a quarter of an hour talking to some old woman, and apparently as pleased with the admiration of a toothless crone as if she had been listening to the compliments 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, 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 little service. The verger at the church, who ushered her into the surgeon's pew; the vicar, who saw the soft blue eyes uplifted 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 servants; everybody, high and low, united in declaring that Lucy Graham was the sweetest girl that ever lived.

Perhaps it was the rumor of this which penetrated into the quiet chamber of Audley Court; or, perhaps, it was the sight of her pretty face, looking over the surgeon's high pew every Sunday morning; however it was, it was certain that Sir Michael Audley suddenly experienced a strong desire to be better acquainted with Mr. Dawson's governess.

He had only to hint his wish to the worthy doctor for a little 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 no more resist the tender fascination of those soft and melting blue eyes; the graceful beauty of that slender throat and drooping 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! Why, she was his destiny! He had never loved before. What had been his marriage with Alicia's mother but a dull, jog-trot bargain made to keep some estate in the family that would have been just as well out of it? What had been his love for his first wife but a poor, pitiful, smoldering spark[1q], too dull to be extinguished, too feeble to burn? But this was love—this fever, this longing, this restless, uncertain, miserable hesitation; these cruel fears that his age was an insurmountable barrier to his happiness; this sick hatred of his white beard; this frenzied wish to be young again, with glistening raven hair, and a slim waist, such as he had twenty years before; these, wakeful nights and melancholy days, so gloriously brightened if he chanced to catch a glimpse of her sweet face behind the window curtains, as he drove past the surgeon's house; all these signs gave token of the truth, and told only too plainly that, at the sober age of fifty-five, Sir Michael Audley had fallen ill of the terrible fever called love.

I do not think that, throughout his courtship, the baronet once calculated upon his wealth or his position as reasons for his success. If he ever remembered these things, he dismissed the thought of them with a shudder. It pained him too much to believe for a moment that any one so lovely and innocent could value herself against a splendid house or a good old title. No; his hope was that, as her life had been most likely one of toil and dependence, and as she was very young nobody exactly knew her age, but she looked little more than twenty, she might never have formed any attachment, and that he, being the first to woo her, might, by tender attentions, by generous watchfulness, by a love which should recall to her the father she had lost, and by a protecting care that should make him necessary to her, win her young heart, and obtain from her fresh and earliest love, the promise of her hand. It was a very romantic day-dream, no doubt; but, for all that, it seemed in a very fair way to be realized. Lucy Graham appeared by no means to dislike the baronet's attentions. There was nothing whatever in her manner that betrayed the shallow artifices employed by a woman who wishes to captivate a rich man. She was so accustomed to admiration from every one, high and low, that Sir Michael's conduct made very little impression upon her. Again, he had been so many years a widower that people had given up the idea of his ever marrying again. At last, however, Mrs. Dawson spoke to the governess on the subject. The surgeon's wife was sitting in the school-room busy at work, while Lucy was putting the finishing touches on some water-color sketches done by her pupils.

"Do you know, my dear Miss Graham," said Mrs. Dawson, "I think you ought to consider yourself a remarkably lucky girl?"

The governess lifted her head from its stooping attitude, and stared wonderingly at her employer, shaking back a shower of curls. They were the most wonderful curls in the world—soft and feathery, always floating away from her face, and making a pale halo round her head when the sunlight shone through them.

"What do you mean, my dear Mrs. Dawson?" 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, I mean, my dear, that it only rests with yourself to become Lady Audley, and the mistress of Audley Court."

Lucy Graham dropped the brush upon the picture, and flushed scarlet to the roots of her fair hair; and then grew pale again, far paler than Mrs. Dawson had ever seen her before.

"My dear, don't agitate yourself," said the surgeon's wife, soothingly; "you know that nobody asks you to marry Sir Michael unless you wish. Of course it would be a magnificent match; 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 must be entirely guided by your own feelings. Only one thing I must say, and that is that if Sir Michael's attentions are not agreeable to you, it is really scarcely honorable to encourage him."

"His attentions—encourage him!" muttered Lucy, as if the words bewildered her. "Pray, pray don't talk to me, Mrs. Dawson. I had no idea of this. It is the last thing that 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 it; 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 at it with a half-angry gesture, and twisting it backward and forward between her fingers.

"I think some people are born to be unlucky, Mrs. Dawson," she said, by-and-by; "it would be a great deal too much good fortune for me to become Lady Audley."

She said this with so much bitterness in her tone, that the surgeon's wife looked up at her with surprise.

"You unlucky, my dear!" she exclaimed. "I think you are the last person who ought to talk like that—you, such a bright, happy creature, that it does every one good to see you. I'm sure I don't know what we shall do if Sir Michael robs us of you."

After this conversation they often spoke upon the subject, and Lucy never again showed any emotion whatever when the baronet's admiration for her was canvassed. It was a tacitly understood thing in the surgeon's family that whenever Sir Michael proposed, the governess would quietly accept him; and, indeed, the simple Dawsons would have thought it something more than madness in a penniless girl to reject such an offer.

So, one misty August evening, Sir Michael, sitting opposite to Lucy Graham, at a window in the surgeon's little drawing-room, took an opportunity while the family happened by some accident to be absent from the room, of speaking upon the subject nearest to his heart. He made the governess, in a few but solemn words, an offer of his hand. There was something almost touching in the manner and tone in which he spoke to her—half in deprecation, knowing that he could hardly expect to be the choice of a beautiful young girl, and praying rather that she would reject him, even though she broke his heart by doing so, than that she should accept his offer if she did not love him.

"I scarcely think there is a greater sin, Lucy," he said, solemnly, "than that of a woman who marries a man she does not love. You are so precious to me, my beloved, that deeply as my heart is set on this, and bitter as the mere thought of disappointment is to me, I would not have you commit such a sin for any happiness of mine. If my happiness could be achieved by such an act, which it could not—which it never could," he repeated, earnestly—"nothing but misery can result from a marriage dictated by any motive but truth and love."

Lucy Graham was not looking at Sir Michael, but straight out into the misty twilight and dim landscape far away beyond the little garden. The baronet tried to see her face, but her profile was turned 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 which seemed as if it would have pierced the far obscurity and looked away—away into another world.

"Lucy, you heard me?"

"Yes," she said, gravely; not coldly, or in any way as if she were offended at his words.

"And your answer?"

She did not remove her gaze from the darkening country side, but for some moments was quite silent; then turning to him, with a sudden passion in her manner, that lighted up her face with a new and wonderful beauty which the baronet perceived even in the growing twilight, she fell on her knees at his feet.

"No, Lucy; no, no!" he cried, vehemently, "not here, not here!"

"Yes, here, here," she said, the strange passion which agitated her making her voice sound shrill and piercing—not loud, but preternaturally 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! Remember what my life has been; only remember that! From my very babyhood I have never seen anything but poverty. My father was a gentleman: clever, accomplished, handsome—but poor—and what a pitiful wretch poverty made of him! My mother—But do not let me speak of her. Poverty—poverty, trials, vexations, humiliations, deprivations. You cannot tell; you, who are among those for whom life is so smooth and easy, you can never guess what is endured by such as we. Do not ask too much of me, then. I cannot be disinterested; I cannot be blind to the advantages of such an alliance[2q]. I cannot, I cannot!"

Beyond her agitation and her passionate vehemence, there is an undefined something in her manner which fills the baronet with a vague alarm. She is still on the ground at his feet, crouching rather than kneeling, her thin white dress clinging about her, her pale hair streaming over her shoulders, her great blue eyes glittering 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?"

"Dislike you? No—no!"

"But is there any one else whom you love?"

She laughed aloud at his question. "I do not love any one in the world," she answered.

He was glad of her reply; and yet that and the strange laugh jarred upon his feelings. He was silent for some moments, and then said, with a kind of effort:

"Well, Lucy, I will not ask too much of you. I dare say I am a romantic old fool; but if you do not dislike 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?"

"Yes."

The baronet lifted her in his arms and kissed her once upon the forehead, then quietly bidding her good-night, he walked straight out of the house.

He walked straight out of the house, this foolish old man, because there was some strong emotion at work in his breast—neither joy nor triumph, but something almost akin to disappointment—some stifled and unsatisfied longing which lay heavy and dull at his heart, as if he had carried a corpse in his bosom. He carried the corpse of that hope which had died at the sound of Lucy's words. All the doubts and fears and timid aspirations were ended now. He must be contented, like other men of his age, to be married for his fortune and his position.

Lucy Graham went slowly up the stairs to her little room at the top of the house. She placed her dim candle on the chest of drawers, and seated herself on the edge of the white bed, still and white as the draperies hanging around her.

"No more dependence, no more drudgery, no more humiliations," she said; "every trace of the old life melted away—every clew to identity buried and forgotten—except these, except these."

She had never taken her left hand from the black ribbon at her throat. She drew it from her bosom, as she spoke, and looked at the object attached to it.

It was neither a locket, a miniature, nor a cross; it was a ring wrapped in an oblong piece of paper—the paper partly written, partly printed, yellow with age, and crumpled with much folding.
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He threw the end of his cigar into the water, and leaning his elbows upon the bulwarks, stared meditatively at the waves.

"How wearisome they are," he said; "blue and green, and opal; opal, and blue, and green; all very well in their way, of course, but three months of them are rather too much, especially—"

He did not attempt to finish his sentence; his thoughts seemed to wander in the very midst of it, and carry him a thousand miles or so away.

"Poor little girl, how pleased she'll be!" he muttered, opening his cigar-case, lazily surveying its contents; "how pleased and how surprised? Poor little girl. After three years and a half, too; she will be surprised."

He was a young man of about five-and-twenty, with dark face bronzed by exposure to the sun; he had handsome brown eyes, with a lazy smile in them that sparkled through the black lashes, and a bushy beard and mustache that covered the whole lower part of his face. He was tall and powerfully built; he wore a loose gray suit and a felt hat, thrown carelessly upon his black hair. His name was George Talboys, and he was aft-cabin passenger on board the good ship Argus, laden with Australian wool and sailing from Sydney to Liverpool.

There were very few passengers in the aft-cabin of the Argus. An elderly wool-stapler returning to his native country with his wife and daughters, after having made a fortune in the colonies; a governess of three-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 on board.

This George Talboys was the life 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 honors of the friendly meal. He opened the champagne bottles, and took wine with every one present; he told funny stories, and led the life 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 vingt-et-un, and all the merry games, which kept the little 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 whist, 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 fashionable literature, but George had only pulled his beard and stared very hard at her, saying occasionally, "Ah, yes, by Jove!" and "To be sure, ah!"

The sentimental young lady, going home to finish her education, had tried him with Shelby and Byron, and he had fairly laughed in her face, as if poetry were a joke. The woolstapler sounded him on politics, but he did not seem very deeply versed in them; so they let him go his own way, smoke his cigars and talk to the sailors, lounge over the bulwarks and stare at the water, and make himself agreeable to everybody in 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 merry that the cabin rung with his laughter; sometimes moody and thoughtful. Favorite as he was among the sailors, they were 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? Was the wind favorable? How many knots an hour was the vessel doing? 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 were swindlers to advertise her as the fast-sailing Argus. She was not fit for passenger traffic; she was not fit to carry impatient living creatures, with hearts and souls; she was fit for 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 drooping down behind the waves as George Talboys lighted his cigar upon this August evening. Only ten days more, the sailors had told him that afternoon, and they would see the English coast. "I will go ashore in the first boat that hails us," he cried; "I will go ashore in a cockle-shell. By Jove, if it comes to that, I will swim to land."

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 stroll on deck, while 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 little; but she and George Talboys had been excellent friends throughout the passage.

"Does my cigar annoy you, Miss Morley?" 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 dare say," he answered, impatiently; "yet 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 I?" cried George. "Indeed I do. Don't you?"

"Scarcely."

"But is there no one you love in England? Is there no one you love looking out for your arrival?"

"I hope so," she said gravely. They were silent for some time, he smoking his cigar with a furious impatience, as if he could hasten the course of the vessel by his own restlessness; she looking out at the waning light with melancholy blue eyes—eyes that seemed to have faded with poring over closely-printed books and difficult needlework; eyes that had faded a little, perhaps, by reason of tears secretly shed in the lonely night.

"See!" said George, suddenly, pointing in another direction from that toward which Miss Morley was looking, "there's the new moon!"

She looked up at the pale crescent, her own face almost as pale and wan.

"This is the first time we have seen it."

"We must wish!" said George. "I know what I wish."

"What?"

"That we may get home quickly."

"My wish is that we may find no disappointment when we get there," said the governess, sadly.

"Disappointment!"

He started as if he had been struck, and asked what she meant by talking 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 the 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 meet may be changed in his feelings toward me; or he may retain all the old feeling 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 day," she repeated; "why I do it a thousand times a day."

George Talboys had stood motionless, with his cigar in his hand, listening to her so intently that, as she said the last words, his hold relaxed, and the cigar dropped in the water.

"I wonder," she continued, more to herself than to him, "I wonder, looking back, to think how hopeful I was when the vessel sailed; I never thought then of disappointment, but I pictured the joy of meeting, imagining the very words that would be said, the very tones, the very looks; but for this last month of the voyage, day by day, and hour by hour my heart sinks and my hopeful fancies fade away, and I dread the end as much as if I knew that I was going to England to attend a funeral."

The young man suddenly changed his attitude, and turned his face full upon his companion, with a look of alarm. She saw in the pale light that the color had faded from his cheek.

"What a fool!" he cried, striking his clenched fist upon the side of the vessel, "what a fool I am to be frightened at this? Why do you come and say these things to me? Why do you come and terrify me out of my senses, when I am going straight home to the woman I love; to a girl whose heart is as true as the light of Heaven; and in whom I no more expect to find any change than I do to see another sun rise in to-morrow's sky? Why do you come and try to put such fancies in my head when I am going home to my darling wife?"

"Your wife," she said; "that is different. There is no reason that my terrors should terrify you. I am going to England to rejoin a man to whom I was engaged to be married fifteen years ago. He was too poor to marry then, and when I was offered a situation as governess in a rich Australian family, I persuaded him to let me accept it, so that I might leave him free and unfettered to win his way in the world, while I saved a little money to help us when we began life together. I never meant to stay away so long, but things have gone badly with him in England. That is my story, and you can understand my fears. They need not influence you. Mine is an exceptional case."

"So is mine," said George, impatiently. "I tell you that mine is an exceptional case: although I swear to you that until this moment, I have never known a fear as to the result of my voyage home. But you are right; your terrors have nothing to do with me. You have been away fifteen years; all kinds of things may happen in fifteen years. Now it is only three years and a half this very month since I left England. What can have happened in such a short time as that?"

Miss Morley looked at him with a mournful smile, but did not speak. His feverish ardor, the freshness and impatience of his nature were so strange and new to her, that she looked at him half in admiration, half in pity.

"My pretty little wife! My gentle, innocent, loving little wife! Do you know, Miss Morley," he said, with all his old hopefulness of manner, "that I left my little girl asleep, with her baby in her arms, and with nothing but a few blotted lines to tell her why her faithful husband had deserted her?"

"Deserted her!" exclaimed the governess.

"Yes. I was an ensign in a cavalry regiment when I first met my little darling. We were quartered at a stupid seaport town, where my pet lived with her shabby old father, a half-pay naval officer; a regular old humbug, as poor as Job, and with an eye for nothing but the main chance. I saw through all his shallow tricks to catch one of us for his pretty daughter. I saw all the pitiable, contemptible, palpable traps he set for us big dragoons to walk into. I saw through his shabby-genteel[7] dinners and public-house port; his fine talk of the grandeur of his family; his sham pride and independence, and the sham tears of his bleared old eyes when he talked of his only child. He was a drunken old hypocrite, and he was ready to sell my poor, little girl to the highest bidder. Luckily for me, I happened 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 darling and I made a match of it. No sooner, however, did my father hear that I had married a penniless little girl, the daughter of a tipsy old half-pay lieutenant, than he wrote me a furious letter, telling me he would never again hold any communication with 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 live on, and my pretty little wife to keep, I sold out, thinking that before the money was exhausted, I should be sure to drop into something. I took my darling to Italy, and we lived there in splendid style as long as my two thousand pounds lasted; but when that began to dwindle 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 lived. Well, 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 peculiar right to have every whim and fancy of her innocent heart indulged. We did board with him, and finally he fleeced us; but when I spoke of it to my little wife, she only shrugged her shoulders, and said she did not like to be unkind to her 'poor papa.' So poor papa made away with our little stock of money in no time; and as I felt that it was now becoming necessary to look about for something, I ran up to London, and tried to get a situation as a 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 a heavy dragoon about me, for do what I would I couldn't get anybody to believe in my capacity; and tired out, and down-hearted, I returned to my darling, to find her nursing a son and heir to his father's poverty. Poor little girl, she was very low-spirited; and when I told her that my London expedition had failed, she fairly broke down, and burst in to 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 cruel wrong in making her my wife. By heaven! Miss Morley, her tears and reproaches drove me 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. I walked about the streets all that day, half out of my mind, and with a strong inclination to throw myself into the sea, so as to leave my poor girl free to make a better match. 'If I drown myself, her father must support her,' I thought; 'the 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 to wait there till it was dark, and then drop quietly over the end of it into the water; but while I sat there smoking my pipe, and staring vacantly at the sea-gulls, two men came down, and one of them began to talk of the Australian gold-diggings, and the great things that were to be done there. It appeared that he was going to sail in a day or two, and he was trying to persuade his companion to join him in the expedition.

"I listened to these men for upward of an hour, following them up and down the pier, with my pipe in my mouth, and hearing all their talk. After this I fell into conversation with them myself, and ascertained that there was a vessel going to leave Liverpool in three days, by which vessel one of the men was going out. This man gave me all the information I required, and told me, moreover, that a stalwart young fellow, such as I was, could hardly fail to do well in the diggings. The thought flashed upon me so suddenly, that I grew hot and red in the face, and trembled in every limb with excitement. This was better than the water, at any rate. Suppose I stole away from my darling, 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 lap; for I was so sanguine in those days that I counted on making my fortune in a year or so. I thanked the man for his information, and late at night strolled homeward. It 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 my face, and a desperate hopefulness in my heart. The old man was sitting drinking brandy-and-water in the little dining-room; and my wife was up-stairs, sleeping peacefully, with the baby on her breast. I sat down and wrote a few brief lines, which told her that I never had loved her better than now, when I seemed to desert her; that I was going to try my fortune in the new world, and that if I succeeded I should come back to bring her plenty and happiness; but that if I failed I should never look upon her face again. I divided the remainder of our money—something over forty pounds—into two equal portions, leaving one for her, and putting the other in my pocket. I knelt down and prayed for my wife and child, with my head upon the white counterpane that covered them. I wasn't much of a praying man at ordinary times, but God knows that was a heartfelt prayer. I kissed her once, and the baby once, and then crept out of the 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 in the street,' I answered; and as this was a common habit of mine he believed me. Three nights after I was out at sea, bound for Melbourne—a steerage passenger, with a digger's tools for my baggage, and about seven shillings 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 bed-fellows, that looking back at my past life, I wondered whether that dashing, reckless, extravagant, luxurious, champagne-drinking dragoon could have really been the same man who sat on the damp ground gnawing a moldy crust in the wilds of the new world. I clung to the memory of my darling, and the trust that I had in her love and truth was the one keystone that kept the fabric of my past life together—the one star that lit the thick black darkness of the future. I was hail-fellow-well-met with bad men; I was in the center 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 by 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 in 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 darling? Through all the dreary time of that probation, her pretty white hand seemed beckoning me onward 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 life. At last, one dreary foggy morning, just three months ago, with a drizzling 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 under my spade, and I was in one minute the richest man in Australia. I fell down on the wet clay, with my lump of gold in the bosom of my shirt, and, for the first time in my life, cried like a child. I traveled post-haste to Sydney, realized my price, which was worth upward of £20,000, and a fortnight afterward took my passage for England in this vessel; and in ten days—in ten days I shall see my darling."

"But in all that time did you never write to your wife?"

"Never, till the night before I left Sydney. I could not 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 fortune, 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 coffee-house in London where she could write to me, telling me where to find her, though she is 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 summer daylight had died out, and the pale light 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 shall fall down dead."

"My dear Mr. Talboys, why do you think of these things? God is very good to us; He will not afflict us beyond our power of endurance. I see all things, perhaps, in a melancholy light; for the long monotony of my life has given me too much time to think over my troubles."

"And my life has been all action, privation, toil, alternate hope and despair; I have had no time to think upon the chances of anything happening to my darling. What a blind, reckless fool I have been! Three years and a half and not one line—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 him.

"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 the side of the vessel, looking over into the water.

George Talboys walked backward and forward for some time, with his head bent upon his breast, looking neither to the right nor the left, but in about a quarter of an hour he returned to the spot where the governess was seated.

"I have been praying," he said—"praying for my darling."

He spoke in a voice little above a whisper, and she saw his face ineffably calm in the moonlight.
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The same August sun which had gone down behind the waste of waters glimmered redly upon the broad face of the old clock over that ivy-covered archway which leads into the gardens of Audley Court.

A fierce and crimson sunset. The mullioned windows and twinkling lattices are all ablaze with the red glory; the fading light flickers upon the leaves of the limes in the long avenue, and changes the still fish-pond into a sheet of burnished copper; even into those dim recesses of brier and brushwood, amidst which the old well is hidden, the crimson brightness penetrates in fitful flashes till the dank weeds and the rusty iron wheel and broken woodwork seem as if they were flecked with blood.

The lowing of a cow in the quiet meadows, the splash of a trout in the fish-pond, the last notes of a tired bird, the creaking of wagon-wheels upon the distant road, every now and then breaking the evening silence, only made the stillness of the place seem more intense. It was almost oppressive, this twilight stillness. The very repose of the place grew painful from its intensity, and you felt as if a corpse must be lying somewhere within that gray and ivy-covered pile of building—so deathlike was the tranquillity of all around.

As the clock over the archway struck eight, a door at the back of the house was softly opened, and a girl came out into the gardens.

But even the presence of a human being scarcely broke the silence; for the girl crept slowly over the thick grass, and gliding into the avenue by the side of the fish-pond, disappeared in the rich shelter of the limes.

She was not, perhaps, positively a pretty girl; but her appearance was of that order which is commonly called interesting. Interesting, it may be, because in the pale face and the light gray eyes, the small features and compressed lips, there was something which hinted at a power of repression and self-control not common in a woman of nineteen or twenty. She might have been pretty, I think, but for the one fault in her small oval face. This fault was an absence of color. Not one tinge of crimson flushed the waxen whiteness of her cheeks; not one shadow of brown redeemed the pale insipidity of her eyebrows and eyelashes; not one glimmer of gold or auburn relieved the dull flaxen of her hair. Even her dress was spoiled by this same deficiency. The pale lavender muslin faded into a sickly gray, and the ribbon knotted round her throat melted into the same neutral hue.

Her figure was slim 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 Phoebe Marks, who had been nursemaid in Mr. Dawson's family, and whom Lady Audley had chosen for her maid after her marriage with Sir Michael.

Of course, this was a wonderful piece of good fortune for Phoebe, who found her wages trebled and her work lightened in the well-ordered household at the Court; and who was therefore quite as much the object of envy among her particular friends as my lady herself to higher circles.

A man, who was sitting on the broken wood-work of the well, started as the lady's-maid came out of the dim shade of the limes and stood before him among 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 came upon me so still and sudden, that I thought you was an evil spirit. I've come across through the fields, and come in here at the gate agen the moat, and I was taking a rest before I came up to the house to ask if you was come back."
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