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Eleven o'clock! Before the vibration of the nearest chimes had died away,
the rain—which had long been threatening over London—poured down
for some five minutes in a fierce gust, and then, as if exhausted by its
efforts, subsided into a steady drizzle. The waves of light, cast on the
glistening pavement from the gas lamps flickering in the wind, shone on the
stones; but the unstable shadows were cast back by the stronger, refulgence of
the electric light at Covent Garden. Back into the gathered mist of Long Acre
the pallid gleam receded; while, on the opposite side, the darkness of Russell
Street seemed darker still. By Tavistock Street was a gin-shop, whose gilded
front, points of flame, and dazzling glass seemed to smile a smile of crafty
welcome to the wayfarer. A few yards away from the knot of loafers clustering
with hungry eyes round the door, stood a woman. There were others of her sex
close by, but not like her, and though her dress was poor and dilapidated to
the last degree, the others saw instinctively she was not as they. She was
young, presumably not more than five-and-twenty years, and on her face she bore
the shadow of great care. Gazing, half sullenly, half wistfully, into the
temptingly arrayed window, her profile strongly marked by the great blaze of
light farther up the street, the proud carriage of the head formed a painful
contrast to her scanty garb and sorrow-stricken face. She was a handsome,
poorly dressed woman, with a haughty bearing, a look of ever-present care, and
she had twopence in her pocket.

If you will consider what it is to have such a meagre sum standing between
you and starvation, you may realise the position of this woman. To be alone,
unfriended, penniless, in a city of four million souls, is indeed a low depth
of human misery. Perhaps she thought so, for her mind was quickly formed.
Pushing back the door with steady hand, she entered the noisy bar. She had half
expected to be an object of interest, perhaps suspicion; but, alas, too many of
us in this world carry our life's history written in our faces, to cause any
feelings of surprise. The barman served her with the cordial she ordered, and
with a business-like 'chink,' swept away her last two coppers. Even had he
known they were her last, the man would have evinced no undue emotion. He was
not gifted with much imagination, and besides, it was a common thing there to
receive the last pittance that bridges over the gulf between a human being and
starvation. There she sat, resting her tired limbs, deriving a fictitious
strength from the cordial, dimly conscious that the struggle against fate was
past, and nothing remained for it but—a speedy exit from further
trouble—one plunge from the bridges! Slowly and meditatively she sipped
at her tumbler, wondering—strange thought—why those old-fashioned
glasses had never been broken. Slowly, but surely, the liquid decreased, till
only a few drops remained. The time had come, then! She finished it, drew her
scanty shawl closer about her shoulders, and went out again into the London
night.

Only half-past eleven, and the streets filled with people. Lower down, in
Wellington Street, the theatre-goers were pouring out of the Lyceum. The
portico was one dazzling blaze of beauty and color; men in evening dress, and
dainty ladies waiting for their luxurious carriages. The outcast wandered on,
wondering vaguely whether there was any sorrow, any ruin, any disgrace,
remorse, or dishonor in the brilliant crowd, and so she drifted into the
Strand, heedlessly and aimlessly. Along the great street as far as St.
Clement's Danes, unnoticed and unheeded, her feet dragging painfully, she knew
not where. Then back again to watch the last few people leaving the Lyceum, and
then unconsciously she turned towards the river, down Wellington Street, to
Waterloo Bridge. On that Bridge of Sighs she stopped, waiting, had she but
known it, for her fate.

It was quiet there on that wet night—few foot-passengers about, and
she was quite alone as she stood in one of the buttresses, looking into the
shining flood beneath. Down the river, as far as her eye could reach, were the
golden points of light flickering and swaying in the fast-rushing water. The
lap of the tide on the soft oozing mud on the Surrey side mingled almost
pleasantly with the swirl and swish of the churning waves under the bridge. The
dull thud of the cabs and omnibuses in the Strand came quietly and subdued; but
she heard them not. The gas lamps had changed to the light of day, the heavy
winter sky was of the purest blue, and the hoarse murmur of the distant Strand
was the rustling of the summer wind in the trees. The far-off voices of the
multitude softened and melted into the accents of one she used to love; and
this is what she saw like a silent picture, the memories ringing in her head
like the loud sea a child hears in a shell. A long old house of grey stone,
with a green veranda covered with ivy and flowering creepers; a rambling lawn,
sloping away to a tiny lake, all golden with yellow iris and water-lilies. In
the centre of the lawn, a statue of Niobe; and seated by that statue was
herself, and with her a girl some few years younger—a girl with golden
hair surrounding an oval face, fair as the face of an angel, and lighted by
truthful velvety violet eyes. This was the picture mirrored in the swift water.
She climbed the parapet, looked, steadily around: the lovely face in the water
was so near, and she longed to hear the beautiful vision speak. And lo! at that
moment the voice of her darling spoke, and a hand was laid about her waist, and
the voice said: 'Not that way, I implore you—not that way.'

The woman paused, slowly regained her position on the bridge, and gazed into
the face of her companion with dilated eyes. But the other girl had her back to
the light, and she could not see.

'A voice from the grave. Have I been dreaming?' she said, passing her hand
wearily across her brow.

'A voice of providence. Can you have reflected on what you were doing?
Another moment, and think of it—oh, think of it!'

'A voice from the grave,' repeated the would-be suicide slowly. 'Surely this
must be a good omen. Her voice!—how like her voice.'

The rescuing angel paused a minute, struggling with a dim memory. Where had
she in her turn heard that voice before? With a sudden impulse, they seized
each other, and bore towards the nearest gaslight, and there gazed intently in
each other's face. The guardian angel looked a look of glad surprise; the pale
face of the hapless woman was glorified, as she seized her rescuer round her
neck and sobbed on her breast piteously.

'Nelly, Miss Nelly, my darling; don't you know me?'

'Madge, why Madge! O Madge! to think of it—to think of it.'

Presently they grew calmer. The girl called Nelly placed the other woman's
arm within her own and walked quietly away from the hated bridge; and,
thoroughly conquered, the hapless one accompanied her. No word was spoken as
they walked on for a mile or so, across the Strand, towards Holborn, and there
disappeared.

The night-traffic of London went on. The great thoroughfares plied their
business, unheedful of tragedy and sorrow. A life had been saved; but what is
one unit in the greatest city in the universe? The hand of fate was in it. It
was only one of those airy trifles of which life is composed, and yet the one
minute that saved a life, unravelled the first tiny thread of a tangled skein
that bound up a great wrong.
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Two years earlier. It was afternoon, and the sun, climbing over the house,
shone into a sick-room at Eastwood—a comfortable, cheerful, old room;
from floor to ceiling was panelled oak, and the walls decorated with artist
proofs of famous pictures. The two large mullioned windows were open to the
summer air, and from the outside came the delicate scent of mignonette and
heliotrope in the tiled jardinieres on the ledges. The soft Persian carpet of
pale blue deadened the sound of footsteps; rugs of various harmonious hues were
scattered about; and the articles of virtu and costly bric-a-brac were more
suitable to a drawing-room than a bed-chamber.

On the bed reclined the figure of a man, evidently in the last stage of
consumption. His cheek was flushed and feverish, and his fine blue eyes were
unnaturally bright with the disease which was sapping his vital energy. An old
man undoubtedly, in spite of his large frame and finely moulded chest, which,
though hollow and wasted, showed signs of a powerful physique at some remote
period. His forehead was high and broad and powerful; his features finely
chiselled; but the mouth, though benevolent-looking, was shifty and uneasy. He
looked like a kind man and a good friend; but his face was haunted by a
constant fear. With a pencil, he was engaged in tracing some characters on a
sheet of paper; and ever and anon, at the slightest movement, even the
trembling of a leaf, he looked up in agitation. The task was no light one, for
his hand trembled, and his breath came and went with what was to him a violent
exertion. Slowly and painfully the work went on; and as it approached
completion, a smile of satisfaction shot across his sensitive mouth, at the
same time a look of remorseful sorrow filled his whole face. It was only a few
words on a piece of paper he was writing, but he seemed to realise the
importance of his work. It was only a farewell letter; but in these few
valedictory lines the happiness of two young lives were bound up. At last the
task was finished, and he lay back with an air of great content.

At that moment, a woman entered the room. The sick man hid the paper hastily
beneath the pillow with a look of fear on his face, pitiable to see. But the
woman who entered did not look capable of inspiring any such sentiment. She was
young and pretty, a trifle vain, perhaps, of her good looks and attractive
appearance, but the model of what a 'neat-handed Phillis' should be.

Directly the dying man saw her, his expression changed to one of intense
eagerness. Beckoning her to come close to him, he drew her head close to his
face and said: 'She is not about, is she? Do you think she can hear what I am
saying? Sometimes I fancy she hears my very thoughts.'

'No, sir,' replied the maid. 'Miss Wakefield is not in the house just now;
she has gone into the village.'

'Very good. Listen, and answer me truly. Do you ever hear from—from
Nelly now? Poor child, poor child!'

The woman's face changed from one of interest to that of shame and remorse.
She looked into the old man's face, and then burst into a fit of hot passionate
tears.

'Hush, hush!' he cried, terrified by her vehemence. 'For God's sake, stop,
or it will be too late, too late!'

'O sir, I must tell you,' sobbed the contrite woman, burying her face in the
bedclothes. 'Letters came from Miss Nelly to you, time after time; but I
destroyed them all.'

'Why?' The voice was stern, and the girl looked up affrighted.

'O sir, forgive me. Surely you know. Is it possible to get an order from
Miss Wakefield, and not obey? Indeed, I have tried to speak, but I was afraid
to do anything. Even you, sir—'

'Ah,' said the invalid, with a sigh of ineffable sadness, 'I know how hard
it is. The influence she has over one is wonderful, wonderful. But I am
forgetting. Margaret Boulton, look me in the face. Do you love Miss Nelly as
you used to do, and would you do something for her if I asked you?'

'God be my witness, I would, sir,' replied the girl solemnly.

'Do you know where she is?'

'Alas, no. It is a year since we heard.—But master, if you ask me to
give her a letter or a paper, I will do so, if I have to beg my way to London
to find her. I have been punished for not speaking out before. Indeed, indeed,
sir, you may trust me.'

He looked into her face with a deep unfathomable glance for some moments;
but the girl returned his gaze as steadily.

'I think I can,' he said at length. 'Now, repeat after me: "I swear that the
paper intrusted to my care shall be delivered to the person for whom it is
intended; and that I will never part with it until it is safely and securely
delivered."'

The woman repeated the words with simple solemnity.

'Now,' he said, at the same time producing the paper he had written with
such pain and care, 'I deliver this into your hands, and may heaven bless and
prosper your undertaking. Take great care, for it contains a precious secret,
and never part with it while life remains.'

The paper was a curious-looking document enough, folded small, but bearing
nothing outside to betray the secret it contained. We shall see in the future
how it fared.

The girl glanced at the folded paper, and thrust it rapidly in her bosom. A
smile of peace and tranquility passed over the dying man's face, and he gave
her a look of intense gratitude. At this moment another woman entered the room.
She was tall and thin, with a face of grave determination, and a mouth and chin
denoting a firmness amounting to cruelty. There was a dangerous light in her
basilisk eyes at this moment, as she gave the servant a glance of intense hate
and malice—a look which seemed to search out the bottom of her soul.

'Margaret, what are you doing here? Leave the room a once. How often have I
told you never to come in here.'

Margaret left; and the woman with the snaky eyes busied herself silently
about the sick-room. The dying man watched her in a dazed fascinated manner, as
a bird turns to watch the motions of a serpent; and he shivered as he noticed
the feline way in which she moistened her thin lips. He tried to turn his eyes
away, but failed. Then, as if conscious of his feelings, the woman said: 'Well,
do you hate me worse than usual to-day?'

'You know I never hated you, Selina,' he replied wearily.

'Yes you do,' she answered, with a sullen glowering triumph in her eyes.
'You do hate me for the influence I have over you. You hate me because you dare
not hate me. You hate me because I parted you from your beggar's brat, and
trained you to behave as a man should.'

Perfectly cowed, he watched her moistening her thin lips, till his eyes
could no longer see. Presently he felt a change creeping over him; his breath
came shorter and shorter; and his chest heaved spasmodically. With one last
effort he raised himself up in his bed. 'Selina,' he said painfully, 'let me
alone; oh, let me alone!'

'Too late,' she replied, not caring to disguise her triumphant tone.

He lay back with the dews of death clustering on his forehead. Suddenly, out
of the gathering darkness grew perfect dazzling light; his lips moved; the
words 'Nelly forgive!' were audible like a whispered sigh. He was dead.

The dark woman bent over him, placing her ear to his heart; but no sound
came. 'Mine!' she said—'mine, mine! At last, all mine!'

The thin webs of fate's weaving were in her hands securely—all save
one. It was not worth the holding, so it floated down life's stream, gathering
as it went.
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Mr Carver of Bedford Row, in the county of Middlesex, was exercised in his
mind; and the most annoying part of it was that he was so exercised at his own
trouble and expense; that is to say, he was not elucidating some knotty legal
point at the charge of a client, but he was speculating over one of the most
extraordinary events that had ever happened to him in the whole course of his
long and honorable career. The matter stood briefly thus: His client, Charles
Morton, of Eastwood, Somersetshire, died on the 9th of April in the year of
grace 1882. On the 1st of May, 1880, Mr Carver had made the gentleman's will,
which left all his possessions, to the amount of some forty thousand pounds, to
his niece, Eleanor Attewood. Six months later, Mr Morton's half-sister, Miss
Wakefield, took up her residence at Eastwood, and from that time everything had
changed. Eleanor had married the son of a clergyman in the neighborhood, and at
the instigation of his half-sister, Mr Morton had disinherited his niece; and
one year before he died, had made a fresh will, leaving everything to Miss
Wakefield. Mr Carver, be it remarked, strongly objected to this injustice,
seeing the baneful influence which had brought it about; and had he been able
to find Eleanor, he hoped to alter the unjust state of things. But she
disappeared with her husband, and left no trace behind; so the obnoxious will
was proved.

Then came the most extraordinary part of the affair. With the exception of a
few hundreds in the bank at Eastwood, for household purposes, not a single
penny of Mr Morton's money could be found. All his property was mortgaged to a
high amount; all his securities were disposed of, and not one penny could be
traced. The mortgages on the property were properly drawn up by a highly
respectable solicitor at Eastwood, the money advanced by a man of undoubted
probity; and, further, the money had been paid over to Mr Morton one day early
in the year 1882. Advertisements were inserted in the papers, in fact
everything was done to trace the missing money, but in vain. All Miss Wakefield
had for her pains and trouble was a poor sum of about eleven hundred pounds, so
she had to retire again to her genteel poverty in a cheap London
boarding-house.
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