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'Oh! let the merry bells ring round.'


A JOYFUL clangour is rising from the tower of St. Judas as the cold grey of the venerable cathedral warms itself in the afternoon sun. Our city is very gay. Bustle and excitement jostle one another in the streets. The shops display their rainbow assortments of finery with more than ordinary taste. Carriages throng the thoroughfare, and from the carriages fashion and beauty gaze placidly on the crowd making its way towards the Queen's high-road. Placards announce a ball—and the newspapers hint that this ball is to be a nonpareil.


It is the festival of the assizes! and the ball the 'Assize Ball'!


The bells from St. Judas are made to outswell the prison bell; and, amid the hurry of preparation, the clank of the felon's chain passes unheard through the very midst.


No thinking person objects to pomp and state on all occasions calculated to impress the mind (especially that of the common people) with a sense of superior power. But is there not the pomp of the funeral—funeral pomp? Does not the sight of the plumed hearse fill the breast with solemnity? Does not the crowd intuitively doff its cap before it? Do not the voice of laughter and the song of thoughtlessness involuntarily cease, or drop to softer tones, when the toll of the death-bell meets the ear?


Would the cause that brings our judges to our cities be less hated by the youthful heart were it taught to associate more of the funeral and less of the feast with the onroll of the carriage that bears sorrow, punishment, death in its rear?


We cannot answer for all children, but we know of one who, when hurried forward to see 'the judges come in,' shrunk behind the crowd to ruminate on some mystery, and, unable to fathom it, burst into tears, exclaiming: 'Why do they let those happy bells ring?—the prisoners must hear them!'


The day for the ball arrives. You are invited to attend. Your particular attention is directed to a very elegantly—dressed young man—Captain Norwell—as elegant in person and deportment as in attire. He is unanimously voted a fascinating man by the fair sex, and the king of the evening by the dark. He is surrounded by an admiring group of both sexes. Many a plotting mother opines that he will make an excellent husband, and many an anxious father pictures how well his jewel of a daughter would look in so brilliant a setting; while some elder brother apostrophises him—that is, Captain Norwell—as a 'lucky dog,' and lucky dog means a great deal in fashionable phraseology.


'What happy chance brought you to our part of the world at this season of the year, Captain Norwell—the ball?' The querist is a lady old enough to have three grown-up daughters.


'No,' replies Norwell; 'but since I was here, I could not resist the temptation of mixing with such an assemblage of beauty as Rumour said these walls would witness; and for once I find she has been very humble in her statements, and disappointment has not followed in her train.' A gracious bow to the blushing group around him accompanies this speech.


'You come to attend the assizes, I suppose?'


'Partly; I heard that a very interesting trial was to come on, and having a little time to spare, I ran down to hear it.'


Several voices ask: 'Oh! to which one do you allude?'\ Neither fascinated ladies nor scheming parents observe that a slight shade passes over Captain Norwell's fine countenance, and a still slighter tremulousness into his voice, as he replies:


'I speak of that of Martha Grylls.'


'You will put me out of love with dancing if you talk of that woman,' says an animated girl, whose merry laugh belies her words. 'I shall fancy I am dancing to the clank of chains, or waltzing to Pestal, if you talk any more such horrors.'


But the pertinacious mother is not to be stopped. To stop Norwell in the vicinity of her daughters is the only stoppage she meditates.


'Which was Martha Grylls? Not having the honour of such distinguished acquaintance, I do not know each prisoner by name.'


A quick, searching glance at the lady, and Norwell answers:


'The young woman indicted for forgery. I—I mean child-murder.'


'Oh! that beautiful woman? One would hardly think so lovely a face could belong to such a wretch: so calm and innocent, too, she looked.'


'I do not think she did look so very innocent,' interrupts the animated girl; 'there was a flinty hardihood in her face that quite prevented me from pitying her, as I should have done had she cried. My heart was quite steeled against her; I felt no pity.'


'Flint and steel together should produce a spark, or one of the two could not be genuine,' says Captain Norwell.


'She stood so erect, and eyed the court so proudly, as if she would say, \"Sentence me to death and I will thank you!/" Once, though, I did think she was going to break down. Did you observe Captain Norwell, about the middle of the trial, how she faltered: and then, when she turned toward the door, how she started as if she saw something which renewed her courage? She certainly saw some person or thing, for the hard look came back to her face. I wonder what or who it was. Perhaps she saw her father or mother.'


'That would have softened her!' replies a gentle voice, from a pale, interesting girl, whose diminutive stature has hidden her from immediate sight.


'Perhaps it was an accomplice then. The change on her countenance was unmistakable.'


Another in that ballroom had marked the change in the prisoner's manner as her faltering gaze fell on a certain corner of the court. Ay—he noticed it, but not to wonder at its cause. To his heart the change brought at once ease and pain—ease to the diseased part, and pain to what portion of it remained uncontaminated.


'Such stony hardness,' persisted the young lady.


'There is the stony hardness of despair—a breaking heart may lie behind a brazen wall,' replies the gentle voice from the corner.


These words are uttered timidly, but with great feeling and the speaker, raising her eyes to Norwell, fancies that gentleman agrees with her, for she sees an expression of unutterable anguish momentarily distort his features.


You have been invited to attend the ball on purpose to hear this commonplace, out-of-place conversation—as out of place in a ballroom as a ball is out of time in an assize week.


Fancy how awkward it will look to see in the same gazette, column by column —


'THE ASSIZES!' 'THE BALL!'


Your presence is again required, but in a very different scene. Where you are now wanted there will be no festoon of blooming flowers wreathing a fragrant archway above you: no mimic suns making the decorated ceiling a lesser firmament of glory; there will be no radiant faces to greet you with the lustrous smile of excitement, no sound of music and dancing. There await you a dark, stone archway, and an iron gate beneath it. There will be the relentless grating of its hinges, with the heavy sound of ponderous keys; and a coldness in the aspect of the building you are to enter will communicate itself to your soul, making you shudder to pass within its dreary portal. You must follow the guide along that narrow passage, where your footstep echoes cheerlessly through the dismal corridor. A doubly-locked door swings itself solemnly back, and there is silence, darkness, despair.


— Pass on.


The heavy sigh that just falls upon your ear, as the lock springs from its socket, only makes the silence deeper. The gloomy flicker of the miniature lamp, hanging from the wall, serves only to show you the darkness. The look of apathy fixed on you by the occupant of the cell only reminds you that that despair is deepest which gives no outward sign.


— Pass on.


'Martha Grylls—a gentleman to speak to you.'


The hopeful tone and the earnest glance astonish you, as, energetically raising her hand to shade her eyes, the prisoner asks:


'Who is he?'


Pain succeeds your astonishment as you hear the utter hopelessness of the tone with which she continues:


'I don't wish to see him. I'll see no one.'


And the hand before shading her eyes, closes resolutely over them, as she drops her head, refusing to look at the clergyman, who is the gentleman announced.


It is Martha Grylls you look upon. You heard of her in the ballroom, and are prepared to meet her in the felon's cell. Her real name is Maida Gwynnham; but under the above alias she has been convicted of childmurder, for which crime the sentence of death was passed upon her at the assizes; since then, through the clemency of our lady sovereign, she has been reprieved, and now transportation for life is all she will have to bear. Listen awhile, and you may find that balls and prisons are not always unconnected. The clergyman who speak is the Rev. Herbert Evelyn, not the Chaplain of the gaol. He is admitted at this late hour by special authority of the powers that be.


'I am your friend, Martha; do not refuse to let me be so.'


'I have no friend; it is all false.'


'Martha, stop—stop and think. No friend?'


'None! none! Though once I madly thought I had.'


There is a tone in Maida's voice which tells Mr. Evelyn he has unwittingly touched the key-note to some part of her history—he wonders how to answer her. Then she continues half aloud, with an absent air:


'Did he send you? then he has not forgotten me!' And her hands unconsciously clasp and go with a tremble to her breast, as though she would hide some treasure there.


'No; he did not. One who loves you still better, bids me visit you with a word of comfort from Himself.'


Maida looks frightened, and with a bewildered air, asks:


'What do you mean? If he did not send, he cannot care for me; and there is no one else in the world to care for me or think of me!'


Mr. Evelyn goes towards her, and is about to lay his hand on her shoulder, but she waves him back, and he perceives that the blood has rushed to her very temples, and that passion quivers on her clenched lips; he has time only to remark this, ere she bursts forth:


'He never loved me! and now he is trying to win some other fond and foolish heart to its own destruction.'


She presses her hand to her burning brow, and proceeds:


'Ay! he will break some other heart when mine is sinking far away. He will tell the same lying tale to some unthinking girl, thoughtless and wayward as I was; and she will believe him, and he will deceive her, and she will be left; and fear or pride will drive her from her home, she will fly to hide her disgrace; she will try to die, but death hates the wretched. She will steal to give her infant bread; she will be sent to prison, and thence across the seas; and we shall meet—two victims to his lies. Ah, how I shall love her!'


She abruptly stops.


'Was he at the ball last night?' not waiting for an answer. 'He was in the court—I saw him. I was on the point of giving way when our eyes met—it was enough: that glance was fire to the dying embers—he understands my eye; he read its promise and seemed satisfied. There was—but was he at the ball last night? there is always a ball to commemorate the assizes. Was he?'


Mr. Evelyn answers not.


'Ah, you are surprised; you thought I spoke of a poor man. No—no! such glories are reserved for the rich; they may sin, and hide their sin in a golden grave; they may break innocent hearts, and the world ignore the fact; it is these sins that fill these cells; it is these sins that will people perdition; and if God sees as man sees—'


But her voice fails, the blood leaves her temples, and faint from excitement and want of food, she sinks insensible to the earth.


As Mr. Evelyn quits the prison, he sees a gentleman wrapped in a long loose cloak standing opposite the gateway, and gazing abstractedly at the grated window; the moonlight falls on his upturned face.


'If that index be true, all is not right within,' thinks Mr. Evelyn.


Captain Norwell saunters down the street. As soon as Mr. Evelyn is out of sight he returns and rings at the gate.


'Confound it! what a row! I only touched the bell, and here is noise enough to wake Lucifer on his throne.—Can I see—Maida—I mean Martha Grylls—'


'No, sir; past hours long ago, even if you'd a permit.'


'I leave to-morrow; cannot I be favoured as well as that gentleman just gone?'


'Parson, sir. Wonderful, sir, how the ooman 'tracts the gentry. Can't indeed, sir. Gentry round her like bees—'tracts 'em wonderful.'


'Does she?' Norwell tries to speak unconcernedly. 'She likes that, I suppose?'


'These creatures generally do, but she don't—she don't, and no mistake.'


Norwell looks relieved, and it seems the information is worth money to him, for he drops a crown into the turnkey's hand; that official jerks his cap in recognition of the palmy touch, but shakes his head at it.


'Can't, sir, indeed; it's as much as my place is worth to try on that game. If you was a parson now,' and the turnkey eyes him longingly, as though he would there and then put him into the priest's office for the sake of the crown; but he can discover no priest-like quality in Norwell's dress, so reluctantly holds out the money towards him.


'No, no, keep it,' cries Norwell impatiently; 'it's not for that; mind you gag your bell's mouth before I come again.'


The gate closes after him, and he mutters:


'I've done all I can—I wish she knew it. O Maida, Maida, where will it end?'





Chapter II. MAIDA GWYNNHAM.
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MAIDA was the only child of a gentleman possessing a small country property in Essex. She lost her mother at an early age. She resembled her in beauty, virtues, and faults. Affectionate, firm, truthful, ardent and generous on the one hand; haughty, passionate and impulsive on the other. She quite governed her father, who was not strong-minded, but kind, generous, and well-educated. He very rarely controlled her in any thought, word, or deed; no wonder, therefore, that any change was distasteful to her. But when she was sixteen her father took her to a first-rate London school, to receive finishing lessons. With much weeping they separated.


Ay, there may well be weeping! Father, thou art sending a treasure from thy bosom; will it ever lie there more? The star of thy hope will set in a fearful eclipse.


Couldst thou look through time's far-seeing telescope, thou wouldst start at the blackened future before thy child. Thou wouldst see her noble purpose, her lofty heart, circumvented by a craft triumphant where strength had failed. We would fain hide from the father the sights this glass reveals. But you must peep in if you would understand the history that will follow.


Look; there is Maida, beaming her loveliest. Her eyes are radiant with joy, as she listens to a gentleman who is talking to her: what he says you cannot tell; there are those who know; let them tell who have learnt how to overcome artlessness with art.


Look again.


As a dissolving view the scene has changed, but the figures are the same. Maida is weeping. Her face depicts great mental agony—his face just such anxiety as a person would feel on seeing a long-sought treasure within hand-grasp.


Now a few sentences reach your ear.


'But why should not I tell my father? You are withholding a joy from him; you cannot know him if you think he would deny me—he never denied me anything; I must tell him, and he shall give me to you, Norwell.'


'No, he would not give you up, and you would be more miserable to do it after he had said nay. If he is so indulgent, he will forgive you. You shall have a letter written all ready to send directly the ceremony is over.'


You hear no more; the sound fades away with the view, which dissolves itself into a moonlight scene. A female in disguise leans on a gentleman's arm. They hurry by; you trace them to a railway-station; they enter a firstclass carriage. The whistle is loud, shrill enough to meet your ear; they are whirled off, and the station melts into an upper chamber. But one figure is there—a female; her black hair flats over her shoulders—her eyes glisten; you have seen those eyes before; they glisten, not now with radiant joy; there is a fire in them that you fancy must scathe the object it shall rest upon. A cup is in her quivering hand; you glance involuntarily towards a phial on the table; there is a label on the phial, and on the label there are cross-bones and a skull; beneath the skull is written, in large black letters, 'Poison.'


Her lips seem to tremble forth a prayer; she dashes the cup from her with 'I will be no coward; he shall see I can endure life!'


You must supply the blanks in Maida's history; the blanks which these scenes leave. Happy are you if you cannot do so!


Three years have fled by. The sights that glass revealed as Future have for twelve months been the Past.


And Maida still lives on!


Chapter III. CAPTAIN NORWELL.
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AT the door of a humble lodging-house, in a country town, stood a gentleman in military undress. After a moment's hesitation he advanced, and ascending the stairs, gently opened the door of a small third-story room, where he perceived the object of his search—Maida Gwynnham, still beautiful—proudly beautiful, though in person the mere shadow of her former self. Captain Norwell soon found that sorrow had not dimmed the fire of her eye.


No word was spoken on either side. Maida seemed to ponder what course of reception to adopt; and Norwell, cowed by her haughty, unflinching stare, tacitly owned her superiority by waiting for her to break the unpleasant silence.


During this we will take the writer's and reader's privilege of turning past into present, and glance around the scantily—furnished apartment. A cradle stands by the chair from which Maida has just started on seeing Norwell; and in the cradle sleeps a baby. On the floor, by the cradle, lies a heap of calico; a half-made shirt-sleeve on the table explains this heap. In the farthest corner of the room is a loaf lying, as though it had rolled there by mistake, or had been made a plaything of. The cupboard tells us its own secret, by displaying, as the only occupant of its hungry shelves, an earthenware basin of tea-leaves.


'Is this the way you receive me?' at length said the Captain, perceiving that Maida chose to insist on making him yield. 'Is this the way you receive me, when I have travelled from London on purpose to see you?'


'I did not ask you to come.'


'No!' replied Norwell, with a forced laugh. 'No, I know that; my lady Gwynnham never asks, she only deigns to command. But why is this, Maida? Why did you not let me know of your distress?'


Maida stretched out her emaciated arm, and shaking her fingers, cried:


'Look at these fingers—the skin just covers them. I have worked them to the bone in getting a morsel of bread for my child; for him I could do everything but beg.'


Breaking into a fearful smile, she added in an audible whisper:


'For him I could do everything but beg—for him I could even steal! Do you see that loaf there, in the corner of the room? My boy was crying for food, and I had none to give him; the baker's basket lay in a doorway, and I put out these fingers, worn to the bone' (she shook them again)—'I put them out and's-t-o-l-e! I rushed upstairs—my baby's cry was hushed. I could not break the loaf. 'Twas like fire in my hand when his cry no longer fell like burning sounds on my heart, so I dashed the cursed thing across the room; and there it shall lie until those who have lost it come to claim it, and take me.'


'But, Maida, you are rash and proud.'


'I know I am, both.'


'Do hear me. By telling me of your situation you would have avoided all this misery, and there would have been no begging in it.'


'Had you wished, Henry, to discover my circumstances, you would not have awaited apprisal from one who hates to complain. Eleven months would not have elapsed since last I heard of or from you.'


'Don't scold, there's a darling!' said Norwell, in a coaxing tone; 'you love me still, don't you?'


The tear glistened in Maida's eye, and he was answered. Once more her aching heart was soothed by perjured lips, whose specious words vowed lasting faith, and her parched spirit drank in the lying tale, surrendering itself to the cruel refreshment.


'But you are pale, Henry, very pale and haggard.' She gazed anxiously at him.


'I am not well, Maida; vexations of which you know nothing make my life a perpetual worry.'


'I should know them, then, Henry!'


A smile slightly reproachful and full of sadness accompanied this speech.


'I came here intending to unburden my mind; but once here I lose myself in you, and my troubles in your distress. I look ill? what does that face look?'


'Only what it deserves—never mind it. Tell me of yourself—let your griefs be mine, and if I can assist you—O, Henry! need I tell you how wholly I am yours?'


The moment had arrived. The prey quivered within hand-grasp. He then told her that his position was precarious. Pecuniary difficulties pressed upon him so hardly, that where another week might find him, he would not harrow her tender feelings by hinting. He told of feverish excitements which sapped his life energies; of harassing vigils which might deprive him of reason. And when Maida inquired what assistance she could possibly render in adversities so hopelessly beyond her aid, Norwell answered that her affectionate participation in his sorrow was in itself an assistance; because it solaced his desponding spirits. On further inquiry he told her the most beggarly part of the trial was, that a mere trifle would relieve him.


'You wish to help me,' he continued; 'now is the chance for you.' Drawing a letter from his pocket-book, he handed it to her. 'Read this. You see my uncle here promises me four hundred; well, now read that cheque, on the table there. You see it is only for one hundred. What am I to do? Am I to be ruined by the old dotard?'


'Certainly not; only don't speak so. Write at once and get him to rectify the blunder. It is an odd one, though, to make.'


'Not for a man of eighty, just in the flurry of starting for the Continent. As for writing to him, why, before I could receive an answer, I should be—ah! well, never mind where. At any rate, it would be useless to write: he has left England by this. We must act first and wake him up afterwards. We must alter the cheque to the amount intended. That's what I want you to do. A woman's touch is so much lighter than a man's. Look here.'


Taking the cheque, he seated himself at the table, and pointed with a pencil to the figures. 'As they are written, it will be easy to turn the one into a four: the distance readily admits it. See here; a little tail at the end of the one, a stroke through the tail, and it's done. The spelt figures are the plague.'


He scanned them thoughtfully, then continued: 'Twill do famously! See, the one is rather indistinct, put an F before it, there's room enough; and the tiniest touch to the e, and you have a pretty good four. The n is as much a u as an n, thanks to his penmanship.' He imagined Maida was following the pencil in its course over the cheque. Turning his head to make sure of her attention, he saw her standing erect, a look of horror depicted on her blanched features; her hand, uplifted, had stayed itself half-way to her lips, a passion worked beneath that stricken exterior but not a passion to vent itself in wrath. 'Why Maida!'


'Oh, Norwell! do you too spurn me—and with such a request? This is misery.'


In well-affected surprise, Norwell put his arm around her.


'You silly child; what tragedy nonsense is this? Listen to me, Maida.'


All truth herself—strangely enough, through the dark experience of more than two years she had not learned to doubt her deceiver. She listened to his perjured voice, and the rigidity of her features relaxed; her hand reached its destination, and in an attitude of warning she laid one finger on her lip. Norwell went on to say:


'You may depend it's all right, and that in his book uncle has placed four hundred against my name, or rather against this cheque. 'Tis not the first time he has made so childish a mistake. Excusable, too, poor old fellow! but that won't save me. If you will not help me, I must do it myself. I'm not going to founder for his forgetfulness. Of course I shall write at once and tell him what we've done, and he'll be glad enough.'


'I do not understand money matters,' Maida sighed, resting her eyes trustfully on Norwell. 'If you assure me there is no harm, I will try my best.'


'What harm can there be, when it's from my own uncle? See, here is his name; he'll be annoyed enough when he finds what a trick he has served me. Under a similar error would you not do the same by your father, if you were hard up for money?'


'Doubtless—but he is one of a thousand.'


'And may not my uncle be one of a million?'


His voice was so earnest, his manner so open, Maida could no longer hesitate; the cloud that had transiently obscured her lover rolled off, and all was fair. Another trusting look.


'Mind, then, I lean on you!'


Maida sat at the table and Norwell bent over her, directing her pen.


'There—will that do?' she cried, pushing the cheque forward and herself back with the satisfied air of one who has accomplished a difficult task.


'Will it do, Henry?'


'Bravo! old Rogers himself will be deceived.'


'Deceived, Henry?'


'Oh, any word you like will suit me.' His tone was cheerful—there was no deception in it—she was content.


'Now, then, you must sign your name at the back. No what am I talking about? I am as much Martha Grylls as you. What a lark it is that he always will give a name of his own \"composure,/" as the clerk is said to have said! My name isn't fit to appear on paper, I suppose.'


Maida was puzzled until, taking up the cheque, she observed that it was payable to a Martha Grylls or order. Norwell explained that it was a whim of his uncle to trump up all the odd names he could think of; whether to make him laugh, or because he objected to have two Norwells on one paper, he could not tell.


'However, he never honoured me with the feminine gender before. I'm afraid I shall not do justice to the sex. Let's see, Martha Grylls had better write his or her name at the back; then I, Captain Norwell, shan't be the fair possessor of the melodious title in presenting the cheque for payment.'


Maida smiled, while he took up the pen, as if to write the name; he flourished his fingers a few times and then said:


'Well, perhaps you had better do it. I may not write Martharish enough for the personage. Here; just along there. You are more Martha Grylls than I.'


'The M.G. is very like your writing, Henry,' she remarked in handing him back the note.


'Now I have become Martha Grylls, I rather like it; it is so peculiar.' This was spoken playfully. Why did Norwell gaze so sadly on her? Why turn with a face so full of misery as folding the cheque in his pocket-book, he met her large eyes fixed fondly on him, and heard her almost gleeful voice:


'Now, thank God, you are all right! Now, naughty boy, go and renovate that pale face.'. . .


When Norwell reappeared the next morning, his unrefreshed countenance and listless gait bespoke a sleepless night. Maida was grieved and disappointed. The money had not cured him. What else could she do for him? He was too unwell to ride to the neighbouring town. Would she object to go for him to get the cheque cashed at his uncle's bank? He would stay with the brat during her absence. She did not object—if they would pay her, she would be delighted to go for him. Might the shabbiness of her dress make them hesitate to give her the money? Dear no; who could doubt her authenticity as a gentlewoman? or if they did, they dare not refuse payment at his uncle's own bank. She accordingly set off in the mail, and reached her destination just before the bank closed for the day. Some question from the clerk drew forth the reply that she had written the signature at the back.


'Then you are Martha Grylls, ma'am?'


Maida smiled, she could not help it; she was so amused at her new name. The clerk thought she smiled at his asking her if she was herself: so he politely said: 'We are obliged to be particular, ma'am.' And it passed off. Martha Grylls left the bank, and took her place in an omnibus, the only conveyance going to—that afternoon.


She found Norwell in her room when she returned. He was taciturn to sullenness. Maida entreated him to tell her what further ailed him; but he shook off her importunities until the night was far advanced. He then sprang to his feet with a suddenness that made her tremble; turning upon her he cried:


'It is no use to hide it. Without a great sacrifice, I'm a dead man.'


'What sacrifice is there I would not make for you, Henry? my love has never failed. I could do anything but sin for you.'


'And you couldn't do that? What, then, if I tell you you have sinned already?' His eye rested piercingly on her. 'Maida, I am about to sift your love for me. Do you know what we have done?'


'No! what? explain, and quickly.'


'We—have—committed—forgery,' deliberately hissed Norwell; 'and it is too late to retract, unless you would hurl me into hell—for this pistol goes through my heart the instant you decide against me. There—Maida Gwynnham, I am in your hands; kill me if you choose.' There was a fearful silence in that little upper chamber. The fiercest tempest of wrath, the keenest lightning-flash—break forth, rather than that cold, dead stillness. Norwell quailed beneath the dilated gaze that moved not—yet fixed on him—while she who fixed it stood breathless, pale, and chill, as though her life-springs had been touched with ice.


'Speak, Maida! oh, speak to me!'


No answer came.


A gradual change overspread her face—pitying scorn was depicted there. Another change—revenge sat brooding there. Again a change, and anger recoloured her pallid cheek. Yet once more a change. Her features compressed. The colour went back to the smitten heart, and firm determination was written on her face—her mind was resolved; her voice calm.


'Will it save you?'


'Why, why, it shall not get you into a scrape.'


'Do not lie; will it save you?' the same calm voice.


'Yes: if you choose it will save me; otherwise—'


The pistol clicked and supplied the blank.


'I am in your power, Maida.'


'And I in yours?' quietly and unwisely asked she.


But Norwell, too agitated to note the question in its advantageous view, merely replied:


'Why, no, hardly that, because you could implicate me.'


'I would leave that to Captain Norwell,' sneered Maida. 'Yes, to you, Henry. The scales have fallen from my eyes; I see it all too late, as, too late, I have discovered you. Detection is possible: your hand did not commit the forgery; your fame must not be touched, it stands too high; but Maida Gwynnham, that outcast! it matters not how low her fall.'


'Oh, Maida! can you make the sacrifice?'


'If you can, Norwell; there lies the bitterness to me.'


'Oh! do not, do not speak so! Pity, pity poor weak-minded Norwell, who cannot bear the finger of shame. I am the object of pity, not you. Your lofty nature may find happiness in vicarious suffering, but for me what is there?'


'It need not, shall not be.'


'It must, Maida; would you betray me?' his fingers played on the pistol.


'Not whilst I can suffer in your stead. Go, Henry; you have nothing to fear from me. The sin, mine by carelessness, shall become mine by substitution, for I see no other way to save you from punishment.'


'And from death. I would not live a second after disgrace. Oh, Maida! be this your support—you save a soul from death.'


She shuddered; she longed to be alone, and beckoned Norwell to leave; he was not sorry to do so; it was hazardous to remain in her presence. Not venturing another look, he said:


'Then I am in your hands: my life is yours, to spare or slay.'


'I committed the forgery; let that suffice you, Norwell.'


The door slammed on him, and he was gone.


'I am a felon!' thought Maida, and she recoiled from herself as though the brand of infamy already burned on her; then dropping on her knees, she cried, 'O God! lay not this sin to my charge—it is to save one dearer than my life. Do Thou acquit me, and I can bear the lot of shame.'


Chapter IV. THE FELON.
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THE morning light shimmered coyly through the closed pane, and fell upon a lovely pair—death in its reality, cold, but void of mockery; life in its unreality, cold, and brimful of subtle mockery drooped together on that couch. But for the low, tearless sob which broke at intervals from Maida, you would have thought that she, too, shared the kind reality of death. She knelt by the couch, resting her face on her dead baby's pillow; her hair fell like a pall over the little corpse, and strikingly the chill pallor of death looked up from the sable covering.


The clock had struck five—still Maida bent over the little sleeper, unconscious that she was watched by Norwell, who had ascended the stairs without noise. Horror-stricken he stood at the door. He came to impart direful news; but in this new grief for Maida everything was forgotten, as the sight of sorrow burst upon him.


For some time Norwell remained a spectator only of the scene, so touching in its passiveness, so heartrending in its reality. He then advanced on tiptoe to the bed, and stooping over the kneeling form, whispered:


'Maida, it is I; look at me, dear.'


She remained seemingly unconscious for a time; then suddenly starting to her feet, and pressing her clenched hand on her heart, as if to keep down by force the choking emotion which was swelling there, she exclaimed:


'Norwell, what brings you—bad news?'


'They are on us, Maida,' hurriedly returned the Captain; 'it is all discovered, and,' wiping the large drops fast gathering on his forehead, 'I fear they have a clue to me; for you they are in full cry.'


'They need raise no cry, for I shall not lead them a chase; but you, oh! you, Norwell, must and shall be saved.'


'Well, then, be careful what you say—when you are apprehended be silent—when obliged to speak weigh well your words, or you—you will betray me.'


Maida shuddered.


'Now haste away, you have been here too long already. I am prepared for them;' and then, as if repeating a lesson, she whispered:


' I—did—it! they will only get those three words from me.'


Norwell was half down stairs when he returned, took Maida's hand, and looking anxiously at her, said:


'Maida, you will hear strange things. I have been hurried on to a point I never thought I could reach.'


'Go, Norwell—go.' He obeyed, but again came back. 'Maida, your punishment will be heavy—it may be—'


'Transportation for life!' calmly added Maida.


'And I a man—O Maida! Try, do try to escape. I will aid you. I will go with you.'


Again he descended and again he returned.


'Do you—can you forgive me? Can you think in any other way of me than as a cowardly wretch?'


'I can think of you as a martyr!' Norwell understood the searching tone.


'Perhaps we have met for the last time,' he exclaimed, as the door closed upon him.


She started from a deep reverie with the air of one who wakes to a yet oblivious sense of an impending sorrow.


'What is it? Oh! what is it?' Her eyes fell upon the bed, and she was answered. She gazed wildly around the room.


'They will take my babe from me, and I have not even wept over it! No! the scalding drops are fevering my brain but they will not come forth. My babe! my child!' she continued, in the thrilling accents of despair, 'the last comfort is denied thy wretched mother—she may not lay thee in thy grave.'


'Why not?' she quickly added, 'they are not here yet. The morning is yet early—no one is astir. Who will miss Maida Gwynnham's child?'


She stole on tip-toe to the bed, then hastily descended the stairs, bearing her unconscious burden wrapped in the accustomed shawl. About half a mile distant lay a lovely unfrequented spot. Maida had often wished to rest her own weary head there. With a palpitating heart, thither she bent her steps: every sound made her start. But Maida's fears were not for herself.


'Another hour and some rough grasp might tear thee from me, my precious babe, and thou wouldst have a tearless grave—now thy own mother will lay thee down, how tenderly!'


The morning was calm and bright—there was that mysterious silence around that is only made the more impressive by the faint sounds which occasionally disturb it. The very birds had hushed their cheery carols as though they knew that songs of mirth fall heavily upon a burdened mind. Was it the still small voice which spoke to Maida in that gentle scene—the voice which she refused to hear in the stormy blasts that had desolated her haughty spirit? for she wept. Placing her babe upon the turf, she clasped her hands, and looking upwards, exclaimed:


'Oh, God! Thou hast made everything pure and beautiful. Canst Thou look on me, the only evil here? Oh, God! if this be sin, forgive it for the sake of Him whose name I have forfeited to utter.'


Courage, Maida! thou hast breathed a prayer, and prayer was never yet denied, how long soever delayed the answer. It is stored for thee in Heaven's golden treasury, and yet must yield its plenteous harvest. She knelt and tried the mould. It was soft and crumbly, readily giving to her touch. There was a rustle in the bushes. She peered cautiously around. Nothing was to be seen. She continued her labour—another rustle—she sprang to her feet—all was quiet again. She had removed the earth about a foot's depth when a shout was heard. A man leaped from the hedge and clutched her arm.


'Halloo, missus! I've a-watched you this quarter hour—just to be sure what you're up to—if this yer an't seeing with one's own eyes, I'm blessed!'


Maida stretched her hand towards the child; the man laid his upon it.


'This yer's our article, if you please, missus. By Jingo! you're an old hand. Here we've been after you for one thing—a bit o' paper business—and we catches you up to another that beats t'other all hollow, or I ain't Bob Pragg.'


Here two constables appeared, and with a look of disapprobation at the ruffianly man, desired him to desist. Then quietly taking Maida's arms, they requested her to accompany them.


'Take up the child, Watkins,' said the elder constable; whispering, as the other obeyed, 'any signs or marks of violence?'


Watkins lifted the dead body, and, wrapping it in the shawl, carried it bundle-wise under his arm. Even this irreverence failed to attract Maida's attention. She was revolving some yet unfathomed mystery, or moulding some plan that yielded not readily to her wishes.


By an interchange of expressive nods, the constables had remarked Maida's start when they examined the corpse for marks of violence, and had noted it as a proof of guilt.


Ay, she had started, and with the start an intrepid thought had rushed into her mind—a thought whose purpose was to place Captain Norwell beyond reach of danger, because it should place her at the bar of justice in a different position of guilt.


'I have it!' she at last exclaimed; and a smile of triumph illumined her face. Then the old look of firm resolve stamped its awful though silent fiat upon her countenance. The mystery was explained, the plan moulded, the intrepid thought grappled with; that smile of triumph defied each one.


Arrested for forgery under the alias of Martha Grylls Maida Gwynnham was indicted at the next assizes for the wilful murder of her child, the bill of indictment for forgery being held subservient to the more terrible charge of murder.


In Maida's cupboard was found a bottle that awakened vivid suspicions against the prisoner. It was produced in court, and a shiver ran through the audience as from the skull and cross-bones the dreadful word 'poison' with unmistakable distinctness bore witness to the alleged guilt.


Some laudanum found in the stomach of the baby corroborated the testimony of the label on the phial.


Now comes the explanation of that smile that broke from the disdainful gloom of Maida's face. The same exultant smile burst forth when the foreman of the jury gave the verdict:


'We find Martha Grylls guilty of the wilful murder of her child.'


And, if possible, a still more victorious smile shone on the judge's declaration:


'Having been found guilty of the higher crime, which I shall sentence to the full rigour of the law, it were useless to urge the lesser charge against Martha Grylls.'


Then with solemn pathos, amidst the breathless hush of the Court, the judge drew the fatal symbol on his head, and pronounced the death warrant, which was received by the Court with one prolonged sob of smothered feeling, and welcomed by Maida Gwynnham as the benediction after a tedious sermon.


Norwell had not known what to understand by the unexpected charge brought against Maida. As one by one the proofs of her guilt were produced, he was staggered; they were unquestionable. The dreadful crime could,without doubt, be traced. True—he had seen the child lying dead, and Maida moaning over it; but may not she have murdered it for all that? and may not the moan have been that of remorse? Thus pondering, he glanced towards the bar—loath, very loath, we must admit it, to believe any harm of Maida; when a slight curl in the corners of her nether lip—a look he well comprehended—convinced him of her innocence more than a verdict for her could have done. When he perceived the fatal termination of the trial, even in the distance—too sick at heart to remain—he hurried from the court; and turning at the door to draw in one long gaze of Maida, their eyes met, and the fuel was added to the fire of her constancy; and its smoke smothered the last thought of restitution which had lingered in his heart.


Assured by a barrister that the sentence would be commuted to transportation for life, Norwell pacified himself with the thought, 'that will seem nothing after such a fright she would have had that otherwise,' and gladly crept out of the loophole opened by circumstance (Providence, he said) and still wider opened by the fair law of England; he crept out into —


The ball-room! No harm either—it was the assize ball.


Chapter V. THE REVEREND HERBERT EVELYN.
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'The secret of true eloquence is an eloquent heart.'


STILL anxious to try what he could effect towards winning Maida's attention and confidence, Mr. Evelyn applied for permission to visit the prisoner again.


Remembering with apprehension the passionate ebullition she had given way to before Mr. Evelyn, Maida was equally anxious to see that gentleman, in order to ascertain how far she had betrayed Norwell, and her own secret. Remembering also that Mr. Evelyn had spoken of a friend who loved her better than anyone else, and fearing that this friend could be none other than her father, she longed to ask her informant to whom he had alluded. But too proud to ask a favour, she incurred the risk of letting her doubts remain unsatisfied rather than seek an interview with Mr. Evelyn through the kindness of the matron.


Pleasure was, therefore, plainly depicted on her countenance when the object of her wishes entered her cell.


'Well, Martha, I am indeed glad to see you more cheerful; how are you, my poor girl? I have thought unceasingly of you since the night of your conviction.'


Not noticing the question, Maida eagerly exclaimed:


'Oh, sir! do tell me. What have I told you of my past history? I have been so miserable since you were here.'


'Then do not be miserable, you were so excited as to be almost incoherent. I only gathered from what you said that you had been betrayed by some villain calling himself a gentleman.'


'No names then?'


'None. I have not the faintest clue to any particular man.'


'I am anxious to know, sir, of whom you spoke, when you said you brought a message from some one who loved me better than—than—he?' She at last added, with a flushing cheek and with a firm start of her whole frame, 'Was it my father?—tell me, No—and I care not who else it may be.'


'No, Martha! no earthly—'


'Thank God!' interrupted Maida; 'if he had sent you he would soon be following himself' (hiding her face in her hands)—'and I could not—oh! I could not see him—it would break his heart to find me in these prison clothes. But perhaps his heart is broken already.' She rocked herself wildly to and fro. Mr. Evelyn held his peace. Long experience had taught him that a chaplain's most favourable opportunity lies in the brief calm after a violent outburst of feeling. As he watched Maida he hoped the storm was passing away.


'Will you do me a favour, sir?' she asked at last.


'Anything—anything, Martha.'


'I shall have all my hair cut off when I am at Millbank; do you think they would give me two locks for a particular purpose?'


'Perhaps; it depends upon what person you ask: the matron would, I am sure; you must speak to her, and then?'


'Three months after I have gone—that is, left England—will you send one to my father, whose address you must promise not to discover until then, when, by a clue I will leave, you will easily find him—and the other—no, thank you, I will send that myself—will you oblige me, sir?'


'Willingly; but, Martha, you must write to your father.'


'Impossible, Mr. Evelyn! Should his own daughter's be the hand to sign his death-warrant?'


'Yes, Martha! the warrant has to reach him—let it be through his child rather than through the public executioner. I have a daughter; I know a father's feelings. You have also yourself to think of and act for; you have to prepare your dying bed.'


'You do not know what you ask for, sir. Were I to write, he would come to me; and I would rather that he should see me in my coffin than here: it would finish the breaking of his heart; and, surely, you would not bid me do that! besides, it would unnerve me—and then—'


'Would to God I could see you unnerved, Martha!'


Maida grasped Mr. Evelyn's hand, and fixing her eyes intently on him, whispered in beseeching tones:


'For pity's sake, do not talk so, sir; you will undo me—you will ruin me. What good would his pardon work upon a soul unforgiven by itself? For pity's sake, no more of this.'


'It is just for pity's sake that I would and must speak, my poor Martha; calm yourself, and listen to me:


'I have but lately come from that country to which you are shortly to be sent. For more than fourteen years I laboured there as a convict chaplain. I could tell you of hardships, of ill-treatment, of solitude, of home-sickness, of loveless labour, and of unrewarded servitude—all of which you must undergo; but all I could reveal of these, in their every crushing misery, would be insignificant compared to what I could disclose of the unrelenting tortures inflicted under the sentence of conscience—the sentence of remorse! generally reserved for hours of solitary imprisonment, or the day of sickness and death. when its victims are unable to lighten it by toil, or elude it by flight.


'From one cruel phase of this torture I would rescue you in imploring you to seek your father's pardon. That knowledge with which you now satisfy yourself will avail you nothing when once the great gulf betwixt him and you is passed.'


'Mr. Evelyn, you will not understand me—let me explain myself—but first, I pray you to believe that neither stubbornness nor pride is now at work in me. As we see an object for the last time, so do we picture it for ever. We may hear a thousand tales of that object afterwards—and we may receive them all—but without altering the impression left upon our minds.'


'I do not ask you to see your father, Martha. Under your circumstances, where there are all the finer feelings of the gentleman as well as the keen susceptibilities of the parent to be consulted, I would not advise a meeting; but you must write.'


A very earnest and steady look into Maida's face accompanied this boldly given, decidedly made assertion; but at the time, neither look nor assertion was noticed; the prisoner's thoughts were preoccupied, and her eyes fixed on the ground.


'You must write, Martha; and I will undertake to prevent a meeting; and also, if it would spare you pain, I would write to Mr. Grylls—(is that his name?)—break the dreadful intelligence, and prepare him to receive your letter.'


'Oh no! thank you, kindly; if it has to be done, I will do it myself. I do not shrink from a penance as just as it is severe, for the news will break his heart. I have brought it on myself. The letter shall be written; but I must be allowed to send it according to my own arrangement, in order to make his coming impossible.'


'The matron will doubtless permit you this indulgence. I only ask you, Martha, to let me know when you send the letter.'


'You shall be informed, sir; and I thank you for showing me this duty.'


'Farewell, Martha; I have already given you a parting benediction in that little book, and for my sake you have promised to read it. Be faithful to yourself in writing to your father. I will pray that you may be supported in the bitter trial, and that he may have strength to endure the impending stroke. God bless you!'


Meeting the governor's wife in one of the passages, Mr. Evelyn made known to her the prisoner's desire respecting the hair. Mrs. Lowe engaged that the wish should be gratified as far as her influence with the superintendent of Millbank extended, but advised the putting possibility beyond all doubt by at once cutting off the two required locks.


'I should not like to be present, sir, when she has her beautiful hair taken off. I am glad to be spared the painful sight. It will be a great trial to her; so peculiar a creature.'


'She will not feel it, I think, Mrs. Lowe; there is no petty weakness in her grief. As a concomitant of her humiliating portion, she may receive it with a shudder, but the shudder would be for herself, not for her hair.'


Mr. Evelyn was right in Maida's case, but generally, convicts are more sensible of mortification in being deprived of nature's best ornament than in almost any other course of penal discipline. In Van Diemen's Land the convicts especially the men, allow their hair to grow to an unbecoming length as an indisputable voucher of respectability.


The gaoler, who had overheard Mrs. Lowe's remark suggested to Mr. Evelyn in a very confidential tone:


'That woman's hair'll fetch a mint o' money, sir; she wer'n't up to it, or she'd never have brought it in with her.'


A stern frown reprimanded this very natural spirit of speculation, to which the gaoler, misunderstanding, replied apologetically:


'Yes, well, sir, you're right—it is fair it should go to Government.'


But Mr. Evelyn's frown did not accept the apology.


Chapter VI. TOO LATE.
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A FULL half-hour before the —— station opened to the public, a closelyshut vehicle drove to the gate, which immediately unlocked, and as quickly fastened, upon a decently-dressed female, who seemed to conduct rather than accompany three thickly-veiled women that had alighted and entered the platform with her, but their presence was ignored by the G. W. R. officials, and their existence only recognised in the person of her whom, par excellence we designate 'the female.' When she advanced to a carriage, the same secret understanding appeared there as at the entrance. The door instantly and quietly opened. She stood back, and let the veiled three precede her into the compartment, then, seating herself between two and in front of the third, she beckoned to a porter and he locked them in. This being accomplished, she heaved a gentle sigh of satisfaction, and leaning back to repose her exhausted energies, said mildly to the three:


'You may make yourselves as comfortable as you like, now.'


She should have said, and doubtless meant to say:


'You may make yourselves as comfortable as you can, now.'


Neither of the three availed herself of the permission. Indeed, their whole expression of dress and mien gave one the idea of discomfort too sure and certain to admit of the possibility of relief. Though assisted by 'the female' to surmount the stepping-in difficulty, each had displayed a peculiar awkwardness in the act that reminded one of the cramp. Afterwards, as they sat securely pinned in their shawls, one felt inclined to ask:


'What has become of their arms?'


But just then the carriage was made to back, and it had scarcely done so, ere the warning bell rang, and the express down train, snorting over the viaduct, ran into the vacated line.


Dexterously as 'the female' had contrived her entry, two other individuals had benefited by the premature unlocking of the station gates. One a military man, had effected his entrance with a silver latch-key; the other, a clergyman, by virtue of a lofty bearing, and an authority too marked to be gainsaid. Merely acknowledging his entrance by a slight inclination of his head to the wondering porter, Mr. Evelyn walked to a bookstall and purchased Bradshaw. Turning its pages until he arrived at the down trains, he passed his finger rapidly through the hour list of London departures, then, hastily shutting the guide, he murmured:


'Yes—he can be here! Let me see: he received the letter yesterday morning—started for town by next train, and left by night express; he will be here presently, if I read the poor man's heart aright.' Having thus inferred, Mr. Evelyn paced the platform with a sharp, uneasy step, and occasionally stopped short, to look earnestly out on the distance. In doing thus he knocked against a gentleman who was leaning on the further side of one of the broad pillars which supported the canopy. A glance of recognition passed between the two gentlemen.


'Confound the man! He haunts a fellow when least he's wanted.'


With this surly salutation, Captain Norwell once more ensconced himself in his retreat.


Then it was that the down express snorted over the viaduct, and venting the remainder of its fury in portentous puffs, glided swiftly up the line, and stayed itself before the station.


In a moment all was hurry and seeming confusion.


'This door, porter! this door!' wailed a feeble voice from one of the firstclass compartments.


The porter threw open the door. A tall, bowed figure issued from it, and stood in the midst of the bustle and packages as though all the bustle and packages in the world were nothing to it. With a helpless and almost imbecile expression, the figure raised its lack-lustre eyes and stared into the motley crowd, searching for some one who should be found in it.


A shrill whistle was the first sound that aroused the isolated figure to a consciousness that it must seek if it would find.


'Guard, isn't there a train leaving soon?' it feebly asked.


'Nour-and-half, sir.'


'Is that the one that is to carry some—prisoners to London?'


'Just started, sir; see it up the hill there.'


A piteous cry—a heavy fall—and two persons, drawn to the spot by sympathetic attraction, bore Mr. Gwynnham, a senseless paralytic, from the platform.


Chapter VII. THE COUSINS.
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AT the date of this story's commencement Mr. Evelyn had been one year in England, and six months prior to that date he had lost his wife in Van Diemen's Land. The suddenness of the event preyed on his already impaired health; and listening to the solicitations of his brother and only child, he resigned his chaplaincy in Hobart Town in order to return to England to seek that repose for himself which has jaded energies so much required, and for his daughter those advantages which colonial education but sparely afforded.


The arrival of their Tasmanian cousin was looked forward to with no small excitement by the D'Urban family. Bridget D'Urban, ever full of fun and drollery, had many a good-natured laugh in store for all the uncouth barbarities she expected in the young colonist; while her mother had secret misgivings that her girls would find no beneficial associate in one who must have imbibed a wrong view of things from unavoidable contact with the mixed and sometimes questionable society of Van Diemen's Land.


Both aunt and cousins were, therefore, sufficiently surprised when, late on a summer evening, Uncle Herbert (as henceforward we shall have to distinguish the Reverend Mr. Evelyn) introduced to them their cousin Emmeline, a young lady, who, from ease of manner and grace of deportment, might have done credit to any English drawing-room.


In a quarter of an hour Bridget was as proud of her cousin's appearance and manners as she had meant to be tender with her failings and faults. The contrast between the two girls was very striking—the more so, as they were of the same age—both on the verge of seventeen. The young English maiden was a girl in every sense—a good-looking, bright-eyed, rosy, laughter-loving creature, showing a decided preference for the sunny side of life, and for ever trying to shun the shadowy side; not by any means from a selfish indifference to the troubles of her neighbour but because, in her own words, 'It's so horrid to see wretchedness without being able to relieve it.'


She was the idol of the servants—ever ready to help them over a scrape, or to put her best construction on their worst action: they were never in fear of dismissal when Miss Bridget stood by them. Uncle Herbert told her that she would make a capital convict mistress, and advised her to try her alchymic powers of turning bad to good on a few of the Queen's specimens: on which she clapped her hands, and declared that nothing would be better fun than to go out there and cure a few kitchen rows; and then jumped up to cure uncle and cousin's grave faces by a hearty kiss and a second declaration that that was only her way of saying how delightful it would be to go to Van Diemen's Land. She knew she should be the last to think it fun, and the first to call it horrid to see the poor, dear beings so miserable.


Prematured by a southern clime, and pre-aged by constitutional delicacy, Miss Evelyn had little of the girl in her, but all the appearance of finished womanhood in her gentle gravity of countenance and quiet dignity of carriage. After Mr. Evelyn had remained a short time in his sister's family, he determined on making a tour, partly with the view of renovating his strength, and partly to give himself ample scope for choice of a healthy locality in which to settle. But his daughter's rapidly-increasing ill-health caused him suddenly to return, and on consulting a physician he was advised to take Emmeline back to Tasmania, as much to give her the benefit of a sea voyage as to try what her almost native air might accomplish for her. On the evening of that day, Mr. Evelyn was closeted with his brother-in-law and sister for more than three hours, and when he came from conference with them, it was only to commence another with Emmeline, and then to begin a third with Bridget. The result of the three conferences was that Bridget flew into her cousin's room, and exclaimed, ere the door had time to slam after her:


'I may go! They'll let me go with you!'


Then flinging herself into Emmeline's arms, she forgot the nearer prospect of rows in the kitchen in her joy at being companion-elect to the being she loved best in the world.


Chapter VIII. THE 'ROSE OF BRITAIN'
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BECALMED on the tropical sea, two vessels lay listlessly lulling their weary passengers to a noonday sleep—a sleep that had anything but a soothing effect on the slumberers who ever and anon, would start, and in their uneasy rest implore, Dives-like, for a drop of water to cool their parching tongue—a petition that would either never reach the steward, or else be answered with an aggrieved shake of the head.


'Can't do it—had your allowance;' and the steward gulps down a large cupful of cold tea which he has obtained by laying a toll on each cup of tea served at that morning's breakfast.


But the steward has his favourites on board; and whilst his stewardship is inexorably faithful to some, he turns his pregnable side towards others, and this pregnable side holds his not deaf ear; an ear which quickly distinguishes whether the petitioner is one of his favoured few, or one who kicked up a bother about his tureen of soup, or told the captain that his cabin was only swabbed, and not holy-stoned.


Discerning the cry of a favourite, with stealthy movements he proceeds to quench the cry in a draught of some refreshing beverage; now it may be a glass of cold coffee—now it may be a glass of ale, left over from last night's supper—and then, oh, best of all! it may be bumper of cold, milkless, sugarless tea. None but those who have tried the delights of this draught in tropical extremities can tell how truly grateful above any porter or beer is this cold tea. Steward himself is a regular toper, and yet he declares that give him your tea and he'll give you his tap. But even the pregnable side of steward rarely yields literal water; he will hardly risk detection, and the consequent charge of favouritism, by granting the letter of the petition. He has orders to draw only so much water from the tank, therefore he dares not disobey. 'A drop of something left from meals captain can't swear against;' neither can he swear at steward for generously giving that drop of something away. To steward's honour be it said, young ladies are always his particular fancy, for two reasons, namely, 'for their own dear selves' sake,' and because they don't give so much trouble as the gentlemen—they make their own beds, and keep their cabins tidy. Any young lady with a passable face and an amount of good nature sufficient to make her affable with steward, may have a pleasant voyage. For though captain governs, and mates sub-govern, it is the steward who holds the rein of comfort or discomfort, plague him, and you'll have a hundred annoyances which do not come under a captain's rule, or even knowledge—annoyances which can be so easily traced to natural causes, that of course steward must not be blamed for them any more than you or I.


All ye who value such alleviation as tropical miseries admit of, curry favour with the steward. All ye who appreciate winter consolations, in the form of hot sea-water bottles and aromatic caudles, curry favour with the steward, ere the biting cold of the Horn nip your very heart, and freeze your best feelings into one lugubrious mass of neighbour hatred.


All we have said of petitions, either gratified or denied, applies in the present case to but one of the vessels.


Both lay listlessly lulling their passengers—and the passengers of both were equally willing to be lulled—equally weary and feverish—equally anxious for a breath of fresh air—equally tired of the ardent sky staring down upon them, relentless as the eye of conscience upon the bad man's soul. Here ended the similarity, save that both were outward bound. When the two vessels were within speaking distance, the master of the vessel of which we have been writing hoisted his signals, and displayed his black board, receiving in answer the announcement that the other ship was (from) London (to) Van Diemen's Land (with) prisoners.


Three words, which told a lifetime's tale of sorrow.


The vessels shifted still nearer each other, by lazy, who—may-care degrees, until an unusual state of excitement on board proclaimed that the two captains were about to exchange civilities through their trumpets.


The deck of the prison ship was crowded with prisoners—as a mass of brown serge distinctly visible; but from that mass to distinguish individuals required the help of the mate's telescope, looking through which was recognisable one figure whose tall and dignified form could be no other than Maida Gwynnham.


She stood at the bulwarks near the stern, and leaning on her was one who in the distance seemed a mere child, so small was she in comparison with Maida; yet, small as she was, she had on the prison serge and cap—this fact was discernible without the telescope's aid. On nearer view, her features were those of a young girl of fifteen years. She clung to Maida as an infant clings to its parent, following her with a quick uneasy step whenever she changed her position, and not seeming satisfied unless drawn close to her protector's side by the intertwining of her own and Maida's arm; then she appeared not to care how long she stood and watched the strange vessel.


In the free vessel was a group, which, as a group, was visible to the naked eye—to use an astronomical phrase—but to distinguish the individuals forming it, the captain needed his glass. There were three persons: a tall, slight gentleman, of an aspect decidedly clerical, a young lady, who sat on a camp-stool supported against the mizen, and a second young lady, whose clear, musical voice rang over the water as the trumpets conveyed their shrill messages backwards and forwards. So musical a laugh could only be Bridget D'Urban's. It rang right over to the poor childprisoner, who, all against her will, laughed an answer to the merry voice; and Maida smiled a sad smile as she heard the youthful captive send back that miserable imitation, and yet she felt glad that the poor thing could laugh even such a laugh; the girl perceived the smile and feared it was a rebuke.


'I couldn't help it, Maida,' she said apologetically; 'it came so sweet and different from our women's great noises.'


Maida pressed her arm still more tightly around little Lucy. The Reverend Mr. Evelyn also heard Lucy's response to his niece's cheery heart-mirth, and an expression that Emmeline had learnt to interpret passed over his face; he turned from her and paced the deck for an instant, then, stopping abruptly at her side, he said, in a hurried tone:


'That was a child's voice! That ship is no place for so young a creature—they punish her soul as well as her body. They are teaching her sin by binding her to those who will instruct her well in their trade. And then she will get a series of severer punishments for proving an apt scholar in the school of vice to which she was only apprenticed to learn her own folly. She was put on board with a few years' knowledge of crime—she will come off with the knowledge of fifty years, unless some providence interfere on her behalf.'


Mr. Evelyn was short-sighted, or he would surely have recollected the figure that stood opposite him on the deck of the transport; had he looked through the telescope he could not have failed to discover Maida Gwynnham.


That Maida did not discover him is not to be wondered at, for never once did her eye stay its dreamy wandering into the fervid blue depths that lay, so tranquil, at her feet, until a rough hand grasped her shoulder, and a rougher voice demanded why she was later than her messmates—why had not she gone below with the other women; and it went on to say that she was no fit companion for the girl Lucy Grenlow, and that if she continued such doings she should be separated from her; at which threat the poor Lucy clung still more to Maida, and Maida grasped the trembling form still more firmly to herself.


A breeze sprung up, and every stitch of sail was spread to atone for lost time. The two vessels, though bound for the same port, soon parted company. Shortly after the breeze had come to their relief, the news was spread that the log had been cast and they were going at the rate of seven knots an hour. Maida had been on board the transport a fortnight before she was able to go on deck. The first morning that she took her place with the other women she noticed a small figure crouched up in a corner between two hen-coops on the leeward side. Her face was hidden low down in her lap; but by the jutting movements of the shoulder it was easy to tell that the little creature was sobbing violently.


'She'm gone to lo'urd because she won't fall no further,' giggled a horridlooking female, whose appearance was rendered more repulsive by a shock of grizzled hair, which had been cropped, and was now shooting up in perpendicular wires all over her head, making her look something between a withered grown-up tomboy and an ex-lunatic. In defiance of rule she had taken off her cap. The matron was below, making up a recent quarrel with the surgeon-superintendent over a glass of wine, and simultaneously with her departure about sixty caps had disappeared from the multitude of shorn heads congregated on the deck of the Rose of Britain.


It was Lucy Grenlow who sat crouched up in the corner she was one of the few who kept on their caps. As she bent her face more and more into her lap, she felt her cap twitched off, or, rather, an effort made to catch it off, but it was tied under her chin, so the twitch only raised her head with a jerk that let it fall more heavily into its covert. 'Let the maid alone, can't ye,' said the man at the wheel 'she's a mere babby, and it's only right she should cry after her mother, the poor thing; darn my living soul if ever I'll come out with a prison-ship again.'


'You hold your—tongue, or I'll give a point at the wheel for your insolence—a point that will set us spinning in a trice.'


With this the ex-lunatic or withered tomboy grasped the whole of Lucy's cap, together with the roots of her hair and dragged her head up to the gaze of the herd.


'Here's a pretty face for you—lawk-a-me! shan't she learn a thing or two from me before she leaves these precious boards? Yer, my dear, haven't you got your passage dirt cheap, that's all I only paid five shillings for it, and here I've been working for this lift for nigh thirty year, and haven't got it till now. You'll have to bless your country to the end of your life for such generosity. My husband's been over there this ten year, and I've never been able to get over to un till now; he'll hire me straight away as soon as my probation's out. I suppose I an't been as brave as you, my little darling, for fortin favours the brave, they says, and her an't a-favoured me till now, goodness knows.'


All this while she held poor Lucy's head dragged backwards; the face was wet with tears, but the child tried hard not to burst out afresh; she even tried to smile, an attempt that destroyed her powers of endurance. By force she wrested herself from the brutal grasp, and with one loud wail, 'Mother! mother!' sank upon the boards, cutting a deep gash in her forehead by the fall.


In an instant she was in Maida's arms, and would have been there much sooner had Maida known the cruel tyranny that was being exercised upon her. Absorbed in her own grief, and wasted by her own weakness, she had retreated to the further end of the deck, unwitting that a labour of love awaited her even in that den of infamy. It had not entered her mind that there was a possibility of a child-prisoner's existence amongst so aged a set of convicts; therefore, nursing her own sorrow, she was dreaming away the first morning of her deliverance from sea-sickness, when casting her eyes to leeward she saw the imbruted woman drag back that youthful head. She started immediately to her feet; but, unaccustomed to the motion of the vessel, had to make several endeavours ere she could walk. During the last of those endeavours the girl's cry gave momentary strength to her limbs, and she almost darted to the spot. Her first impulse was to strike down the wretched creature; but by an instant perception of the more effective course, when the first buzz of excitement had died into that perfect hush which generally follows an accident brought on by foul means, she turned to the women, and pointing towards Lucy, said —


'That child henceforth is mine; touch her at your peril!'
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