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"In confidence, Sir Henry—"

"In confidence, Mrs. Lascelles, of course. I think you can depend upon
  me." And Sir Henry, as directed by a weather-beaten guide-post, turned
  into a narrow lane on his homeward way, while the lady with whom he had been
  riding, jogged her tired horse gently along the high road, absorbed in
  thoughts, pleasant, suggestive, engrossing—not precisely in "maiden
  meditation," for she was a widow—nor yet, although she was nearer
  thirty than twenty, wholly "fancy free."

Mrs. Lascelles loved her horse dearly, and had been riding him with the
  liberality and confidence that spring from true affection, in a lady-like
  manner no doubt, and gracefully enough, but with considerable daring, and no
  small expenditure of pace. The good generous animal had a perfect right to be
  tired, having borne his precious burden honourably and safely close to hounds
  as long as a stout old fox could live before them, and had fairly earned the
  caresses she lavished on his toil-stained crest and shoulders, while the
  hoof-tread of his late companion died out in the distance. Mrs. Lascelles, I
  have said, loved her horse dearly. For the first time in her life, perhaps,
  she was beginning to find out she could love something better than her
  horse.

The light waned rapidly. Heavy clouds, gathering in the west, sailed up
  steadily on the moaning wind that so often in our English winter rises with
  set of sun. The day had been sad-coloured and overcast, delightful for
  hunting purposes, but for every other pursuit melancholy in the extreme, and
  evening was drawing on, sadder, gloomier, and more disheartening than the
  day. Certain elms and ashes that skirted the high road trembled in every
  leafless limb, shivering and whispering together, as if they too were moved
  by ghostly forebodings of cold and darkness to come. Why should Mrs.
  Lascelles have looked so radiant and happy? How had been kindled that light
  in her blue eyes; and what, in the name of chaste Diana, could have occurred
  during a day's hunting thus to fix and deepen the colour in her cheek? Was it
  that she loved to recall the stirring memories of the last few
  hours—the joyous rally of the find, the dash and music of the hounds,
  the pace, the pastures, the glorious turns and windings of the chase? Or was
  it that she had her own private successes to register, her own secret
  triumphs to record, exulting that she too had hunted her fox fairly in the
  open, and was running into him at last?

Rose Lascelles, like many another who has squared her life to the rule of
  expediency rather than right, was a woman thrown away. An ambitious girl, in
  her marriage with Mr. Lascelles, now deceased, she had been guided by her
  desire for social advancement, rather than by individual preference, or even
  a taste for domestic life. He was young, handsome, agreeable—a finished
  man of the world—thoroughly selfish; and some women would have loved
  him dearly, but for Rose Vanneck he was simply an eligible partner as heir to
  a good fortune and a title. So he treated her very badly, outraged her
  feelings, brought all sorts of people into her drawing-room, spent her money
  recklessly as his own, and finally drank himself to death, just six months
  too early to make his wife a peeress; having lived long enough, however, to
  leave her in the enjoyment of as comfortable a jointure as if he had
  succeeded to the title, and so far content with her lot that she appreciated
  the thorough independence of her position; for who is so completely her own
  mistress as a childless widow, young and attractive, with a balance at her
  bankers?

It is needless to say she had many suitors. Independent of her well-filled
  purse, the lady's own charms were powerful enough to collect men of all ages,
  stations, and characters in her train. The clear blue eyes so bright, so
  frank, might have seemed hard and cold, but for the dark pencilled lashes
  that shaded their lower as richly as their upper rims; the white even teeth
  would have been too broad and strong, but for the sweet red lips that
  disclosed them so graciously in half-saucy, half-confiding, and wholly
  winning smiles. There might have been a shade too much of colour in her
  cheek, of auburn in her hair, but that health and rich vitality so obviously
  imparted to each its lustre and its bloom. There was nobility in her arched
  brows and regular Norman features, just as there were grace and dignity in
  her tall, well-rounded figure; nevertheless, something beyond and independent
  of these physical advantages gifted her with a peculiar fascination of her
  own. She seemed to bloom in the natural freshness and fragrance of a flower,
  a meadow, or a landscape; bright and healthy as a cow in a June pasture, a
  child from its morning tub, as Venus herself glowing and radiant, emerging
  like a sunrise from the eastern sea!

Such a woman was pretty sure to obtain her full share of admiration in any
  society. Perhaps nowhere would her conquest be more general and more
  permanent than in the hunting-field. When she came down from London by train
  for the enjoyment of her favourite amusement with the Bragford hounds, lords,
  commoners, squires, yeomen, farmers, and horse-breakers, combined in yielding
  her a general ovation. To break a fence for Mrs. Lascelles; to open a gate
  for Mrs. Lascelles; to show Mrs. Lascelles the narrowest part of the brook,
  or the soundest side of the ford, was a pride, a pleasure, and a privilege to
  "all who buckled on the spur." If Mrs. Lascelles had sustained a fall, which
  Heaven forbid! or otherwise come to grief by flood or field, saddles would
  have been emptied, stalwart scarlet arms been extended, and whiskers of every
  hue known to art or nature, would have stood on end with dismay, ere a single
  hair of that dainty auburn head should have touched the earth.

Of course they fell in love with her by scores. Of course, too, the man
  who paid her least attention, the man whose whole thoughts seemed centred in
  himself, his boots, his horses, and his riding, found most favour in her
  wilful woman's heart. That was why to-day she had refused point-blank to
  become the wife of a much younger man, rich, good-hearted, actual partner in
  a bank, possible member for a county; that was why she had imparted this
  refusal, "in confidence, Sir Henry," to the companion of her homeward ride,
  and gathered, from the manner in which her narrative was received, hopes that
  sent the light dancing to her eyes, the blood rising to her brain.

What she saw in Sir Henry it passes my knowledge of feminine nature to
  explain. He was twenty years older than herself, grey, worn, and withered;
  showing such marks of dissipation and hard living on his sunken features as
  had nearly obliterated every trace of the good looks which were now a matter
  of history. Twice a widower, with a grown-up family, an impoverished estate,
  and not the best of characters, Mrs. Lascelles could scarce have selected a
  less eligible admirer amongst the troops of light horsemen who aspired weekly
  to her favour; but she had chosen to set her heart on him nevertheless, and
  in her whole life had not felt so happy as to-day, when she flung down "in
  confidence," the precious pearls that had been offered her, before the
  unclean animal, who should hereafter turn and rend her for her pains. Women
  seldom give away their hearts unasked. When they are so liberal, I think the
  gift is usually without reserve; though even if accepted, like many other
  priceless things, it is rarely valued at its worth. Sir Henry never told Mrs.
  Lascelles he cared for her; but habit is second nature—and he had made
  so much love in his life that his manner to all women had insensibly acquired
  a certain softness and tenderness, which perhaps constituted the only charm
  left by a youth spent in ease, self-indulgence, and the luxury of doing as
  much harm as lay in his power. She thought, no doubt, she had at last
  succeeded in winning the one heart she coveted; and undismayed by grizzled
  whiskers, grown-up daughters, or an impoverished estate, rode soberly along,
  lost in a rosy dream that caused the tired horse, the coming rain, the
  gathering night, to seem but so many delightful ingredients of a day taken
  out of Paradise express for the occasion.

Mrs. Lascelles, as behoved her sex and position, went hunting with
  becoming pomp, accompanied by a groom, whose duty it was, so far as his
  powers of equitation permitted, to keep close to his mistress during the day.
  In addition to this functionary, other servants were disposed and dotted
  about at different posts,—such as the railway station, the country-inn,
  where a carriage was left with dry things, the stable where her hunters
  stood, and the terminus in London, where a brougham awaited her return.

Altogether, a day's hunting involved the employment of some half-dozen
  people, and the expenditure of as many pounds. With all this forethought it
  was not surprising that she should have found herself riding home at
  nightfall, alone and unattended, perfectly satisfied nevertheless with her
  situation, and utterly forgetful of the groom, whose horse had lost a shoe,
  and who was to overtake her as soon as another had been put on.

So she patted her favourite's neck, smiled, sighed, shook her head, and
  relapsed into a brown study and a walk.

The rain gave her but little warning. Two or three large drops fell on the
  sleeves of her habit, then came a squall and a driving shower, such as wets
  the best broadcloth through and through in less than five minutes. Even the
  good horse shook his ears in mute protest; and Mrs. Lascelles was fain to
  sidle him under the hedge, cowering for as much shelter as could be got from
  the ivy-covered stem of a stunted pollard tree.

People have different ideas of pleasure. For some, the most uncomfortable
  incidents of the chase borrow a charm from the seductive pursuit to which
  they are unavoidable drawbacks. The infatuated votary accepts falls, lame
  horses, drenched garments, long rides in the dark, considerable fatigue, and
  occasional peril of body, with an equanimity marvellous to the uninitiated;
  and only to be accounted for by the strange perversity of human nature when
  in headlong pursuit of an idea. Perhaps, after all, the career of life is not
  inaptly represented by a run with hounds. Difficulties to be surmounted and
  risks to be encountered add infinitely to the zest of both. In each, there
  are unremitting exertions to get forward, a constant strain to be nearer and
  yet nearer some imaginary place of prominence and superiority—an
  emulation mellowed by good-fellowship with those whom we like and respect for
  their very efforts to surpass ourselves—a keen excitement damped only
  by vague wonder that the stimulant should be so powerful, by dim misgivings
  of which the fatal cui bono? is at the root; lastly, a pleasing sense
  of fatigue and contentment, of resignation rather than regret, when the whirl
  and tumult of the day are over, and it is time to go home.

Mrs. Lascelles, sitting in a wet habit under the hedge, neither drooped
  with fatigue nor shivered with cold. Her reflections must have been strangely
  pleasant, for she was almost disappointed when her servant trotted up with
  the lately shod horse, and touching his hat respectfully, suggested that the
  weather was getting "worser"—that the horses would catch their deaths,
  poor things!—that it was still five miles to the station, and that they
  should proceed—he called it "shog on"—in that direction without
  delay.

The groom was a sober fellow enough, but he had decided, with some
  justice, that such a wetting as he was likely to encounter justified a glass
  of brandy on leaving the blacksmith's shop.

His loyalty to his mistress and love for the good animals under his charge
  were, doubtless, not diminished by this cordial; and while with numbed
  fingers he unrolled the waterproof cape that was buckled before his own
  saddle, and wrapped it round her dripping shoulders, he could not forbear
  congratulating Mrs. Lascelles, that "things," as he expressed it, "was no
  wuss."

"The 'osses is tired, ma'am, no doubt, an' a long trashing day it's been
  for 'osses; but, bless ye, Ganymede, he won't take no notice; he'll have his
  head in the manger soon as ever his girths is slacked, and they're both of
  'em as sound as when they left the stable. Ah! we've much to be thankful for,
  we have! but how you're to get to the station, ma'am, without a
  ducking—that's wot beats me!"

"I must take my ducking, I suppose, James, and make the best of it," she
  answered, pleasantly; "but it's going to be a fearful night. It comes on
  worse every minute."

James, who had dropped back a horse's length, now pressed eagerly
  forward.

"I hear wheels, ma'am," said he, "and it's a'most a living certainty as
  they're going our way. If it was me, I'd make so bold as ask for a lift
  inside. Ganymede, he'll lead like a child, and you'll have all the more time
  to—to—shift yerself, ma'am, afore the train be due."

While he spoke, a one-horse fly, with luggage on the top, halted at her
  side, a window was let down, and a pleasant woman's voice from within
  proffered, to the benighted lady on horseback, any accommodation in the power
  of the occupant to bestow.

It was already too dark to distinguish faces; but the stranger's tones
  were courteous and winning. Mrs. Lascelles had no hesitation in availing
  herself of so opportune a shelter. The flyman was off his box in a twinkling,
  the lady leaped as quickly to the ground, James signified his approval,
  Ganymede gave himself a shake, and in another minute Mrs. Lascelles found
  herself jerking, jolting, and jingling towards the station by the side of a
  perfect stranger, whose features, in the increasing obscurity, she strove
  vainly to make out.

Some indefinable instinct suggested to her, however, that her companion
  was young and pretty. A certain subtle fragrance which may or may not be the
  result of scents and essences, but which seems indigenous to all taking
  women, pervaded her gloves, her hair, her gown, nay, the very winter jacket
  with which she defied the cold. The rustle of her dress as she made room, the
  touch of her hand as she took sundry wraps from the front seat of the
  carriage and heaped them in her guest's lap, told Mrs. Lascelles that this
  errant damsel, wandering about in a hired fly through the rain, was one for
  whom lances had already been broken, and champions, it may be, laid gasping
  on the plain. For several seconds she racked her brains, wondering who and
  what the traveller could be, where coming from, where going to, why she had
  never met, nor heard of her before.

It was not to be expected that silence between these two ladies should
  last long. Cross-examining each other with great caution and politeness, they
  presently discovered that they were both bound for London, and by the same
  train. This coincidence involved, no doubt, a feeling of sisterhood and
  mutual confidence; yet the coloured lights of the station were already
  visible, and the fly was turning into its gravelled area, ere Mrs. Lascelles
  could divine with any certainty the place her companion had lately
  quitted.

"What a long drive it is, to be sure!" observed the latter wearily. "And
  they call it only five miles to Midcombe Junction from Blackgrove!"

Mrs. Lascelles felt her heart give a jump, and she caught her breath.

"From Blackgrove!" she repeated. "Do you know Sir Henry Hallaton?"

"I do know Sir Henry," replied the other with emphasis. "I know him
  thoroughly!"




II. — AN ALLIANCE.
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In the boudoir of a dear little house, just far enough off
  Piccadilly to be out of the roar of its carriages, sat Mrs. Lascelles,
  "waiting luncheon," as she called it, for her travelling companion of the day
  before.

The ladies had been so charmed with each other in their railway journey
  the previous evening, that an invitation to the pleasantest of all meals was
  given, and accepted with great cordiality, before they parted; and the
  mistress of No. 40, as she loved to designate it, was glad to think that her
  pretty home should look its best for the reception of this new friend. A
  canary was perched in the window, a fire blazed in the grate, a pug-dog was
  snoring happily on the rug, a bullfinch swelling in splendid sulks on the
  work-table: with a peal at the door bell this simple machinery seemed all set
  in motion at once—the canary twittered, the pug barked, the bullfinch
  subsided, Mrs. Lascelles jumped up, the door opened, and a footman announced
  "Miss Ross!"

If Miss Ross looked well under the dim light of a railway carriage, she
  lost nothing of her prestige when exposed to the full glare of day. She was
  pale, certainly, and perhaps a little too thin, but her black eyes were
  certainly splendid; while over her rather irregular features and her too
  resolute mouth and chin was cast a wild, mournful expression, half pathetic,
  half defiant, expressly calculated, it would seem, for the subjugation of
  mankind, especially that portion who have outlived the fresher and more
  healthy tastes of youth; add to this, masses of black hair, a little bonnet
  with a scarlet flower, a graceful figure, lithe as a panther's, clad in a
  dark but very becoming dress, and I submit that the general effect of such an
  arrival fully justified the disturbance it created in the boudoir at No.
  40.

Mrs. Lascelles, it is needless to observe, took in all these details at a
  glance,—she had "reckoned up" her visitor, as the Yankees say, long
  before she let go the hands she clasped in both her own with so cordial a
  welcome.

"This woman," thought she, "would be a formidable enemy. I wonder whether
  she might not also prove a valuable friend."

Then, sharp and cold, shot through her the misgiving of the day before;
  what had she been doing at Blackgrove, this dark-eyed girl, and what did she
  know of Sir Henry Hallaton? No stone would she leave unturned till she found
  out.

Miss Ross, however, did not seem at all a mysterious person, at least on
  the surface.

Before she had taken off her bonnet and made friends with the pug, she had
  already broached the subject nearest the other's heart.

"You are very kind to me, Mrs. Lascelles," she said, folding the pug's
  ears back with her white, well-shaped hands; "but I must not come into your
  house and waste your substance under false colours. Do I look like an
  adventurer, adventuress,—what do you call it?—a person who lives
  from hand to mouth, who has no settled abode,—a sort of
  decently-dressed vagrant, not exactly starving, but barely respectable?
  Because that's what I am!"

Mrs. Lascelles stared, and called her dog away.

"I went to Blackgrove as an adventuress," continued Miss Ross, in calm,
  placid tones, with no appearance of earnestness but in the firm lines round
  her mouth, "I left it as an adventuress. I can hold my own anywhere, and with
  any one; but I should have been worse than I am had I stayed a day longer in
  that house!"

"Tell me about it!" exclaimed Mrs. Lascelles eagerly. "I am sure you are
  not—not—at all the sort of person I shouldn't like to know."

"I will tell you," said the other, speaking lower and faster now,
  with a bright gleam in her black eyes. "I haven't a friend in the
  world—I never did have a woman friend; if I had—well, it's
  no use thinking of that now. Never mind; I'll tell you every thing,
  because—because I fancy I can guess something, and you ought to know.
  Have you ever seen Miss Hallaton, Helen Hallaton?—a girl with black
  eye-brows, and a face like an old Greek bas-relief. Well, I was to be
  Helen's companion;—does that surprise you? If you were a widower, Mrs.
  Lascelles, and had daughters, am I the sort of person you would engage as
  their companion?"

It was a difficult question. From the widower's point of view, Mrs.
  Lascelles was not quite sure but she would. Miss Ross, however, went
  on without waiting for an answer.

"Shall I tell you how I lived before I ever thought of being anybody's
  companion? Shall I tell you all I learned in a school at Dieppe, in a convent
  at Paris, amongst the strange people who struggle on for bare existence in
  the foreign quarter of London? I have sat for a model at half a crown an
  hour; I have sung in a music-hall at half-a-guinea a night. I suppose it was
  my own fault that I was born without a home, without a position, without
  parents, as I sometimes think,—certainly without a conscience and
  without a heart! Yet I know hundreds who have been twice as bad as I ever
  was, without half my excuses. Mrs. Lascelles, I have been at war with most of
  my own sex and the whole of the other ever since the days of short frocks and
  a skipping-rope. Don't you think I must sometimes long to sit down and rest,
  to leave off being a she-Arab, if only for half an hour?"

"Was that why you went to Blackgrove?" asked the other, wondering,
  interested, a little frightened, yet also a little fascinated, by her
  guest.

"I was in London with a capital of three pounds seventeen shillings,"
  laughed Miss Ross, "and a personalty of five dresses, two bracelets, and
  Alfred de Musset's poems half-bound, the morning I answered the advertisement
  that took me to Blackgrove. Can you believe that when I left it yesterday, I
  might have stayed, if I had chosen, as mistress of the house, the flower
  garden, the whole establishment, and wife of the worst—well,
  oneof the worst men I have ever had to do with? For a moment I
  hesitated—I own I hesitated; though I knew her so little, I could
  almost have done it for Helen's sake. Mrs. Lascelles, that girl is an angel,
  and her father is—is—not to use strong language—quite
  the reverse."

Mrs. Lascelles was woman enough to defend an absent friend, and the colour
  rose to her brow while she thought how confidentially they were riding
  together along the Bragford road not twenty-four hours ago.

"I have known Sir Henry some time," she said, drawing herself up, and
  blushing yet deeper to reflect that the "some time" was but a very few weeks
  after all; "I cannot believe him what you describe. You ought not to say such
  things if you have no proof of them."

"It was to prove them I came here to-day," replied Miss Ross. "It was to
  prevent a bad man from making a fool of another woman as he has tried to make
  a fool of me. Plain speaking, Mrs. Lascelles, but listen to my story before
  you ring the bell for the footman to turn me out of the house. The first
  fortnight I was at Blackgrove I never saw the papa at all; and I honestly own
  I was becoming every day more attached to the eldest girl. It was a quiet,
  peaceful life; and what with the country air, the sleep, the fresh butter and
  cream, I began to feel quite strong and healthy. Sometimes I thought I was
  even getting gentle and almost good; I do believe I could have lived there
  with Helen, and looked after the younger ones, and gone to bed at ten
  o'clock, and never wanted change or excitement for years. I don't
  know—it seems as if it was not me, but somebody else, who passed
  such a calm and happy fortnight in that quiet old country house.

"But I woke up the first day Sir Henry came home. I was looking my best,
  and he took care I should know he thought so before he had been five minutes
  in the room. At dinner, too, he was perfectly odious, and the way he helped
  me to claret, after three hours' acquaintance, was an insult in itself. Can
  you believe the man wrote me a letter that very night, and had the effrontery
  to put it on my pincushion himself after I had gone down to breakfast? Such a
  letter! excusing the outrageous nature of the whole proceeding, and thus
  showing he knew perfectly well how badly he was behaving, on the score, if
  you please, of his age and experience in such matters! He had often fancied
  himself in love before, he said, but he now knew that he had met his fate for
  the first and last time. He should leave home, he protested, that same day,
  and unless I could give him some hope of toleration, if not of forgiveness,
  should probably never return, for he dreaded my displeasure more even than he
  loved the very ground I trod on, &c., &c. All in the worst and
  washiest style, as silly and vulgar as a Valentine! But he didn't leave home;
  for, to my dismay, he appeared at tea-time, on the best possible terms with
  himself, having been out all the morning with the Bragford hounds, and
  lunched, as he told us, in very charming society at the 'Peacock.'"

A Red Indian displays, I believe, wonderful fortitude and self-command
  under punishment, but a woman tortured by another woman far surpasses the
  savage in the calm hypocrisy with which she masks and subdues her pangs. Not
  a quiver in her voice, not a shadow on her face, betrayed more than natural
  curiosity, while Mrs. Lascelles inquired, in a tone of perfect unconcern:

"Do you remember, by chance, whether it was the day of the railway
  accident?"

The day of the railway accident was impressed on her memory, less indeed
  by the collision, which only damaged a few trucks in a goods-train, than by
  an interview she held with Sir Henry after luncheon, in which he had given
  her to understand, as distinctly as he could without saying it in so many
  words, that amongst all the women of the world there was but one for
  him, and her name was Rose Lascelles!

"I do remember something about a smash that same day at Bragford
  Station," answered Miss Ross, "and it seemed to me miraculous that nobody was
  hurt. I only saw it in the papers next morning, for Sir Henry never mentioned
  the subject—I suppose he was so full of other matters."

"What do you mean?" said Mrs. Lascelles, getting up to stir the fire, and
  so turning her face from her companion. "You think I am interested in Sir
  Henry Hallaton, and you have got something more to tell me about him.
  Frankly, I am interested—to a certain extent. Be as open with me
  as I am with you, and tell me all you know."

Miss Ross took the pug on her lap, settled herself in a comfortable
  attitude, and proceeded calmly with her narrative.

"That same evening, when the girls went to bed, Sir Henry detained me,
  almost by force, in the library. Without the slightest reserve or hesitation,
  he related all the particulars of his interview that afternoon with yourself.
  He assured me solemnly, that you were avowedly attached to him, and ready at
  any time to become his wife. He showed me a letter you wrote him, and a ring
  you had given him to keep."

"He took it to be mended!" interrupted the other, with great indignation.
  "I never gave it him—I insisted on having it back that very day."

"It wouldn't come off," proceeded Miss Ross, "for I own I was malicious
  enough to ask for it as a proof of his sincerity, and I couldn't help
  laughing while he tugged and tugged to get it over the joint of his little
  finger. Then he told me that he had thought of marrying only for the sake of
  his daughters; that he had looked about him for what the advertisements call
  'a suitable person,' and had selected Mrs. Lascelles—I use his own
  words—as a lady-like woman, with a good fortune, not at all
  bad-looking, and thoroughly devoted to himself."

"Upon my word, I am very much obliged to him!" broke, in the other, with
  but little more vehemence, after all, than the occasion demanded. "The man
  has lied to you like a villain! and his lie is all the more cowardly that it
  has a certain leaven of truth. Engaged to him I never was; love him I never
  did; I might have liked him, perhaps, if I hadn't found him out in
  time, but there is no fear that I shall ever like him now!"

"All this fiction, then," continued Miss Ross, "served as a preamble for a
  proposal in form to the young lady who had entered his house as companion to
  his daughters, and whom he was bound, by every manly sentiment, to shelter
  and protect. I told him so, and he answered that he could in no way fulfil
  this duty so completely as by making me his wife. Then I laughed at
  him—I couldn't help it—and he looked so hurt and sad, for he's
  not a bad actor, that I almost pitied him for the moment, as you do
  pity people on the stage, though you know it's acting all the time. At last I
  got sleepy, and wanted to go to bed, so I determined to put him to a real
  test, knowing perfectly well what would be the result.

"I pretended to soften. I gave him my hand, no more, though he was an old
  player, and obviously accustomed to consider such concessions the
  preliminaries of a winning game. Then I told him he ought to know my history;
  that I had entered his house under false pretences; that long ago, and far
  away (this is true, Mrs. Lascelles, but let it never again be alluded
  to by you or me), I had loved and been deceived, and could never care for any
  one in that way again. Lastly, I reminded him of his children, his age (I
  couldn't resist that!) and his position, watching him very narrowly
  while I shammed a good cry, and sobbed out 'Sir Henry, I am not fit to be
  your wife.'

"Then I unmasked my man, just as I expected all along. His face
  brightened, he never dropped my hand, he looked pleased and altogether
  relieved, while he embarked on a long and fluent dissertation, in which he
  insisted on the advantages of a protector and a home, on his own merits, on
  my friendless position, and on the reparation I owed him for his resolution
  at once to break off with you. Not a word now about matrimony. Oh! I
  was never deceived in him from the beginning—not for a moment!

"I told him so. 'Do you think,' I said, 'after all I have gone through,
  after all I have confessed to you, that I have a spark of sentiment, an atom
  of romance left—that I would trust myself to the tender mercies of any
  man living, except as his wife?'

"He turned pale, walked to the fire, poked it furiously, and came back
  with his hands in his pockets glaring at me like a tiger. 'Then be my
  wife, Miss Ross!' he growled. 'You won't like it, but I'll do my best to make
  you happier than the others!' He was horridly put out, I saw, so I made him a
  curtsy, took my candlestick, and marched off to bed. I locked my door, you
  may be sure, and as he was off early next morning to pay a visit in the
  neighbourhood, he came and knocked several times to wish me 'Good-bye,' but I
  pretended to be asleep, and before he returned yesterday I was gone.

"Mrs. Lascelles, you are the only person who was ever good to me without a
  selfish motive. I have tried to repay you by putting you on your guard. I can
  begin my fight with the world where I left off—I rather like it. But
  think of me kindly sometimes, and try not to forget our drive in the dark to
  Midcombe Station. I must go now. I don't suppose we shall ever meet
  again!"

But she didn't go, notwithstanding, for Mrs. Lascelles had many more
  questions to ask, many more confidences to receive, all tending to the
  condemnation of her false adorer, Sir Henry Hallaton. Tea-time found the
  ladies still in earnest conclave, and their intimacy must have been closely
  cemented, for Miss Ross had already confided to her hostess that her
  Christian name was Virginie, and that she was familiarly called "Jin."




III. — SIR HENRY HALLATON.
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Warriors of long standing, who, like the Latin poet, have
  "militated," not without success, in many campaigns against the Fair, accept
  reverses, scars, and even knock-down blows, with a wondrous affectation, at
  least, of stoicism and unconcern. I have my own opinion on these matters, and
  hold that the raw recruit, though he may bleed more freely, may make wryer
  faces over his gashes, thrusts, and gun-shot wounds, yet recovers their
  effects sooner and more completely than the drier and tougher veteran. The
  heart, I think, is mended less and less easily after each successive
  breakage. At last, like an old boot that has been patched and cobbled over
  and over again, it lets in the enemy with a sadly wasteful facility, and the
  careless Don Juan of twenty finds himself a jealous, fretful, unhappy, yet
  dotingly devoted Don Alfonso at fifty. There is retribution perhaps even
  here. A man who lavishes his money in youth, becomes the slave of a guinea in
  old age. There must be a day of reckoning for waste of time, health,
  intellect—why not also for a reckless squandering of the affections?
  Whatever may have been its practice, the moral code of chivalry was,
  doubtless, of the noblest and the best. Men little know what they throw away
  in that thoughtless prostitution of the heart which they are never taught to
  consider weak, unmanly, and dishonourable. They abandon the brightest beacon
  to renown, the surest guide to success, nay, one of the nearest paths to
  heaven. All these are to be found in an honest love for a pure woman, and all
  these are bartered every day for the smile of a coquette, or the empty vanity
  of an hour.

When it is too late, there is something very piteous in that longing of
  human nature for the good and the true, which causes it to accept, with its
  eyes open, the false and the bad. A second marriage, when the first had been
  a failure, was described by a well-known wit as "the triumph of hope over
  experience;" surely the grasping at a shadow, when the substance has proved
  unattainable, may be called the anodyne of illusion for despair. "I only ask
  to be happy and to have every thing my own way," is the unreasonable outcry
  of youth, embarking on a summer-sea with fair wind and hopeful promise,
  though the golden islands are yet, as they ever will be throughout the
  voyage, below the horizon, and the safe anchorage of thoughtless childhood is
  already far on the lee.

"I have a right to be happy!" shouts manhood in stern defiance and
  rebellion, when the waves are rising and the storm darkens around, while he
  ploughs his way towards his aim by dint of ceaseless toil and weary watches,
  and heart-breaking efforts that are in themselves unhappiness and pain.

"I deserve to have been happy!" grumbles old age, though the haven is at
  last in sight,—sorrowful but not penitent, regretting with revilings
  and maledictions, not with remorse and self-reproach, the fair opportunities
  neglected, the chances lost or thrown away,—ready on the vaguest and
  wildest encouragement to 'boutship even now, and, reckless of shrivelled
  sails and used-up stores, to put out into that dark, dreary, disheartening
  sea once more.

It is well for man and woman too to have known a deep, engrossing, and
  sincere affection; so elevating as to have ennobled their existence with its
  lustre, so strong as to have swept all rivalry from its path, so prosperous
  that they have never been driven to seek in paltry imitations some fictitious
  solace for its loss.

Sir Henry Hallaton had been twice married; first, in his early youth, when
  he became the victim of one of those women happily rare in our English
  society, who literally go about seeking whom they may devour. She accepted
  him after a week's acquaintance, and was tired of him in less than a year.
  Then she ran away with a foreign Count, physically, mentally, and socially,
  far inferior to her husband; and in moral qualities, at least, then,
  not fit to black his boots. Who shall explain these things? Sir Henry had a
  shot at the Count, and winged him; but so madly was he in love with the woman
  by whom he had been thus outraged, that he refused to try for a divorce. Had
  she not died a few months later, he believed she might have returned to
  him—and he would have taken her back! This consideration somewhat
  softened the pain he was weak enough to feel in her loss. Then he married
  again a lady who was devoted to him, this time, and who bore him a
  family, of which his daughter Helen was the eldest. That he proved a faithful
  husband to this true and affectionate wife, I cannot take upon myself to
  affirm, but he was good to the children, and especially fond of his eldest.
  After a few short years he lost his second wife too, and now began the least
  excusable part of Sir Henry's life.

He was still handsome, with all the energy and most of the tastes of
  youth. He was gay, popular, somewhat unscrupulous, and a great favourite with
  women. The married ones liked him well enough, in all honour; and of such he
  used to say, that "they could take care of themselves;" but amongst the
  unmarried, many aspired to legal possession of himself and his home; with
  these, unless he was much belied, he took cruel advantage of feelings he
  ought never to have awakened, and hopes he never intended to fulfil.

There were strange stories of Sir Henry's rides with Miss Fanny, and his
  walks with Miss Violet, of the pic-nic that got Lady Jane into such a scrape
  with her aunt, and the disappearance for several more hours than was decorous
  of a young beauty, once the pride of half a dozen parishes, subsequently
  ostracised for misdemeanours, in which she was far the least erring culprit
  of the two. Scandals like these, however, neither caused people to shut their
  doors against the reckless baronet, nor, indeed, brought him into such
  disrepute as might have been expected with that jury of matrons who
  constitute the court of appeal for county society, and whose verdict in
  defiance of all evidence is almost always given in condemnation of the
  accused. Had it not been for Helen, perhaps Sir Henry, in an unguarded
  moment, would have surrendered himself once for all, to recommence his search
  after happiness in matrimonial fetters, calculated not only to impede his
  activity but creating much untoward noise and jingle in his pursuit. The
  image of his child, I believe, saved him many times from folly, more than
  once from guilt. The temptation must have been very great, the seductions
  more than ordinarily powerful, that could have induced Sir Henry either to
  abandon his daughter and his home, or to place another in that home, over
  that daughter's head. His last, and one of his most foolish escapades, had
  been a sudden infatuation for Miss Ross. He was also not a little ashamed of
  his discomfiture, at her cavalier rejection of his addresses, and masterly
  retreat from his house.

The morning after her departure Sir Henry sat at breakfast, revolving in
  his mind many matters of affection and sentiment, which did not, however,
  seem to affect his spirits or his appetite. He was a late man, and his
  family, consisting of three daughters, for the only son was abroad with his
  regiment, generally dispersed to their several occupations before he came
  down. Only Helen, after she had ordered dinner and set the domestic works of
  the establishment in motion, habitually paid him a visit to pour out his tea
  and chat with her papa while he ate. To-day, she was later than usual, and
  her absence gave him time to reflect on his demonstration and its repulse.
  Strange to say, while he saw the folly of which he would fain have been
  guilty, and laughed indulgently at his own infatuation, there was a degree of
  soreness about his failure, more galling than that of disappointed fantasy,
  or mere wounded self-love.

"Can it be that I really care for this girl?" thought Sir Henry;
  "and if so, that I of all men in the world am likely to be baffled in my
  pursuit? Have I quite lost the art in which I was tolerably perfect twenty,
  ten, ay, five years ago? and even if I have, is it not worth anything to know
  that I can feel as I used, and am young in heart and affections still?"

He would have got up and stared in the glass, deploring, as he often did,
  the wrinkles about his eyes, the grey hairs in his whiskers, but that Helen
  coming into the room began to pour out his tea and look after the comforts of
  his repast.

She was a girl to be proud of, ay, and fond of too. Miss Ross described
  her beauty graphically enough when she said it was that of an old Greek
  bas-relief. The features were as regular, the brow as low and wide,
  the under part of the face slightly prominent, and the mouth, when seen in
  front, forming that beautiful curve so rarely modelled but in the
  antique—such a mouth as denotes sensibility, firmness, courage,
  sympathy, and other noble characteristics of womankind.

In addition to these advantages, Helen possessed what are called "Irish
  eyes"—deep, soft, and winning, frank, modest, and full of intellect. I
  can think of no other epithet to convey their lustre and their charm. They
  were, probably, blue-grey, like Minerva's, but you never thought of their
  colour, fringed as they were by curling eye-lashes darker than her hair, and
  surmounted by firm, well-defined eye-brows of a yet deeper shade than either.
  She was rather tall, too, and handsomely formed, with shapely hands and feet;
  but the graceful figure suggested a fair amount of strength and energy, nor
  were you surprised to learn that she could ride, walk, garden, and milk a
  cow. There were few better waltzers anywhere, and no such skater in the
  shire. Moreover, though she never confessed to it, I believe she used to play
  cricket with her brother, and was an undeniable long-stop.

Sir Henry looked fondly in her face, and his heart smote him to think that
  he should ever have contemplated the possibility of setting any other woman
  over his daughter's head.

"Letters, Nelly," said he, tossing her over a packet of them to open,
  while he proceeded with his breakfast. "The old story, of course, county
  meetings, advertisements for wire-fences, curse them! cheap wines; nothing
  from Harry—he never writes but when he wants money—to be sure
  that's nearly every mail—and two or three tradesmen's bills, which you
  may put in the fire without opening."

"Why don't you pay your bills?" said Miss Helen, who was rather
  fond of lecturing her papa; it was her favourite way of petting him. "You let
  them run up, and forget all about it; and then, when you want to buy a horse,
  the money is required for something else. Now, look at me; I keep the house
  accounts to a fraction, and pay them the first Monday in every month to a
  minute."

Sir Henry laughed.

"How can I pay your debts and my own too? You spend all my money in soap
  and sand-paper, you little tyrant, and expect me to find myself in boots,
  gloves, saddlery, and the common necessaries of life. Nelly, you're the
  plague of my existence!"

"I wish you would let me manage all these things for you," insisted Miss
  Nelly, with great solemnity; "I'm sure you're cheated, papa, and you're far
  too generous and open-hearted. Besides, you hate accounts, and I
  knowyou pay them often without adding them up. How I like figures! I
  like managing—I like looking into things—I like having plenty to
  do."

"You'll have a house of your own to manage some day," answered her father
  gaily, "and a husband too, you little witch. I'm sure I don't envy him!"

But his face fell while he spoke; for he was thinking, when the fatal time
  came, what should he do without his darling, the light, and joy, and comfort
  of his home?

Miss Helen blushed. Perhaps she too had not been without her maiden dreams
  of some such contingency hereafter. Perhaps she had foreshadowed to herself
  the semblance of a future lord, whom she would tend as fondly and love even
  more devotedly than papa. Perhaps already that phantom shape had been filled
  in and coloured, and appeared visibly in the flesh.

"Halloo, young woman!" exclaimed Sir Henry, tossing another letter across
  the table, "here's something for you! An enormous envelope, stamped with the
  arms of the Household Cavalry. Bravo, Nell! Have they offered you a cornetcy,
  or a situation as bandmaster, or what?"

The blush deepened on Helen's face till it spread to the roots of her
  thick dark hair; but she put back the unopened letter in her father's hand,
  and, stealing round his chair, leaned on his shoulder, while she stood behind
  him.

"Read it, papa," said she; "nobody in the world can have anything to say
  to me that ought not to come to you first."

Again that pang of remorse shot through him, as he remembered his own
  unworthiness. "What a good girl I have got!" he thought; "and what a poor,
  irresolute wretch I am! I cannot trust myself for a day! I ought to be
  better; I wish I could try to be better! Here have I been, ready to gamble
  away my child's position and her every-day comfort for the sake of a pair of
  black eyes and lanthorn jaws that I had never seen a month ago, that I don't
  care for half as I do for Nell!—that don't care a brass farthing for
  me! And I'd do it again, I know, under temptation—that's
  the worst of it! Ah! I wish I had led a different life, for Nelly's sake. I
  wonder if it's too late to begin now?"

Then he read his daughter's letter, a correct and harmless production as
  could possibly be addressed to a young lady under the immediate supervision
  of her papa, consisting indeed but of a few choice lines, to express, with
  much politeness, the writer's intention of "availing himself of Sir Henry's
  kindness, and of trespassing on his hospitality for a couple of days' hunting
  the following week," with a studied apology for addressing the daughter of
  the house, according to her father's express directions, who had feared he
  might be away from home when the letter arrived; the whole concluding with a
  vague allusion to a ball of the previous season, which might mean anything,
  or might not.

"I told him to write to you, Nelly," said Sir Henry, tearing the letter
  across and throwing it into the waste-paper basket; "it's lucky I did, for I
  had forgotten all about it. And now I'm not quite sure which of these fellows
  it is, they're all so alike, and they all ride chestnut horses with great
  liberality, I must admit. Vanguard, Vanguard—which was Vanguard? The
  little fellow with light hair, or the stout man who spilt sherry over your
  dress? I believe I asked them all here next week."

"Nonsense, papa!" replied Helen; "you're thinking of Sir Charles Carter
  and Mr. Peacock. Captain Vanguard is the gentleman we met at Lady
  Clearwell's, and who was so civil about his brougham when our carriage got
  smashed."

"I remember!" exclaimed Sir Henry, suddenly enlightened, "a man with a
  squint—"

"A squint!" returned Helen, indignantly. "Oh, papa! how can you say so?
  He's got beautiful eyes; at least—I mean—" she added, picking
  herself up with some confusion, "he hasn't the slightest vestige of a squint!
  And you thought him good-looking."

"Did you think him good-looking, Nelly?" said her father; "that's
  more to the purpose."

"I never thought about it," answered the girl, tossing her head, yet
  smiling a little with her deep expressive eyes. "He seemed gentleman-like and
  good-natured, and you said you wanted to be civil to him; so he'd better come
  here, I suppose, and I'll see that his room is comfortable and his fire
  lit—that's my department. Now, papa, if you mean to be
  provoking, I'll go and attend to my own business: I've plenty to do, and
  you're not to have any more tea. What an hour to have just finished
  breakfast! Shall I ring?"

"Ring away, Nelly," said her father, putting a cigar in his mouth, and
  sauntering off for his usual visit to the stables.

But Helen dipped into the waste-paper basket, and extracted therefrom the
  two torn halves of Frank Vanguard's letter, which she pieced together and
  perused attentively. Then she folded them carefully in their envelope, also
  torn, and placed the whole in her apron pocket, ere she rang the bell and
  sailed off on her daily avocations; from all which I infer that,
  notwithstanding her denial, she had thought about the writer's good
  looks, and was, at least, perfectly satisfied that his eyes had not the
  remotest tendency to a squint!




IV. — AMAZONS.
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"My dear, the Amazons were quite right." It was Mrs.
  Lascelles who spoke, sitting in the easiest chair of her boudoir, and
  listening to an account of those remarkable women, read aloud by Miss Ross.
  The ladies had not been studying Herodotus, amusing and improbable as are the
  anecdotes of that gossiping historian, but took their information from an
  author of later date, less quaint, more voluminous, and perhaps as little to
  be trusted.

Miss Ross shut her book and yawned. "I think they should have gone in for
  man-hating altogether," she replied. "I am dead against half-measures, and I
  never can see why you shouldn't kick people because they are down!"

"I wish I had always thought so," said the other, with something like a
  sigh. "We poor women must learn to take care of ourselves. Well, I am wiser
  now, and really, Jin, I think it's partly owing to you."

Miss Ross was still thinking of the Amazons. "Why didn't they kill their
  prisoners at once?" she asked. "It would have been more dignified, and
  more—what shall I say? more manly altogether."

"I think the other plan was better," answered Mrs. Lascelles. "You see,
  they kept them long enough to make them unhappy, if they had no other motive,
  and then put them out of the way just as the captives were beginning to get
  attached to their conquerors. They don't seem to have minded mutilating
  themselves; I dare say that was very natural. Jin, I think I should
  like to have been an Amazon."

"You're too soft-hearted," answered the other. "Now I could condemn a man
  to death with less compunction than you would show in ordering a child to be
  whipped. I have no pity for the nobler sex, as they call themselves. 'War to
  the knife!' that's my motto!"

"I think I have been used badly enough," said Mrs. Lascelles, looking the
  while extremely prosperous and self-satisfied. "I am sure my early life has
  not been the happier for my relations with the lords of the creation. Two or
  three false lovers, my dear, and a bad husband, are not calculated to raise
  one's opinion of the race; but I am not so bitter as you are, by many
  degrees."

"Heaven forbid!" replied Miss Ross, while a shadow passed across her dark,
  expressive face. "I should be sorry for any woman who could feel as I do;
  sorrier still if she had learnt her lesson as I did."

She was silent for a few minutes, looking back, as it seemed, with horror
  and self-aversion, into the depths of a cruel and hideous past; a past that
  had unsexed and made her what she was now; that had caused her to originate
  one of the strangest compacts ever entered into by two women, and
  enthusiastically to abide by her own share in the agreement.

Mrs. Lascelles and Miss Ross had struck up a firm alliance, offensive and
  defensive, with the object of persistently carrying out a system of
  aggressive warfare against the masculine half of the human race. The elder
  and richer lady had proposed to the younger and poorer, that she should take
  up her abode with her, and be to her as a sister. In the world, Mrs.
  Lascelles gave out that Miss Ross was her cousin; nor did a large circle of
  London acquaintances think it worth while to verify the assumed relationship.
  They saw two pretty women, living together in a good house, remarkably well
  dressed, driving the neatest carriage, and the truest steppers in London,
  going out little, but to "good places," and were quite willing to accept
  their own account of themselves, without making further inquiry. Everybody
  knew who Mrs. Lascelles was (it would have denoted rustic ignorance
  not to be aware that she had missed becoming Lady St. Giles), and, after the
  first week or two, the companion who went about with her was no longer
  "a Miss Ross," but had established her position as "Miss
  Ross—clever girl, with black eyes—cousin, you know, of dear
  Rose."

So these two might be seen in the Park twice a week; at the Opera once;
  occasionally at a ball; more frequently at those unaccountable functions
  called "drums," where hundreds of people congregate in a space intended for
  tens, and the world seems engaged, somewhat wearily and with customary ill
  success, in looking about for its wife.

But it was Miss Ross who had struck out the happy idea on which hung the
  whole strength and motive of the alliance.

She it was who suggested, that at all times, and under all conditions, as
  much harm should be done to the peace of mind of every man within reach as
  could be accomplished by two fascinating women, with all the advantages of
  good fortune, good looks, good taste, and good position.

"You've got the money, dear," said she to her patroness, "and most of the
  beauty, in my opinion, the friends, the foothold, and the rest of it; but, I
  think, I've got the energy and the obstinacy, and my share of the
  brains; above all, the rancour that can carry us through any
  opposition in the world!"

So they started on the war-path at once, even before Easter; and a very
  pleasant "fillibustering" expedition they made of it. Not many scalps were
  taken perhaps at first; but the defences of the white man were examined and
  broken through, his habits studied, his weapons blunted, his mode of strategy
  laid bare. By the middle of May, sundry Pale-Faces were going about with
  strange sensations under their waistcoats, that only wanted a little chafing
  to become serious disease of the heart. The aggravation was sure to follow,
  else wherefore were dresses of exquisite fabric contracted, gloves and
  bonnets sent home, coils of fragrant hair laid fold on fold, smooth, shining,
  and insidious as the involutions of the great Serpent himself? It was
  difficult to say which of these two Amazons could boast the highest score of
  victims. Perhaps Mrs. Lascelles proved most successful in the massacre of
  middle-aged adorers, while young boys and old gentlemen fell prostrate
  without effort, willing captives to the devilry and seductions of Miss
  Ross.

Amongst the eldest of these, and the wisest, in his own opinion, was a
  certain Mr. Groves, a relative by marriage of Mrs. Lascelles, who persisted
  in calling him "Uncle Joseph," a name by which he soon became known in the
  circle of her intimates. This gentleman, at a mature period of life, when
  years are counted by scores and romance is supposed to have made way for
  comfort and self-indulgence, found his defences suddenly exposed to the
  merciless attacks of Miss Ross. He liked it uncommonly at first, flattering
  himself that at his age flirtation was a harmless and pleasing excitement,
  which he could leave off when it became oppressive or inconvenient, and that,
  if worst came to worst, he was in good hands,—the girl seemed so
  attached to him, so confiding, so sincere! Uncle Joseph used to rub his bald
  head in his cooler moments, and wonder fully as much at her as himself; but,
  with the lapse of years, he had at least learned that it is not well to
  analyse our pleasures too minutely; and he generally summed up with the
  philosophical reflection, that there was no accounting for taste. If the girl
  liked a man old enough to be her father, why it only showed she was a girl of
  sense, who knew the world, "Ay, and more than that, sir, a girl who knows her
  own mind!"

By degrees, however, Uncle Joseph, having, it is to be presumed, forgotten
  the tender experiences of youth, was surprised to find his habits altered,
  his snuff-box put aside, his after-dinner slumbers abolished, nay, the
  fashion of his garments derided, his very tailor changed, and tyrannical
  exception taken to the thickness of his boots. He kicked stoutly at first,
  but without avail. He was never comfortable now, seldom happy. The clubs and
  haunts he had once delighted to frequent knew him no more, and he had taken
  to wander about the Park like a restless spirit, amongst boys who might have
  been his grandsons, disappointed, as it would seem, in a vague search for
  some object, which yet he never really expected to find.

So altered was the man, that he actually consulted an eminent hairdresser
  on the propriety of setting up a wig!

"Don't be late, dear, to-night," said Mrs. Lascelles, waking up from a fit
  of musing, possibly on the habits of the Amazons; "there's nobody coming, I
  think, but Uncle Joseph, and he hates waiting for dinner. Perhaps he's still
  more fidgety when he is waiting for you."
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