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it. The sobs came faster, and whether or
not she yielded in resolution, she had be-
yond question yielded already to tears.

“You did not expect me to be faultless,”
he cried again. “ Yes, I am older than you;
I am stained with the world. But, Clara,
Clara, is my angel to forsake me as soon as I
do wrong?”

I rose from my chair in impatience, long-
ing, I confess it, to interfere and convict
him. Could Clara be satisfied with this?

“ Mr. Sedgewick,” she said, with a steadier
voice, regaining courage, ‘it is not proper
to say ‘when you do wrong.’ If you did
wrong—real wrong—1I should be very sorry
—more sorry than for anything in the world ;
but I never would forsake you. But oh,
this is so different! You are not doing
wrong; it was only a mistake. And please
say good-bye to me now, and let me go.”

“ Good-bye?—I defy you,” said Hugh
Sedgewick, suddenly adopting some violent
means or other, which of course my eaves-
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dropping concealment could not pry into.
“ Yes, go by all means, if you can—go!
I shall let my life go sooner. Go! when I
only begin to know, a dolt that I am, the
treasure I have got. Don’t speak—it is my
turn!. Yes, Clara, you are right, I have
made a mistake; I looked to you only for
love, comfort, the secret spring and joy of my
life. I did not look to you for everything.

It was all a mistake—but I too have found

it out now !

“ Oh, Mr. Sedgewick, I don’t understand
you,” said Clara; but she did not say, Let
me go.

“ Yes, you do,” said this disrespectful
lover. “ You understand everything about
it better than I can tell you. You under-
stand that this ass thought himself wiser
than you, and expected that only by-and-
by, years after this, you would begin to
care about his tastes and enter into his plea-
sures. Yes, Clara, you were right, my dar-
ling, but not as you suppose. It is all a
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mistake. I was taking but the half of what
God had given me—but now you shall find
to your cost, you rash little girl, see if any-
thing will content me that is a hairs-
breadth less than the whole.”

- % Oh, Mr. Sedgewick, don’t speak so—I
do not know what you mean,” cried poor
Clara. Poor little Clara, she was a bad pre-
tender; though she tried to keep it up and
meant it, resolution and reality were falter-
ing together out of her voice.

Then I bethought me of my concealment.
Hugh Sedgewick was proceeding in a
manner which was not adapted for the hear-
ing of a third party, and I did not suppose
that my known presence was any longer com-
fortable to Clara. Accordingly, with great
boldness, I made a noise at the door, and
iSsuing hence a minute or two after, found
Mr. Sedgewick flushed with excitement,
embarrassment, and momentary anger at
this interruption, and Clara, trembling and
tearful, trying to look as sad and as suffer-
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ing and as resolute as she was this morn-
ing, but looking only a perfect little cheat
and a sham—a masquerading happiness in
tears.

“ I must beg you to forgive me,” said I;
T thought Clara knew I was here in the
first place, and then I found it impossible to
interrupt you. I apologise to you, Mr.
Sedgewick; Clara will forgive her oldest
friend.”

He hesitated for a moment—only a mo-
ment—and then held out his hand frankly.
+ Congratulate me!” he said. “We have
had a quarrel and found each other out.”

“I am very glad. Be merciful to my
breach of honour for the sake of it,” said I;
and stooping to kiss my poor Clara’s cheek,
I was hastening away, when Mr. Sedgewick
stopped me again. )

“You are her oldest friend,” he said.
“You give her to me heartily, do you
aot?”

For a moment I hesitated. Alas for

L
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Clara’s resolution! I saw her shy, wistful,
deprecating look—the glance of a moment.
She no longer thought it was all a mistake.
Then I looked into Hugh Sedgewick’s eyes—
into his eyes; my reason was urgent. And
then I said, heartily, “I do.”

Yes, he had made a mistake; but, thanks
to Clara’s courage and his own candour, he
had found it out; and I do not think he
was likely ever to make such a mistake
again. -

In the drawing-room I found Alice, rest-
less, wandering about, going from window
to window, and from table to table. No-
body else was in the room. Her whole face
grew crimson with anxiety and excitement
as I entered. She made a choking pause, to
command herself, evidently thinking that
Clara would follow me; but when Clara did
not follow me, and I sat down quietly in my
usual seat, Alice could no longer control
herself. She came to me, and dropped on
her knees by my side. Clara, our Clara!”
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cried Alice. “Oh, Mrs. Crofton, do you
know ? :

“ Take comfort, my dear,” said I; ¢ Clara
is very well and very happy. Don’t be

afraid.”

“ Do you mean it is all over?” cried Alice,
gazing at me with her astonished eyes.

“It is all over,” said I. “It was only
partly his fault, at worst, and he sees his
mistake.” .

Alice got up quietly from her knees when
I said that, and went about the business I
had committed to her. She was happy and
pleased, and satisfied in her heart; but still
a little, just a little, disappointed. Clara
had been a sad and lofty heroine, *sacri-
ficing” herself half an hour ago in the ima-
gination of her sympathetic sister; now she
was a happy little bride again, much beloved
and better understood, and self-sacrifice of
any kind was totally unnecessary. I am not
sure that Clara, happy as she was, did not
feel the downfall even in her own person.

L 2
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Alice was extremely happy too, and - very
soon recovered her entire pride and pleasure
in her sister’s prospects; but she was beyond
question disappointed when she rose from
my side.
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- CHAPTER XIII.

IF those kind and painstaking spirits who
instruct their disciples by means of raps,
had, any of them, condescended that night
to visit the drawing-room at Hilfont—and
I suppose from what I hear that such imper-
ceptible intruders are in everybody’s draw-
ing-room, so that we are often, when we are
least aware of it, in very equivocal society—
they must have found no small amusement
in the scene. Everybody was prepared for
something. It is possible that angelic spec-
tators might not have appreciated the fun;
but spirits who are not quite perfect in their
grammar may be supposed still human
enough to own a smile. 'When I say every-
body, I mean of course everybody feminine
—it is possible that the two Mrs. Croftons
may have conveyed a spark of curiosity to
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their respective husbands; but the rest of
the gentlemen were certainly unenlightened.
As for myself, my curiosity of course was
quieted and set at rest; but Mrs. Fortescue,
Mrs. Robert, and my namesake of Stoke,
all beheld the entrance of the gentlemen
after dinner with a sense of excitement, and
disposed themselves to look on comfortably
at the ripening of this drama. Lucy her-
self, perhaps, was the person present least
disturbed.  She knew well enough that
Clara was aggravated to the point of doing
something; like all very clever and acute
people Lucy was wiser than her neighbours
up to a certain point; but beyond that point
duller than the simplest. Perhaps it might
have been otherwise if her own heart had
ever been concerned. She knew by intui-
tion that poor little Clara would do or say
something to relieve herself of her unusual
suffering this day; but how easily honest
love and real nature could dispose of those
cobwebs, Lucy, straitened by her very
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knowingness, did not know. Yet, I believe
she perceived at a glance that her power
was gone.

Hugh Sedgewick had too much good sense
and discretion to make any remarkable dif-
ference, or, indeed, any difference which an
indifferent spectator could have noticed;
but we knew better, and so did Lucy. She
behaved with the greatest cleverness and
skill—so great that even I could almost
have owned myself deceived. She talked
to everybody just as usual—talked to Hugh
Sedgewick just as usual; but she made no
appeal to him as she had been in the habit
of doing. This was the only symptom of
consciousness. For the rest Lucy behaved
herself exactly as she was wont to do, and
was really much less like a convicted
schemer and mischief-maker than I was,
and of anything like the defection of an
admirer made no sign. Then I began to
perceive, and I do not doubt my companions
perceived with me, how cautiously this
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clever little girl had managed, and how
little ground we had for accusing her of any
desire to attract Mr. Sedgewick. Had she
been so accused, I feel certain that Lucy’s
astonished and indignant virtue would have
been edifying, and that her accuser must
have retired utterly discomfited, yet not the
less convinced that the indictment was a
true one. She ought to have been a lawyer
beyond controversy, so thoroughly was she
aware of the difference between legal prov-
able demonstration and moral proof.

And all this exciting night Clara kept
in a corner, as if she had been the discom-
fited party. Once driven out of her hiding-
place by the well-meant exertions of Mary
Crofton, she disappeared again immediately
under somebody else’s shadow, and remained
invisible except by glimpses that whole
night. I do not think she addressed a
single word all the time to her lover—cer-
tainly not one which anybody else could
hear—and did not dare to look me in the
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face — notwithstanding Clara was very
happy. The shadow of her disquiet had
floated entirely away. Yet though she was
happy, and though the cloud was gone, the
child was changed. I could not tell how,
nor show where the difference was. Yet
the difference was indisputable, and not to
be gainsaid.

~ So the night wore to an end—strange
secrecies of life! Here were a dozen people
in one room, half of whom were breathlessly
watching a supposed crisis which might
have taken the light out of a young life,
and broken (as people say) an innocent
young heart, while the other half, totally
unconscious of any particular interest, went
on chatting carelessly about all sorts of
superficial subjects, perfectly content that
this was a mere country gentleman’s draw-
ing-room, and not a theatre of social mys-
teries. All the elements of our drama too
were fully developed. The pair of lovers,
the piquant circumstance of unequal years,
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the contrast of the fresh-budding girl with
the accomplished hero, and Lucy—what
could one call her? She was not a coquette—
she was not Clara’s rival. I do not think
she had any serious scheme in respect to
Sedgewick. Lucy, so pretty, so agreeable,
so winning, I suppose, for lack of a better
name, I can only call her the villain of our
piece. But lo! in a moment the drama was
over—the curtain did not fall upon any
tragical denouement—instead of that, the
dramatis persone melted out of that threat-
ening combination, and peace came out of war
like the transformation of a pantomime. It
was very satisfactory certainly ; but I doubt
if the audience quite acquiesced in it. There
was a little flutter of curiosity, a quiet ex-
change of surprised glances; but when it be-
came apparent—as it did somehow, to all our
feminineinstincts,in some twenty minutes or
so—that the evil was all over and the malig-
nant influence harmless, it is astonishing how
soon its interest flagged. I saw Mrs. Crof-
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ton stifle & yawn in half an hour thereafter,
and Mrs. Robert looked quite cheated of her
evening’s entertainment. It would have
been more agreeable to have 'had some
poetic justice, and a due and public ter-
mination of this comedy of real life.

I could not resist glancing for a moment
into the chamber of the two girls when
I went upstairs. They were seated both
on the ottoman, laying their pretty heads
together, no doubt talking over this event-
ful day, and that most eventful interview,
which was, I doubt not, the real beginning
from which Clara’s life would hereafter
count. When I entered, they started from
their half-embrace with sudden blushes, and
stood tremulous and shamefaced before me,
feeling deeply, with natural delicacy, that
the past trouble was not one to be spoken
of even to me. Clara, indeed, turned quite
away and would not meet my look. I dare
say, in her happy revulsion of feeling, she
was ashamed of her fears altogether, and
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terrified to be suspected of jealousy, or even
of that depth of affection which produces
jealousy, and which girls are not fond of
owning to. I could not but smile within
myself at all that artless and involuntary
self-revelation.  Clara’s innocent artifice,
sadly planned, poor child! of making me a
listener to her renunciation of her lover—
then her dismay when that renunciation
turned into something very different, and
Hugh Sedgewick’s words were no longer
adapted for a third person’s hearing—and
now her extreme embarrassment about the
whole matter, and reluctance so much as to
meet my eye. It was all very natural, very
innocent ; it made me smile, for I was grow-
ing old; but it made me glad.

“I have not come to talk,” said I, “do
not be afraid; but come and say good-night
to me, Clara. I have not done anything
naughty, have I? Come and say good-
night.”

“Oh, godmamma! you are not angry?”’
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cried Clara, still avoiding my eye by the
pretty trick of running into my arms.

“ Angry! not exactly; very glad, though,
if that will do as well,” said I; ¢ and better
satisfied than I quite hoped to be about the
happiness of my dear child.”

This insinuation of want of confidence
did not quite please Clara. She was quite
ready now to defy all the world on the part
of the immaculate Hugh.

“Tt was all a mistake,” she said hurriedly.
“I was all wrong, and I saw it directly when
I began to think. It was me.”

“What was you? Never mind,” said I,
“it is all right now, Clara, and will be all
right henceforth, I think, in spite of all the
world; but do you know, I heard you say
something to-day about a long, long time.
It is only a week since Mr. Sedgewick came
to Hilfont. Do you call that such a very
long time?”

Clara looked at Alice with a little start,
and Alice-looked at Clara back again with
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a sudden smile; but the contradictory chro-
nology was quite true notwithstanding. It

was only a week, and yet it was a long, long
 time, half as long as the whole previous sum
of Clara’s seventeen years.

‘When I left them and entered my own spe-
cial domains, I found Derwent lounging over
a novel in my dressing-room—a very bad
practice, which my unlucky acquiescence at
first made into a custom, for Mr. Crofton, I
am bound to confess, is of a sluggish nature
when he is not very strongly moved to the
contrary, and once set down in his dressing-
gown and an easy-chair, will not even exert
himself so far as to go to rest until discom-
fort and the chill of the midnight drive
him. Coming in somewhat exhilarated by
Clara’s pretty happiness, I could not do less
than communicate my pleasure, so I tapped
my sluggard on the shoulder and began to
speak. '

“Do not think any more of what I said
in the morning, Derwent,” said I, *the
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matter has righted itself. There is no
harm done, and everything is just as it
should be; better than I hoped.”

“Eh! did you speak, Clare?”’ said Der-
went, looking up at me after a moment with
his mouth full of his novel. I really do
not know any other word which would ex-
press that look.

I repeated my speech with variations, a
little mortified. He really did not seem to
comprehend me even then.

“ What did you say to me this morning?
Upon my honour I've forgotten,” said my
husband, with a comic look of penitence.
“ What was to be done with him ?”

Oh, obtusity of man! For my part I
only laughed, and left him to the enjoyment
of his dressing-gown, his easy-chair, and
his book.
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CHAPTER XIV.

Tre holiday season, after this, passed
over very quietly, without, so far as I
remember, anything occurring beyond the
ordinary events of domestic life; and about
the middle of January we were again
left alone. Robert Crofton was a lawyer,
and lived in London; they were not rich
enough to be fashionable, and were too large
a family to make a round of visits, so they
returned, as was natural, to Russell-square.
The other Croftons went back to Stoke.
Bertie returned to his duty; and the Har-
leys went to their mother’s cottage, to the
all-absorbing and most attractive business
of wedding preparations. Perhaps it was
very unelevating, a poor way of looking at
the subject; but I cannot help confessing
that my heart went with Clara into all
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" the pretty mysteries of her #rousseau, and I
really loved her better among all those
bright ribbons, and silks, and muslins, and
the pleasant flutter of preparations, which
took the solemnity off this dreadful accident
of marriage, than if she had been thought- -
fully studying her duty to her future husband,
and ruminating on the undeveloped reponsi-
bilities of that unknown estate. Iam afraid I
am very vulgar in my ideas. I don’t half sym-
pathize with the extreme refinement which
cries out against the show of a common wed-
ding-day, and drops off to the country to be
married in humility and solitude. For my
own part, I'admit that I was quite anxious to
have my dear girl married at Hilfont, for
the sole purpose of surrounding her with
all the simple splendour I could manage to
collect round our little bride. I wasnot dis-
posed to miss a single nosegay or wedding
favour, and was as pleased to think of the
pretty train of bridesmaids, and the enor-
mous cake, as Alice herself could be ; forClara,
M
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I suspect, when things came that length,
would have other matters to think of. This
is the feminine view of the question, my lords
and gentlemen. If you take an opposite
position, it is because you are only the bride-
grooms, being but needful accessories to
the scene, whom nobody has any interest
in. Sometimes, doubtless, there turns out
very small occasion for rejoicing, and in all
cagses it is a serious and a doubtful busi-
ness; but general nature goes beyond the
individual. It is the primitive inalienable
homage which the world owes to every bride.

However I am hastening on a long way in
advance of my story. To be left alone with
Lucy, after all that had passed, was rather
trying to merely human temper and patience,
as any one who considers the position of two
ladies in a country house in the middle of
winter, seeing very few people, and necessa-
rily thrown upon each other’salmost constant
society, will appreciate. Unless I shut myself
up in my own room—which I confess I did
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sometimes—I could not possibly free myself
from my close and most attentive companion,
upon whose innocent unconsciousness these
past scenes seemed to have made no impres-
sion. I could not help looking at her some-
times, as she sat placidly by me doing her
crochet, and talking with an ease and calm-
ness which astounded me. What was Lucy
thinking? What did Lucy suppose I was
thinking? Could she imagine that I had
taken no note of her past behaviour? or
had she herself been conscious of no parti-
cular intention in her conduct to Mr. Sedge-
wick? It was quite impossible to tell. That
pretty face covered like a mask all the
busy thoughts in Lucy’s brain. Her eyes
met mine with the most imperturbable com-
posure; not a symptom of pique or mortifi-
cation; not the smallest acknowledgment of
defeat could any one extract from Lucy.
She was as wary, as unconcerned, as ani-
mated when that little drama came to a
conclusion as before it began.
M 2
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And I confess her conduct has always re-
mained a mystery to me. I cannot make
out to this day why she wished to detach
Mr. Sedgewick from Clara, or if she did
wish it; nor why, if she was ‘“artful and
designing,” as Derwent says we ladies call
each other, or meant to marry anybody, she
did not rather exercise her fascinations on
Harry Crofton, whom she knew to be Der-
went’s heir, and who was a very likely
person to fall in love with any pretty girl
who gave him the chance. Harry, to be
sure, was only her own age, and she pos-
sibly preferred Hugh Sedgewick; but then
Hugh Sedgewick was engaged! Could that
be the secret attraction, after all>—some-
body else’s property which Lucy had a mind
to steal away for the mere pleasure of con-
quest and mischief, and doing something
wrong? But Lucy was inscrutable. I can-
not tell now, and I never could tell.

And of course I had nothing for it, after
all, but to be patient, and do my best to



LUCY CROFTON. 165

show full and natural kindness to the orphan
who was our guest. What strange misno-
mers are in this life! It does not require a
very bright imagination to build a whole
story of pathetic solitude and patient suffer-
ings upon the mere mention of Lucy’s posi-
tion at Hilfont. An orphan, without for-
tune and without friends, whom her host,
who was related to her, liked and took an
interest in, but whom her hostess, who was
not her relation, did not like. Only fancy,
young ladies, what a picture! The same
girl spending’her whole life in unappreciated
services to that cold-hearted aunt; secretly
resolving, in spite of all cruelties, to do good
to everybody around her, and anxiously so-
licitous to show everybody a beneficial ex-
ample. Think of her deep mourning, her
paleness, her longing for that love which her
hard-hearted connexions would not bestow
upon her! But ah, if you could only have
seen Lucy and me!

Parting with my dear children, Clara and
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Alice—parting with Mary Fortescue, my
old and tender friend—even parting from
those two young Marys, who were common-
place girls enough, yet good girls in their
way, to come back alone to the sole compa-
nionship of Lucy, was somewhat of a change.
But of course we got on perfectly well; and
when I felt disposed to be exasperated, I
either made a general disturbance in the
household and scolded the servants all
round, or else I retired to my own room.

“] wonder, Aunt Clare, if I could be of
any use to the Miss Harleys?” said Lucy to
me one day. “I am sure I should be very
glad. Imeant to offer when they were here,
but somehow I thought they did not seem
to take to me.”

“Indeed, Lucy! how could that be?”
asked I.

“Nay, I cannot tell. Likings and dis-
likings are not to be explained, especially, I
rather think, among young ladies,” said
Lucy, with a smile. “ But I like them very
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well. Will you mention next time you see
them, please, aunt?”

“I am not aware what you could do to
help them,” said I, somewhat ungraciously.

“ Perhaps not,” said Lucy. * Of course
they have plenty of money, and are able to
have things done for them. I was rather
thinking of what I should have wanted in
such a case.”

“ But you know they have not plenty of
money,” said L.

“Qh, I beg your pardon, Aunt Clare. Of
course I meant—1I did not mean—indeed,”
said Lucy, stammering a little—“ I thought
you would give it them, and do all their
trousseau yourself; that is just what I
thought.”

“Jt is a mistake, then,” said I. “I think
you made a mistake altogether about Clara
and Alice. Their mother is quite able to
look after their interests. I do not feel my-
self called upon to interfere.”

There was a little pause after that; then
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Lucy suddenly laughed. As I looked to
ascertain the cause of this mirth, I caught
her eye, and she met my look entirely un-
abashed. “I could not help thinking how
that poor little girl will feel when she finds
herself mistress of Waterflag; it will be
such a change to her! Is it an old place,
aunt?”’

“ Middling,” said I, rather grimly.  How
should you like it, do you think?”

~«I? T suppose I shall have to marry some
day, like other people,” said Lucy. “But
I should not like to be wife to Mr. Sedge-
wick; he has exacting and tyrannical writ-
ten in his very face.”

“Indeed I never saw them,” said I; “ but
I must beg of you not to speak to Clara of
any such guess as this.”

“T never tell tales, Aunt Clare,” said
Lucy.

“T heard you tell something about a prior
engagement of Mr. Sedgewick’s in this very
room,” said L.

“ Ah, that was true; you have surely
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not forgotten it. It was Aunt Mary For-
tescue,” said Lucy. * Did she hear it? Did
she tell you? Was she vexed? Poor little
girl! I should be so sorry if it made her
jealous; and T am sure he would blaze up
dreadfully if he thought any one was jealous
of him.”

“ Y ou seem to know him very well, Lucy,”
said I.

“ Oh, I met him abroad,” said Lucy; “ we
" met everybody abroad. I recollect him
quite well. I knew I had seen him before,
the very first day he came here.”

“ But did not say so,” said I.

“No, it was no good; and besides, if I
came to tell you every silly thing that came
into my head, I should bore you to death,
Aunt Clare,” said Lucy. “ Half the things in
life, I am sure, are not worth talking about.”

“ My dear,” said I, “I wish you were not
quite so wise and experienced. Girls are not
expected to be philosophers at eighteen.”

Lucy laughed. It is all because of my
upbringing,” she said. “I suppose I talk
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just as papa used to talk. I remember
I used to be 8o provoked with him for say-
ing such things, and I fear, Aunt Clare, you
are sometimes-as much provoked with me.”

“Qur positions are a little different,” said
I; “unless you think, Lucy, that you are
as much wiser than me as he was wiser than
you. But more years bring certain lessons
with them in default of wisdom; and you
must give me permission still to think you
a girl of eighteen.”

“ Nay, I am sure I do not wish to be any
older,” said Lucy. “I often wonder what
people in this country thought of poor papa.
Everybody does something here, unless they
happen to be rich like Uncle Derwent; but
we were quite poor, and yet papa never
did anything. I am sure Somers, his
man, did nothing all day long but take
care of him. 7 have not had a maid since
I was ten years old, and I was obliged to
learn to do a great many things for myself;
but poor Somers never had an hour’s rest
away from papa. I often think of it now;
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it was very odd. How do people get to be
so helpless, Aunt Clare, when they are still
poor?”

“ Poor Mr. Crofton was in delicate health,”
said L

“Yes; but he was not bad enough for
that,” said Lucy, with perfect calmness.
“ He used to say he had no energy, and
could not bear the bustle of England. He
said it would wear him out in a year; but
that is all very well for rich people—we were
poor.”

“You had enough,” I suggested, with
diffidence.

“ Yes, enough to spend to the last day
of his life,” said Lucy, still with entire com-
posure, “but nothing over after for me;
enough to get all his luxuries and pay
Somers, whom he could not do without; but
nothing for me. Itis a very odd thing; I
cannot make it out; for papa never had
any great deal of money; he was always
a younger son, and poor.”

“But I haveno doubt he was a very kind

f
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father,” said I, rather apologetically, as I
could not but be aware.

“ Oh, yes, very kind; and he thought he
knew the world very well too,” said Lucy.
“Poor papa! Somers was a very good ser-
vant to him; he stayed till after the funeral,
then he got another place, just before Uncle
Derwent came. I saw you looking at some
letters on the hall table the other day, Aunt
Clare. One of mine was to poor Somers at
Plantagenet Hall. He has gone to be ser-
vant to one of the gentlemen there. I
thought you might be surprised at the
address.”

“T did not look at the address,” said I.
“ Plantagenet Hall is the great manufac-
turer’s house that there are such accounts
of in the papers, I suppose. Is it in this
neighbourhood? I don’t recollect the name.”

“ Oh, I believe they have built it them-
selves; they are very, very rich,” said Lucy,
with more animation than usual. ¢ Mr.
Broom said he had a very good right to call
his house Plantagenet. We used to know
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the family a little. Somers is with Mr.
Broom’s son. People used to say they were
made of money. There are two daughters,
but only one son, and I suppose he is to
have Plantagenet Hall; but it is near
London; it is a long way off from here.”

‘“Indeed,” said I; and then I think the
conversation dropped, for I had no parti-
cular interest in the family of Mr. Broom,
though he was made of money, and could
not understand how Somers, if he were ever
so good a servant, should form a link of
connexion between the daughter of his old
master and his new one. Besides, it occurred
to me just for a moment—for I kad seen the
letter, though I certainly did not look at it
—that Somers was not the name which pre-
ceded that pompous Plantagenet Hall.
However, the thought was momentary, and
the matter perfectly unimportant. If Lucy
had corresponded with the man, what was
that to me?
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CHAPTER XV.

BerTIE was the last to leave us of our
Christmas party. He lingered on, going
up to town for a day, and returning again,
for nearly a fortnight after our other guests
were gone. He was a very welcome visitor
—perhaps the most welcome of all; for
Derwent liked his frank young mnature
almost as much as I did, and had consented
quite heartily that he should be my heir.
Under Bertie’s influence, I was drawn to
many places where I seldom thought of
going. He was not much of a drawing-
room boy. He loved open air and much
locomotion; and being at the same time
most honestly attached to me, always man-
aged, since he could not consent to my
habits, to win me over to a mild travesty of
his. Whatever I might be to Lucy, I was
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really “a mother to” Bertie; and I dare say
the very fact that I was not old enough to
be his mother made us like each other all
the better, interfusing something of an
elderly sisterhood into the graver relation-
ship. Bertie would have been glad to drive
us about all day long if we could have sub-
mitted to that doubtful pleasure. He was
perpetually persuading me that I had occa-
sion to go to Simonburgh, and I fear recently
suggested necessities which did not exist,
to the uninventive brain of the housekeeper,
who wanted a great many more domestic
articles only obtainable in the town, than was
at all usual with her. And Lucy always
formed one of our party, sometimes not to
my very great content, but I could not
help it.

“ Cousin Clare,” said Bertie, one morning,
“let me drive you over to the cottage; look
here, such a morning! sunshine like July,
and air as clear as any Italian atmosphere
that ever was invented. It’s disgraceful to
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lounge in the chimney-corner on such a
day.”

“Sunshine like July, and icicles on all
the trees,” said I. “ My boy, the chimney-
corner is the best place for me; I am grow-
ing old.”

“Oh, yes, I know,”, said Bertie—‘‘very
old; but let us go. Why, I want to. see
them, Clara, before she is married, and—
Mrs. Harley—I must be off the day after
to-morrow. Come, Cousin Clare!”

And—Mrs. Harley—a suspicion that
Bertie meant somebody else than Mrs.
Harley softened me at once.

“But, Bertie, if I go, Lucy must go. I
cannot leave her by herself,” said I, doubt-
fully.

At which Bertie’s face grew rather red.
I thought most likely he did not care to
have Lucy’s quick eyes upon his visit to his
old playfellows; but he was too kind-
hearted to express any reluctance.

“Why not?” he said. ¢ All the better!
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pray ask her to get ready, and send me down
no end of cloaks to wrap you all up with.
We'll astonish the girls. Mr. Crofton,
Cousin Clare is going to the cottage; will
you come? but I am charioteer.”

“Not I,” said Derwent. “I have got
something else to do than fly about the
country with young fellows like you. Don’t
upset them, and I'll give you my blessing;
but, upon my honour, Clare, I wish this
guardsman would take himself away.”

“ The day after to-morrow,” cried Bertie,
laughing. “Cousin Clare would have no
fresh air, I believe, but for me.”

“J am an ill-used wife; my husband will
not go out with me,” said I.  * That novel
again! Derwent, I am ashamed of you!
you grow idler every day!”

“] am very sorry,” said my husband;
“but I wish you’d go about your business,
all of you. I'm booked for Quarter Sessions,
and some pleasant poaching cases to-day.
Let us have a quiet half hour before we get

N
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into harness. Lucy, do you take charge of
this roving boy ?” '

Lucy had just entered the room with her
bonnet on, prepared for a walk, as she said,
which was oddly opportune at the moment,
and she went out with Bertie to stroll about
the garden till I should be ready. In about
half an hour we started, Derwent, after all
his grumbling, riding half way by our side.
It was a very fine day, though very cold;
and I do not recollect anything more pleasant
as a winterly sensation, than our rapid pro-
gress down the hill, with a little wind, fresh,
but not violent, in our faces,and the sunshine
gleaming over all the bare country, warming
the fields, whichwere allachill with hoar-frost
an hour ago, into a fresh green like the green
of spring, melting off the ice till it dropped
in great heavy drops from trees and house-
tops, and unsealing little pools through all
the marshy flat below, which were opaque
enough this morning, but now reflected back
the merry light, and crisped under the wind,
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till night and frost should bind them fast
again. We had a long drive; but Bertie’s
pleasant society, and the still more pleasant
thought that his desire to visit the cottage
showed well for the success of my own soli-
tary project of matchmaking, made it a very
agreeable one to me. Bertie was in great
spirits. He was continually pointing out to
Lucy the best aspects of the landscape, and
challenging her to confess that England, in
its most English aspect, wasnot to be equalled
by any of the boasted beauties of the further
world. He once carried his argument so
far that I checked him gently, thinking
she might feel it a little. But Lucy, I am
bound to confess, made herself very pleasant,
and bore the assault with extreme good
humour. Thus we came pleasantly to Mrs.
Harley’s little house. I was somewhat dis-.
turbed in anticipation about the welcome.
they would give Lucy; but when we came.
in sight of the pretty little lane, with its.
trim, low holly-hedge and white paling, and,
N 2
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the pretty cottage shining in the sunshine,
from which Alice, with all the children pur-
suing her, came running out to welcome us,
I no longer thought of Lucy. Alice could
not tell why I looked so unusually glad to
sec her. Her eyes returned to me after her
first greeting with a gleam of mingled sur-
prise and expectation, as if they inquired,
what had I to tell?>—which gleam recalled
me to the consciousness that I had no clue
cither to Bertie’s heart or hers ; and had to be
careful lest I should startle either of them
before their time. In the pretty drawing-
room, which was not large, but yet was very
“nice,” and as bright as a country sitting-
room should be, we found Mrs. Harley and
Clara. The widow gave me a tremulous,
almost tearful embrace. She had not seen
me since Clara’s engagement; and had, of
course, a hundred things to say. Pre-
sently, under pretence of showing me some-
thing, I was led away to Mrs. Harley’s own
room, while the little bride came gliding up
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after us, to learn what I thought of the pretty
things which were beginning to accumulate.
Sitting in Mrs. Harley’s easy-chair, with
Clara hanging about me, and her mother,
now bringing something to show, me, now
pausing to talk, now sitting down to enter
into one of those consultations, often gone
over and never exhausted, which women
love, I had almost forgotten, for the mo-
ment, that other match which would have
interested me even more than Clara’s; but
started with considerable disappointment
when Alice, too, came upstairs, and lingered,
evidently preferring our little private com-
mittee to the society below. This was a great
damper to my hopes. Poor Bertie !—iwas he
to be disappointed? I became quite unhappy
and anxious about him ; while my poor inno-
cent Alice, unaware of the harm she was
doing, wavered by the door, unwilling to go
away.

“ Alice, Miss Crofton will think us very
rude. My love, you must go downstairs,”
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said Mrs. Harley.  Of course you want to
be with Mrs. Crofton, but you must not
leave Miss Crofton and Mr. Nugent by
themselves. Run, my love, downstairs.”

“ They are not alone, mamma, all the
children are with them,” said Alice, rather
discontentedly; and as Clara volunteered to
take her place, the perverse girl established
herself at my elbow, and would not move.
I immediately lost my relish for the gossip,
and by-and-by we went down to luncheon,
to my great content. I was quite overcast
in my pleasure. I had been rather too
secure in my calculations as far as Alice
was concerned, assuring myself that she had
seen nobody eclse, and that she must like
Bertie; but how could I tell? I never
heard, until I heard of their engagement,
that little Clara Harley had ever seen Hugh
Sedgewick.  Another Hugh Sedgewick
might, for aught I knew, be hovering about
the cottage now.

4 Why did you leave them, Alice?” I



LUCY CRO¥TON. 183

asked as we went downstairs. * Poor Bertie
came over on purpose to say good-bye. It
was ungrateful to come away.”

When, to my surprise, Alice not only
blushed a little, but looked the least thing
angry. ‘“ Mr. Nugent was occupied—he
- did not miss me,” she said, with a great deal
of dignity, but would not add a-word of
explanation. What did she mean? I was
completely puzzled. Certainly Bertie was not
anxious to see Mrs. Harley, and if it was
not Alice he came for, who else could it be?

Bertie was very merry among the chil-
dren when we went into the dining-room.
They were all very familiar with him, and
called him by his Christian name, a friendly
practice which Alice and ‘Clara, in the
reserve of their opening womanhood, had
almost given up. Lucy sat smiling and
pretty by Mrs. Harley. I could hear that
she was making in person her offer of
service, that the widow took it very kindly,
but that Clara, on being appealed to, said no-
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thing, at which Lucy smiled with an air of
superiority and protection. Then Lucybegan
to be confidential with Mrs. Harley. I could
hear something about so young—so very
young! with a glance at Clara, as if she her-
self were as old as Clara’s mother, which
however Mrs. Harley took as mothers do,
with great pretended dismay, but much
secret pride; while Alice and Clara both
looked on, sometimes exchanging glances,
and keeping up an unwavering and jealous
watch upon the movements of the enemy.
Bat it was evident that they had not told
their mother, a piece of reserve which some-
what astonished me; for though Mrs. Harley
was rather a wavering, doubtful, and unde-
cided person, she had a true mother’s place
in her children’s hearts.

But when we returned home, my san-
guine satisfaction was gone. I cannot say
I found an unrevealed love on Alice's part,
but she parted with Bertie with a mixture
of pigue and indifference which surprised
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me. It did not trouble Bertie—he was just
as gay, just as eager to entangle Lucy in
fresh arguments. The evening was as fine
as the morning had been, and the winter
sunset, red and splendid, emblazoned all
the sky before us as we went home. Yet I
went home languidly, growing silent, re-
turning, as I always did at any discourage-
ment, to that one familiar grief which needed
little invitation to come back to my thoughts.
Yet I could not tell what disturbed me—
the vague disappointment of a vague expec-
tation—nothing more.
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CHAPTER XVL

NEexT day Bertie and I had a long con-
versation in the library. He began by con-
fiding to me his determination to exchange
into a marching regiment, and, if possible, to
get to India. I was much surprised by this
unlooked-for fancy, perversely opposite as it
seemed to his former thoughts.

“You used to dislike the thought of
India, and Indian service. Have you for-
gotten how you spoke to me at Estcourt,”
caid I, ¢ when your father wished you to go
to Addiscombe ?”

“Yes, to be sure. I was only a boy
then; but you know a fellow must live,”
said Bertie, energetically.

“ A fellow does live, and very much to
the purpose, it appears to me,” said I, look-
ing with pleasure at my young kinsman,
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who was a handsome young Nugent, and
most worthy representative of the name.

“It’s very kind of you to say so, Cousin
Clare,” said Bertie, blushing red; “but you
know, but for your allowance, I couldn’t,
and you mustn’t keep it up. Now, I'm
in earnest; you mustn’t; I'm not a boy
now; I must get on by myself.”

“What has stimulated you to such valo-
rous resolutions, Bertie?” said I.

At which question Bertie hesitated a long
time. * You know, Cousin Clare,” he said
at last, I have always taken your money
as heartily as if you had a right to give it
me. You have always been so kind.” And
the good fellow stammered and blushed over
his thanks, and did not know what to say.
“But by this time I ought to be sufficient
for myself; and then suppose a fellow should
marry, Cousin Clare?”

“Of course it is quite natural to suppose
that, in such a case, he could live upon half
of his usual income,” said I.

f
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“It’s not that,” said Bertie, with another
blush. “I can’t explain myself; but just
look here. It occurs natural, somehow, to
start upon one’s friends; I don’t know
whether it’s right or not, but it’s natural.
But to go right into life, and set up a house
of one’s own, upon somebody else’s money,
that’s what I can’t stand on any considera-
tion. And I know a fellow can’t live on
his pay here. If I went to India, I'd have
a chance; so that’s what I've made up my .
mind to do.”

“For the sake of somebody?” said I.

Bertie laughed, and blushed, and nodded
his head, but did not seem disposed to com-
municate further information.

“May I not hear who it is?” asked I;
“or must I guess? I half think I could
find you out.”

“ Not yet, Cousin Clare,” cried Bertie.
And I respected the delicacy which would
not make me the first listener to his love-
tale. But I felt entirely satisfied, and
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lighter at heart than I had been for a long
time; for who but Alice could be Bertie's
somebody? They were so like each other
—s0 good, so handsome, and so young; and
this love was but the ripening touch to the
kindness of years. Bertie had always been
“fond” of Alice; indeed, had been less de-
monstrative of his regard on this.occasion
than on any former one; I supposed it must
be the perverse shyness of a deeper feeling;
and "in spite of my little disappointment
yesterday, was glad at my heart.

“Sit down, Bertie,” said I, “and hear
what I have got to say to you. My boy, I
donot need to tell you that I have no heir.”

Bertie locked at me with a great many
emotions mingled in his face—sympathy,
distress, cagerness to assure me that any
contingency of the kind had never entered
into his thoughts. Yet this last less than
the others; for it was me my good Bertie
thought of—not himself.

“ A year ago,” said I, “I might not have

o~

;
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thought myself justified in saying this; but
it consoles me to feel how heartily I can
trust the inheritance of your fathersin your
hands. Bertie, of all the Nugents, you are
the only one whom I have any pleasure in
thinking of as the heir.”

Bertie’s face grew red, grew white, grew
ashamed. He wanted to say something,
"and dared not. * Not me,” he cried at last,
with a plunge. “Not me! you must not
think of it; there will be other heirs.” -

“ Hush,” said I, gravely. “I mean, and
have meant for along time, that you should
have Estcourt, Bertie. I should not have
sanctioned the position in which you now
are but for that. Now, do not misunder-
stand me. I have thought of this since I
first knew you. You have been the heir of
Estcourt in my eyes for many years.”

“That was before you were married,
Cousin Clare,” said Bertie, quickly.

“ Being married has not made any differ-
ence,” said I; “and as you are at a crisis of
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your life, it is best you should know. I will
not give you Estcourt when you marry, for
you know what Estcourt is, and I must not
give up my responsibilities; but you shall
have the half of the yearly income and the
house at Eastborne, near the rectory, and
shall manage the estate for me, Bertie, and
be acknowledged publicly as my heir and
successor the same”—and I confess I said
this with a falter—* the same as if you were
my son.”

I do not know why it was; but looking
in my face, which was full of emotion, and
perhaps seeing there some traces of that
secret sorrow which nobody thought of now-
a-days, Bertie seized my hands, and actually
shed tears over them, saying I cannot tell
what incoherent things in his excitement,
and I fear I cried too. And somehow, out
of his young joy and hope, both of us fell
back, with a sharp pang of contrast, to the
shadow of my life, his gratitude and affec-
tionate regard springing up for a moment
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in such a young gush of impatient regret
that I had not all I wanted to make me
happy, that I daresay Bertie would have
shouted with joy to hear that, instead of
being heirless, I had a dozen children, and
Estcourt was lost to him for ever. But
that, of course, was only for a moment.
Then came his honest delight, his reluctance,
his amazement; for I believe, indeed, the boy
had never thought of it before; and, above
all, that deepest and most pervading qualifi-
cation, that I thought him the most worthy
representative of the Nugents. It is no
small matter to be raised at once to the head
of one’s house; and perhaps Bertie thought,
with a sensation of triumph, what all the
uncles and cousins would say to this most
unlooked-for promotion. “I'mnot even the
eldest son of our family,” cried Bertie, with
an involuntary outburst of wondering exul-
tation; and after he had exhausted himself
of words, which was not hard to do, he went
off out of doors and left me, to exhaust, if he
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could, the wonder and triumph which were
still too great to bear speaking of. - The
second son of a lieutenant-colonel in India,
whom Providence had blessed with sixteen
children, it was no very wonderful thing if
Bertic was a little out of his wits when he
was first made aware that Estcourt was'to
be his.

After he was gone, I sat pondering over
this future so suddenly opened up to my
imagination. No child of mine should ever
fill my father’s place; but when I thought
of Estcourt restored at my death to the
Nugents, and of Alice Harley’s dear face
shining there in the same rooms which had
sheltered her childhood, my heart warmed
to the thought. Perhaps the two would
cherish my recollection more dearly, and
hold my likings in greater reverence than
even my own children might have done;
for they were nearer to me in age, and had
been my companions on a greater equality
than can by nature exist between mother

0
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and child. I scarcely think even Alice’s
mother could love her better than I did;
and Bertie had no mother to share his affec-
tions with me. So the more I pondered,
the more I was satisfied ;. and being a prac-
tical person, even in imagination, as I rather
think most women are, I had already glanced
over the courtship, the marriage, the fair
youthful life of the young couple, and the
preparations which, as I grew old, I meant
to make at Estcourt for their reception,
before the entrance of Derwent startled
me from my dreams. My husband came
in smiling, yet looking surprised, which
surprise increased still more when he
perceived that there were tears in my
eyes. '

“] met Bertie just now, half crazy with
pleasure. You have been telling him your
intentions, Clare,” said Derwent; “but, my
love, what are these tears about? Are you
not pleased now that you have had your
will ?’
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“ Perfectly pleased,” said I; “tears come
through very different channels; they thrust
themselves into every argument, you know,
with as poor women.”

“ Hum!” said Derwent, “you have been
thinking. I cannot have you think, Clare.
After all, we have a great many blessings.
Why should you and I grumble? I had
rather have thee, my pale Clare, than seven
sons !”

“ Don’t, Derwent!” I cried out. “ Don’t!
I cannot bear it!” and therewithal, surprised
into a sudden weakness, my grief seized
upon me as he had never seen it before.
He was very much troubled and perplexed;
he did not understand it; he comforted me,
saying that he did not know I bad taken it
so much to heart, and said something in
his innocence about the baby, which, God
help me, the familiar name I never dared
mention to myself, struck me with a pang
which was beyond bearing. It dried up
my tears. I could not cry any longer with

0 2
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that sudden stroke tingling through my
heart.

And my good Derwent caressed and
soothed me. He thought he had done me
good by speaking. “I must not let you
keep all this to yourself any longer,” he
said. “Open your heart to me, Clare, and
it will do you good. Is not this my grief
as well as yours?”

And so it was; but no man in the world
could hearken patiently to the iterations of
a mother who has lost her child. I felt
that, and said no more.

“ And you are pleased that I have spoken
to Bertie?” said I.

¢ Quite pleased that you have done your
will,” said Derwent, with a smile, “and
heartily desirous you should find pleasure
in it, my love; still, I must say, Clare, I
think it rather harsh. Who can tell what
may happen in these years?”

1 was vexed by the suggestion, and went
away, leaving him, to go to a little retire-
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ment I had—a little room I only entered
when I had to compose myself, and wanted
the calm that only comes from the presence
of God.
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CHAPTER XVIL

RETURNING back, after the little episode
which concerns Bertie, to the quietness of
our succeeding life, when Bertie took him-
self away, I could not help observing that
Lucy must have some very faithful corre-
spondents. Iam sure she got a letter every
second day at least, and often more; and
generally put her letters in her pocket, and
kept them till she went upstairs. I hadnot
taken to myself any authority over Lucy,
nor attempted to interfere with her as if she
was under my control. Perhaps at her
years, and in her lonely condition, I ought
to have inquired more particularly, but I
did not “see my way;”’ so I made no in-
quiry about the letters, and feeling rather
curious, I put restraint upon myself, and
never looked again at those which were laid
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upon the hall-table before gathering them
into the post-bag. Once I met one of the
maids coming downstairs, just as the bag
was being closed, with Miss Crofton’s letters.
“ Miss Crofton’s never ready till the last
minute,” said the man, with a little ill-
humour; and though my conversation with
Lucy had not dwelt in my mind, I could not
help recurring to it for a moment, and try-
ing to recollect what she had told me. Her
father’s man, Somers, and the rich family of
Mr. Broom—what was it? I had already
forgotten, and could not be stimulated into
recollection by so slight a pressure. Other
events made me find my memory, but these
were not now. Yet, was it possible that
Lucy knew so little of me that she sent
down her letters by a private emissary, for
fear I should look at them while they lay on
the table in the hall?

We went out but little for some weeks
after that; the weather was severe, we were
alone, and I was tired of my past exertions
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in the way of company. Then it was draw-
ing near the time of the election in the
northern district of our big county, and I
was extremely anxious to stir Derwent up
to the point of offering himself as candidate.
I made his life miserable, I am thankful to
say. I gave him no rest—I left him no
pleasure either in dressing-gown or novel—
I made a perpetual succession of political
speeches to him—all of which, however, I
am obliged to confess, Derwent bore with a
very great degree of placidity and non-re-
sisting courage. When I drove him out of
my dressing-room, out of the breakfast-
room, out of even the exclusive personal
ground of his own library, Derwent sus-
tained the assault like a hero, but he was
not to be moved. Though I myself took to
the T%mes and read it sedulously—though I
studied with devotion, and always in his
presence, the interesting pages of the Simon-
burgh Chronicle—though I gave hints to our
gentlemen visitors, and wrote two different
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but most elaborate secret epistles, one to
our London solicitor, a man whom Derwent
trusted greatly, and the other to Robert
Crofton, urging them both to add their ex-
ertions to mine for this desirable object—I
am grieved to say that I failed entirely;
Derwent was not to be moved by any argu-
ment or endeavour of mine.

“ Why should I make my life a trouble
to myself and everybody else?’ said Der-
went; “do you want to write yourself M.P.,
you ambitious Clare? Franks are no
longer possible, and nobody wants to arrest
me—why should I go into Parliament ?—I
am very comfortable, thank you, here.”

“ Derwent!” I exclaimed, indignantly,
“ you are of no use in the world.”

At which my husband only laughed. *“Oh
yes, I am,” he said. “I am not flighty,
nor an innovator. I am the balance of the
country, and preserve its equilibrium; the
vessel wants ballast as well as sails, and 1
flatter myself, though you are so very far

”~



202 LUCY CROFTON.

from complimentary, that I am of some use
to you.”

“ Oh, Derwent, how can you speak so?”
said I, justly aggravated and out of pa-
tience. “ Of course you are everything to
me—and of course I am ambitious. I want
you to serve your country—I want every-
body to know what you are.”

¢ The less we say about that the better,”
said Derwent, shaking his head. ¢ Nobody
will be very much the wiser for knowing
what 7 am. Are you willing to shut your-
self up in some dingy square in town from
February to August? Are you content to
lose sight of me altogether from ten o’clock
to-day till two o’clock to-morrow morning;
and to carry a poor gasping sinner home in
September to get him alive again? Much
obliged, but I'd rather not.”

“ 1 should ;be content with anything,”
said I, ¢ that employed your life and your
talents for the good of the world.”

Derwent shrugged his shoulders. * The
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short and the long of it is that you want
to be a legislator, Clare. I daresay, if you
assail him as you have done me, your son-
in-law, Hugh Sedgewick, will vete as you
bid him; but don’t make any further plots,
I beg of you, against my life. Do you sup-
pose they superintend the good of the world
in Parliament? I did not think you were
quite so green a politician as that.”

“ Very well, never mind Parliament,”
said I; “ but do something, Derwent—that
is all I wish.”

“ Then you shall be satisfied instantly,
Clare. I am going to read the paper,” said
my incorrigible husband, and I sighed and
gave up the hopeless attempt. So the
county elected, in room of old Mr. Drumlie,
the brilliant lawyer, Mr. Phelim Pleader,
who was an Irishman and an orator, and
had no opinions to speak of; and I swal-
lowed my disappointment as I best might,
and became rather misanthropical about the
House of Commons, in which I began to



204 LUCY CROFTON.

fear, Derwent said, I should never have a
seat.

And so the winter passed. Lent, which,
instead of a season of mortification, was to
Clara Harley and all her friends a season of
considerable excitement, came on, and the
number of weeks which lay between Clara
and her marriage day lessened one by' one.
We had compromised our former proposal
about her marriage. It was to take place at
Estcourt, where, for that week, we were all to
remove, and Clara was to be married in the
old church where she had been christened,
her father’s church, which was dear to the
family for his sake. I was pleased and
touched by this arrangement, which was
suggested by the two girls themselves, Alice
being spokeswoman. * Estcourt has been
our home so long, we have so many pleasant
feelings connected with it,” said Alice, with
a sweet seriousness which meant more than it
said. “If you will permit it, Mrs. Crofton;
everything that has happened to us has led
our thoughts there.”
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“ And I trust many pleasant things may
happen yet to turn your future thoughts in
the same direction,” said I, fervently, and
with a good deal of emphasis. Alice turned
half round to look at me and discover what
I meant. But of course I could not betray
to her what I meant. She coloured a little,
and turned away without a word. Perhaps
Alice could guess without being told.

As the time progressed, messages went
and came perpetually between the two
houses. Miss Austin, somewhat disturbed
in her grave superintendence of the Est-
court girls, and afraid of the effect upon
these susceptible little personages which
would be made by a wedding, became flur-
ried, and was constantly sending to me for
orders; and the marrying of Clara Harley
seemed likely to be rather a troublesome
business. We had arranged to leave Hil-
font on the Tuesday of that Easter week,
and were to be joined at Estcourt by Mrs.
Harley and her family, and Thursday was
the wedding-day.
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On Monday I was in the village seeing
some of my cottage friends, on my way
home from church, and Lucy as usual was
with me. It was one of Lucy’s principles
to be always with me. “It was so sad,”
she said, “for Aunt Clare to be so much
alone,” and the good girl devoted herself to
me with unwavering assiduity. As we
passed down the village street, I was much
surprised to see a gentleman’s cab standing
before the door of the little inn—a very
dashing equipage, unknown to these rural
quarters. The horse stood trembling and
smoking in the harness, evidently still suf-
fering from the excitement of furious speed,
and from the inn window a young man re-
garded the operations of the ostler who
came forward to assist a tiny groom in at-
tending to the wearied animal. I did not
observe the young man much; but he was
evidently the owner of the vehicle, a visitor
unaccustomed to these parts.

“ How very strange!” said I. “ Lucy, do
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you see that cab? Who can it be, I won-
der? If the election had not been over, I
should have supposed an electioneering
agent: somebody with urgent news, sup-
pose. We are happier than most people;
we have no one from whom despatches of
life and death are likely to come.”

But Lucy did not answer me. She gave
a slight start, so slight that it was scarcely
describable by that word, and grew pale
over all her face, with a strange chill white-
ness, as if of fear. I thought she looked
towards the inn window, and raised her
hand in a sudden slight signal to somebody.
I became still more surprised.

“Do you know who it is? Do you ex-
pect any one?’ I asked, in momentary
anxiety and alarm. :

“I said Lucy, turning her face to me
with its usual smile and usual colour.
““Dear Aunt Clare, how should J know
who it i8? I have no one to expect now,
and, as you say, no one in the world who
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would send to me despatches of life and
death.”

I was still puzzled, suspicious, curious,
but her tone touched me. It sounded as if
her loneliness was recalled to her by my
inadvertent words.

“I beg your pardon, Lucy,” said I, “T,
did not mean to wound you. I was think-
ing more of myself and Mr. Crofton than of
you.”

It was natural, aunt,” said Lucy; “and
I am sure I do not expect people to think
of me; but when you say that, I remember
old times. When I left poor papa for a day,
T used to tremble if I saw any one approach
in a hurry. Pray forgive me, Aunt Clare.
I feel quite sick and giddy, as if something
was going to happen; but what can happen
that would affect me? I have not another
father to lose.”

“ My dear, I am very sorry. I fear you
are ill,” said I; “ perhaps you ought to go
home.”
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“J think I will, aunt,” said Lucy, “if
you are sure you do not want me,” and
after a few words more she did leave me, to
return to Hilfont. Poor Lucy! she had
feelings after all. Yet after I had returned
myself, and had been for some time in the
house, I encountered Lucy, still shawled
and bonneted, entering by a side-door. She
had been in the garden, she said, the air did
her good, and certainly her cheeks bloomed
into sudden colour as she met my eye, “I
have been wandering about in the garden
since ever I left you,” said Lucy; “it is
very mild to-day, and now I feel quite
well.”

She certainly looked quite well, and
passed me to her own room with a quiet
step, not caring to linger, as I thought. I
had no time to make further inquiries, if
any inquiries could have been made; but
felt a vague suspicion of something hidden
and clandestine which I could not explain.



210 LUCY CROFTON.

CHAPTER XVIII

It was early April, moist weather, balmy,
showery, and spring-like. If anything, I
think there was rather too much “taste”
shown in the embellishment of Estcourt.
All the early flowers which could be found
or coaxed into bloom, or that could be stolen
or begged from the florists round, adorned
in profusion every room in the house, and
the children were in a condition of excite-
ment which I should find it difficult to de-
scribe.  Clara could scarcely move any-
where without an admiring train of little
girls after her, every one of whom had the
list of our bride’s wedding presents by
heart, and knew what every one had given
her, and every one of whom also throbbed
with a mighty secret which Clara as yet did
not know. We dined at Estcourt that
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Tuesday, a very large party, including the
bridegroom and sundry friends of his.
Maurice Harley, who was now a Fellow of
his college, and rather a great personage,
sat by me. He had spent most of his
- time since his father’s dcath with Mr. Har-
ley’s rich uncle. Now, his fellowship made
the young man independent, but the habit of
his previous life remained.  He was but a
little interested in, and not very much
acquainted with, his own family, and was
carclessly condescending to Clara and Alice,
“ mere pretty girls,” whom, being his
sisters, he could not fall in love with, and
consequently treated with very trifling at-
tention. I could not help’looking at my
girls with some triumph after half an hour
of Mr. Maurice. I had the presumption to
think I had beaten Alma Mater, and that my

scholars were very much more natural and
loveable human natures than hers.

That cvening, when we ladies went into
the drawing-room, we found everything

P2
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arranged for a grand ceremonial. The girls
and the servants by joint and extraordinary
exertions had manufactured a sort of dais,
elevated a couple of steps above the level of
the floor, at the upper end of the room. On
~ this dais stood a grand old elbow chair, one
of the antiquities of the house, supported
by a gilt and velvet-covered footstool.
Before the chair stood a small table, and
spread over the table, falling down to the
floor in heavy folds of needlework, was the
mysterious work which had absorbed all
Estcourt for three months past—the table-
cover wrought in twelve squares, with the
arms of the Harleys and of the Sedge-
wicks impaled in the middle (I suspect the
rector did this kind bit of heraldry for them),
which was the present of our children to the
Estcourt bride. We were marshalled to
seats with great solemnity by a young mis-
tress of the ceremonies, who conducted me
to the throne on the dais. Then the kind
girl, the eldest of the twelve, stood up
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before me to make a speech. But when the
young spokeswoman cast her first glance on
the audience, she became frightened. Old
Mrs. Sedgewick clapped her hands, and
struck on the floor with the foot, and,cried
“Hem!” in encouragement. Miss Austin,
who was standing by, gave an admonishing
and anxious look, and all the girls grew
very red, and glanced in sympathy. But
the speech would not come. After a
moment’s pause, the representative of the
school rushed from her place to Clara’s
arms. “Oh, Clara, take it with all our
loves!” cried the broken-down orator, and
as all the remaining eleven rushed after her
to echo the sentiment, the scene became
rather tumultuous and irregular, till order
was restored. Then we all admired and
examined, to the heart’s content of the
young labourers, and dismissed them in the
highest spirits to a refection of cakes and
fruit in Miss Austin’s room. There never
had been such a holiday in the children’s

ra
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recollection; my own marriage was a very
dull affair in comparison; and they had to
try on and examine their white frocks,
which arrived from London along with
Clarals wedding-dress that night. But
don’t be indignant, charitable public; they
were very pretty, but they were only white
muslin; and what with letting down of
tucks and altering of trimmings, they lasted
for, I will not venture to say how many
years; so I was strictly economical, as every-
body must perceive.

Next day Bertie Nugent arrived quite
unexpectedly at Estcourt. I hadnot looked
for him, in consequence of his long. visit at
Christmas, but he protested he could not
let little Clara be married without being
near to help, and brought his present for her,
which I daresay made a great hole in the
poor boy’s pocket-money, besides bringing a
small hamper of bouguets from Covent Gar-
den, which I am afraid some of the children
must have made private application for. I
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was very much pleased, on the whole, that
Bertie had come, remembering, in my new
role of matchmaker, that one marriage is
apt to produce others. Alice and he, it is
true, seemed rather reserved and distant to
each other, and behaved in a manner very
different from their old familiarity—Alice,
in particular, who was as stately as a
princess; but I rather hoped that this was
the best possible sign.

In the meantime, Lucy made Nancy very
useful. She could make up wedding favours
with the greatest skill, it appeared, and had
very tolerable taste in the arrangement of
flowers; and then was never flurried nor
hurried, nor thrown out of composure—a
misfortune which everybody else in the
house was somewhat subject to. As for
Clara and her mother, they hardly appeared
downstairs at all that day, and the house-
hold was full of excitement and agitation,
greatly stimulated by the half-subdued riot
of the children, who ran wild and forgot
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their propriety, and kept the officers of the
ceremonial in a state of perpetual fright and
terror. The drawing-room, which was the
only quiet room in the house, was preter-
naturally quiet in the midst of the bustle.
Derwent sat yawning over his newspaper,
and Mr. Sedgewick, pretending to be read-
ing, waited with tantalized impatience for
the appearance of the little bride, who
was shut up with her mother, and had not
the remotest intention of showing herself
again to-night. I was too restless to do
anything. I went wandering about the
room, examining into all the odd corners,
and I daresay adding to the discomfortable
and excited quietness by my movements.
The only other persons in the room were
Bertie and Lucy, who whispered and
laughed together at a table where Lucy was
heaping up her wedding favours into a
basket ready for use. They were merry
enough, but talked under their breath, some-
times disturbing Mr. Sedgewick, who looked
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at them half-angrily, sometimes attracting
Derwent’s attention for the moment. The
group struck me once as I passed by them.
Lucy dropping the white satin ribbons
slowly out of her pretty fingers, one by one;
Bertie leaning over in commenting on their
manufacture; the two heads very close
together, his bending down upon hers, by
necessity of his superior height—a very
pretty group, but I could not help thinking
for the instant that Bertie looked rather too
happy. Why wasnot he, too, watching the
door, like Mr. Sedgewick? The thought
pursued me even after I wentto rest. Sup-
posing anybody had made a picture of these
two figures, what name should it have
borne? Nonsense! I rejected the thought
angrily, as a mere gratuitous vexation.
Why should I permit myself, in the merest
freak of fancy, to do Bertie so much wrong?

“ Happy is the bride that the sun shines
on,” I said to myself next morning. I
went to Clara’s room to find her dressed and

,
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ready. Poor Mrs. Harley was endeavouring
to swallow a cup of tea in somewhat
hysterical gulps, and very like to be angry
with Alice, who had brought her something
more substantial by way of breakfast. She
was a tender-hearted woman, irresolute and
feeble-minded, but kind to the extreme of
kindness, and cried, without very well
knowing why, over her pretty child. I too,
of course, was strongly disposed to cry, and
said, “ Poor Clara!” as I set her veil straight,
and smoothed her hair; so did every
woman in the house, down to the kitchen-
maid. Why “poor Clara?’ I am sure I
cannot tell why, only it is nature. I am
ready to say as much to-morrow to the very
happiest of brides.

Mrs. Harley had never entered Eastbourn
church since her husband’s death; she said
she could not bear it, and shrank from its
neighbourhood. Last time she was there,
poor Dr. Harley himself stood at the altar, in
the prime of his strength, and the fulness of
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his happiness. Now our procession trooped
quietly by the square block of marble which
poor Mrs. Harley had pinched and spared
to set up, a groaning weight of unshapely
stone, over his grave. They all thought of
him as they went along the narrow path
into the old choir. Poor happy Dr. Harley !
who fell like a tree in the midst of his years
—whom the first breath of trouble killed;
the woman and the children, though they
were all tender enough, heaven knows, had
been stouter of heart than he.

So at last we got it over. Clara went
past the marble name again, I fear this time
without noticing it so much, and returned
to Estcourt, white, trembling, and worn out,
no longer Clara, but Mrs. Sedgewick.
Then came the gay table, the crowds of -
guests, the different sounds of rejoicing, and
then a rush to the door; a mist of embracing
arms, and a perfect shout of good wishes.
So good-bye to you, little Clara! You were
the first who left Estcourt after this fashion
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of the young generation. I wonder—I
wonder who the next may be? and I re-
turned to think of that Estcourt which
should be when I was gone. The Estcourt
of two young Nugents, builders up of
the old house, dear familiar faces—two
hearts at one—two lives after my own
heart.

Mrs. Harley and Alice shut themselves
up upstairs after our guests, and were in-
visible for the remainder of the day. Mau-
rice Harley secured Derwent in the library,
and tempted him with discussions of those
philosophies which young men love, and men
who have been young retain a hankering
after. The children broke forth in legiti-
mate riot into the garden, whither I followed,
taking a sober walk with Miss Austin, to
speak of the affairs of the school. Every-
thing was very luxuriant and well-pre-
served, for I had not the heart to sacrifice
to any economy the beauty of the Estcourt
gardens; and the children were running to
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me now and then with little knots of violets,
gathered in shady places below the trees;
- and once a full procession bearing in
triumph one faint lily of the valley, the very
first that had been seen or heard of in these
parts. Then we came to the terrace in
front of the house, where we could see the
park with all its trees stirring to the spring.
It was a pretty scene—the very name of
itself was full of suggestions; and one could
not see these buds, greening faintly the bare
branches of the trees, without thinking of
all the summer wealth of foliage—the cul-
mination of this beginning life. My thoughts
were full of another life, which I hoped was
at its beginning too. I almost thought I
could sce Alice Harley, when she was Alice
Nugent, walking among these trees, and
lingered on the terrace, smiling over my
own thoughts.

And even at this moment, in the distance
yonder towards the sunset, are two figures.
And one of them is Bertie. Has Alice
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Harley left comforting her mother? Is it
she over whom he is bending—whom he
leads among the limes which give no cover
now—at that slow, lingering, pleasant pace?
I suppose so—of course! So I had better
return indoors, in case Bertie, when he
comes back, may have something to say.
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CHAPTER XIX.

I was not deceived. I went to my own
old morning room, which was Miss Austin’s
room now, and where I had received Bertie’s
first advances towards a confidential friend-
ship. It was somewhat changed. Miss
Austin’s work-table, which stood at the win-
dow, was twice as big as any work-table I
ever saw, and full to overflowing with the
performances of the girls. Music-books and
school-books, which were perfectly orderly
to the eye of Miss Austin, who knew ex-
actly where to find what she wanted, but
were nevertheless rather an uneasiness tome,
whose eye did not understand the irregular
lines, filled the bookshelves.  Books of
general reading were not in this academic
retirement. The fireplace was guarded by
a high fender, and the carpet was some-
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what worn. Yet I felt a familiar pleasure
in it, notwithstanding all these changes. It
was still my room, where I used to have my
private talks with all my friends; where
my mother sat, and Derwent came. If it
was a workshop, and they made shoes in it,
it would still be my room.

" I sat down there accordingly, not waiting
—thinking it just possible that there might
be something to tell—pretending to myself
that it was premature, and that I really did
not expect to hear anything, yet listening
for Bertie’s step all the same; and I confess,
in the quietness and suspense, a single chill
of apprehension stole over me. Was it
Alice? Had she left her mother so soon?
But of course it was Alice !—who but Alice
could walk with Bertie Nugent after that
fashion under the Estcourt trees?

Everything was quiet, languid, dull. I
could not help returning to those days be-
fore my marriage when I knew nothing of
Derwent, where he was, or what his senti-



























