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Right in the very heart of Lancashire, where huge chimneys
continuously belch forth thick columns of black smoke, where deep
pits pierce the earth in many places, and where stacks of coal are
more numerous than yellow cornfields, there is a town called
Torleigh. Thirty years before the opening of this story Torleigh
was a village, notable only because it possessed a fine old Saxon
Church in an excellent state of preservation, a vicar who had
written a tolerably accurate history of the shire, and a family,
noble and ancient which had for many a generation contributed a
member to the Tory Cabinet of the day.

In the short space of thirty years Torleigh had risen from a
poor and almost unknown hamlet to a prosperous and well-populated
little town. Half a dozen master-farmers and two score of
agricultural labourers had been displaced by 100 capitalists and
10,000 workers in coal mine, cotton factory, and iron foundry.
Streets of small houses, with shops and taverns at every corner,
had taken the place of the pleasant green lanes; and where the
weather-tanned, strong-limbed, healthful husbandmen once
perambulated at their ease, there now hurried sallow-faced,
crooked-framed, healthless creatures.

From its very inception as a town Torleigh had been decidedly
Tory. Each of its ten Mayors had been follower of Peel, Derby, or
Disraeli, and a great majority of the Aldermen and Town Councillors
were politically similar. And yet, strangely enough, the man owing
to whose exertions Torleigh's rapid rise was due, was an old
Chartist; a demander of annual Parliaments, vote by ballot, paid
members, and the rest of it. But for this man, Torleigh might still
have been a green village, a pleasant place, if an obscure one.

Jacob Gray was what it is the fashion to phrase "a self-made
man," although circumstances rather than any marked originality of
character had been the cause of his success in life. The son of
poor parents, he had received no education worth notice, and as his
father chanced to be a pitman he was taken long before he reached
his teens to work with his father and mother in the mine. Owd Bob
Gray, as Jacob's father was called, was one of those strong-minded
characterful men to be found so often amongst Lancashire pitmen,
and although he was utterly devoid of larnin', as he termed it,
"Owd Bob" was noted as one of the best miners in the shire. He had
sunk more shafts and driven more tunnels than any other pitman
within a score of miles of his native place.

To his father's mining ability Jacob Gray's success may be
traced. "Owd Bob" taught Jacob all he knew of pitcraft, and the
knowledge thus gleaned proved infinitely valuable in after years.
At this time there was only one small pit at Torleigh, and at this
colliery Jacob laboured in various capacities for nearly a quarter
of a century. Going to the Moor Pit as a galloway driver he rose by
slow stages to be the Manager, and shortly afterwards he became the
owner of the pit he managed.

In his early manhood Jacob Gray was a big, handsome fellow,
uncouth of speech, perhaps, but frank of manner, and bold as the
proverbial lion. More than one workmate owed life or limb to
Jacob's daring and strength, and once the whole shire and the Press
had rung with his daring. The Moor Pit had got on fire, and with
unexampled bravery Jacob had descended the pit and extinguished the
flames. Soon after this he was installed as Manager.

But Jacob's daring did more than this for him—it won for
him a wife. The owner of the Moor Pit had one child, a
quiet-mannered and good-looking woman a year or two older than
Jacob. Alice Wilson had long been attracted towards her father's
employé. She took great interest in the career of the big, handsome
pitman who was so shy in her presence, and her interest changed to
something deeper when Jacob saved her father from ruin, and the
shire was ringing with his daring.

When Jacob became Mr. Wilson's manager he was necessarily thrown
much in Alice Wilson's company, and he soon learned sufficient from
Alice's manner towards himself to make him propose for her hand. He
was accepted, their marriage followed quickly, and soon after Jacob
found himself, through his wife, a mine owner, his father-in-law
having died.

At this time there was still but one pit in Torleigh. Local
geologians and miners averred that there were no seams of coal at a
workable depth save the one worked at the Moor Pit. But this was an
opinion from which Jacob Gray had always stoutly dissented. Rich
seams of coal and cannel were being got at Wigan and other places a
dozen miles away, and he firmly believed that the same seams
existed at Torleigh, and at a workable depth.

Soon after his marriage, Jacob commenced sinking operations on a
large scale. He pierced the earth to the depth of half a mile, and
there he discovered, not a thin and worthless seam, as had been
prognosticated, but a seam of rich cannel fully a fathom thick.

'Twas a veritable gold mine to Jacob Gray. So confident had be
felt of finding valuable seams that before he commenced sinking he
had purchased the right of getting the coal for many a good acre, a
right he had been able to purchase for a trifle, as no one believed
there was anything worth working.

In ten years' time Jacob Gray was a rich man, and his riches
kept steadily augmenting. He sank deeper still, discovering other
rich seams, and many people wondered that the thing had not been
done long and long before. The people who had sold to Gray the
exclusive right of getting the coal under their property were, of
course, greatly chagrined at his success. To these people there was
something peculiarly annoying in the thought that for any number of
years rich stuff had lain under their green acres, undreamt of, to
be given away almost. Had Gray's venture turned out a failure and
ruined him, these folks would have had cause to be satisfied, for
then they could have congratulated themselves on the excellent
bargains they had made.

After Gray's successful mining operations the rise of Torleigh
was rapid. Whole streets of houses were needed for the miners;
shops and beer-houses sprang up at street corners; fresh capital
was attracted to the spot; cotton factories reared themselves in
the air, and ironmasters founded works there because coal was to be
had there cheaply for smelting purposes.

On a hill overlooking the town, Jacob Gray built himself a big,
comfortable house. Unlike so many self-made men, he did not hasten
to leave the place where he had founded his fortune. He loved to
linger about the place that had made him opulent, and, to some
extent, famous. It was pleasing to think that the thousands of
houses, the cotton mills, iron foundries, the town itself, had been
the result of his successful venture.

Jacob Gray identified himself so much with the place that he
seemed part of it, and he never dreamt of quitting Torleigh save
for a few days. He had been born there, there had he laboured and
grown rich, and there would he die!

And Jacob Gray was dying.

In his quiet, dimly lit room, propped up with the softest of
pillows, Jacob Gray lay. Tarnished and sunken eyes, pallid and
hollow cheeks, clearly attested that "the reaper" was not far away.
Half an hour ago a baroneted physician, a dapper little dandy,
dressed in the most fashionable of garments, and hailing from the
capital, had assured Jacob Gray that he had only a few days to
live.

And the ailing man had received his physician's intelligence
without words of regret. A faint, shadowy smile had even flickered
over the worn face, as though death would not be unwelcomed when he
came.

Jacob Gray had lived for near three score years and ten; he had
drunk deep of the success men thirst for so hungrily, and he had
also had his quota of care and sorrow.

His life had been a great success financially, but his domestic
affairs had been less prosperous. Jacob and his wife were happy
enough together, and probably would have known little trouble had
they been childless.

A year after her marriage with her father's manager, Alice Gray
had borne her spouse a fine male child. The little fellow was duly
baptised, and the name given to him was Robert Wilson Gray. Jacob
remembered his father reverently, and he called his first-born
after him, and the child's second name was its mother's
suggestion.

Mrs. Gray gave birth to several other children, but none of them
lived long enough to toddle along unaided. The first-born seemed to
have absorbed all his mother's vitality, for she was never the same
woman after her first accouchement as before.

And Robert Wilson Gray grew up a vigorous lad; frank, healthy,
and handsome, after his father's fashion, and, of course, he was
fondled and spoiled, as only sons usually are.

Perhaps there exists no more wide-spread feeling amongst the
uneducated than a belief in their dormant capabilities.
Well-educated people whose faculties are cultivated know the extent
of their power, and, when sensible, do not attempt what is beyond
their strength. But the illiterate are not able to thus gauge their
abilities. Their faculties are covered thickly with the cobwebs of
neglect, and this very fact opens to them an imaginary realm to
which the literate have got access. Every poor fellow dreams of
what he might have done had he only been well educated. Old Jobson,
the cobbler, who manufactured doggrel rhyme so fluently when
carousing in the beer-vault with his brothers of the awl, firmly
believes that he would have taken rank with Shelley, Byron, and
Tennyson had he been educated, and I know fully a score of
respectable people who stoutly support this belief. Then there is
Bott, the blacksmith, who, having constructed a wooden engine in
his youth, thinks himself an undeveloped Watts or Stephenson.

This belief in dormant capabilities was one of the articles of
Jacob Gray's creed. Having succeeded so successfully as a master
miner, he fancied he would have been equally successful in other
lines had he only been educated. Lack of scholastic attainments had
been a source of much trouble to him. By the exercise of much
persevering study of an old Bible of his mother's he had managed to
learn a smattering of reading and writing. This was in his early
manhood, and afterwards in the excitement and hurry of success he
had neither time nor inclination to extend his knowledge.

Lack of education, perhaps, more than its possession, teaches
men its value, and Jacob Gray resolved that his son should not lack
scholarship—at least, he should have the chance of attaining
it. Robert Wilson Gray would be a very rich man some day, and his
father wisely saw that a liberal education was necessary in order
to fit him for the position he would one day occupy.

In his early years Wilson Gray had private tutors, and the
rapidity with which the young lad picked up learning of all kinds
gladdened his parents' hearts, and augured well for his future.

On reaching his teens young Gray was sent to Eton to mix with
the sons of aristocrats and moneyed men, and though Wilson's
success at the great public school was less than his parents
anticipated, still nothing transpired there to give an inkling as
to his succeeding career.

When Wilson Gray left Eton for Cambridge he was a splendid
fellow. About this time Wilson brought home with him young Lord
Hayburne, son and heir of the Earl of Arrodale, an ancient peer, if
a poor one. The young men had been at Eton together, and they left
at the same time, going to the same college on the banks of the
Cam. Hayburne and Gray were fast friends, a modern edition of Damon
and Pythias, and Wilson's father and mother were proud of their
son's friend. Lord Hayburne was welcomed at The Platts, and
he made a stay of some weeks, going down the pits and flirting with
the Forleigh mill-girls when chance permitted.

Truly, writers in general and novelists in particular, have
written much rubbish concerning the nameless grace and
distinguished manner ancient lineage confers upon its children. I
should like to have confronted one of these writers with Lord
Hayburne and Wilson Gray, one the son of an earl whose remotest
ancestor fought side by side with the Norman Robber at Hastings;
the other an undiluted plebian, the child of an ex-pitman.

Into what an egregious blunder these gentlemen would have
stumbled, imagining that they were confirming by actual observation
what they had previously written. Not one of them all but would
have taken plebian for aristocrat, aristocrat for plebian.

Wilson Gray was tall, elegantly shaped and handsome of face;
Lord Hayburne was short, thick-set, and coarse-featured; the former
was frank, generous, and romantic, distinguished in speech,
gesture, and appearance; the latter was secretive, selfish, and
worldly, with nothing uncommon about him.

But ultimately Jacob Gray and his wife had ample cause to regret
the intimacy that existed between their son and the Earl of
Arrodale's heir. At Cambridge the young men picked up with a wild
lot of young fellows, sons of noblemen and great financiers, who
cared little for scholarship and much for pleasure.

Studies were neglected, University ordinances broken, College
dons laughed at, practical jokes played; there were feasting and
drinking, and in the end the whole lot were rusticated.

Jacob Gray was annoyed by his son's ejectment from Cambridge,
but he was not yet seriously alarmed for Wilson's future. He set
the young man's escapade down to youth and high spirits, believing
that he would become all that was desirable after he had had his
fling.

After being rusticated Hayburne and Gray took up their abode in
London, engaging apartments in a fashionable quarter, and prepared
to take a still deeper draught of pleasure which they had promised
themselves.

By nature and the quality of his expectations Wilson Gray was
quite unfitted for the world into which he was thrown. An
open-handed, kindly-hearted young fellow whose father is said to be
a millionaire stands in need of much stricter supervision than one
less generous, and whose prospects are not so promising.

The best society was open to the Earl of Arrodale's heir, and
through Hayburne Wilson Gray had the entrée to plenty of
good houses. The young men became members of fashionable clubs
where high play was allowed, and in a little while Wilson Gray and
his aristocratic comrade were going the pace with the best or the
worst of their fellows.

'Twas the old, common enough story: a weak man unable to resist
life's allurements. Wilson's allowance, generous though it was, was
all too insufficient. Pleasure was ever so much pleasanter to
follow than duty, and Wilson went to the Jews, who, of course,
obliged him. At 24 young Gray was well known "about town" as the
heir of the great Lancashire mine-owner, and he enjoyed a certain
meed of fame. At race meetings he was pointed out; had a lord for a
"pal;" was termed a "good fellow," and he figured as debtor in
certain usurers' books to the tune of £10,000.

No need to prolong the story. 'Tis only told because it bears on
the tale I have to tell. The crash came. A certain horse was bound
to win a big race—but it did not. Wilson Gray laid heavy
wagers on the result, expecting to win sufficient to clear off all
his debts and set him on his feet. But the Gypsy was rather too
slow, coming in second instead of first, and Wilson found himself
entangled in a huge network of "debts of honour," some of which
were scarcely honourable.

Escape from his difficulties presented itself in three
shapes—suicide, flight, appeal. Suicide seldom commends
itself to sane young men, no matter how "hard up" they may he;
flight is uncomfortable when one has no money, so Wilson Gray
humbled himself before his father; his debts were paid, he received
a scathing letter denouncing him for his unmanliness and
extravagance. He promised to reform, and twelve months after he was
deep in the mire again—ay, deeper than before.

To appeal again was useless. Suicide was still unpleasant, so
Wilson took to flight; but ere doing so he capped all his follies
by forging his father's name for a large sum. Where the young man
went to, his parents never learned. Jacob never made enquiry,
though unknown to her husband, Wilson's mother employed a private
enquiry officer to find out the lad's whereabouts, but without
success.

Mrs. Gray died soon after, her life hurried to its close, and
made miserable at its finish by her lad's folly.

This happened about fifteen years before the opening of this
story, and soon after Jacob Gray was left a legacy in the shape of
a little lad of 5 or 6, the only son of the mine-owner's brother, a
widower just deceased.

Jacob adopted the lad gladly. The follies and flight of his son,
and the death of his wife soon after, tore a large piece off a
heart more generous and loving than many thought it. Having no
taste for travel, nor wish for the society to which his wealth
would have gained him admission, he hungered for something to fill
the void in his heart, and his nephew did this.

He gave the lad a good education, and Walter Gray was now a fine
lad of 21, by profession a mining engineer, and quite filled with
his work at his uncle's pits.

The events of his life rolled slowly past Jacob Gray's mental
vision as he reclined on his pillows. 'Twas a fine afternoon in
early spring. The air was filled with soft warm sunshine; the
sparrows were chirruping loudly and flitting from house to house,
and outside the town the hedges and trees and fields were beginning
to sprout.

The whirr of cotton-spinning machinery, the rapid revolution of
the huge pulleys suspended over the coalpits, the boom of the
hammers in the iron foundries half a mile away fell on Jacob Gray's
hearing, but his ears caught only a soft continuous murmur like the
roar of the sea softened by distance.

The rich coalowner, whom the world envied, was thinking how
little of real happiness his great commercial success had brought
him, when a tap was heard on the chamber door, it was pushed open,
and Walter Gray entered, walking quickly but noiselessly to the
bedside, where he seated himself.

"How are you this afternoon, uncle?" Walter said in a cheery
tone. "Better I expect?"

"I'm no better, lad; about the same, I think," Jacob replied,
speaking slowly. "What a time you have been, I've been waiting a
good while for you."

"I have been down the new pit, or I should have been home an
hour since. But a word would have fetched me. Did you want me?"

"Yes." Turning to the nurse who sat mutely by. "You may go for a
walk, Mrs. Dobbs." Then he continued, "Yes, I want you, Walter. We
must have a long talk together. You are my only relative, and all I
have will be yours when I go."

"Don't talk like that, uncle," the young man cried earnestly
rising partly from his seat. "You talk as if you were going to die,
and I'm sure there's ten years life in you yet."

"Nay, nay, lad," Jacob replied, the faintest tremor perceptible
in his voice, "I am bad enough, lad, I know, and I'd better make
things square before I go."

"But I don't believe you are so bad, uncle," the young man
persisted.

"Sir David told me that I couldn't last more than a day or two
at the longest, and I feel that he spoke the truth. I'm gettin' old
now, and may as well tell you now what I have to say as some other
time—but give me a drink, Walter."

Walter Gray complied with his relative's request, then reseating
himself he waited for Jacob to speak.

"Fourteen years ago, Walter, I made a will. 'Twas just after the
death of your aunt that I made it—yes, I made it. The
'torneys did'nt help me to scrape my money together, and I thought
I could leave it to somebody without them too. I made my will two
or three weeks after you came here; I've never altered a word of it
since then, and I'm as well satisfied with it now as I was the day
I made it."

Jacob paused to regain his breath, and his nephew ventured to
say—

"Pardon me, uncle, but you made this will of which you speak
after my cousin Wilson went out of the country."

"Certainly," the old man replied somewhat testily; "what made
you ask such a question?"

"Because I thought you had made it at a time when you were
naturally vexed with my cousin's foolish mistake, and would be
harshly disposed towards him. You will think more leniently of him
now."

"Perhaps I do; but it doesn't matter now, I fancy. He must have
been dead long enough, or I should have heard of him long
since."

"Perhaps not, uncle. He may be still——"

"I don't want to talk about him, Walter—I'll not talk
about him!" Jacob Gray exclaimed feebly. "I want to talk to you
about the will. I want you to fetch it and read it to me."

"Where is it?"

"In the library, on the top shelf, in a book. There's an old
copy of Tim Bobbin's works in that corner of the case nearest the
door."

"I know where you mean."

"Well, go for it at once."

Thus commanded, Walter Gray left the room at once, and
descending the stairs to the ground floor he entered a dark and
neglected apartment dignified by the name of library. In his
earlier and busier days Jacob Gray had used the room to transact
his business in, but it had been unused for years. On one of the
walls there was a large old-fashioned oaken bookcase, partly filled
with books now read only by bookworms.

In the corner indicated Walter found the volume mentioned, and
glancing along the shelf he saw in the other corner a copy of "The
Pilgrim's Progress," bound in stout brown leather.

Lifting down the work he wanted, Walter tapped it smartly
against the table, to shake off the thick coat of dust, and as he
did so a slip of paper, which had once been white, fluttered to the
floor at his feet. The top of the paper was exposed to his sight,
and he could not help reading the following words as he stooped to
pick up the paper,


"THE LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF



JACOB GRAY, MINEOWNER,



TORLEIGH, LANCASHIRE."




Few men would have been satisfied to read so much and no more of
a similar document. The title of the paper would have acted as an
overpowering allurement, and only the last word would have sated
the curiosity the first few words had excited. Naturally Walter
Gray felt more interest in his uncle's last testament than any
other person could have experienced, except Wilson Gray. Walter had
lived with his uncle for fifteen years; his cousin was regarded as
dead by every one, and Jacob's nephew had always passed as his
uncle's heir.

Walter felt strangely curious regarding the contents of the
papers he held in his hand. Some words his uncle had dropped
shortly before intensified this feeling, "You are my only relative,
and all I have will be yours when I go." His uncle's words uttered
only a few minutes before came back to him as he paused a moment or
two with the will in his hand. At the time those words were spoken
he had given them not the slightest thought. Loving his uncle
sincerely he had felt only concern for his life. But the full
meaning of the words dawned upon him now.

"All I have will be yours when I go." Could it be possible that
his uncle intended to leave all his enormous wealth to him? As this
thought passed through Walter's brain it suggested another. He
could easily satisfy himself of the truth or falsity of his
relative's words by reading the will his right hand tightly
clutched. No! He would not satisfy his curiosity at the expense of
his honour!

Sometimes a train of thought rises unsought, and darts through
the mind defiant of restraint. So it was with Walter Gray. As he
flouted the thought of reading the will a host of kindred thoughts
bubbled up in his brain.

His uncle lay dying overhead; he was his heir, according to his
relative's own words. But Jacob Gray had never mentioned such a
thing before, and the will in his hand might be in favour of some
one else. If his uncle died without a will he would be the heir,
failing the return of Robert Wilson Gray, which was scarcely
probable after all these years.

With an effort Walter shook his head clear of these unsought
thoughts, which had taken scarcely half a dozen moments to think.
He opened the volume from which he had just shaken the dust, placed
the will between the leaves, closed the book, and walked quickly
from the library, wondering greatly at his own thoughts.

How mean and selfish it was of him to ponder all these worldly
thoughts while his ailing, perhaps dying, relative was anxiously
awaiting his reappearance with the will he had made so many years
before. Although Walter chided himself for his remissions, he could
not help feeling that the thoughts were not his own. It seemed to
him that some being at the bottom of his mind had uttered the
thoughts, and that he had only listened to them.

"What's the matter, you fool? Is this the time or place to tear
along like that?"

Walter Gray was addressing one of the younger servants. Coming
out of the library he had been rudely collided against by a girl
who was running down the lobby at the foot of the staircase. The
girl's face was white and she trembled violently. She was either
breathless or too frightened to speak, and Walter again
demanded—

"What's the matter?"

"Master's dead! Master's dead!" she cried, at last finding
speech.

"Dead? God forgive me if he is."

He pushed past the housemaid, feeling almost like a murderer.
While he had dallied in the library his uncle had died. Quickly but
quietly he mounted the staircase, crossed the landing, opened his
uncle's chamber door, and paused on the threshold, the book
containing the will tightly clasped in his hand, though at that
exciting moment he had forgotten its existence.

Within the room all was still, save the gentle flapping of the
window curtains, stirred by the soft spring air that stole through
the slightly dropped window. Stretched out on the bed Walter could
see his uncle's shrunken form, with the face turned from him.

A moment he paused to note if the body moved ever so slightly;
to listen for sound of breathing, no matter how faint. But neither
motion nor sound struck eye or ear, and unable to bear the mighty
suspense any longer, he stepped quickly forward to the bedside,
exclaiming in a low intense tone—

"Uncle, Uncle Jacob, I am here, speak to me. I have got the
will!"

There was no response to his impassioned utterance. Walter's
heart gave a mighty throb; a big lump rose in his throat; the book
dropped with a clatter on the floor, and he fell on his knees by
the bed sobbing like a child.
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"Is that you Walter! What a while you've been away—why you
are crying! What is the matter with you, lad?"

"I thought—I thought," the young man stammered, rising
from his knees and trying to hide his tear-stained face from his
uncle.

"Thought what!" Jacob Gray interrupted, gazing inquisitively at
his nephew.

Walter remained silent; he did not wish to tell his uncle he had
thought him dead, and he was not a ready hand at coining lies or
evasive answers. But Jacob seemed to understand what had been the
cause of Walter's sorrow, for he said:

"So you thought I was gone, lad, did you, and you were crying?
Well, never mind, Walter," he continued, evidently touched by his
nephew's emotion, "I'm livin', you see. I dropped asleep as soon an
you left the room. Did you find the will?"

"Yes, it's here," Walter replied picking up the sheet of paper
from the floor, and handing it to his uncle.

When Walter Gray dropped on his knees beside the bed he felt
convinced that his uncle had passed away. In the intensity of his
sorrow he pressed his face against the side of the bed, the hot,
bitter tears flowing freely and moistening the coverlet. Suddenly
he was startled by his uncle's voice speaking to him, and he
realized that his uncle was still alive. Afterwards he learned that
the housemaid who cannonaded against him at the bottom of the
staircase had peeped into the sick room, and all being deathly
still in the chamber, and seeing Jacob Gray lying motionless on the
bed she imagined her master was dead and fled from the place in
affright.

Jacob Gray examined the will keenly for a few moments, then he
handed it back to his young kinsman.

"I can see it's the will I made nearly fifteen years since,
Walter, but I can't read it. My eyesight's goin' fast. Sit down,
lad, and read it to me."

Walter drew a chair close to the bed, sat down on it, smoothed
out the sheet of paper, and wondering how his relative had disposed
of his vast riches, he commenced to read the "home made" will,
which ran as follows:—


"THE LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF



JACOB GRAY, MINEOWNER,



TORLEIGH, LANCASHIRE."








I, Jacob Gray, being in sound
health and mind, do freely give all I possess to my nephew, Walter
Gray, the only son of my brother, James Gray, of Bolton,
Lancashire. All my mines at Torleigh; all my railway shares; all my
houses in this town; everything in which I have right, claim, or
interest I give and bequeath to my adopted child, the
above-mentioned Walter Gray, subject to the following
bequeaths:—



To my housekeeper, Nancy Makins, five hundred pounds, free of
legacy duty;



and to my old friend and workman, Adam Bates, a like sum, also duty
free.



Should my son, Robert Wilson Gray, return to England alive he shall
receive five hundred pounds a year as long as he lives from my
nephew, Walter Gray.



"JACOB GRAY,



"DANIEL WATERS, Witness,



"JOSIAH BARNES, Witness,



"July 25,1850."


"It's not a very long will, Walter, is it? But I think it'll do,
eh?"

"It's short enough, certainly," the young man replied, very
quietly.

"Short and sweet, lad; short and sweet; and I did it all myself;
but it took me a goodish while. I borrowed a copy of a will from
old Mawton, the 'torney—you'll not remember him,
Walter—and I managed somehow. What do you think about it,
eh?"

"I do not like it at all, uncle."

"What? Not like it? Why, what's amiss with it?"

Jacob Gray's voice expressed great wonderment, and he glanced
suspiciously at his nephew, who sat stiffly on the chair, gazing
fixedly upon the will he had just read, and which he still held
open before him.

"I dislike it, uncle, because I think it the outcome of an
attack of resentment which was, perhaps, only natural at the time
it was made, but is——"

"Outcome of resentment—what do you mean?"

"You say you made it nearly fifteen years ago—at a time
when you were very much vexed and grieved by my cousin's behaviour,
and you resolved to punish his follies by disinheriting him?"

"True, quite true, lad."

"Then don't you see that this will is unjust both to yourself
and my cousin Wilson?"

"I don't see it, Walter."

"I see it plain enough. What you wrote many years ago in a fit
of anger you are about to grave in adamant now. When my cousin
capped all his follies by forging your name and leaving the
country, it was but natural that you should make a will like this,
but it would be both cruel and unnatural to adhere to a resolution
made so long ago."

"But, Walter, the will you have in your hands meets all my
wishes now. I was vexed when I made it, but I have no wish to
change it at all. There's not a word I want alterin'."

"But surely, uncle," Walter said warmly, "you don't mean to give
me so much and your son so little?"

"My son!" Jacob Gray burst out with feeble bitterness, "where is
he? what is he? A broken down gambler, a forger, and God knows what
beside. He disgraced me and killed his mother, but his Maker has
very likely punished him for all his sins long ago."

"Don't agitate yourself, uncle. I will speak no more of this
matter if it displeases you."

"It doesn't displease me, Walter, and you'll say whatever you
like. I know that your words come right from your heart—who's
that?"

There was a tap at the chamber door, it opened, and the nurse
appeared in the doorway.

"Send her out, Walter, send her out," Jacob Gray exclaimed,
"I've plenty to say to you yet."

"My uncle says that you may rest yourself a little longer, Mrs.
Dobbs. I will ring when you are wanted."

The woman went away, and when the door closed behind her the
great coalmaster continued the former conversation by
saying—

"Go on, Walter; speak out. It's not every one that would stand
in his own light as you are doin'. You ought to have spoken against
Wilson, and not in his favour, if you had been thinkin' of your own
ends."

"I prefer to speak my honest thoughts, uncle," Walter replied
quietly.

"Well, well, go on, lad. You know I always consider what you
say."

"What I have to say is this," Walter said in a low, emphatic
tone, "I disapprove altogether of this will so far as it relates to
me and my cousin. You've left me all and Wilson nothing. He may
turn up some day, and what do you think he will think of you and of
me when he finds that I have robbed him of what he naturally
considers his birthright?"

"What will he think?—what can he say?"

"He will think and say that I have wormed myself into your
favour by all kinds of low and despicable tricks. He will imagine
that I have played the part of 'the good young man' who never went
astray, thus affording you a contrast to his own follies in order
to displace him in your will and affections."

"It doesn't matter what he thinks, lad. He has forfeited all
claim to my respect and love, and as to money, he never helped me
to get a penny of it, so he has not the least right to it. Surely a
man can do as he likes with his own?"

"But the world will think with Wilson that he had the greater
right to your fortune."

"What the world thinks, and what Wilson thinks," said Jacob
irritably, "is nothing to me. The world has nothing to do with it,
and Wilson has had a fortune already. I paid fifteen thousand
pounds worth of his debts, and after that he forged my name for ten
thousand more. That's five-and-twenty thousand he has had, besides
his allowance. Isn't that enough, considering how shamefully he has
behaved?"

"He is your son," was all that Walter answered.

"So he is, and on that account I forgave him for forging my
name, when I would have prosecuted anybody else."

Uncle and nephew were silent for the space of ten seconds. The
conversation seemed to have tired Jacob Gray, for he lay panting on
his pillows, and Walter was walking thoughtfully about the bedside,
his feet falling noiselessly on the thick carpet. Passing beside
the bed, the young man said—

"Do you think of making a fresh will, uncle?"

"Makin' a fresh will? No. Why should I make one? Won't this
do?"

"No!" rejoined Walter emphatically. "I don't want your
money—I will not have it. It belongs to——"

"Tush! tush! lad, what rubbish you talk. Your cousin in dead
long ago, or we should have heard of him before
now——"

"I feel sure he is alive."

"If I were sure of it I wouldn't leave my money to him. Do you
think that after I have worked and slaved all these years that I
would let my money be wasted away in gamblin' and drinkin'—to
be spent on bad men and worse women, and God knows what
beside?"

"But Wilson may come back a better man. Give him a chance when
he comes. Alter this will—or rather make a new one. Let
Wilson and myself change places—five hundred a year will be
as much as I shall ever need."

"You're a bigger fool than I thought you, Walter," grunted
Jacob, shifting uneasily on his pillows, "It's a nice thing that I
can't do what I want with my own. It's a nice thing, it is."

"Do you want Wilson to curse you when you are lying in your
grave?" Walter demanded abruptly.

"Curse me when I'm lyin' in my grave?" the old man echoed,
sharply, glancing at his nephew with frightened eyes, "No! no!
certainly not; whatever made you ask such a question?"

"Because if you do not make a fresh will he will curse you if
ever he returns. He is your only son, and, right or wrong, he
expects to be your heir——"

"But, Walter——"

"Hear me out, uncle, and then I've done with this matter
altogether. Wilson has not been a good son I know, but don't you
think that he has been punished sufficiently already? Do not carry
your vengeance to the grave with you. Forgive Wilson—let me
telegraph to Manchester for your solicitor, Mr. Braile—or
fetch a local attorney—and have a new will made. Give the
bulk of your fortune to my cousin, put me in one corner, and I
shall be satisfied. Then when Wilson returns—as he will
return some day—he will bless instead of cursing you, and you
will rest all the easier in your grave for his blessing. Don't you
think so, uncle?"

"I think that I ought to have made a parson of you instead of a
mining engineer; that's what I'm thinkin'," grunted Jacob.

"But you will have a new will made, uncle, won't you?" the young
man persisted.

"I don't know," the elder man retorted in a tone which implied
that he did not relish giving way.

"Shall I go for Mr. Mawton, or telegraph for Mr. Braile?" Walter
asked. He perceived that his uncle was giving way, and he resolved
to mould his relative to his wishes while he was in a plastic
mood.

"You must do neither yet, Walter. I don't like the thought of
having a new will made at all. If I do alter my mind it will only
be to please you. It's all nonsense making a new will in your
cousin's interest for he's been dead long enough, I know, or he'd
have been at me for money before this."

"He may be hiding in some far away country—America or
Australia?" Walter suggested.

"I doubt it," Jacob retorted querulously. "No country's big
enough to hold a poor devil who's got a rich father save the
country the father lives in. But you'll have your own way, I
suppose. Well, I'll promise to think about what you wish me to do
and let you know in a day or two."

"Sir David Manselle said that you had only a few days to live,"
Walter remarked quietly, "and a little while ago you remarked that
you felt he had spoken the truth. Why not do the thing at once
while there is time? A good action cannot be done too soon, as you
have told me often. Who shall I fetch? Your own solicitor, or the
local attorney, Mr. Mawton?"

"Fetch whoever you like," cried Jacob, wearied by the long talk,
and overmastered by his nephew's pertinacity. "If you won't have
the fortune at once it's your own fault, that's all."

"Then I'll go for Mawton at once," Walter said, glad that he had
won his way. "He'll be able to draw up a new will as well as your
own solicitor, I daresay."

"Don't fetch Mawton, Walter. Send for Mr. Braile."

"All right. I'll wire him at once, and he'll be here in an hour
or two. I'll go to the telegraph office myself."

Walter Gray hurried from the sick room quite elated with his
success. He experienced as great a satisfaction in having persuaded
his uncle to leave his fortune to Wilson as most men would have
felt in having won the fortune for themselves. Untainted yet with
the slavish adulation of money which characterises the youth of the
day, he felt a sincere pleasure thrilling him through because his
uncle's many thousands were to be left to his cousin, Wilson
Gray.

Half-an-hour after leaving the sick chamber Walter had handed to
the telegraph clerk at Torleigh Railway Station the following
message:—


"From Walter Gray, The
Platts, Torleigh.



"To John Braile, solicitor, Market-street, Manchester.



"Come down here at once. My uncle is seriously ill. Wants to see
you on business. Come to-day if you can possibly do so."




A couple of hours later a dapper little man of perhaps fifty,
whose collar and cuffs were immaculate, and whose boots fitted him
like the gloves of a lady of fashion, presented himself at the
front door of The Platts, giving the door bell a quick tug. Then
the gentleman gazed critically on his shapely feet, arranged his
tie and cuffs, and complacently awaited the answer to his
summons.

There was very little of the proverbial mustiness of the old
lawyer, and much of the dandy about Mr. John Braile, solicitor. The
man of law's weakest points were self-esteem and love of dress. He
loved to be mistaken for a gentleman of fashion, and the royal road
to his good opinion was easily reached by complimenting him on his
taste, address, and appearance.

Walter Gray was expecting Mr. Braile, and the lawyer was shown
into the room where the young man was awaiting him.

"You got my telegram, Mr. Braile?"

"Certainly, sir; that is why I am here. I trust that your uncle
is better. His ailment is not dangerous, I hope."

"I fear that he will not live much longer. Sir David Manselle,
who has been called in, says he won't last more than a few
days."

"I need not say how deeply I regret to hear this. I suppose you
know the nature of the business on which your uncle wishes to see
me?"

"Yes. It is respecting a will."

"Ah, I see. Mr. Gray wishes to make one?"

"Yes."

"I thought so when I received your urgent message, and I may
tell you that I have always thought it singular that your relative
had not made one long ago. I consider it extremely foolish and
hazardous on the part of a wealthy man to put off making a will so
long as your uncle has done."

"But he has made one will already."

"Indeed?"

"Yes, so long ago as eighteen-fifty. He desires you to draw up a
new one."

"May I ask if you have seen the old will?"

"Oh, yes. My uncle and I were discussing it at some length this
morning."

"Indeed; and who drew it up, may I venture to enquire?"

"My uncle himself—here is the old will; read it and then
we'll go together to my uncle's room."

The dapper lawyer remarked on the danger and folly of people
drawing up their Last Testaments themselves; then he subsided into
silence and bestowed his attention on the sheet of paper Walter had
placed in his hands.

"Ah! just as I expected. The nephew made the sole heir—the
son cut off according to his deserts. And now, I suppose, your
uncle wishes me to embody the gist of this paper—pardon me, I
can scarcely call it a will—into the new will I am to draw
up?"

"Well, not exactly. The new will is to be like this one in every
particular save one."

"And what is that, may I ask? Some legacy to some old friend, or
some bequest to some charitable institution, I suppose?"

"No! I and Wilson Gray are to change places. He is to inherit
the bulk of the fortune, I five hundred a year."

"Bless me!" ejaculated the solicitor surprised out of his
composure, "What a change. Whatever has happened to cause your
uncle to change his mind? You've been quarrelling, I suppose, and
he's going to put you in his son's place for the same reason that
he put his son there when he made this will. I must talk to him. If
he leaves his money to his son there won't be a shilling of it in
half a dozen years."

"I beg of you not to mention the matter to my uncle at all, Mr.
Braile. I——"

"But I shall be able to convince him of his error," Braile
interrupted.

"I do not want you to convince him," said Walter. "It was I who
induced him to consent to the change, and I only managed to do so
after a long talk."

Mr. Braile forgot himself so much as to stare in a manner he
would have thought vulgar in another, and he blurted out—

"Do you mean to say that you persuaded your uncle to give the
bulk of his fortune to your cousin when he had already made a will
in your favour?"

"Yes. I thought, and still think, that my cousin has a nearer
claim than I have, and I merely prevented a wrong being done."

"But, my dear sir——"

"We will not discuss the matter if you please," Walter replied,
rising. "Shall we go to my uncle? Perhaps he will be awake
now."

They left the room together, and on reaching the sick chamber
found Jacob Gray still dozing. The nurse was dismissed, and then
Walter said—

"We will not awake him. I think you had better make a draft of a
new will, something like this one, only remember that Wilson and I
are to change places; and when he awakes we can submit it to
him."

"Yes, yes," said Braile as he prepared to do what Walter had
suggested, wondering the while if this young man were quite sane
who so pleasantly gave up a fortune.

Mr. Braile was busy writing by the window, and Walter Gray who
stood beside him watching the progress of the draft of the new
will, when they were both startled by a cough, and turning round
they found Jacob, awake and regarding them intently.

"So you've got Mr. Braile here, Walter, I see," said Jacob.

"Yes," replied Walter, going to the bedside; "when we came in
you were asleep, so we thought it better not to disturb you. I told
Mr. Braile of the old will—in fact he has read it—and
I've mentioned the change you contemplate making. I suggested that
he should sketch the new will, making it something like the other,
with the exception that Wilson and I were to change places."

"Change places?" Jacob muttered.

"Yes. Isn't that what you mean?" Walter asked.

"No! no! certainly not. I believe that your cousin is dead, and
if I leave all to him, and he doesn't turn up, what then? That'll
not do at all—come here, Mr. Braile."

"Yes, yes," replied the solicitor, and he was beside the bed in
a moment. "What can I do for you?" he asked. "Am sorry to see you
so ill."

"Hear what I've to say, then you'll learn what I want you to do.
I want to leave my money and other things so that my son can have
them if he's living, and if he's dead—which I believe him to
be—then I want the will arranging so that all will go to
Walter, here."

"I understand—I understand," murmured Braile.

"Wilson will soon turn up," Jacob Gray continued, "when he knows
there's a fortune waitin' for him—that's if he's alive. If he
doesn't turn up in twelve months after I die I want the will makin'
so that all will go to Walter, with the exception of £300 a year to
be paid to Wilson, supposin' he turns up after, which isn't
likely."

"But, uncle," interposed Walter, "twelve months is not long
enough. Wilson may be in some far away place, where the news of his
heirship will not reach him easily, and I think he ought to have
five years at least—don't you think so, Mr. Braile?"

"I think with you, Walter, that Wilson may be living, and, as
you say, might not hear of the fortune he will inherit in a year's
time."

"I differ from you both," Jacob exclaimed petulantly. "Twelve
months is plenty long enough, but make it five years, or twelve
years, if Walter wants you. He will have all the longer to wait,
that's all."

"I am content," said Walter, "to give my cousin a fair chance.
When he comes I shall not be ashamed to meet him, or hold out my
hand to him."

A light table was carried to the bedside, and Mr. Braile seated
thereat. After the expenditure of some time and considerable
trouble the solicitor succeeded in drawing up a will to suit Jacob
Gray. According to the new will Robert Wilson Gray was to inherit
the bulk of his father's wealth, provided that he returned within
the space of five years after his father's death, and his cousin,
Walter, was to have a thousand a year for life, and if Wilson Gray
died without issue Walter was to inherit the property.

If Wilson Gray did not return to claim his fortune within the
specified time Walter was to take immediate possession at the
expiration of that period, and if Jacob Gray's son turned up
afterwards he was to receive a thousand a year for life.

These provisions, with a few bequests to servants and old
friends, constituted the new will, and when it was made out and
duly attested, both Jacob Gray and his young kinsman felt easier in
their minds. Jacob Gray felt that he had played the closing part of
his life well, and he awaited the coming of the "reaper" with
composure.

Walter had done his duty to the cousin he had never seen, and
his conscience was clear and easy, and that with him was
everything.

Sir David Manselle's prognostication regarding his wealthy
patient, the great Lancashire coalmaster, was not very far wrong.
Jacob Gray lingered about a fortnight, then he died, gently and
painlessly, like a child sinking to sleep after a hard day's
tumbling on the grass or sands.

The Torleigh Telegraph appeared on the following Saturday
edged with a broad border of deep black, and a large portion of its
space was occupied by an exhaustive biographical notice of the
deceased mineowner. Of course, the writer of this article—a
new reporter who had never seen Jacob Gray in his
life—dilated on the consummate mining talent and great
perseverance of the dead man, pointing out how the very town itself
owed its existence to his daring spirit.

The town honoured Jacob Gray's memory with a public funeral,
Mayor, Aldermen, and Town Councillors following his remains to the
grave, dressed in their newest black, and wearing their most
respectable manners. Everybody talked to everybody else of the
wonderful success which had crowned Jacob Gray's labours; his
riches were often adverted to, and most people thought that the
deceased must have lived and died a supremely happy man. He was
rich, and to the poor riches and happiness appear synonymous.

A few weeks after his uncle's death, Walter consulted Mr.
Braile. He thought something ought to be done to acquaint his
cousin of the fortune that was awaiting him, and he wanted the
solicitor to advise him as to the best means of finding Wilson.

"You know, Mr. Braile," said Walter, "that I wish my cousin to
have his father's fortune if he is alive, and I want your advice as
to how I am to find him, no matter in which part of the world he
may be."

"I know of only two methods of searching for your cousin," said
the solicitor, "and they are the employment of private detectives
and advertising in the newspapers."

"And which method do you think the better one—but perhaps
it would be advisable to use both?"

"I don't think so, Mr. Gray," the solicitor answered. "I fail to
see of what use any number of detectives would be in this case.
Your cousin has been away such a great length of time, and to
attempt to find him by the aid of detectives would be expensive
and——"

"What matters the expense!" Walter broke in warmly. "There's
over a million awaiting my cousin's coming, and we need feel no
hesitance about spending a few thousands to acquaint him of the
fact."

"My dear sir," said Mr. Braile in his blandest manner, "permit
me to conclude my sentence. I was about to say that the employment
of detectives is not only an expense, but a clumsy method. What are
detectives! Very common people, indeed, I assure you. The majority
of those I know are dull, uneducated men, who having failed to
master some handicraft or business through laziness or inaptness,
join the police force, and thence wriggle into the detective
department because the work is less and the pay better."

"Then we must advertise, I suppose?"

"Certainly. This case is exactly suited for advertising, and
unsuited for the employment of detectives. When a criminal is
wanted, of course, detectives must be used, for you cannot expect a
murderer or a forger to answer an advertisement; but when you want
a man to answer an advertisement for a large fortune, all that is
necessary is to advertise extensively, and if he's alive it will
reach his ears."

"Then we most lose no time in sending advertisements to all the
principal papers in England, America, and Australia," Walter
replied, "and I believe that in a few months, perhaps sooner, we
shall have the pleasure of seeing my cousin."

"Then we had better draw up the advertisement now," said Braile,
"and I will have copies of it dispatched immediately to the various
papers in which it is to appear."

Walter signified his assent, the advertisement was made out, and
shortly afterwards hundreds of people in various parts of the world
were wondering where the fortunate individual was who was wanted
for a fortune.

Curious people indulged in various speculations regarding the
advertisement and the man to whom it referred, and to many an
ambitious young novelist on the look out for a plot the
advertisement suggested a novel of the sensational type.





CHAPTER III.—FIVE YEARS
AFTER.
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Five years and as many months had slipped into the gulf of time
since Jacob Gray died, but the passing of that period had not
brought Robert Wilson Gray to claim his inheritance.

Walter had felt certain all along that his relative was alive,
and he felt equally certain that he would return within the
stipulated time to possess himself of the million of money that
awaited his coming. Only when weeks, months, and at last five years
passed away did he abandon all hope of his cousin's return. For
whole weeks together advertisements had figured prominently in the
leading papers of England, America, and Australia, but with no
fruitful result.

Robert Wilson Grays, from every quarter of the world, applied to
Mr. John Braile, solicitor, for the fortune their father, Jacob
Gray, had left them. But in almost every case the applicants were
unable, through some unfortunate circumstance or another, to make
themselves visible to the lawyer at his offices in Market-street,
Manchester. One Wilson Gray was digging gold on the Pacific slope,
and was too poor to make his way unaided to England; another was
roughing it amongst the Boers in the Transvaal, loved the life, and
preferred to stay on the banks of the Vaal; still another was
sojourning in Italy, being in delicate health, and his physician
would not permit him to change his abode; others there were who
made similar excuses, and all the applicants were agreed on one
point; each of them was hard up and needed help at once, but in no
case were the impostors successful in obtaining money. A few
questions, tersely put and never answered, settled the matter so
far as the applicants were concerned.

When the five years were past Walter Gray found the fortune
thrust upon him, and, perhaps, no man ever received a million of
money less thankfully. How many thousands there are who would
barter even their souls for the ease and adulation that a million
will purchase. Adulation and ease were as yet unattractive to
Walter Gray, and, consequently, he cared but little for that which
would purchase them. In years to come he might learn to love gold
and its concomitants; now, in the full vigour of early manhood, he
cared for nought but work.

At 25 Walter Gray was a good-looking fellow, not extremely
handsome, as heroes too often are, but pleasant-faced, which
beauty-men seldom are. Your very handsome men and your beautiful
women seldom escape the taint of personal vanity. They are human
peacocks that strut about soliciting admiration for the result of
an accident. Walter was strongly built, ordinary sized, fair
skinned, brown eyed, and dark haired. A short, crisp beard covered
chin and cheeks, lending a quiet, resolute look to his face, such
as is seen in portraits of the old Romans.

Left an orphan at an early age, Walter had lost the gentle
influence that parents alone wield. But his uncle Jacob had, as
nearly as possible, taken a parent's place. The mineowner resolved
to give his nephew an excellent education, and he did so, but great
public schools, such as Eton and Harrow were to be avoided as
pestilential. The experiment of sending his son to Eton and thence
to Cambridge had failed so disastrously that Jacob determined to
have Walter educated amongst commoner folks, so the lad began and
finished his schooling at a grammar school within easy reach of
Torleigh.

Early in his teens Walter was seized with a passion for reading.
Books on all sorts of subjects were devoured with avidity, and his
studious habits pleased his uncle much, and the mineowner gladly
purchased any books his nephew desired. Of his own accord young
Gray had adopted the profession of mining engineer, and ere he died
Jacob Gray heard his nephew spoken of as a clever and most
promising man.

In his early manhood Walter read as much and as eagerly as in
his youth. His professional studies had bent his mind towards
science, and he assimilated the writings of Darwin, Huxley,
Tyndall, and Spencer with the enthusiasm of a proselyte. The daring
speculations of these great lights of the scientific firmament
filled his mind, and he readily subscribed to many of their
opinions. Ever a devout believer from his childhood up he remained
a sincere believer still. Scientific knowledge had only exalted his
faith.

But the faith of his earlier years was sublimed into a purer and
nobler faith. The wonders of the universe were invested with a new
and higher wonder, and, though the mysteries of misery, evil, and
pain perplexed his understanding, his faith enabled him to discern
a light beyond the clouds—a light that was always shining for
men to see. The main characteristics of Walter Gray's character
were earnestness and honesty of purpose. Much reading of a grave
nature had induced hard thinking, and even as he entered manhood
Walter had discovered a touchstone wherewith to test his life and
actions.

"He that satisfies his conscience in all things satisfies
God," was the terse axiom into which Walter had summed up and
crystallized the thoughts that dominated his life. To act so that
his conscience should never be able to accuse him of wrong was his
aim.

It must not be thought from these statements that Walter Gray
was one of those disgusting persons who possess a habitually
lugubrious visage, and are always preaching of the follies and
wickedness of the world. He could laugh as loudly and as heartily
at a good joke as any one; he was generous, used harsh words but
seldom, and only a few people knew that he ever busied himself with
the higher phases of speculative thought. He thought most of the
mysteries of the universe when he happened to be rambling alone
through the fields at sunset or sunrise. The calm beauty of a
summer sunset induces grave thoughts, and the reflective mind turns
naturally to ponder the mystery of being and the origin of things
at such a time.

After his uncle's death, Walter devoted himself assiduously to
his professional duties. He never had regarded himself as the
probable possessor of the huge sum of money which awaited his
cousin's coming—he was quite satisfied with his present
position and the work he had undertaken.

About one thousand miners were employed at the Torleigh
Collieries—most of the mines were deep, gaseous, and
dangerous to work, and Walter Gray resolved to make "Gray's Pits"
the safest in the shire. Soon after his uncle's death he commenced
this work, descending the pit each day like an ordinary workman,
his clear understanding and practical knowledge suggesting many
improvements. Incapable officials were got rid of, and efficient
men engaged in their stead, no expense or trouble being spared to
make the pits as safe as possible.

To get to the hearts of the people one must rub shoulders with
them. This Walter did. He knew most of the miners intimately; to
them his manners were always pleasant and cheery; he listened to
their grievances patiently and dealt generously by them. Wage
disputes were rare indeed at the Torleigh pits, and it was a well
known fact that "Owd Gray's men" worked less time and got better
wages than any other miners in the shire of Lancaster.

This was all done in the five years following his uncle's death,
and when the stipulated period had passed without Robert Wilson
Gray's return, Walter found himself the possessor of a huge
fortune.

What was he to do with it all. How should he act so as to merit
such a fortune? These self-put questions he answered quickly and
practically. An enthusiast in the cause of progress and education
he had looked after the physical welfare of his miners by
materially lessening the dangers of their hazardous work. Now, he
would make it his business to care for their children's
education.

When a man thinks clearly, has resoluteness of character,
honesty of purpose, and the means to carry out all his plans,
wonders may be done. Half a year after Walter Gray succeeded to his
uncle's fortune a set of large and handsome schools were erected by
him for the pitmen's children, who had all their schooling free,
Walter defraying all expenses of books, schoolmasters,
schoolmistresses, and teachers. This much done, Walter Gray felt
that he had done something for the men whose labours had made the
great wealth in his possession.

Walter's labours were not actuated by a love of praise, for
though he was desirous of winning and keeping the good opinion of
his fellows, the work he had done for his pitmen and their children
was the outcome of the promptings of his conscience. He satisfied
his conscience, and was content whether his work called forth
praise or blame.

But had Walter been seeking praise he could not have desired
greater success. The little town rang with his name, and
feuilletonists chronicled his doings in crisp, readable
paragraphs, so that Walter enjoyed a more than local fame. Sir
Wilton Haigh, the member for South Lancashire, in which division of
the county Torleigh was situated, manifested a great interest in
Walter, repeatedly inviting him to his country house, but he had
declined the baronet's invitations on the plea of having no
leisure.

Olsham Hall, the residence of the Haighs for many generations,
lay in the midst of a beautiful stretch of country about half a
dozen miles from Torleigh, close to the border of Cheshire. Sir
Wilton had married a fashionable beauty, a clever and accomplished
woman, and the baronet occupied a much more prominent position in
the fashionable world than he did in the world of politics. Rich,
good-looking, and even-tempered, Sir Wilton was a lover of sport
and good wine, and a hater of speech-makers; and his wife, Lady
Haigh, was the pleasantest of hostesses, being still under thirty,
and better looking than ever.

The Olsham coverts were noted for plump-bodied, strong-winged,
shootable birds; Sir Wilton's cook was a master of his craft; the
cellar at Olsham was famed for its wines, and each year, after the
London season was over, the hospitable baronet's house was invaded
by a host of guests, some of them attracted by the partridges,
others by the perfect cuisine, and not a few were drawn to the Hall
by the good company that Sir Wilton Haigh gathered around him.

At Olsham Hall, each September, one was certain of meeting
clever men and pretty women. On rare occasions even royalty itself
honoured the place with its presence. The baronet and his pretty
wife possessed the rare accomplishment of being able to draw
together a company of men and women who were certain to entertain
and amuse each other. An author or two who had made their mark in
fiction; artists whose works had drawn crowds to the Royal Academy;
a popular scientist whose discoveries marked a new epoch; clever
politicians who were striving for fame and office; minor poets who
twanged their lyres to the tune of the "Religion of Humanity," and
the "Abolition of Dynasties." These, with a few new beauties and
men of fashion thrown in to brighten and leaven the mass,
constituted Sir Wilton's guests; and to spend a week or two at the
Hall was a favour much esteemed and sought after.

'Twas August when Walter got his new schools completed and the
scholars in them, and when Sir Wilton Haigh renewed his annual
invitation it was accepted, much to the baronet's surprise and
pleasure. Sir Wilton had begun to think Walter something of a
hermit and mysoginist, he had declined his invitations so
regularly, and he desired no better pleasure than that of
introducing Gray to society. The baronet, and Lady Haigh also,
thought Walter ought to see a little more life than Torleigh could
show him. A good-looking young fellow like Gray, with his great
wealth, they argued, ought to do something besides dragging out his
existence in a small dull little town.

So Walter accepts the baronet's invitation going to the Hall for
a few weeks, leaving word at the collieries that he was to be
consulted at once in case anything happened out of common. He felt
some trepidation in having to meet Sir Wilton's guests. They were
clever and accomplished men and women of the world, and he had
mixed but little with such people.

But he came well through his trial, as Sir Wilton had predicted.
A vulgar, ill-bred man, who is rich, soon makes plenty of friends,
and when a man is good-looking and opulent, clever and amiable, he
wins friends more rapidly still, and keeps them, which the former
seldom does.

The days slipped pleasantly and quickly by, and Walter made many
friends amongst his fellow guests. When the sportsmen returned,
after a hard day's shooting, they would discuss during dinner and
over the wine many topics of interest. Walter's neighbour at the
repast might be a literary man, and they would chat learnedly about
books, or perchance a politician, and they would discuss some
much-needed measure of reform. And even if his neighbour happened
to be a woman of fashion, his frankness of manner, freshness of
idea, and clearly intoned, terse language never failed to interest
his companion.

With one of Sir Wilton Haigh's lady guests Walter was deeply
impressed. Lady Ruth Gordan was a wondrously beautiful creature.
Small even for a woman, she had hands that would have crazed a
pianoforte artist with envy, and her feet would have made an opera
dancer famous, so prettily shaped and highly arched were they. And
face and form were as exquisitely moulded as hands and feet. Brown
skinned, brown haired, with melting almond-shaped hazel eyes, she
was as beautiful as Nourmahal is said to have been, with a similar
kind of beauty, and Lady Ruth had subdued as many hearts as Shah
Afkun's peerless widow, but she was still awaiting the coming of
her Jehanghire.

Her Ladyship came of a race which had always been richer in blue
blood and pride of birth than the world's goods. The seventh child
and fourth daughter of Baron Gordan, Earl of Ellsden, a nobleman
whose impecuniosity had passed into a proverb amongst his fellow
peers, Ruth Gordan's dower was scarcely likely to attract
fortune-hunters. Her face was her fortune, and Her Ladyship felt
serenely confident that her natural dower would some day win her a
wealthy husband.

Novelists accomplished in the art of character analysis would
have found a rare and difficult study in Lady Ruth. Rarely
beautiful, well-bred, high-born, possessing solid accomplishments,
and not a little ambition, she seemed fitted by nature to fill a
high place in the world; but to counteract all these possessions
was the damning influence of poverty. An ugly woman would have been
satisfied to her heart's content with Ruth Gordan's beauty; an
ignorant and low-born one would have rested content with her
lineage, breeding, and acquirements.

But what she possessed only made Lady Ruth sigh for more. She
thought that her beauty gave her a natural right to rarest
diamonds, costliest furs, magnificent dresses—everything in
the way of personal adornment, and that her birth and talents
fitted her even for a royal alliance. She was annoyed beyond
expression on seeing some ugly old dowager, or scraggy maid wearing
diamonds whose rarity, splendour, and value set every one talking,
and concerning which paragraphs were written in the society papers.
And when she heard that some foreign prince or English duke had
wedded the daughter of some American millionaire, whose brothers
and sisters were navvies and washerwomen, she muttered something
about social bathos, curling her red lips scornfully the while, and
vowed to insult or ignore the newly married pair should she ever
meet them.

In one respect Lady Ruth was ordinary and common. The general
run of the order Bimana are what circumstances make them,
though now and again a remarkable member of the species by sheer
force of individuality and genius masters circumstances, and
sometimes even creates a new set of events. To the latter kind of
people Ruth Gordan in nowise belonged. Women with less talent than
she possessed had won fame and done great things, but they had been
actuated by noble purpose; but nobility of purpose was certainly
not a characteristic of her ladyship.

Lady Ruth was a woman with a mission, but her mission attempted
no loftier flight than a good marriage, which, of course, meant a
rich husband; she was ambitious, but only for a life of sumptuous
ease and gay pleasure. In her visions of the future she figured
herself as the wife of a wealthy man, neither old nor ugly, who
loving her madly, lavished upon her diamonds and every imaginable
luxury without end. She saw herself queening it over a little world
of her own, her name familiar as household words on the lips of the
votaries of fashion, and her doings duly chronicled in the
recognised journals of society.

To set her ladyship down as either a good or bad woman would be
scarcely accurate; she was, in fact, an indifferent one. She could
be generous and even kind when liberality and kindness cost her
nothing, and she could be cruel as a tiger when necessity impelled
her. She dismissed a maid for treading on the toes of her terrier,
and an hour afterwards she had refused to see and pay her
dressmaker, a poor girl who was hungry and ill.

Angel and devil enter more or less into every woman's
composition. Sometimes good fortune brings the saint to the
surface; at others, ill-luck discloses the sinner; so much depends
on mere circumstances. A man who drops into a snug sinecure, the
salary of which enables its possessor to gratify his tastes and
keep square—a woman whose spouse is rich enough to gratify
all her whims, is hardly likely to go far astray. In such a case
the angel of one's nature generally dominates the life. But when
one is impelled by high ambitions, be they noble or base; when
failure damns every effort; when stress of poverty, pressure of
pain, loss of love or hope tempts to wrong, then the devil blent in
all humanity waxes strong and sways the existence.
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