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A
WIDOW'S TALE





CHAPTER I.




The Bamptons were expecting
a visitor that very afternoon: which made it all the more
indiscreet that young Fitzroy should stay so long practising those
duets with May. It was a summer afternoon, warm and bright, and the
drawing-room was one of those pretty rooms which are as English as
the landscape surrounding them—carefully carpeted, curtained, and
cushioned against all the eccentricities of an English winter, yet
with all the windows open, all the curtains put back, the soft air
streaming in, the sunshine not too carefully shut out, the green
lawn outside forming a sort of velvety extension of the mossy soft
carpet in which the foot sank within. This combination is not
common in other countries, where the sun is so hot that it has to
be shut out in summer, and coolness is procured by the partial
dismantling of the house. From the large open windows the trees on
the lawn appeared like members of the party, only a little
withdrawn from those more mobile figures which were presently
coming to seat themselves round the pretty table shining with
silver and china which was arranged under the acacia. Miss Bampton,
who had been watching its arrangement, cast now and then an
impatient glance at the piano where May sat, with Mr Fitzroy
standing over her. He was not one of the county neighbours, but a
young man from town, a visitor, who had somehow fallen into habits
of intimacy it could scarcely be told why. And though he was
visiting the Spencer-Jacksons, who were well known and sufficiently
creditable people, nobody knew much about Mr Fitzroy. It is a good
name: but then it is too good a name to belong to a person of whom
it can be said that nobody knows who he is. A Fitzroy ought to be
so very easily identified: it ought to be known at once to which of
the families of that name he belongs—very distantly perhaps—as
distantly as you please; but yet he must somehow belong to one of
them.

This opinion Miss Bampton,
who was a great genealogist, had stated over and over again, but
without producing any conviction in her hearers. Her father asked
hastily what they had to do with Fitzroy that they should insist on
knowing to whom he belonged. And May turned round upon her little,
much too high, heel and laughed. What did she care who he was? He
had a delightful baritone, which "went" beautifully with her own
soprano. He was very nice-looking. He had been a great deal abroad,
and his manners were beautiful, with none of the stiffness of
English manners. He did not stand and stare like Bertie Harcourt,
or push between a girl and anything she wanted like the new curate.
He knew exactly how to steer between these two extremes, to be
always serviceable without being officious, and to insinuate a
delightful compliment without saying it right out. This was May's
opinion of the matter: and then he had such a delightful voice! So
that this stranger had come into the very front of affairs at
Bampton-Leigh, to the disturbance of the general balance of
society, and of many matters much more important than an agreeable
visitor, which were going on there. For example, Bertie Harcourt
had almost been banished from the house: and he was a young squire
of the neighbourhood with a good estate and very serious
intentions; while the Spencer-Jacksons, with whom Mr Fitzroy was
staying, were not above half pleased to have their novelty, their
new man, absorbed in this way. Mrs Spencer-Jackson was a lively
young woman who liked to have a cavalier on hand, whom she could
lend, so to speak, to a favourite girl as a partner, whether at
carpet dance or picnic, and dispose of according to her pleasure—an
arrangement which Mr Fitzroy had much interfered with by devoting
himself to Bampton-Leigh.

These things were being
turned over in her mind by Miss Bampton, while she sat looking out
upon the lawn where everything looked so fresh and cool under the
trees. She was busy with her usual knitting, but this did not in
any way interfere with the acuteness of her senses, or the course
of her thoughts. Though May and she were spoken of as if on the
same level, as the Miss Bamptons, this lady was twenty years older
than her sister, and had discharged for half of that time the
functions of mother to that heedless little girl. May had made
Julia old, indeed, when she had no right to be considered old. When
the mother died she had been a handsome quiet young woman, thirty
indeed, which is considered, though quite falsely, an unromantic
age yet quite capable of being taken for twenty-eight, or even
twenty-five, and with admirers and prospects of her own. After her
mourning was over she had become Miss Bampton, the feminine head of
the house, managing everything, receiving the few guests her father
cared to see, who were almost all contemporaries of his own, as if
she were as old as any of them—and had moved up to a totally
different level of life. Such a transformation is not unusual in a
widower's house. Miss Bampton took the position of her father's
wife rather than of his daughter, and no one thought it strange. If
she sacrificed any feelings of her own in doing so, no one found it
out. She was a mother to May; she had found her position, it
seemed, taken possession of her place in the world, at the head of
a house which was her own house, though it was not her husband's
but her father's. It was generally supposed that the position
suited her admirably, and that she had never wished for any other:
which indeed I agree was very probably the case, though in such
matters no one can ever be confident. It was thus that she happened
to be so absorbed in May, so watchful of this (she thought)
undesirable interposition of Mr Fitzroy, of the partial withdrawal
of Bertie Harcourt, and of many things of equal, or rather equally
little, moment to the general world.

And this was the afternoon
when Nelly Brunton, the little widowed cousin from India, was
coming on her first visit since her return. It was true that a year
had elapsed or more since the death of Nelly's husband: but Miss
Bampton felt that to receive the poor little widow in the very
midst of the laughter, the songs, the foolish conversation and
excitement of a love affair, or at the least a strong flirtation,
was the most inappropriate thing that could be conceived. Poor
Nelly with her life ended, so soon—come back with all gaieties and
gladness for ever shut out, the music silenced, the very sight of a
man (Miss Bampton felt) made painful to her—to a life much more
subdued and quiet than old-maidenhood, she who had always been such
a bright little thing, full of fun and nonsense! Good Julia figured
her cousin to herself in a widow's cap (which, however, whatever
people may say, is a most becoming head-dress to a young woman),
pale, smiling quietly when her sympathy was called upon, shrinking
aside a little from a laugh, thinking of nothing but her two little
children, in whom she would, no doubt, poor thing, begin to live a
subdued life by proxy—and whom she had called, in that very
touching letter, the sole consolations of her life. Poor little
Nelly! who would no doubt break down altogether when she came in to
this old place, which she had known in the brightness of her
youth—and who ought, at least, to be received by her relations
alone, not in a stranger's presence. Miss Bampton grew very
restless and unhappy as the time went on. She heard the pony
carriage drive out, which May ought to have driven down to the
station to meet her cousin. May had found time to run out to tell
Johnson that he must go himself, that she could not be ready, and
the sound of the wheels upon the gravel felt like a reproach to
Julia, who was not in the least to blame. How dreadful to send only
a servant to meet her—considering how much had come and gone since
she last stopped at that station! When the carriage had gone, Miss
Bampton, who felt it her duty, though she was not in the least
wanted, to remain in the drawing-room while all this practising was
going on, could not keep still. She went and came into the inner
drawing-room, she took out books from the shelves and put them back
again, she laid down her knitting and took it up, she looked at the
clock first in one room, then in another, and compared them with
her watch. Finally, she came up to the performers just as they came
to the end of a song.

"That was very nice," Miss
Bampton said. "I think you have it perfect. May, poor Nelly may be
here at any moment; don't you think you should shut the piano
before she comes in?"

"Why?" said May, swinging
round upon her stool to look her sister in the face.

"Oh! well, dear, I don't
know that I can explain. Nelly, that used to be so fond of all
these things herself, coming home a widow, deprived of everything—I
think that explains itself, dear."

"Is this lady, then, a
statue of woe, covered with crape and white caps and streamers?"
said Fitzroy.

"I think I see Nelly like
that," cried May, with her fingers running up and down the keys.
"We can manage this trio when Nelly comes. You know, Julia, she was
always the merriest little thing, ready for any fun. What nonsense
to try to make us frightened of Nelly!"

"In the first place, she is
much older than you are," said Miss Bampton, with something as
nearly like anger as she ever showed to her sister, "so how you can
speak so confidently—I can't tell, I am sure, whether she may wear
a widow's cap. They don't, I believe, in India; but I am very
certain, May, that you should have gone down to the station to meet
her, and that it will be a painful thing for her, poor dear, though
I hope the feeling may not last—to come back to this house after
her trouble, she that has been so happy here."

"Why does she come, then?"
said May, with a pout. "If I had thought we were to give up
everything to Nelly, and go sighing through all the
house——"

"Weep upon her shoulder,"
suggested the young man, in a low tone.

"I must say," cried Miss
Bampton, fluttering her feathers like a dove enraged, "that though
this sort of talk may be funny and fashionable and all that, I find
it in very bad taste. There is the carriage coming back, and if you
have no real sympathy for your cousin, I hope you'll at least shut
down the piano and meet her without a song on your lips and a grin
on your face!"

This tremendous Parthian
shaft Miss Bampton discharged as she hurried out, with an almost
pleased consciousness, soon to be changed into remorse, of the
force of the dart. A grin on May's face! To think that her laugh,
which Mr Fitzroy compared to silver bells and all manner of pretty
things, should be spoken of as a grin! May closed the piano with a
noise like a blow.

"We shall have to stop, I
suppose," she said, impatiently, "though I did want so much to try
over that last again."

"And I suppose I ought to
fly," said Fitzroy. "Must I? I should like to have one peep at this
wonderful widow before I leave you, dissolved in
tears——"

"Oh, don't talk nonsense!"
said May, with the faintest little frown upon her forehead. It is
one thing to laugh or jeer in your own person at your family
arrangements, and quite another thing to have your laugh echoed by
a stranger. "I suppose I must go and meet her," she added, quickly,
and hurried out, leaving him alone by the piano.

If Mr Fitzroy had been a
young man of delicate feelings, it is probable that he would have
disappeared by the window, and delivered his friends from his
unnecessary presence at such a moment. But his feelings were quite
robust so far as other people were concerned, and his curiosity was
piqued. He stood calmly, therefore, and waited till the party
returned. He listened to Miss Bampton's little cries and
exclamations, subdued by the distance but yet distinguishable.
"Dear Nelly! dear Nelly! So glad, so glad to see you! Welcome back
to us all! Welcome! oh, my dear, my dear!" Then a little sound of
crying, then "Oh, Nelly, dear!" from May; and kisses, and a note or
two of a new voice, "Dear old Ju! dear Maysey," different, not like
the tones of the sisters, which resembled, much unlike as their
personalities were. Then there sounded old Mr Bampton's tremulous
bass. "Well, Nelly, my dear; glad to see you back again." To all
this commotion Percy Fitzroy listened, amused at the
self-revelation in the different tones. It was highly impertinent
on his part to stay, and without reason; but his mind was not much
disturbed by that.

Then the little procession
streamed in, May first, pushing open the door, Miss Bampton after,
with the new-comer's arm affectionately and tightly drawn through
hers, Mr Bampton lumbering behind, with his heavy tread. The
new-comer—ah! she was certainly worth a second look. She was
covered with crape, with a long veil falling almost to her feet;
but it was apparent to Fitzroy's very sharp and experienced eyes
that the crape was rusty and brown, and probably
d'occasion, put on
for her first appearance and to impress her relations. I don't know
what it was in Mrs Brunton's face which gave the young man of the
world this impression. There are people who understand each other
without a word, at a glance. Mrs Brunton's face was a very pretty
one, much prettier than May's, who had not much more than
the beauté de diable, the first freshness and bloom of a country girl, to
recommend her. The young widow had better features; she had a
lurking something in the corners of her mouth, which looked like "a
spice of wickedness" to the audacious stranger. She lifted her eyes
with a little sentiment to survey "the dear old room," prepared to
sigh; but caught, with a lightning glance, the unknown young man in
it, with the faintest elevation of her eyebrows, postponing for a
moment that "suspiration of forced breath," which, however,
followed all the same, with only an infinitesimal delay. "The dear
old room," said Nelly; "nothing changed except——" and then came the
round, full, long-drawn sigh. Mr Fitzroy felt that he had done well
to wait; there was fun to be anticipated here. He caught May's eyes
slightly dubious, and elevated his own brows with a look that
called back the smile to her face. Then he crossed the room to the
door, under shadow of Mr Bampton's back, and giving a little
pressure to her hand in parting, whispered "To-morrow?" as if it
were for that question he had stayed. May gave him a smile and a
nod, and he hastened away. What could be more discreet? Even Miss
Bampton, full of wrath against him for his lingering, opened her
mouth in surprise when she found he had disappeared so
unobtrusively, and had nothing to say.







CHAPTER II.




When Mrs Brunton's bonnet
with the long veil was taken off, and her long cloak, which was
half covered with crape, she presented a very agreeable figure in a
well-fitting dress, which indeed was black, but in no special way
gloomy, and pleasantly "threw up" her light brown hair and pretty
complexion. The crape, which was rather shabby, was indeed more or
less worn—if not for effect as Percy Fitzroy supposed—at least by
way of response to a natural prejudice in favour of "deep"
mourning, which Nelly knew to exist among the English kindred, apt
as they were to forget that a long time had elapsed since that
crape was a necessity and quite congenial to her feelings. The
tears which had come to her eyes when she first saw her cousins,
the sigh with which she had greeted the dear old room (though kept
back for half a second by the unexpected sight of a stranger), were
quite authentic and genuine. Much indeed had passed over her head
since she had been last there, much since she had met the "dear old
Ju" and little Maysey of her youthful recollections. The
over-experienced young man who had fixed his cynical eyes upon Mrs
Brunton set it all down as fictitious, with a wisdom which is still
more ignorant and silly than foolishness. He took the smile of a
buoyant nature which lay perdu
about the corners of her mouth for an equally
cynical amusement at the rôle
she had to play. And he was entirely wrong, as
such penetrating observers usually are. She was ready to smile
whenever an occasion should arise, but at that moment she was very
ready to cry. When they took her out upon the well-known lawn, and
established her in the very same old chair which she remembered,
before the same tea-things, the old silver teapot, the china which
she would have recognised anywhere, Nelly burst out crying in spite
of herself. "I don't believe there is a cup cracked of the whole
set," she said; "and to think how many things have happened to me!"
May, quite touched, threw herself down on her knees by Nelly's side
and clasped her arms round her cousin's waist ("And I dared to
think the child was unfeeling!" Miss Bampton, remorseful, said to
herself), while Julia bent over her and kissed her, and even old Mr
Bampton stroked her shoulder with his heavy hand, saying, "You must
keep up your heart, Nelly—you must try to keep up your heart." And
then presently they all dried their eyes, and sat down in
comfortable chairs and took their tea.

It was all as natural as the
sunshine and the rain. Mrs Brunton had not perhaps great cause to
be an inconsolable widow; and she was not so. Her husband, had he
been the bereaved person, would probably by this time have married
again, and she had no thought of doing that. But she had felt his
loss keenly, and the change in her life and all the unexpected
differences in her lot which separated her from so many of her
contemporaries to whom nothing had happened. Fortunately the
unfortunates in this world often come to feel a certain superiority
in their experience to those who have had no trouble, to whom
nothing has happened, which modifies the great inequalities of the
balance; and this had some share in Nelly's feelings. The cousins
had been happy and at peace all the time during which she had "gone
through" so much; but she felt herself on such a height of
experience and development over their heads as no words could say.
They had never known what trouble was—they were here with their old
china, their old silver teapot, polished! as if that was the great
business in life; not a cup was cracked, not a chair displaced, old
Sinnett the butler stepping softly across the noiseless grass, with
the cake basket, just as he had always done. After Nelly had cried
with a full heart, she laughed, looking round, as she took her tea.
"Does nothing ever happen over here?" she said; "are you all
exactly as you used to be before I went away?"

"Ju has never gone off, you
see; she can't bring any man to the point," said the old heavy
father with a laugh.

"Oh, papa!" said the gentle
Julia—"but Nelly knows your naughty ways."

"Yes, I know my uncle's
naughty ways—and that he gives thanks on his knees night and
morning that Julia has never brought any man to the point: for what
would Bampton-Leigh do without her?" Nelly cried.

"Oh, there's me!" said
May.

"That little thing!" said Mr
Bampton; "she is in the other line, quite the other line. I can't
go out for my walk in the morning but some young fellow or other
comes trying to make up to me—I'm May's father, Nelly, nowadays:
that's what I am to those young men."

"I saw one in the
drawing-room," said Mrs Brunton; "I suppose it was one of them. It
gave me quite a start to see a stranger there."

"And very bad taste of him,"
said Miss Bampton, reddening; "the very worst taste! I suppose he
stopped to see whether you were nice-looking enough to please him,
Nelly."

"Nothing of the sort!" cried
May; "he stopped to finish a song we were practising. Julia is
always saying disagreeable things of Mr Fitzroy."

Nelly had not the air of
finding it very disagreeable that the young man had waited to see
whether she was nice-looking. She smoothed back her hair, which
curled a little on her forehead, and said with a smile: "That was
why you couldn't come to meet me at the station, May."

"It is for a concert in the
village," said May, with a great flush of colour.

"Oh!" said Julia hastily,
"you must not think, Nelly, it was the child's fault. I gave all
the hints I could, but we could not get him to go away. He is one
of those society men, as people call them, who do exactly what they
please and never mind what you say."

"Julia is so dreadfully
prejudiced—she is nothing but a bundle of prejudices!"

"And is there nothing new
but Mr Fitzroy?—if that is his name," Nelly said.

Then they began to tell her
of all the vicissitudes of the country life, the people who had
been married, the children who had been born, a point on which
Nelly, being a mother herself, was very curious—and the sons who
had gone away to seek their fortune. Mr Bampton by this time had
taken his tea and gone in again, so that the ladies were alone with
their gossip; and Mrs Brunton sat and listened with a smile, in the
relief of having got the first meeting over, and the first shock of
the old recollections. She felt at her ease now, not disturbed by
any fear of criticism, or of meeting in Julia's eye a reminder that
she ought to have had her hair covered by a cap. If truth must be
told, it had wounded Julia's feelings much to see her cousin take
off her bonnet so simply, without putting up her hand to her head
and saying "But I have no cap!" as ladies who wear that article
generally do. Miss Bampton, however, had still a hope that when
Nelly dressed for the evening it might appear, covering her with
the appropriate crown of sorrow. All was not lost as yet, though
already indeed Julia had begun to feel a regret that the pretty
hair should so covered up, and was in a state of mind to forgive
Nelly if that outward and visible sign was not in her wardrobe at
all.

When Nelly came down to
dinner it was a shock, but not so great a shock as Miss Bampton,
had she foreseen it, would have expected. She had no cap—but then
her dress was in such very good taste! It was of very thin black
stuff, almost transparent, faintly showing her shoulders and arms
through, but made quite up to the throat and of a material which
was very black and "deep," with no lustre or reflections in it, not
even jet or any of the deadly-lively ornaments with which mourning
is "lighted up." It made her look very slim, very young, very much
like a girl—but poor Nelly could not help that. And nothing, Miss
Bampton said to herself, could be nicer than Nelly was. She asked
May about her concert that was coming off, and begged that she
might be told what songs she was going to sing. "I might help you a
little," she said; "I could play your accompaniments at least." And
so she did, helping her, for Nelly was a good musician, and giving
her a great many hints—as good as a lesson, May acknowledged. And
later in the evening when Mr Bampton came in and asked if she could
not sing for him that old-fashioned song she used to sing, Nelly,
sighing a little, and smiling, and with a tear in her eyes, sang
"My mother bids me bind my hair" with a pathos in her voice for
Lubin who was away, that made the good Julia cry. She dashed off
after that into another lighter song that meant nothing, to take
away the taste of the first, she said, which was a little too much
for her. Oh no, she had not given up her singing—but nobody had
asked her for that old song for years.

"Shows what fools they are
nowadays—in music as well as everything else," Mr Bampton
said.

The next day Nelly offered
most good-naturedly to help May and Mr Fitzroy with their
accompaniments—and the next they tried the trio, which was
accomplished with great success. She was a better musician and had
a much finer voice than May—and before her visit was half over it
was she who sang with Fitzroy, taking the leading part in all the
concerted music. There were two or three small parties, and it was
decided by everybody that it was with Nelly's soprano, not May's,
that the baritone went so well. "Dear May's is a delicious little
voice," said Mrs Spencer-Jackson, "so pure and so sweet; but Mrs
Brunton has a great deal of execution, and she has been so well
trained. It is what I call artificial singing, not sweet and
child-like, like dear May's. But then so is Percy Fitzroy's—these
are the two that go together." Perhaps there was a secret
inclination on the part of Mrs Spencer-Jackson to give a little
prick to the Bamptons, who had stolen her young man from her. But
he was now more away from her than ever. He had always something
that called him to Bampton-Leigh, and, if she had disliked to have
him carried off by May, there was a still stronger reason for
objecting to his entire absorption in Mrs Brunton. However, among
most of the audience which listened to their music—whether in the
continual rehearsal of which all but the singers were tired—or at
the village concert where Nelly, "for such a good motive," was
persuaded to lay aside her scruples and take a part—the same idea
was prevalent. These were the two that went together. It had always
been a delusion in respect to May Bampton. Her little chirp of a
voice never could hold its place along with Mr Fitzroy's baritone:
which shows how people deceive themselves when their own vanity is
concerned. Thus the whole neighbourhood concurred in the verdict.
And poor little May, much surprised, was left out of it without any
preparation or softening to her of the event. Percy Fitzroy had
never been her lover, so that there was nothing at all to blame him
for. If the girl had taken foolish notions into her head, there was
nobody to blame but herself.

May, for her part, was so
much surprised when Fitzroy transferred his attentions to her
cousin that she could not believe her eyes. He came as often as
ever, and he was ready enough to throw her a crumb of kindness, a
scrap of compliment, a morsel of conversation in something of the
old tones. She was not jealous of Nelly, or what she and Julia
called her strong voice; but when the little girl, new to all
perfidies, perceived that the man who had hung about her and
charmed her was turning all the artillery of whispers and glances
in another direction, and that Nelly, in her black dress—Nelly, who
was a widow, who ought to be entirely above the region of
flirtation—was the object of these seductions, a cruel astonishment
was the first feeling in her breast. She had been flattered and
pleased and amused by the little éclat of Fitzroy's subjugation.
She now stood by in amazement, and watched the change without
understanding it. At first everybody had been so sorry for Nelly;
and it was easy to imagine that Fitzroy, too, shared that admirable
sentiment. A widow, so young! though, now that it came to this, May
began secretly to count up Nelly's years, and to decide that at
thirty Nelly was not so very young; that she had quite reached the
shady side of life, when troubles were to be calculated upon. At
twenty, thirty is a great age: it means more than maturity—it is
the beginning of decadence. After all, why was Nelly so much to be
pitied? And there was such a thing as carrying pity too far. May
did not know how to account at first for the change in her own
feelings towards her cousin, any more than for the change in her
own position, so strangely brought about—the change from being the
first, always considered, to being in a manner nobody at
all.







CHAPTER III.




Miss Bampton's sentiments
during this sudden change of circumstances were more remarkable
than those of May, for she was as much dismayed and startled as her
sister, and much more angry, understanding the whole process
better; while at the same time she was, in the midst of her
indignation, more or less satisfied to see that Fitzroy's
attentions, which had made her so uneasy, were coming to an end.
This is a state of mind which it is very difficult to describe in
so many words. The excellent Julia would have believed herself
ready, before Nelly came, to welcome anything which should break
the charm of the stranger's fascinations, and restore May to her
previous much more trustworthy suitor; but when this deliverance
came in the shape of Mrs Brunton, her anger and resentment and
sense of downfall were quite unreasonable. That any one—any man in
his senses—should turn from May to Nelly! that the fresh and
delightful bloom of the girl should be left neglected for the
attractions of the maturer woman; that May, in her
own house, the young
princess of everything, should be thrust into the second place, and
Nelly—Nelly,
whose day was over—made the principal attraction! This was almost
more than Miss Bampton could bear. And to see May sitting by with
her needlework, or pretending to read, while Nelly and Fitzroy
sang, and turned over the music and talked to each other, as
musical people do, "Do you remember that phrase?" "Oh, don't you
recollect this?" with a few bars played on the piano, and how "the
melody comes in here," and how "that cadenza was repeated there,"
and so forth and so forth, interspersed with exclamations of
ecstatic admiration—produced in Julia's mind an exasperation which
it was almost impossible to subdue. Even Mr Bampton, who took so
little notice, had said once or twice, "Why isn't May singing?"
when he came in for his cup of tea. And May, taking it all like the
darling she was, not sulky at all, saying a word when there was any
room for her to come in, making her first experience in life, but
so sweetly, so patiently, through all her surprise.

This changed altogether,
however, the character of the scene in the drawing-room at
Bampton-Leigh, where now the two sisters, who were the mistresses
of the place, pursued their occupations almost as if they had been
alone, while the little vaudeville, operetta, genteel comedy, or
whatever you please to call it, went on at the piano. Miss Bampton
felt that she had no call whatever to provide the scenery, as it
were—the good piano, the pretty room, the tea-table, with all
its agréments—for this drama. When May was the heroine it was all
befitting and natural—but for Nelly! Miss Bampton's fingers
trembled over her knitting, as she sat bursting with indignation.
The only thing to console her was that she had never in her life so
admired her little sister. How beautifully May behaved! When Julia,
in an access of that fury which sometimes moves the mildest, said
fiercely, under her breath, to her sister working at the window, "I
can't bear this much longer!" May lifted up pathetic eyes and
cried, "Why? You used to like it well enough," said the young
martyr, steadily, yet with a pale cheek, ignoring any change. Oh,
what a darling she was! and set aside in her own house by that
little Nelly, a widow, who ought to be thinking of very different
things.

I do not know how to justify
Nelly's conduct in these circumstances, and yet I do not think she
was so much to blame as appears at a first glance. Mrs Brunton's
spirit, much subdued and cast down for a time, had risen before she
came to visit her relations in the country, by the natural movement
of life and youth, and the sense that after all her existence was
not over, though she had tried hard to persuade herself that it
was. It was not at all over; it was very warm and lively in her
veins, despite of everything she had gone through. Poor Jack was
gone. She had been very faithful to Jack, suffering no one to say a
word against him either living or dead. She had not blamed him for
giving very little thought to the comfort of his wife and children
after he was gone. But now that he was gone, and his grave green,
and her crape rusty and worn out, it was not natural that she
should continue to pose, like a statue of woe leaning upon an urn.
That was not at all the rôle
which she had felt herself to be capable of
playing. And she had never felt herself the venerable matron which
she appeared to May. She was young; her blood was still running
fast in her veins; her little children made no claim yet upon her
for anything but kisses and smiles, and the cares which an
excellent nurse made light. And Nelly, for a long time sequestered
from every amusement, amused herself with relish as soon as it came
within her reach. She was scarcely aware at first that she was
taking May's admirer from her. Little Maysey! Why, she was only a
child, not old enough for that sort of diversion. She had plunged
into the music, into the fun, into that little excitement of
flirtation which comes on so easily, without intention, without at
all perceiving any other effect. And, indeed, she only awoke to
what she had done quite suddenly one evening when there was a
dinner-party at Bampton-Leigh, and when, after the gentlemen came
back to the drawing-room, she had been called upon to sing with Mr
Fitzroy for the delight of the party, and without waiting for any
special entreaty had complied. When they sang one song they were
asked for another, in the most natural way in the world.

"That is one of May's
songs," said some one who was near the piano.

"Oh, is it?" cried Nelly. "I
have sung it several times with Mr Fitzroy."

"But it is one of May's
songs all the same," insisted this injudicious person. "I have
heard her sing it very often, also with Mr Fitzroy."

"Yes," said young Harcourt,
who was present, and who was still more angry than Julia to see May
seated at the other end of the room talking to an old lady. "It is
certainly one of May's songs: and nobody could sing it so sweetly,"
the young man added, with fire in his eyes.

"By the way," said the
indiscreet person, "how is it, with so much music going on, that we
have not had a song from May?"

"Oh, May—has not been
singing much for some time," said Miss Bampton, with a little
quiver in her voice.

And Mrs Brunton, startled,
gave a sudden look round the room. She saw Fitzroy placing the
music upon the piano in a deliberate, conscious way, which made it
apparent to her suddenly awakened faculties that he was aware of
the meaning in these words; and she caught young Harcourt's look
fixed somewhat fiercely upon herself: and Julia, who had turned her
head away and would not look at her at all: and May, in the
background, smiling and talking to the old lady, talking very fast,
smiling a little more than she meant, looking pale and "out of
it"—that curious condition which is not to be described, but which
betrays itself to a looker-on. All this Nelly saw with a sudden
awakening to the real state of affairs, which ought, of course, to
have occurred to her before. And for a moment shame and compunction
were strong in her.

"I am so glad," she said.
"It is far more suited to her voice than mine: and I want so much
to hear her sing it. Please, Mr Harcourt, go and ask her. I hadn't
sung for ever so long before I came here," she added,
apologetically, to the little circle round the piano, "and they
made me begin again; and I never know when to stop—so that I have
scarcely heard May. Isn't it a dreadful confession to make?" she
said, with an embarrassed laugh.

"You have so strong a
voice," said Miss Bampton, melting a little. "May's voice is a
little thing after yours."

"May herself is a little
thing beside me," said Mrs Brunton, sitting down apart from the
piano. "I am almost old enough to be her mother!" She felt that in
saying this she had made fully the amende honorable to
May.

But May would not sing,
though she was entreated by all the company. She had her little
dignity. "Oh, no," she said, "I could not sing after Nelly—Nelly
has so much stronger a voice than I have. Oh, please
no!"

"There is nobody who sings
so sweetly as you do," said young Harcourt, delighted with the
opportunity.

But May would not be
persuaded. I don't know that Mrs Brunton was altogether pleased to
hear her voice described as so "strong." That is not always a
complimentary adjective, and it gave her an amusement tempered with
annoyance to hear her organ thus classified. She could not help a
little half-angry smile, nor could she help meeting Fitzroy's eye,
whose position at the piano, with no one to join him, was a little
absurd. He was putting aside the music, looking exceedingly annoyed
and rather fierce; but when their eyes met he, too, laughed. They
understood each other at once, and when, after this little
incident, the music was stopped altogether, he came and sat by her,
anxious to communicate his feelings. "What a ridiculous business!"
he said. "How silly! to put a stop to everything for the
gratification of a little absurd jealousy!"

"Jealousy!" said Nelly;
"that would be the most absurd of all—if there was any jealousy in
it. There is very little reason for any one to be jealous of
me."

"I do not think so," said
Fitzroy, in a low voice.

And then Nelly felt again
how very foolish it was to remark upon such simple incidents in
this strain.

"You don't understand my
cousins, I see," she said. "It is nothing of the kind; but it is
extraordinarily foolish of me to have absorbed everything, and
forgotten that May was not a child any longer. She always seems a
child to me."

"She looks quite as old as
you do," her companion said.

"Oh, nonsense! she is full
ten years younger than I am. However, it does not matter so much,
for I am going away."

"So soon?" murmured
Fitzroy.

"Soon! I have been here a
fortnight—away from my little children." Mrs Brunton found it
expedient to quench his tone of devotion by putting all her
disadvantages in the foreground. He looked at her with more meaning
than he had ever felt in his life in his eyes.

"Would it be indiscreet to
ask where you were going?" he said.

"Not at all; I am going
home. I have a little house at Haven Green, where my children
are."

"I am going, too," he said.
"May I come and see you? I shall be for some time in
town."

"Oh, if you are in the
neighbourhood," said Mrs Brunton; and she turned aside to talk to
some one on the other side, an old friend, with whom her colloquy
was not conducted in such subdued tones. And soon the name of Haven
Green, and the fact that her children were there awaiting her, and
that she was going almost immediately, floated from one to another
through the room. Miss Bampton heard it, and her heart rose; yet it
smote her when she thought these incidents over to feel that she
had herself been almost guilty of suggesting to Nelly that it would
be better if she went away. As for May, she had seen the
conversation, the two heads bent, the exchange of looks, the
evidently subdued tone of the communications that passed between
them. The poor girl scarcely knew how to behave when Fitzroy
approached her some time after. She had been foolish about the
song—she had shown her feelings, which is to a girl in such
circumstances the worst of sins. Should she tell him she had a
headache, or a sore throat, or anything that would excuse her? But
he did not leave her the time to invent any excuse.

"I am so sorry," he said,
carrying the war into the enemy's country, "that you would not sing
with me to-night: for it will be, I fear, one of the last times, if
not the very last, that I shall have the chance."

May's poor little heart
seemed to cease to beat. What a sudden, dreadful punishment was
this for her little gentle self-assertion! "The last time?" she
cried. "Oh, are you going away?"

"I must, I fear," he said.
"I have been idling too long, and I seem to have outstayed my
welcome. I did think that you would have sung with me this last
night."

"Oh, Mr Fitzroy!" was all
that May could say. She had hard ado to keep the tears out of her
eyes.







CHAPTER IV.




Bampton-Leigh felt very
blank and vacant when both these people who had troubled its peace
went away. Had Nelly gone alone and Mr Fitzroy remained, it is
possible that there might have been some consolation; indeed, May,
in her inmost heart, had looked forward to that period as to a time
of peace, when the disturbing element being removed—the "strong"
voice of Nelly, and those amusing and enlivening social qualities
in which it was natural that a matron of her age should excel a
timid girl—things might return to their original condition, and
Fitzroy once more hang over her, and encourage her exertions, and
praise the sweetness of her voice, which "went" so well with his.
Perhaps May had not been aware how eagerly she had been looking
forward to this time: and the abyss into which she fell when her
hopes came to an end so suddenly, the dull and dreadful vacancy,
which was all that remained to her, was almost more than she could
bear. It was her first experience of disappointment and
deprivation. She had been the spoiled child all her life of her
father's house. Whatever she had wanted had been got for her, had
it been in any way possible to attain it: and May had never wished
for anything that was quite unattainable, until she wished, yet
would not for the world have expressed the wish, for the visits,
the songs, the fascination of Percy Fitzroy's society, which had
come to her without asking, without any action or desire of hers.
This gives additional sharpness to the stab of such losses—that the
thing which makes your life desolate when it is taken away, has
come accidentally, as it were, unsought—to add to and then to
annihilate the happiness of (as in this instance) a poor little
girl, who had been quite happy without it, who had not wanted it
when it originally appeared. Poor May felt that she had no share in
bringing on this doom, which to her youthful consciousness seemed
to have overwhelmed her for ever. She had not wanted Mrs
Spencer-Jackson to invite him; she had not suggested to Julia to
bring him to Bampton-Leigh; she had not even begun the singing,
poor little May! She was a perfectly innocent victim. And now,
alas! she could not bring back the happy unconscious state to which
Percy Fitzroy was unknown. The afternoons did not return to her as
they had existed before—full of cheerful occupations and
amusements. They were blank, and vacant, and impoverished, full of
a wistful longing. Oh, if he were but here! Oh, if she could but
hear his voice, and join in his singing again! She spent hours at
the piano, dreaming that he was by her side, murmuring over her
part, recalling all the past delights. Poor little May! When the
girls from the Rectory came to play tennis, which they did more
often than usual, at Miss Bampton's instigation, instead of being
glad to see them, May hated the sight of their well-known faces.
She said to herself that she was sick, altogether sick, of her
life.

And if May was thus
miserable, it may be imagined how much more miserable was the elder
sister, who suffered all that May suffered, and the additional
burden of blaming herself for all the unthought-of steps that had
brought it about. Why had she allowed Fitzroy to come at all? Why
had she permitted all that singing, those constant attentions which
stole May's heart away? Why, having done that, had she asked Nelly?
Oh, what a fool, what a fool she had been all round! It was always
she who was to blame whatever happened—she, with such a dear little
sister to take care of!—she ought to be a dragon in respect to
gentlemen, and never allow one to come near unless she knew his
character and could trust him; and she knew nothing of Fitzroy's
character. And then, when that harm was done by her fault, to think
that she should go and invite Nelly, and throw everything into
confusion! Was there ever so abominable, so wicked, a thing to do?
Had she asked Nelly at the first
(these italics were all Miss Bampton's, deeply,
trebly underlined in her thoughts), everything would have been
well; for then it would have been Nelly and this stranger, this
unknown, untrustworthy man, who would have attracted each other,
and May would have gone free. But no! if she had intended to make
mischief, to make everything as bad as could be, she could not have
managed better. It is all my fault, she said to herself—all,
all, my fault.
It was she, indeed, and not Percy Fitzroy, who had broken May's
heart!

Thus it will be seen that
these two persons left chaos and untold confusion behind them when
they went away. Mrs Brunton looked very wistfully at her cousins
when she took leave of them. She had the air of wishing to ask
their pardon. But then it would have been an offence, an insult, to
ask pardon—for what? for taking May's lover from her, for being
preferred to May! Better to bear the stain of blackest guilt, to
submit to an everlasting breach, than to insult May by suggesting
that. And yet Nelly was very sorry and ashamed of herself, though
supported underneath these two sentiments by a certain softening of
complacence and gratified vanity, which she would not have
acknowledged for the world. That she, poor Jack's widow, hardly out
of her weeds (indeed she left Bampton-Leigh in the same crape
bonnet, with the long veil, in which she had arrived), should have
interfered with May's love affair, should have taken her place, and
carried on something which she could not to herself deny to be very
like a flirtation with her young cousin's admirer! How terrible,
how treacherous, how shocking it was! At the bottom of her heart
there remained that dreadful little guilty sense that there was
pleasure in it; that to be still capable, amid all her
disadvantages, of touching a man's heart, was something not
disagreeable: but this she did not own to herself. She was very
tender to May all that last morning, praising her and flattering
her with the intention of making up a little for her fault; and she
looked very wistfully in Julia's face, and would fain, very fain,
have said something. But Miss Bampton was much on her dignity, and
had a look which forbade all such effusions. "I hope you will like
your new house," Miss Bampton said. "For my part, I think you would
have been a great deal better in the country—not so near
town."

"But it is quite in the
country," said Nelly.

"Nothing which is within ten
minutes of town by the railway can be called the country," said
Julia, with great severity. "I hope it may be good for the
children—of course it will be much livelier for
yourself."

"Indeed, I don't see how it
can be very lively for myself," cried Nelly, feeling this attack
upon her. "I know nobody but the clergyman's family—and the society
is not usually very lively in such places—if I wished for lively
society," she added in an equally serious tone.

"Oh, my dear Nelly, you will
wish for it!" cried her cousin. "It is not to be expected that you
should shut yourself up for ever at your age. And then it will be
so handy for town—you will have all your friends coming to see you
from town."

And a look passed between
these ladies which did away with the recollection of many years of
love and friendship—a look which said on one side—You know that you
have asked him to come to see you!—and on the other with a flash.
Well! and what then!—notwithstanding that Julia's heart was full of
charity, and Nelly's of compunction. But Mrs Brunton was stirred up
to self-defence, and Miss Bampton had in her all the fury of the
outraged dove.

"Well! she is gone," said
Miss Bampton, coming back to May who stood at the window of the
hall looking out very gravely at her cousin's departure. Julia did
not recollect now how angry she had been with May for not driving
to the station to meet Mrs Brunton. But neither of them thought of
accompanying her when she went away. May stood at the hall window
while Julia went out to the door, and they both looked after the
disappearing carriage with a seriousness that was alarming to see.
It might have been a funeral after which they were gazing, instead
of Nelly in her mourning bonnet and with all her little boxes.
"Well!" said Miss Bampton, "she is gone at last, and I am sure I am
very glad. I never thought Nelly Bampton could have changed so in
half a dozen years."

"Has she changed?" said May,
with a quiet air of indifference, turning from the window. "And I
don't see why you should say 'at last.' For, after all, she has
only been a fortnight here."

"A fortnight too long," Miss
Bampton said.

"You are such a very strange
person, Julia, one never understands you," said her young sister.
"Why in the name of wonder did you ask Nelly to come here, if she
has been a fortnight too long? What absurdity that is! She thinks
she had a most successful visit, I feel sure."

"If she calls that
success!"

"What?" said May, looking
fiercely into Miss Bampton's eyes.

But that was what the poor
mother-sister dared not to say. If she had uttered the name of
Percy Fitzroy, May would have turned upon her, with what angry
disdain! "Mr Fitzroy! what could he possibly have to do with it?"
May would have said. Miss Bampton did not venture to bring upon
herself such a response as that.

"Oh, nothing!" she said. "I
am always making mistakes. Nelly is—not at all what she used to be,
dear. Matrimony is not good for some people, and ladies in India
get dreadfully spoiled sometimes. They are accustomed to so much
attention. There are not so many of them there as here, and they
are never contented if they have not every man they see at their
feet."

"I did not remark that in
Nelly," said May, who was very pensive, and so wounded and sore in
her poor little heart that it did her good to be disagreeable to
Julia. "There was Bertie Harcourt, for instance, whom she took no
notice of—and who, I am sure, was not at her feet."

"Ah, Bertie Harcourt!" cried
Miss Bampton, "He"—she paused on the pronoun for greater emphasis,
speaking with fervour—"He—is a heart of gold."

"Is he?" said May,
indifferently; "you seem to imply that others are different—and
indeed I think that it would be much more comfortable to have a
heart like other people."

"Oh, May!"

"I wish you would stop all
that," cried May, angrily; "when you get into one of your moods,
Julia, you are intolerable. I wish you would let Nelly Brunton
alone: I don't see anything remarkable about her," the girl said
with a toss of her head, walking back into the drawing-room, where
she flung the piano open, and began to sing in the most defiant
manner. It was a wet day, the lawn swept by a white blast of rain,
and all the trees cowering piteously as if running in for shelter.
Poor Miss Bampton sat down in a deep chair to hide herself, feeling
as if she had been the occasion of all that had happened, and that
it was natural she should suffer accordingly. And when presently
May ran singing up-stairs, and the door of her room was heard to
shut upon her, poor Julia did not follow. She dared not follow; for
the first time in her life poor little May, now finding out what it
was to be grown up and a woman, had to bear her moment of
bitterness by herself. I need not say that Julia cried silently all
the time, sunk in the depths of the big chair, so that Mr Bampton
when he came in, in quest of tea or something to break the dulness
of the afternoon, saw nobody in the room, and went out again
calling indignantly for Ju and Maysey, and demanding of the butler
in angry tones whether this afternoon of all others, when no one
could go out or do anything to amuse oneself, there was to be no
tea.







CHAPTER V.




Mrs Brunton was not, I
think, at all comfortable in her mind as she left her cousin's
house. It had been in some sort a trial visit. She had not gone
anywhere, or seen anybody, except aunts and other uninteresting
relations, since she had returned home. She had paid a long visit
to her husband's family, with her children, where everything of
course was mourning and seclusion, and where she was made more
conscious of her widowhood than of any other condition in her life;
then she had been in the country with her own people, where
everything was subdued in order to be suitable for poor Nelly; and
then she had been involved in the trouble of settling, finding a
little house, which was nice and not too dear, which would be good
for the children, and quiet, and yet sufficiently in the way to be
accessible to those who were most interested in her. This had cost
a great deal of trouble and kept her in full occupation, so that it
was only when she had settled down, furnished the house, and
arranged everything, and got her new address neatly printed upon
her writing paper and her visiting cards (if she ever had any need
for the latter, which she doubted), that she had consented to go
for a fortnight to Bampton-Leigh, leaving the children under charge
of their excellent nurse, who had assisted at their birth and was
devoted to them—for her uncle Bampton could not bear children in
the house. She had explained to her only friend at Haven Green, the
clergyman's wife, and still more gravely she had explained to
herself, that this was in every way a trial visit to see whether
she could bear society again. Society, she said to herself, without
Jack! without the consideration which is accorded to a woman who
has her husband behind her. She did not know how it looked to a
widow, who would naturally be shut out from some things, who might
perhaps be pushed aside among the dowagers, who certainly would see
everything from a different point of view. Should she be able to
bear it?

Alas, Nelly had felt that
she was but too able to bear society! She had gone into it with the
elasticity and ease with which one glides into one's native
element. The absence of Jack behind her, the position of a widow
among the dowagers, had never once come into her mind. She had not
even required time to bring her to the surface, but had risen at
once to be, as she had always been, rather the ringleader than a
follower—always in the front of everything, singing, talking. Nelly
felt herself flush and burn all over, as she sat in the Bampton
carriage on the way to the station with the windows shut between
her and the pelting rain; and then she burst into a guilty yet
irrestrainable laugh. Yes, she had proved to herself that she was
quite able to bear society, and that the temptation to fall into
her old ways was not in any way lessened by widowhood. She had done
the same sort of thing before now, out of sheer high spirits and
love of enjoying herself, when Jack was alive and looking on, and
amused by his wife's pranks. She had always known that she was too
fond of admiration, too fond of fun. It was not the first time,
alas!—and this she had always known was wicked—that she had given
some brother officer's fiancée
a moment of alarm, a thrill of misery, by taking
the man away, and boldly tying him to her own apron-strings for a
week or so, for some occasion of festivity, "for fun," and to show
what she could do, Nelly laughed, and then she cried, at some of
the recollections thus evoked. Jack had even been brought to the
point of scolding her—not on his own account, but on account of the
lady on the other side. And then Nelly, as gaily as she had taken
him up, had thrown over her prey.

All these naughty and wicked
ways—of which she had been only able to say in self-defence that
she meant no harm—were still in her, it appeared, though she was a
widow and had believed that she never would be equal to society
again. Oh, what a frivolous, unfeeling little wretch she must be!
To think that she had plunged into it as if nothing had happened!
The faces of her two cousins—one at the door, seeing her off with
such warnings about her imprudence in settling so near town, and
the other in such gloomy gravity at the window behind, watching her
going—could not be remembered without compunction. And Nelly could
not say to herself, as she had done before, that no harm was done,
that the sinner would return and be forgiven. This man Fitzroy was
different. He was not May's fiancé! Perhaps, Nelly said to
herself, he never would have been. He was not a marrying man; he
was a man who amused himself, and whom to expose and show in his
true light was a good thing for the girl. But this was mere
casuistry, as Nelly knew; for May had given the man her heart, or,
if not her real heart, at least her imagination, and she, Nelly,
had wickedly taken him away.

It is difficult, however, to
see the full enormity of one's own guilt in such a conjuncture.
There is always a certain amusement in it to the culprit. It is
fun—though it is so little fun to the other persons concerned.
Nelly did not, however, feel herself at all responsible so far as
Mr Fitzroy was concerned. She had not inspired him with a hopeless
passion; she had probably only afforded him the means of
extricating himself from a situation in which things were going too
far. When Nelly was safely established in the railway compartment,
restored completely to her own independence and individuality, with
all her packages around her, a modest tip administered to Johnson,
and the Bampton carriage out of sight, May indeed floated out of
her thoughts; but Percy Fitzroy did not so disappear. Should she
ever meet him again? she wondered. Would he seek her out, as he had
said, at Haven Green? She felt that it was quite likely he might do
so, being a man who was fond of his amusement; and if so, Nelly
promised herself that the situation should certainly not be
permitted to become strained, or the fun go too far. She had been
more or less irresponsible, a free lance, under Julia Bampton's
eyes; but in her own little house she would always remember that
she was Jack's widow, a householder, the head of a family, a
personage in her own right, very different from a girl protected by
home—very different from a young wife thinking of nothing but a
little fun, and with Jack, who understood all her ways, behind—oh,
very different! She had her dignity to keep up, her position, her
place in life. If this man insisted on coming, he should be made at
once to see that a flirtation was entirely out of place in these
circumstances. He might make a call—there was nothing to prevent
any man making a call—he might even sing a song, or she might join
him in a single duet: but no more—upon no pretence any
more.

No later than the first
Sunday after Mrs Brunton's return these fine sentiments were put to
the test: for Mr Fitzroy appeared in the afternoon, early, with the
full intention, as was evident, of staying as long as he should be
permitted to stay. Nelly had not forgotten him at all in that
little interval. He had intruded into her mind a number of times,
to her annoyance and discomfiture. Why should she keep wondering
whether he would come? Better that he had come and gone, and Nelly
had never thrown a thought after him. Why should she think about
this man, or whether she should ever see him again? But she did, in
spite of herself, perhaps because he was the only figure visible on
her way, where there had been once so many. Her house was a nice
little house, made in a sort of imitation of that country house
which is the English ideal. In France and other countries the
better houses of the village are built like town houses—high, with
rows of shuttered windows and a big staircase. But in England it is
always the country house that is copied—windows opening upon a
little lawn, mimic trees, shrubberies, conservatories, the walls
covered with climbing plants and roses.

Nelly's villa had a little
verandah on one side, a little hall, with a tiger skin—one of poor
Jack's trophies—spread out in it; a drawing-room full of Indian
curiosities. She went and came by the drawing-room window oftener
than by the door, and so did her intimates the clergyman's wife and
daughters, who would run round through the garden and tap at the
pane. Of course Mr Fitzroy did not do this. He came decorously
through the hall, ushered in by the maid, and was received with a
little state by Mrs Brunton, who had her two children with
her—little Jack, aged five, and Maysey, aged three. These little
people remained playing in the room during the greater part of the
interview, in which scarcely a word was said about music. Mr
Fitzroy took the little girl on his knee, and patted the boy on the
head, and asked them their names. "Ah, Maysey," he said, "the same
as your cousin, Miss May Bampton." "Yes, the same: for they are
called after the same person, a great authority in the family,"
answered Mrs Brunton. This was the unexceptionable character of
their talk.

But that was only the first
of a series of continual visits, during which, as was inevitable,
the intimacy grew. The piano was opened on the third or fourth
occasion, and after that the children no longer formed part of Mrs
Brunton's mise en
scène. She did not any longer feel it
necessary to keep them in the front, to keep herself and her
visitor in continual remembrance of her widowhood and her
responsibilities. When a friend comes two or three times in a week,
you cannot be always in a state of preparation for him. You must
occasionally fall off your guard, forget that there is anything in
his presence that needs to be guarded against. The children came in
whenever they pleased, but it was the hour for their walk, or they
preferred to play in the garden, which was much better for them.
And Nelly forgot: sometimes it seemed to her that she forgot
everything, their very existence, and poor Jack who was dead, and
India and all her experiences, and was for a moment now and then as
she had been when Jack was a young lover, and she was nineteen—at
home in the old days. It is curious how a woman, who has had a home
of her own for many years, goes back to the time when her father's
house was the only place that bore that name. "We used to do that
at home," the matron will say, with a smile or a tear, realising in
a moment the girl she used to be—with how much stronger reason when
she is only parted from it by some half-dozen years. Nelly felt as
if she were again a girl at home during many of those golden
afternoons, as if nothing had ever happened, as if her life were as
yet all to come. She forgot herself, and that position which had
been so much impressed upon her by all her friends. Poor Nelly! It
was very wrong for a woman who was a widow, and had been a widow
not eighteen months; but she was young, and her heart was very
light and elastic, rebounding from the deep gloom which was so
unnatural to her character and to her age. For her character, I
need not say, was not a solid and steady one, as that of the mother
of these two little children ought to have been. And it was so
sweet to be young again, to receive the homage which seemed so
genuine, to have the companionship which was so entrancing, to sing
with that other voice which was so suited to hers, to talk and
smile, and be amused, and find the time fly. She did not know many
people—nobody, indeed, but good Mrs Glynn and the girls, who were
absorbed in parish work and mothers' meetings, in which they had
hoped and expected Mrs Brunton would take her part. They had wanted
her to take a district; they had set apart many things in which she
ought to take an interest. But Nelly's interest had never been
awakened in such things. She would have been dull, very dull, in
her new home if it had not been for that very different kind of
interest which was so much more in her way. It is impossible, when
you have an excellent nurse who really knows much better what is
right than you do, to occupy your whole time with a little boy of
five and a little girl of three. Nelly gave Jack his little lesson
every morning very punctually, and devoted to the children as much
of the earlier part of the day as remained when they had taken
their walk, and fulfilled the little routine of their existence.
And then in the afternoon——

Well, in the afternoon Mrs
Brunton found it dull. She went across to the rectory, and often
found that the girls were all out about their parish work, or else
playing tennis at the house of some neighbour whom she scarcely
knew, or who did not venture to ask the young widow to appear at a
garden party—so soon. And then Nellie would take a rather mournful,
lonely walk. Is it wonderful that when she saw Mr Percy Fitzroy
coming her heart gave a jump of pleasure, and her face grew bright
with smiles? Not at first because he was Percy Fitzroy—but because
he was life and movement and pleasure and fellowship, and because
this was the kind of occupation and entertainment which she had
been most used to in her former career.







CHAPTER VI.




There is nothing in the
world, as all the world knows, that can go on for any time at a
given point without developments, and those probably of an
unforeseen sort, especially not a kind of intercourse like this—the
"friendship," as Nelly to herself stoutly and steadily called it.
It was much remarked upon, as may be supposed, but not in any
unkindly way. Though her neighbours scarcely knew her as yet, they
knew, or thought they knew, that the young widow about whom they
were all prepared to be so much interested would not, as was said,
be a widow much longer. And her husband not yet a twelvemonth dead,
some said, who were of the class who always hear the wrong version
of a story. Others, who had called upon her and liked her,
explained to each other apologetically that young Mrs Brunton was a
sweet young woman, and of course could not be expected to make a
recluse of herself at her age. Thus it was with charity, though
clear-sightedness, that the village saw Mrs Brunton and her
"friend" from town, followed by the children and the nurse, walking
across the fields towards the river one September afternoon, the
gentleman in boating costume. Mr Fitzroy himself was not perhaps so
much touched by that procession as were Nelly's neighbours. He had
come early, and proposed that, as the river was not far off, Mrs
Brunton should go for a row, to which Nelly had replied with
delight—half naturally, half to cover her own pleasure; for are not
all things mingled in this world?—that little Jack had been crying
to go on the river, and that it would be such a treat for the
children. Young mothers have a way of doing this, on much less
moving occasions, when the delight of the children is the last
thing in the world of which their entertainers are thinking.
Fitzroy had to make a great gulp and swallow the children, though
he did not like it. The nurse sat behind him in the boat, and Nelly
kept the two little ones beside her in the stern, and they were
very well behaved. But Fitzroy felt that, had any of his friends
seen him on the river in this patriarchal guise, the joke would
have rung through all the clubs where his name was known. Happily,
however, in September there are few people about of the club kind.
When he came down another time in his flannels Mrs Brunton said
nothing about the children. She hesitated a little, and the colour
fluttered in her face. Oh, if she only knew what was the right
thing! There was no harm in it, certainly. It was like walking
along a public street with him, which was a thing no one could
object to. And if she refused to go, what would he think? or,
rather, what would he think that she was thinking? He would
probably imagine that she was afraid of him, that she was giving a
character to his friendly attentions which did not belong to them,
thinking that he was in love with her. How silly and vain that
would seem; how he would laugh in his sleeve to see that this was
what she thought, like any silly girl—she, a woman whom he only
considered as a friend!

This was the argument which
made Nelly finally decide to go. And she enjoyed that row beyond
anything she could remember. It was as if she had made an escapade
as a girl, with some one who perhaps one day——But she never would
have been allowed to make that escapade as a girl. Now, at her
present age and in her position of dignity as a married person,
what could there be wrong in it? And yet it was rather wrong. She
was a little ashamed, a little self-conscious, hoping that nobody
would see her. And the sunset was so glorious, and the river so
golden, and the sense of a secret, intense companionship so sweet!
There was very little said between them—nothing, Nelly protested to
herself afterwards, that all the world might not have heard—but
they came home across the fields in the misty lingering autumn
twilight, with a bewildering sense of happiness and perfect
communion. "I do not know," Fitzroy said, "when I have spent so
happy an evening." "The river was so lovely," said Nelly, faltering
a little. "Everything was lovely," he said. He was so delicate and
considerate that he would not come in, but said good night to her
at the gate, in the presence, so to speak, of all the
world.

And this occurred a good
many times, as long as the fine weather lasted. It would be such a
pity, Fitzroy said, not to take advantage of it, and, indeed, Mrs
Brunton thought so too. And once or twice he did come in, and there
was a little supper, and he went off in good time for the half-past
nine train. Nobody could say that was late: and then, to be sure,
if any one did say so, Nelly was not responsible to anybody for her
actions. She was herself the best judge of what was befitting.
Perhaps she was not quite so sure now that nothing was ever said
that all the world might not hear. Things were said—about
philosophical subjects, about the union of souls, about affinities,
about the character of love metaphysically considered, whether a
man or a woman could love twice, whether sometimes in early youth
it was not more imagination than love that moved the heart, whether
it did not require a little experience of life to make you really
acquainted with the force of that sentiment. "There is no passion
in the love of girls and boys," Fitzroy said, and he almost
convinced Nelly that passion was the salt of life, the only thing
really worth living for. These discussions perhaps were a little
dangerous. But they were not personal—oh no! abstractions merely,
the kind of subjects which promote conversation and which draw out
the imaginative faculties. The thing that proved this was that
there was not a suggestion of marriage ever made, nothing which
approached that subject. Love-making from the point of view of an
Englishwoman means marriage as a matter of course. And Fitzroy had
never in the most distant way said to Nelly, "Will you marry me?"
"Is it possible that you should one day become my wife?" He had
talked, oh! a great deal about love in the abstract. He had said
hurried things, phrases that seemed to escape him, about a man's
"passion." And Nelly had felt many times, with a trembling of all
her faculties, that he and she were on the eve of a crisis, that
the moment must soon come in which these decisive words must be
said.

But that crisis never did
come, though certainly the excitement of the intercourse grew
daily, and the suspense bewildered and overwhelmed her so that she
was entirely absorbed in it, and no longer her own mistress. She
had let the stream carry her away. From the time when she went out
first alone, with something of the secret delight of a girl making
an escapade, upon the river with her kind visitor in the early
September, till now, scarcely a month later, what a change had
occurred! Then she obeyed a pleasurable impulse, partly that he
might not think she thought of anything beyond the pleasant
intercourse of an hour or two; now she felt her whole existence,
her life, her happiness, her credit with the world, hanging as it
were on the breath of his lips. Would he say, or would he not say,
the words which would make all clear? For a time after every
meeting she felt as if she had barely escaped from that supreme
scene, holding it off, according to a woman's instinct; and then a
chill began to creep over Nelly when he went away without a word:
and life and everything concerning her seemed to hang in that
suspense. Poor Nelly! poor, foolish, unsuspicious creature! If she
had ever been a cruel little flirt in her heedlessness, never
meaning any harm, she was punished now.

One night—it was early in
October—Fitzroy stayed late and shared Nelly's supper, and lingered
after it, going back to the drawing-room with her, not taking leave
of her in the little hall as he was in the habit of doing; and thus
he missed the half-past nine train. But what did that matter? for
there were two later, and an hour's delay could not, after all,
make much difference. They were both full of emotion and suppressed
excitement, and Nelly felt that the crisis could not be much longer
delayed. She made, however, that invariable effort to keep it at
arm's length, to talk of other things, which is one evidence that
things have come to an alarming pass. She chattered, she laughed,
flushed with feeling, with suspense and excitement, thinking every
moment that the passion (certainly there was what he called
"passion") in his eyes must burst forth. But still the suspense
went on. Nelly's nerves and spirit were almost on the point of
breaking down when she was suddenly roused by the chiming of the
clock. "Oh," she cried, "eleven! you must run, you must fly! You
have not a moment to lose for your train—the last
train!"

He looked at her for a
moment with unutterable things in his eyes. "Is it so very
indispensable that I should catch the last train? Nelly! how can I
leave you? How can you send me away, when you know how I love, how
I adore——"

There came at this moment a
sharp knock at the door.

"If you please, ma'am," said
Nelly's excellent nurse, "there's just time for Mr Fitzroy to catch
the last train."

And he had to go, seizing
his hat, hurrying out with an apology for staying till the last
moment, while Nelly, trembling, terrified, shrank back into the
room where a little fire was still burning, though the night was
warm. She went back to it with the chill of exhausted nerves, and
held out her hands to the smouldering glow, while nurse locked and
bolted the hall door with unnecessary noise and commotion. Then
that excellent woman once more put her head into the room with a
look which Nelly could not meet. "Is there anything I can get for
you, ma'am, before I go to bed?" she said.

Nelly thanked her, hurriedly
recalling her faculties. "How glad I am you came to warn Mr
Fitzroy, nurse! I had told him, but he paid no attention. Gentlemen
always think they can catch a train by a rush at the last moment."
She felt that she was apologising to nurse, and was ashamed of
doing so, though it was shame and uneasiness which had forced the
words to her lips. Nurse did not commit herself to any approval or
condonation of her mistress's behaviour. She said only "Yes,
ma'am," and marched up-stairs with measured steps to
bed.

Nelly sat down on a low
chair in front of the smouldering fire. She was trembling all over,
scarcely able to command herself, her cheeks burning with the heat
of excitement, yet her teeth chattering with a nervous chill, her
strength almost completely broken down. Now that she was alone the
tension of her nerves gave way: the light went out of her eyes, her
heart seemed to suffocate her, struggling in her breast. The
agitation of her whole being prostrated her physically as well as
mentally. She lay back upon her chair, as if its support were
necessary to hold her together, and then she bent forward, holding
her trembling hands to the fire. Had the crisis come, not as she
had expected, but in a form that she did not understand? or was
this strange interrupted climax a mere break in the stream, no end
at all, a broken thread to be taken up again to-morrow and
to-morrow indefinitely? Nelly was not capable of forming these
questions in her mind, but they swept through the whirlwind within
her, with a horror and alarm which she did not understand and knew
not how to explain. What had he said? Why had he said that and not
something else? What had she done that he had looked at her so? No,
she did not ask herself all this; these questions only went
whirling about in the wild commotion of her soul. She did not know
how long she sat thus, incapable of movement. The fire sank lower,
and she felt, without knowing whence it came, a chill draught from
her right hand where the window was, but took no notice, perceiving
it only, not in a condition of mind to account for it. But Mrs
Brunton suddenly sat up erect, and all that tempest stopped in a
moment, at the sound of a footstep outside and a tap on the window.
What was it? Oh, heaven! what was it? She suddenly remembered in a
moment that the window had been unfastened because the room was too
warm. The shutters had been almost closed upon it, leaving only the
smallest opening to give a little air, and Nelly had forgotten all
about it, in her agitation and trouble. She sat for a moment
motionless in her panic, thinking of burglars and robbery, not
daring to stir. Then there came another tapping, and a low voice.
"Mrs Brunton, I have lost my train; I remembered that the window
was open; may I come in?"

The next moment, without
waiting for any reply—which, indeed, Nelly in her consternation was
unable to give—he pushed open the window quickly and came into the
room. She stood petrified, staring at him, feeling as if she must
have gone suddenly mad, and that all this was a hallucination, as
he entered with a glow of triumph in his face.

"Nelly," he said, coming
forward to her, dropping down on his knee by the side of her chair.
"Darling, you left it open for me! You knew I would come
back."

It all happened in a moment,
and in a moment Nelly had to make her decision: her life, her fate,
her good name, everything in the world worth thinking of, was in
the turn of the scale. If he had not made that suggestion, heaven
knows, in this prostration of her whole being, what poor Nelly
might have done. But it gave her a sting of offence too sharp to
bear.

"I left it open for you!"
she cried, starting up. "You must be mad, Mr Fitzroy! What do you
want? What do you want? Why have you come back here?"

He was startled by the
terror, yet almost fury, in her eyes. "Forgive me," he said,
starting up also, facing her, "I have lost my train. You know it is
the last. What could I do but come back to the only house where I
am known? and I thought you would not refuse me shelter for the
night."

"Oh," she said almost
wildly, "shelter—for the night!"

"May I close the window?
It's rather cold, and you are shivering. If I have frightened you,
forgive me, forgive me! Rather than that, I would have walked to
London or sat down on a doorstep."

"I am not frightened," said
Mrs Brunton with a gasp. Her senses came back to her; she felt that
she must keep very cool, and make no scene. "It was a little
alarming to see a man come in," she said. "It is very unfortunate
that you should have lost your train. I am afraid you will not be
very comfortable, but we will do the best we can for
you."

He caught her sleeve as she
was turning to the door. "Where are you going?" he
cried.

"Only to call one of the
maids to make a room ready for you."

"I want no room," he said.
"An hour or two on the sofa will be luxury; and I shall be off in
the morning by dawn of day, and disturb no one. Nobody need know:
and you are not the sort of girl to think of Mrs Grundy. Nelly, my
darling! stay, stay with me a bit! what is the use of taking me in
if you leave me like this? Half an hour, just half an hour, to
finish our talk!"

"When I have given my
orders, perhaps," said Nelly. She would not stop even to forbid the
familiarity of his address. She walked out of the room with
composed steps, but as soon as she was outside flew up the dark
staircase to the nursery, where nurse, an anxious and troubled
woman, was not yet asleep. Mrs Brunton went in like a ghost to the
room in which the night-light was burning, where the children were
breathing softly in their cribs. "Nurse," she said, with all the
composure she could command, "Mr Fitzroy has come back; he has lost
his train. I want you to get up and prepare the spare room for him.
I am sorry: but what else can we do?"

Nurse looked fixedly at her
mistress in the light of the candle which Nelly had just lighted,
and which came to life in a sudden glare upon her agitated face.
"Yes, ma'am," she said quietly, beginning to dress.

What a strange agitated
scene in the middle of the silent night! The man below could not
have been more dismayed by the appearance of a band of soldiers
than he was by the quiet, respectable, respectful maid-servant who
came in with a candle to show him to his room, and whose polite
determination to get rid of him, to put out the lamp and see that
everything was safe for the night, was full of the most perfect
calm. "I'll go up-stairs presently; but you need not wait," he
said. "Oh, sir, I don't mind waiting; but my mistress likes me to
see the lights out. I'll be in the next room when you are ready,
sir, to show you the way."

He was moved at last to ask
impatiently, "Is not Mrs Brunton coming down-stairs
again?"

"Oh dear no, sir; my
mistress is passing the night in the nursery, for Master Jack is a
little feverish, and he never will part with his mamma when once he
sees her. If she offered to go away he'd scream so, he'd raise the
whole house."

Fitzroy glared at this
guardian of the little helpless household—a very respectful, very
obliging maid-servant—making light of the trouble a nocturnal
visitor gave. He could no more have resisted or insulted this woman
than if she had been a queen. He followed her quite humbly to his
room, not daring to say a word. He might as well have been in a
hotel, he said bitterly to himself.

When nurse went back she
found poor Nelly sitting on the floor between the two little beds,
her head leaning on one of them, holding fast the rail of the
other, and weeping as if her heart would break.

Next morning Mr Fitzroy left
the cottage early, without asking to see Mrs Brunton. It was,
indeed, too early to disturb the lady of the house.







CHAPTER VII.




Mrs Brunton woke next
morning with an aching head and a confused mind, not knowing for a
moment what had happened to her. Was it a nightmare? a dreadful
dream? She had not slept till morning, and then had fallen into an
unrestful torpor, full of the broken reminiscences of the night. A
nightmare! that was most like what it was—until she came to herself
all at once, and remembered everything.

Everything! and yet did not
in the least understand. What had been the meaning of it all? It
was more like a nightmare than ever as all the different incidents
come back upon her mind. The lingering, the wild talk—the question,
"Must I go away?" The cry "I love you. I adore——" and nurse coming
in to save her mistress perhaps from wilder utterances still. "Was
it indispensable that he should go by the last train?" What a
question! Was it not indispensable—more! exacted by every feeling,
by every necessity? "I love you, I adore——" Oh yes, these words
made poor Nelly's heart beat; but they were not words a man should
have said in the silence of the night to a woman without any
protection, with a wild heart leaping and struggling in her bosom,
and to whose code of possible existence something else, something
very different, was needful. Was it indispensable?—oh! it was not,
it was not that, a man should have asked. He might love her, but what kind
of love was it to humble a woman in her own esteem, to make her ask
herself, "What have I done, oh what have I done, that I should be
spoken to so?" Nelly did not think of her reputation, of honour,
or, as he dared to suggest, of what people might say. Mrs Grundy!
That was all very well for the light follies that mean nothing, the
laughing transgression of a formal rule. But the shock of his look,
the horror of his return, struck at her very being. It seemed to
her that she could die of shame only to remember it. And what could
he think of her? Was it indispensable? Had not she left the window
open for him? Had she not known he would come back?

O God, O God! These words,
that come to us by instinct at the most dreadful moments, were not
profane exclamations in poor Nelly's case. She sat up in her bed,
and wrung her hands, and uttered that wild appeal—not a prayer, for
her brain was too distracted for prayer—but only an appeal, a cry.
The words he had said kept whirling through her mind, till they
came to have no meaning except the one meaning of horror and pain:
"indispensable," and "Mrs Grundy," and "you knew I would come
back." Oh, what kind of woman must he have thought her to think
that she knew he would come back, to leave the window open for him?
The last train, was it indispensable? and the window left open—and
Nelly had to seize herself, as it were, with both hands, to keep
her reason, to stop the distracted rush of those words over and
over and over again through her brain. There was a lull when nurse
came in—nurse, who had been her saviour from she did not know what,
who had cut the dreadful knot, but who must not, not even she, know
the tempest which was going on in Nelly's being. She stopped that
nervous wringing of her hands, pulled herself together, tried to
smile. "How dreadfully late I am! How did I come to be so late?"
she cried.

"It was the fright, ma'am,
last night."

"I—I—was just trying to
recall that, nurse. Mr Fitzroy"—she could not say his name without
flushing scarlet all over to the tips of her fingers—"lost his
train, and came back?"

"He did, ma'am," said nurse,
with severe self-restraint.

"He ought not to have done
it, nurse."

"Indeed, ma'am, he ought not
to have done it." Nurse shut up her lips firmly, that other words
might not burst forth.

"He—gave me—a terrible
fright, nurse. I had forgotten that the window was
open."

"Yes, Mrs Brunton." Poor
Nelly looked so wistfully in the woman's face, not explaining
further, not asking her support in words, but so clearly desiring
it, that nurse's heart was deeply touched. "I think, ma'am," she
said, "if you'll not be angry——" Nelly's face was heartrending to
behold. She expected nothing but condemnation, and how could she
accept it, how defend herself against it, from her servant, her
dependant, a woman who at least might have been expected to be on
her side? If nurse had indeed condemned her, Nelly's pride might
have been aroused, but now she sat with her eyes piteously fixed
upon her, appealing to her as if against a sentence of
death.

"If you won't be angry with
me, ma'am," repeated nurse, "and if I may make so bold as to say
it, I think you behaved just as a lady ought—not stopping to argue
with him, but coming right away, and leaving the gentleman to
me."

"O nurse!" cried Nelly,
bursting into tears with a relief unspeakable. "O nurse! thank God
that you think I did right."

"It was an awful trial for a
lady, a young lady like you—oh, an awful trial, enough to drive you
out of your senses!" Nelly had flung herself on the woman's
shoulder and lay sobbing there, while nurse patted her tenderly, as
if she had been one of the children. "Don't take on now, don't,
there's a dear lady! Get up, ma'am, and dress quick, and don't
spoil your eyes with crying. I saw Mrs Glynn at the Rectory door,
looking as if she were coming here."

"O nurse! I cannot see her!
You must say I have a headache."

"Not this morning, Mrs
Brunton, oh, not this morning," cried nurse, "if I may make so bold
as to say it. Come down and look your own self; and I would own to
the fright, if I was you."

To say that Nelly was not
half-angry at nurse's interference, which she had evoked, would
scarcely have been true. She began to resent it the moment that she
had most benefited by it, as was natural. But she also recognised
its truth. And she dressed with as much care as possible, and did
all she could to efface the signs of agitation and trouble from her
face. Nelly was like most people in a dreadful social emergency;
she forgot that Mrs Glynn was the kindest of women. She began to
ask herself, with fictitious wrath, if this was indeed Mrs Grundy,
the impertinent inquisitor, come to inquire into her private
affairs, with which she had nothing to do—nothing! She immediately
perceived, arrayed against her, an evil-speaking, evil-thinking
world, making the worst of everything, accepting no explanation,
incapable of understanding! When she walked down to the
drawing-room it was not Nelly, the kind and confident girl-widow,
nor was it Mrs Brunton, the young matron secure in her own right
and the protection of her home and her children, feeble shields as
these were against the world; it was rather an army with banners,
spears flashing, and flags flying, which marched against the enemy,
defying fate.

It was Mrs Glynn who looked
pale and unhappy when Nelly went into the room. She was old enough
to be Mrs Brunton's mother, and in the tenderness of her heart the
Rector's wife felt something like it as the younger woman appeared.
Her experienced glance showed her in a moment that Nelly was
self-conscious and defiant, which meant, of course, that her
information was correct, and that something dreadful had occurred.
They bade each other good morning and kissed—as ladies do in the
habit of intimacy, which generally means so little—Nelly meeting
the salute with a little impatience, Mrs Glynn giving it with a
marked and lingering tenderness, which also was to Mrs Brunton an
offence; and then they talked for a moment or two about the beauty
of the autumn morning, the health of the children, and various
other small subjects of no immediate interest. Then Mrs Glynn was
silent for a moment, and said softly, "Mrs Brunton!" and paused,
hesitating, looking wistfully in Nelly's face.

"Yes."

"I am afraid you will be
angry. I have come to say something—to ask you——Dear Mrs Brunton,
you are very young—and I—knew your mother."

"Yes," said Nelly again,
with an attempt at cheerfulness. "Please tell me at once what it
is. Have I—done anything wrong?" She gave a little, nervous laugh.
An altogether innocent person would have been frightened, but Nelly
knew every word that was going to be said, and steeled herself for
the ordeal.

"The Rector," said Mrs
Glynn, "came home by the last train last night; and he saw some
one—a gentleman—go in at your gate. He was frightened—for you, my
dear; and he stood still and watched, meaning to call a policeman
if anything was wrong; and then he saw who it was, recognising him
in the moonlight. Dear Mrs Brunton! Mr Glynn came home to me in
great distress. We have done nothing all night but think, and
think, what we ought to do. Oh, my dear girl, hear me out! You are
so young, and you have been used to such different ways in India,
such hospitality, and all that. We know it, and we know that people
there keep a sort of open house, that friends are constantly
visiting each other. But it's not so here, and you don't know how
people talk, and I thought you would, perhaps, let me speak to you,
warn you——"

"Of what?" said Nelly, with
white lips. All sorts of plans and thoughts had rushed through her
mind while this address was made to her—quick impulses, bad and
good, to overwhelm her visitor with scorn, to refuse to answer, to
turn the meddling woman out of her house. But oh, on the other
hand, she wanted help so much! to throw herself upon this kind
woman's breast, at her feet. For a moment this battle raged
fiercely in her breast, and she herself knew not which side would
win. "Mrs Grundy," she said, at length, with a smile upon her
parched mouth, not able to articulate any more.

"Mrs Grundy!" said the
Rector's wife. "Oh, my dear, I am not Mrs Grundy; I am a very
anxious friend, anxious to help you, to do anything. Oh, let me
help you! We are sure there must be an explanation."

"No," cried Nelly, "you are
not Mrs Grundy, I know; I was a fool to say that."

"Thank you, my dear. You are
so young, and a stranger—a stranger to our village ways, Mrs
Brunton!" The good woman took Nelly's hand in both of hers, and
looked at her with appealing eyes.

"I will tell you precisely
how it was," said Nelly, hastily, as quickly turned to the good as
to the bad impulse. "Nobody was to blame. Mr Fitzroy——" She grew
red at the name, and then felt herself chill all over—chill to her
very heart, turning as pale as she had been red, as if some ice
wind had blown over her. The sensation made her pause for a moment.
"Mr Fitzroy stayed a little too late last night; he left himself
scarcely time to catch the train—men are so apt to do that. They
think they can rush in a moment."

"I know," said Mrs Glynn,
pressing her hand.

"And he lost it," said
Nelly, faltering. "He came back; and he remembered that the
drawing-room window had been left a little open, and he thought it
better to come round by the garden instead of—instead of rousing
the house."

"Tell me," said Mrs Glynn,
"one moment; are you engaged to him, my dear?"

Nelly drooped her head. "Not
yet," she said. "You shall know everything. He was—saying that—when
nurse came to tell him he must fly for his train."

"Ah!" cried Mrs Glynn,
pressing Nelly's hand in both hers, "now I begin to see! And he
came back to have it out! Oh, how glad I am I came! Now I can see
all the excuses for him. It was an error of judgment, but it was
very natural. My dear, my dear; and then?"

"There was no more," Nelly
said, raising her head. With what relief she heard that—excuses for
him! even for him. "I was very much frightened," she added, with new
confidence, "for I had forgotten the window was open, and I
thought—I don't know what I thought. I ran up-stairs at once to bid
nurse prepare a room for him—and I did not see him
again."

"God bless you, my dear,"
cried the Rector's wife, taking Nelly into her arms and giving her
a kiss. "That was the very best thing you could have done; unless
you had sent him over to us to the Rectory, but of course you did
not think of that. Oh, how glad I am I came! Oh, how pleased my
husband will be! It was what I would have wished you to have done
if you had been my own child. But what a situation for you! what a
moment, my poor dear! It was wrong—it was very wrong—of him; he
ought to have known better: but yet, a young man! and interrupted
at the very moment when——He was wrong, but there were excuses for
him, my dear."

Mrs Glynn stayed for some
time, full of sympathy and consolation. "He has behaved very
foolishly, my love. He ought not to have come, and, being here, he
ought not to have gone away so soon. He ought to have left openly,
like any other visitor, and settled everything before he went. But
a young man in the height of passion——" It was a comfort to Nelly
that good Mrs Glynn said "passion," too. "Of course, he will come
back in the afternoon, and you will have your explanation," she
added. "And then you will come to the Rectory, and bring him to see
us; you will—you will, promise me you will? And, oh, God bless you,
and make it a happy change for you, my dear!"







CHAPTER VIII.




There were excuses for him;
he had been interrupted, and he had come back to have it out, to
tell his tale, to make his declaration. Mrs Glynn, who was quite
cool and impartial, not bewildered by excitement like Nelly,
thought so. But then she had not that heavy sense of something
else—some things said that ought not to have been said—which
crushed Nelly's heart like a stone. "Was it indispensable that he
should catch the last train? Had she not expected him back—left the
window open for him?" If Mrs Glynn had known of these words, would
she have still thought there were excuses? Nelly's heart lay in her
breast like a stone. The scientific people may say what they
will—that the heart is a mere physical organ; not those who have
felt it ache, who have felt it leap, who have felt it lie like a
stone. There seemed no beating in it, no power of rising. She said
to herself that she was relieved and comforted, and thanked God
that, to a calm spectator, there were excuses for him. But her
heart did not respond; it lay motionless in her breast, crushed,
heavy as a stone.

She did not, however, leave
the house all that day, expecting, yet not expecting, the visit
which should put everything right, of which her friend had been so
confident; but he did not come. Next morning there arrived a
letter, full of agitation and bewilderment to Nelly. It was not the
apology, the prayer for forgiveness, which she had expected. The
letter took a totally different tone. He accused Nelly—poor Nelly,
trembling and miserable—of distrust, which was an insult to him.
What did she think of him that she had fled from him, turned him
over to a servant? What horrible idea had she formed of him? What
did she expect or imagine?

"I have often been told," he
wrote, "that women in their imaginations jumped at things that
would horrify a man; but I never believed it, least of all of you.
What could be more simple or more natural than to go back to the
house of my only friend—to one more dear to me than any other
friend—instead of walking to London, which was my only alternative?
What dreadful things have people put into your head? for they would
not arise there of themselves, I feel sure. And now here we have
come to a crisis which changes our relationship altogether. How are
we to get over it? My first thought was to rush off at once—to put
the Channel between us—so that you might feel safe; but something
tugs at my heart, and I cannot put myself out of reach of you
whatever you may think of me. O Nelly! where did you learn those
suspicions that are so insulting to me? How can I come again with
the recollection of all that in my mind? Do you wish me to come
again? Do you want to cast me off? What is to happen between us?
After the insult you have put upon me, it is for you to take the
next step. I am here at your orders—to come or to stay."

Nelly was struck dumb by
this letter. She did not know what to think or to say. A
simple-minded person, not accustomed to knavery, has always the
first impulse of believing what is said to her (or him), whatever
she may know against it. How could she tell, a woman so little
acquainted with life, whether he might not be in the right—whether
he had not cause to feel insulted and offended? If his motives were
so transparent and his action so simple as he thought, he had
indeed good reason to be offended—and for a moment there was a
sensation of relief and comfort indescribable in Nelly's heart. Ah!
that these vile things which had given her so much pain had not
risen again like straws upon an evil wind, and blown about her,
confusing all her thoughts. Not indispensable that he should catch
the last train—he who treated this incident now as so inevitable,
so simple an occurrence! And had she not expected him to come
back—left the window open for his stealthy entry, which was to
disturb nobody?—he who now took so high a tone, and explained his
coming as so entirely accidental and justifiable. Nelly did not
know what to think. She was torn in two between the conviction
which lay heavy at the bottom of her heart, and the easier, the
delightful faith to which he invited her with that show of
high-toned indignation. And even now he said no more: a dear
friend, the dearest of all—but not a word of that which would
smooth away all doubt, and make it possible for her to believe that
her ears had deceived her, that he had never said anything to make
her doubt him. Poor Nelly was torn with trouble and perplexity.
They had come to a crisis? Oh yes! and she had felt so long that
the crisis was coming, but not—not in this guise! She sat all the
evening alone, pondering how to reply, writing letter after letter,
which she burned as soon as they were written. At last, after all
these laborious attempts, she snatched her pen again, and wrote in
great haste, taking no time to think: for the powers of thought
were exhausted, and had nothing more to do in the matter. She wrote
that it was best he should not come again—unless——And then, in
greater haste still, with a countenance all glowing with shame, she
scratched out that word "unless." Oh no, no!—not from her, whatever
were the circumstances, could that suggestion come.

During the next two days a
hot correspondence went on. Fitzroy wrote angrily that he respected
her decision, and would not trouble her again. Then, almost before
the ink was dry—before, at least, she had awakened out of the
prostration of misery caused by reading this letter—there came
another imploring her to reverse her judgment, to meet him, at
least, somewhere, if she would not permit him to come; not to cast
him off for ever, as she seemed disposed to do. Poor Nelly had very
little desire to cast him off. She was brought to life by this hot
protest against the severance which she felt would be death to her.
She began to believe that, after all, there was nothing wanting on
his part—that all he had not put into words was understood as
involved in the words which he did employ. Poor Nelly! "It must be
so," she said to herself—"it must be so!" A man in whose thoughts
there was nothing but love and honour might never think it possible
that he could be doubted—might feel that his truth and honesty were
too certain to be questioned. "Women in their imaginations jump at
things that would horrify a man." Was this true? Perhaps it was
true. At what horror had Nelly's imagination jumped on that
dreadful night? Dared she say to any one—dared she to put in words,
even to herself—what she feared? Oh no, no! She had not known what
she feared. She had feared nothing, she said to herself, her cheeks
burning, her bosom panting—nothing! All that she was conscious of
was that this was not what he ought to have done—that he had failed
in respect, that he had not felt the delicacy of the tie between
them. Was that all? Surely that, after all, was not a matter of
life and death.

Nelly went on reasoning with
herself that had she been a man it would have been the most natural
thing in the world that he should have com [...]
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