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"Johnny Ludlow" was the name used by Ellen Wood as the by-line for a series of 90 popular stories and serial novels published in the British monthly Argosy, which she bought in 1867 and edited under her married name, Mrs. Henry Wood. The first story signed by and featuring "Johnny Ludlow" appeared in January 1868, the last in January-June 1891.


Six collections of stories in the series were published in book form. The first story, "Shaving the Ponies' Tails," was not included in any of these collections, presumably because some elements of the narrative and characterization are atypical in comparison with the rest of the series. The 48th story, "Fred Temple's Warning," was also omitted.


—Roy Glashan






A MYSTERY


I.



"LOOK here, Johnny Ludlow," said Darbyshire to
me—Darbyshire being, as you may chance to remember,
our doctor at Timberdale—"you seem good at telling of
unaccountable disappearances: why don't you tell of that
disappearance which took place here?"


I had chanced to look in upon him one evening when he was
taking rest in his chimney-corner, in the old red-cushioned
chair, after his day's work was over, smoking his
churchwarden pipe in his slippers and reading the story of
"Dorothy Grape."


"We should like to see that disappearance on paper," went
on Darbyshire. "It is the most curious thing that has
happened in my experience."


True enough it was. Too curious for any sort of daylight
to be seen through it; as you will acknowledge when you hear
its details; and far more complicated than the other
story.


The lawyer at Timberdale, John Delorane, was a warm-
hearted and warm-tempered man of Irish extraction. He had an
extensive practice, and lived in an old-fashioned, handsome
red-brick house in the heart of Timberdale, with his only
daughter and his sister, Hester.


You may have seen prettier girls than Ellin Delorane, but
never one that the heart so quickly went out to. She was too
much like her dead mother; had the same look of fragile
delicacy, the same sweet face with its pensive sadness, the
soft brown eyes and the lovely complexion. Mrs. Delorane had
died of decline: people would say to one another, in
confidence, they hoped Ellin might escape it.


The largest and best farm in the neighbourhood of
Timberdale, larger than even that of the Ashtons, was called
the Dower Farm. It belonged to Sir Robert Tenby, and had
been occupied for many years by one Roger Brook, a genial,
pleasant gentleman of large private means apart from his
success in farming. Rich though he was, he did not disdain
to see practically after his work himself; was up with the
lark and out with his men, as a good farmer ought to be.
Out-of-doors he was the keen, active, thorough farmer;
indoors he lived as a gentleman. He had four children: three
boys and one girl, who were all well and comprehensively
educated.


But he intended his sons to work as he had worked: no
idleness for him; no leading of indolent and self-indulgent
lives. "Choose what calling you please," he said to them;
"but stick to it when chosen, and do your very best in it."
The eldest son, Charles, had no fancy for farming, no
particular head for any of the learned professions; he
preferred commerce. An uncle, Matthew Brook, was the head of
a mercantile house in New York; he offered a post in it to
Charles, who went out to him. The second son, Reginald,
chose the medical profession; after qualifying for it, he
became assistant to a doctor in London to gain experience.
William, the third son, went to Oxford. He thought of the
Church, but being conscientious, would not decide upon it
hastily.


"So that not one of you will be with me," remarked Mr.
Brook. "Well, be it so. I only want you to lead good and
useful lives, striving to do your duty to God and to
man."


But one of those overwhelming misfortunes, that I'm sure
may be compared with the falling of an avalanche, fell on
Mr. Brook. In an evil hour he had become a shareholder in a
stupendous undertaking which had banking for its staple
basis; and the thing failed. People talked of "swindling."
Its managers ran away; its books and money were nowhere; its
shareholders were ruined. Some of the shareholders ran away
too; Roger Brook, upright and honourable, remained to face
the ruin. And utter ruin it was, for the company was one of
unlimited liability.


The shock was too much for him: he died under it. Every
shilling he possessed was gone; harpies (it is what
Timberdale called them) came down upon his furniture and
effects, and swept them away. In less time almost than it
takes to tell of, not a vestige remained of what had been,
save in memory: Sir Robert Tenby had another tenant at the
Dower Farm, and Mrs. Brook had moved into a little cottage-
villa not a stone's throw from Darbyshire's. She had about
two hundred a-year of her own, which no adverse law could
touch. Her daughter, Minnie, remained with her. You will
hardly believe it, but they had named her by the romantic
name of Araminta.


William Brook had come down from Oxford just before, his
mind made up not to be a clergyman, but to remain on
the farm with his father. When the misfortunes fell, he was,
of course, thrown out; and what to turn his hand to he did
not at once know. Brought up to neither profession nor
trade, no, nor to farming, it was just a dilemma. At
present, he stayed with his mother.


One day he presented himself to Mr. Delorane. "Can you
give me some copying to do, sir?" he asked: "either at your
office here, or at home. I write a good clear hand."


"What do you mean to do, Master William?" returned the
lawyer, passing over the question. The two families had
always been intimate and much together.


"I don't know what; I am waiting to see," said William.
He was a slender young fellow of middle height, with gentle
manners, a very nice, refined face, and a pair of honest,
cheery, dark-blue eyes.


"Waiting for something to turn up, like our old friend
Micawber!" said the lawyer.


"If I could earn only a pound a-week while I am looking
out, I should not feel myself so much of a burden on my
mother—though she will not hear me say a word about
that," the young man went on. "You would not take me on as
clerk and give me that sum, would you, Mr. Delorane?"


Well, they talked further; and the upshot was, that Mr.
Delorane did take him on. William Brook went into the office
as a clerk, and was paid a pound a-week.


The parish wondered a little, making sundry comments over
this at its tea-tables: for the good old custom of going out
to real tea was not out of fashion yet in Timberdale. Every
one agreed that William Brook was to be commended for
putting his shoulder to the wheel, but that it was a grave
descent for one brought up to his expectations. Mr. St.
George objected to it on another score.


Years before, there had arrived in England from the West
Indies a little gentleman, named Alfred St. George. His
father, a planter, had recently died, and the boy's
relatives had sent him home to be educated, together with
plenty of money for that purpose. Later, when of an age to
leave school, he was articled to Mr. Delorane, and proved an
apt, keen pupil. Next he went into the office of a renowned
legal firm in London, became a qualified lawyer and
conveyancer, and finally accepted an offer made him by Mr.
Delorane, to return to Timberdale, as his chief and managing
clerk. Mr. Delorane paid him a handsome salary, and held out
to him, as report ran, hopes of a future partnership.


Alfred St. George had grown up a fine man; tall, strong,
lithe and active. People thought his face handsome, but it
had unmistakably a touch of the tar-brush. The features were
large and well formed, the lips full, and the purple-black
hair might have been woolly but for being drilled into order
with oils. His complexion was a pale olive, his black eyes
were round, showing a great deal of the whites, and at times
they wore a very peculiar expression. Take him for all in
all, he was a handsome man, with a fluent tongue and
persuasive eloquence.


It was Mr. St. George who spoke against William Brook's
being taken on as clerk. Not that his objection applied to
the young man himself, but to his probable capacity for
work. "He will be of no use to us, sir," was the substance
of his remonstrance to Mr. Delorane. "He has had no
experience: and one can hardly snub Brook as one would a
common clerk."


"Don't suppose he will be of much use," carelessly
acquiesced Mr. Delorane, who was neither a stingy nor a
covetous man. "What could I do but take him on when he asked
me to? I like the young fellow; always did; and his poor
father was my very good friend. You must make the best of
him, St. George: dare say he won't stay long with us." At
which St. George laughed good-naturedly and shrugged his
shoulders.


But William Brook did prove to be of use. He got on so
well, was so punctual, so attentive, so intelligent, that
fault could not be found with him; and at the end of the
first year Mr. Delorane voluntarily doubled his
pay—raising it to two pounds per week.


Timberdale wondered again: and began to ask how it was
that young Brook, highly educated, and reared to expect some
position in the world, could content himself with stopping
on, a lawyer's clerk? Did he mean to continue in the office
for ever? Had he ceased to look out for that desirable
something that was to turn up? Was he parting with all
laudable ambition?


William Brook could have told them, had he dared, that it
was not lack of ambition chaining him to his post, but
stress of love. He and Ellin Delorane had entered a long
while past into the mazes of that charming dream, than
which, as Tom Moore tells us, there's nothing half so sweet
in life, and the world was to them as the Garden of
Eden.


It was close upon the end of the second year before Mr.
Delorane found it out. He went into a storm of rage and
reproaches—chiefly showered upon William Brook, partly
upon Ellin, a little upon himself.


"I have been an old fool," he spluttered to his
confidential clerk. "Because the young people had been
intimate in the days when the Brooks were prosperous, I must
needs let it go on still, and never suspect danger! Why, the
fellow has had his tea here twice a-week upon an
average!—and brought Ellin home at night when she has
been at his mother's!—and I—I—thought no
more than if it had been her brother! I could thrash myself!
And where have her aunt Hester's eyes been, I should like to
know!"


"Very dishonourable of Brook," assented St. George,
knitting his brow. "Perhaps less harm is done than you fear,
sir. They are both young, can hardly know their own minds;
they will grow out of it. Shall you part them?"


"Do you suppose I shouldn't?" retorted the lawyer.


William Brook was discharged from the office: Ellin
received orders to give up his acquaintanceship; she was not
to think of him in private or speak to him in public. Thus a
little time went on. Ellin's bright face began to fade; Aunt
Hester looked sick and sorry; the lawyer had never felt so
uncomfortable in his life.


Do what he would, he could not get out of his liking for
William Brook, and Ellin was dear to him as the apple of his
eye. He had been in love himself once, and knew what it
meant; little as you would believe it of a stout old red-
faced lawyer; knew that both must be miserable. So much the
better for Brook—but what of Ellin?


"One would think it was you who had had your lover sent
to the right-about!" he wrathfully began to Aunt Hester, one
morning when he came upon her in tears as she sat at her
sewing. "I'd hide my face if I were you, unless I could show
a better."


"It is that I am so sorry for Ellin, John," replied Aunt
Hester, meekly wiping her tears. "I—I am afraid that
some people bear sorrow worse than others."


"Now what do you mean by that?"


"Oh, not much," sighed Aunt Hester, not daring to allude
to the dread lying latent in her own mind—that Ellin
might fade away like her mother. "I can see what a sharp
blow it has been to the child, John, and so—and so I
can but feel it myself."


"Sharp blow! Deuce take it all! What business had young
Brook to get talking to her about such rubbish as love?"


"Yes indeed, it is very unfortunate," said Aunt Hester.
"But I do not think he has talked to her, John; I imagine he
is too honourable to have said a single word. They have just
gone on loving one another in secret and in silence, content
to live in the unspoken happiness that has flooded their two
hearts."


"Unspoken fiddlestick? What a simpleton you are,
Hester!"


Mr. Delorane turned off in a temper. He knew it must have
been a "sharp blow" to Ellin, but he did not like to hear it
so stated to his face. Banging the door behind him, he was
crossing the hall to the office—which made a sort of
wing to the house—when he met William Brook.


"Will you allow me to speak to you, sir?" asked the young
man in a tone of deprecation. And, though the lawyer had the
greatest mind in the world to tell him NO and send him head-
foremost out again, he thought of Ellin, he thought of his
dead friend, Roger Brook; so he gave a growl, and led the
way into the dining-room.


In his modest winning way, William Brook spoke a little
of the trouble that had come upon their family—how
deeply sorry he was that Ellin and he should have learnt to
care for one another for all time, as it was displeasing to
Mr. Delorane——


"Hang it, man," interrupted the lawyer irascibly, too
impatient to listen further—"what on earth do you
propose to yourself? Suppose I did not look upon it with
displeasure?—are you in a position to marry her?"


"You would not have objected to me had we been as we once
were—prosperous, and——"


"What the dickens has that to do with it!" roared the
lawyer. "Our business lies with the present, not the
past."


"I came here to tell you, sir, that I am to leave for New
York to-night. My brother Charles has been writing to me
about it for some time past. He says I cannot fail to get on
well in my uncle's house, and attain to a good position.
Uncle Matthew has no sons: he will do his best to advance
his nephews. What I wish to ask you, sir, is this—if,
when my means shall be good and my position assured, you
will allow me to think of Ellin?"


"The man's mad?" broke forth Mr. Delorane, more put about
than he had been at all. "Do you suppose I should let my
only child go to live in a country over the seas?"


"No, sir, I have thought of that. Charles thinks, if I
show an aptitude for business, they may make me their agent
over here. Oh, Mr. Delorane, be kind, be merciful: for
Ellin's sake and for mine! Do not send me away without
hope!"


"Don't you think you possess a ready-made stock of
impudence, William Brook?"


The young man threw his earnest, dark-blue eyes into the
lawyer's. "I feared you would deem so, sir. But I am
pleading for what is dearer to me and to her than life: our
lives will be of little value to us if we must spend them
apart. Only just one ray of possible hope, Mr. Delorane! It
is all I ask."


"Look here; we'll drop this," cried the lawyer, his hands
in his pockets, rattling away violently at the silver in
them, his habit when put out, but nevertheless calming down
in temper, for in spite of prejudice he did like the young
man greatly, and he was not easy as to Ellin. "The best
thing you can do is to go where you are going—over the
Atlantic: and we'll leave the future to take care of itself.
The money you think to make may turn out all moonshine, you
know. There; that's every word I'll say and every hope I'll
give, though you stop all day bothering me, William
Brook."


And perhaps it was as much as William Brook had expected:
any way, it did not absolutely forbid him to hope. He held
out his hand timidly.


"Will you not shake hands with me, sir—I start to-
night—and wish me God speed."


"I'll wish you better sense; and—and I hope you'll
get over safely," retorted Mr. Delorane: but he did not
withhold his hand. "No correspondence with Ellin, you
understand, young man; no underhand love-making."


"Yes, sir, I understand; and you may rely upon me."


He quitted the room as he spoke, to make his way out as
he came—through the office. The lawyer stood in the
passage and looked after him: and a thought, that had forced
itself into his mind several times since this trouble set
in, crossed it again. Should he make the best of a bad
bargain: give Brook a chief place in his own office and let
them set up in some pleasant little home near at hand? Ellin
had her mother's money: and she would have a great deal more
at his own death; quite enough to allow her husband to live
the idle life of a gentleman—and William was a
gentleman, and the nicest young fellow he knew. Should he?
For a full minute Mr. Delorane stood deliberating—yes,
or no; then he took a hasty step forward to call the young
man back. Then, wavering and uncertain, he stepped back
again, and let the idea pass.


"Well, how have you sped?" asked Mr. St. George, as
William Brook reappeared in the office. "Any hope?"


"Yes, I think so," answered William. "At least, it is not
absolutely forbidden. There's a line in a poem my mother
would repeat to us when we were boys—'God and an
honest heart will bear us through the roughest day.' I trust
He, and it, will so bear me and Ellin."


"Wish I had your chance, old fellow!"


"My chance!" repeated William.


"To go out to see the world; to go out to the countries
where gold and diamonds are picked up for the
stooping—instead of being chained, as I am, between
four confined walls, condemned to spend my life over musty
parchments."


William smiled. "I don't know where you can pick up gold
and diamonds for the stooping. Not where I am going."


"No, not in New York. You should make your way to the
Australian gold-fields, Brook, or to the rich Californian
mines, or to the diamond mountains in Africa, and come
back—as you would in no time—with a sack of
money on your shoulders, large enough to satisfy even
Delorane."


"Or lose my health, if not my life, in digging, and come
home without a shirt to my back; a more common result than
the other, I fancy," remarked William. "Well, good-bye, old
friend."


St. George, towering aloft in his height and strength,
put his arm around William's shoulder and walked thus with
him to the street-entrance. There they shook hands, and
parted. Ellin Delorane, her face shaded behind the drawing-
room curtain from the October sun, watched the parting.


There was to be no set farewell allowed to her. She
understood that. But she gathered from Aunt Hester, during
the day, that her father had not been altogether obdurate,
and that if William could get on in the future, perhaps
things might be suffered to come right. It brought to her a
strange comfort. So very slight a ray, no bigger than one of
the specks that fall from the sky, as children say, will
serve to impart a most unreasonable amount of hope to the
troubled heart.


Towards the close of the afternoon, Ellin went in her
restlessness to pay a visit to her friend Grace at the
Rectory, who had recently become Herbert Tanerton's wife,
and sat talking with her till it was pretty late. The moon,
rising over the tops of the trees, caused her to start up
with an exclamation.


"What will Aunt Hester say?"


"If you don't mind going through the churchyard, Ellin,"
said Grace, "you would cut off that corner, and save a
little time." So Ellin took that route.


"Ellin!"


"William!"


They had met face to face under the church walls. He
explained that he was sparing a few minutes to say farewell
to his friends at the Rectory. The moon, coming out from
behind a swiftly passing cloud, for it was rather a rough
night, shone down upon them and upon the graves around them.
Wildly enough beat the heart of each.


"You saw papa to-day," she whispered unevenly, as though
her breath were short.


"Yes, I saw him. I cannot say that he gave me hope,
Ellin, but he certainly did not wholly deny it. I
think—I believe—that—if I can succeed in
getting on, all may be well with us yet."


William Brook spoke with hesitation. He felt trammelled;
he could not in honour say what he would have wished to say.
This meeting might be unorthodox, but it was purely
accidental; neither he nor Ellin had sought it.


"Good-bye, my darling," he said with emotion, clasping
her hands in his. "As we have met, there cannot be much
wrong in our saying it. I may not write to you, Ellin; I may
not even ask you to think of me; I may not, I suppose, tell
you in so many words that I shall think of you; but, believe
this: I go out with one sole aim and end in view—that
of striving to make a position sufficiently fair to satisfy
your father."


The tears were coursing down her cheeks; she could hardly
speak for agitation. Their hearts were aching to pain.


"I will be true to you always, William," she whispered.
"I will wait for you, though it be to the end of life."


To be in love with a charming young lady, and to have her
all to yourself in a solitary graveyard under the light of
the moon, presents an irresistible temptation for taking a
kiss, especially if the kiss is to be a farewell kiss for
days and for years. William Brook did not resist it; very
likely did not try to. In spite of Mr. Delorane and every
one else, he took his farewell kiss from Ellin's lips.


Then they parted, he going one way, she the other. Only
those of us—there are not many—who have gone
through this parting agony can know how it wrings the
heart.


But sundry superstitious gossips, hearing of this
afterwards, assured Ellin that it must be unlucky to say
farewell amidst graves.




The time went on. William Brook wrote regularly to his
people, and Minty whispered the news to Ellin Delorane. He
would send kind remembrances to friends, love to those who
cared for it. He did not dislike the work of a mercantile
life, and thought he should do well—in time.


In time. There was the rub, you see. We say "in time"
when we mean next Christmas, and we also say it when we mean
next century. By the end of the first year William Brook was
commanding a handsome salary; but the riches that might
enable him to aspire to the hand of Miss Delorane loomed
obscurely in the distance yet. Ellin seemed strong and well,
gay and cheerful, went about Timberdale, and laughed and
talked with the world, just as though she had never had a
lover, or was not waiting for somebody over the water. Mr.
Delorane thought she must have forgotten that scapegrace,
and he hoped it was so.


It was about this time, the end of the first year, that a
piece of good luck fell to Mr. St. George. He came into a
fortune. Some relative in the West Indies died and left it
to him. Timberdale put it down at a thousand pounds a-year,
so I suppose it might be about five hundred. It was thought
he might be for giving up his post at Mr. Delorane's to be a
gentleman at large. But he did nothing of the kind. He
quitted his lodgings over Salmon's shop, and went into a
pretty house near Timberdale Court, with a groom and old
Betty Huntsman as housekeeper, and set up a handsome gig and
a grey horse. And that was all the change.


As the second year went on, Ellin Delorane began to droop
a little. Aunt Hester did not like it. One of the kindest
friends Ellin had was Alfred St. George. After the departure
of young Brook, he had been so tender with Ellin, so
considerate, so indulgent to her sorrow, and so regretful
(like herself) of William's absence, that he had won her
regard. "It will be all right when he comes back, Ellin," he
would whisper: "only be patient."


But in this, the second year, Mr. St. George's tone
changed. It may be that he saw no hope of any happy return,
and deemed that, for her own sake, he ought to repress any
hope left in her.


"There's no more chance of his returning with a fortune
than there is of my going up to the moon," he said to Tod
confidentially one day when we met him striding along near
the Ravine.


"Don't suppose there is—in this short time,"
responded Tod.


"I'm afraid Ellin sees it, too: she seems to be losing
her spirits. Ah, Brook should have done as I advised
him—gone a little farther and dug in the gold-fields.
He might have come back a Croesus then. As it is—whew!
I wouldn't give a copper sixpence for his chance."


"Do you know what I heard say, St. George?—that
you'd like to go in for the little lady yourself."


The white eye-balls surrounding St. George's dark orbs
took a tinge of yellow as they rolled on Tod. "Who said it?"
he asked quietly.


"Darbyshire. He says you are in love with her as much as
ever Brook was."


St. George laughed. "Old Darbyshire? Well, perhaps he is
not far wrong. Any way, love's free, I believe. Were I her
father, Brook should prove his eligibility to propose for
her, or else give her up. Good-day, Todhetley; good-day,
Johnny."


St. George went off at a quick pace. Tod, looking after
him, made his comments. "Should not wonder but he wins her.
He is the better man of the two——"


"The better man!" I interrupted.


"As to means, at any rate: and see what a fine upright
free-limbed fellow he is! And where will you find one more
agreeable?"


"In tongue, nowhere; I admit that. But I wouldn't give up
William Brook for him, were I Ellin Delorane."


That St. George was in love with her grew as easy to be
seen as is the round moon in harvest. Small blame to him.
Who could be in the daily companionship of a sweet girl like
Ellin Delorane, and not learn to love her, I should like to
know? Tod told St. George he wished he had his chance.


At last St. George spoke to her. It was in April,
eighteen months after Brook's departure. Ellin was in the
garden at sunset, busy with the budding flowers, when St.
George came to join her, as he sometimes did, on leaving the
office for the day. Aunt Hester sat sewing at the open
glass-doors of the window.


"I have been gardening till I am tired," was Ellin's
greeting to him, as she sat down on a bench near the
sweetbriar bush.


"You look pale," said Mr. St. George. "You often do look
pale now, Ellin: do you think you can be quite well?"


"Pray don't let Aunt Hester overhear you," returned Ellin
in covert, jesting tones. "She begins to have fancies, she
says, that I am not as well as I ought to be, and threatens
to call in Mr. Darbyshire."


"You need some one to take care of you; some one near and
dear to you, who would study your every look and action, who
would not suffer the winds of heaven to blow upon your face
too roughly," went on St. George, plunging into Shakespeare.
"Oh, Ellin, if you would suffer me to be that
one——"


Her face turned crimson; her lips parted with emotion;
she rose up to interrupt him in a sort of terror.


"Pray do not continue, Mr. St. George. If—if I
understand you rightly, that you—that
you——"


"That I would be your loving husband, Ellin; that I would
shelter you from all ill until death us do part. Yes, it is
nothing less than that."


"Then you must please never to speak of such a thing
again; never to think of it. Oh, do not let me find that I
have been mistaking you all this time," she added in
uncontrollable agitation: "that while I have ever welcomed
you as my friend—and his—you have been swayed by
another motive!"


He did not like the agitation; he did not like the words;
and he bit his lips, striving for calmness.


"This is very hard, Ellin."


"Let us understand each other once for all," she
said—"and oh, I am so sorry that there's need to say
it. What you have hinted at is impossible. Impossible:
please not to mistake me. You have been my very kind friend,
and I value you; and, if you will, we can go on still on the
same pleasant terms, caring for one another in friendship.
There can be nothing more."


"Tell me one thing," he said: "we had better, as you
intimate, understand each other fully. Can it be that your
hopes are still fixed upon William Brook?"


"Yes," she answered in a low tone, as she turned her face
away. "I hope he will come home yet, and that—that
matters may be smoothed for us with papa. Whilst that hope
remains it is simply treason to talk to me as you would have
done," she concluded with a spurt of anger.


"Ellin," called out Aunt Hester, putting her head out
beyond the glass-doors, "the sun has set; you had better
come in."


"One moment, Ellin," cried Mr. St. George, preventing
her: "will you forgive me?"


"Forgive and forget, too," smiled Ellin, her brow
smoothing itself. "But you must never recur to the subject
again."


So Mr. St. George went home, his accounts
settled—as Tod would have said: and the days glided
on.




"What is it that ails Ellin?"


It was a piping-hot morning in July, in one of the good
old hot summers that we seem never to get now; and Aunt
Hester sat in her parlour, its glass-doors open, adding up
the last week's bills of the butcher and the baker, when she
was interrupted by this question from her brother. He had
come stalking upon her, rattling as usual, though quite
unconsciously, the silver in his trousers pockets. The
trousers were of nankeen: elderly gentlemen wore them in
those days for coolness.


"What ails her!" repeated Aunt Hester, dropping the bills
in alarm. "Why do you ask me, John?"


"Now, don't you think you should have been a Quaker?"
retorted Mr. Delorane. "I put a simple question to you, and
you reply to it by asking me another. Please to answer mine
first. What is it that is the matter with Ellin?"


Aunt Hester sighed. Of too timid a nature to put forth
her own opinion upon any subject gratuitously in her
brother's house, she hardly liked to give it even when asked
for. For the past few weeks Ellin had been almost palpably
fading; was silent and dispirited, losing her bright colour,
growing thinner; might be heard catching her breath in one
of those sobbing sighs that betoken all too surely some
secret, ever-present sorrow. Aunt Hester had observed this;
she now supposed it had at length penetrated to the
observation of her brother.


"Can't you speak?" he demanded.


"I don't know what to say, John. Ellin does not seem
well, and looks languid: of course this broiling weather is
against us all. But——"


"But what?" cried the lawyer, as she paused. "As to
broiling weather, that's nothing new in July."


"Well, John—only you take me up so—and I'm
sure I shouldn't like to anger you. I was about to add that
I think it is not so much illness of body with Ellin as
illness of mind. If one's mind is ransacked with perpetual
worry——"


"Racked with perpetual worry," interrupted Mr. Delorane,
unconsciously correcting her mistake. "What has she to worry
her?"


"Dear me! I suppose it is about William Brook. He has
been gone nearly two years, John, and seems to be no nearer
coming home with a fortune than he was when he left. I take
it that this troubles the child: she is losing hope."


Mr. Delorane, standing before the open window, his back
to his sister, turned the silver coins about in his pockets
more vehemently than before. "You say she is not ailing in
body?"


"Not yet. She is never very strong, you know."


"Then there's no need to be uneasy."


"Well, John—not yet, perhaps. But should this state
of despair, if I don't use too strong a word, continue, it
will tell in tune upon her health, and might bring
on—bring on——"


"Bring on what?" sharply asked the lawyer.


"I was thinking of her mother," said poor Aunt Hester,
with as much deprecation as though he had been the Great
Mogul: "but I trust, John, you won't be too angry with me
for saying it."


Mr. Delorane did not say whether he was angry or not. He
stood there, fingering his sixpences and shillings, gazing
apparently at the grass-plat, in reality seeing nothing. He
was recalling a past vision: that of his delicate wife,
dying of consumption before her time; he seemed to see a
future vision: that of his daughter, dying as she had
died.


"When it comes to dreams," timidly went on Aunt Hester,
"I can't say I like it. Not that I am one to put faith in
the foolish signs old wives talk of—that if you dream
of seeing a snake, you've got an enemy; or, if you seem to
be in the midst of a lot of beautiful white flowers, it's a
token of somebody's death. I am not so silly as that, John.
But for some time past Ellin has dreamt perpetually of one
theme—that of being in trouble about William Brook.
Night after night she seems to be searching for him: he is
lost, and she cannot tell how or where."


Had Aunt Hester suddenly begun to hold forth in the
unknown tongue, it could not have brought greater surprise
to Mr. Delorane. He turned short round to stare at her.


"Seeing what a wan and weary face the child has come down
with of late, I taxed her with not sleeping well," continued
Aunt Hester, "and she confessed to me that she was feeling a
good bit troubled by her dreams. She generally has them
towards morning, and the theme is always the same. The
dreams vary, but the subject is alike in all—William
Brook is lost, and she is searching for him."


"Nonsense! Rubbish!" put in Mr. Delorane.


"Well, John, I dare say it is nonsense," conceded Aunt
Hester meekly: "but I confess I don't like dreams that come
to you persistently night after night and always upon one
and the same subject. Why should they come?—that's
what I ask myself. Be sure, though, I make light of the
matter to Ellin, and tell her her digestion is out of order.
Over and over again, she says, they seem to have the clue to
his hiding place, but they never succeed in finding him.
And—and I am afraid, John, that the child, through
this, has taken up the notion that she shall never see him
again."


Mr. Delorane, making some impatient remark about the
absurdity of women in general, turned round and stood
looking into the garden as before. Ellin's mind was getting
unhinged with the long separation, she had begun to regard
it as hopeless, and hence these dreams that Brook was
"lost," he told himself, and with reason: and what was he to
do?


How long he stood thus in perfect silence, no sound to be
heard but the everlasting jingling of the loose silver, Aunt
Hester did not know; pretty near an hour she thought. She
wished he would go; she felt very uncomfortable, as she
always did feel when she vexed him—and here were the
bills waiting to be added up. At length he turned sharply,
with the air of one who has come to some decision, and
returned to the office.


"I suppose I shall have to do it myself," he remarked to
Mr. St. George.


"Do what, sir?"


"Send for that young fellow back, and let them set up in
some little homestead near me. I mean Brook."


"Brook!" stammered St. George.


"Here's Ellin beginning to fade and wither. It's all very
well for her aunt to talk about the heat! I know. She
is pining after him, and I can't see her do it; so he must
come home."


Of all the queer shades that can be displayed by the
human countenance, about the queerest appeared in that of
Mr. St. George. It was not purple, it was not green, it was
not yellow; it was a mixture of all three. He gazed at his
chief and master as one gazes at a madman.


"Brook can come into the office again," continued Mr.
Delorane. "I don't like young men to be idle; leads 'em into
temptation. We'll make him head clerk here, next to you, and
give him a couple of hundred a-year. If—what's the
matter?"


For the strange look on his manager's face had caught the
eye of Mr. Delorane. St. George drew three or four deep
breaths.


"Have you thought of Miss Delorane, sir—of her
interests—in planning this?" he presently asked.


"Why, that's what I do think of; nothing else. You may be
sure I shouldn't think of it for the interest of Brook. All
the same, I like the young man, and always shall. The child
is moping herself into a bad way. Where shall I be if she
should go into a decline like her mother? No, no; she shall
marry and have proper interests around her."


"She could do that without being sacrificed to Brook,"
returned St. George in a low tone. "There are others, sir,
of good and suitable position, who would be thankful to take
her—whose pride it would be to cherish her and render
every moment of her life happy."


"Oh, I know that; you are one of 'em," returned Mr.
Delorane carelessly. "It's what all you young sparks are
ready to say of a pretty girl, especially if she be rich as
well. But don't you see, St. George, that Ellin does not
care for any of you. Her heart is fixed upon Brook, and
Brook it must be."


Of course this news came out to Timberdale. Some people
blamed Mr. Delorane, others praised him. Delorane must be
turning childish in his old age, said one; Delorane is doing
a good and a wise thing, cried another. Opinions vary in
this world, you know, and ever will, as proved to us in the
fable of the old man and his ass.


But now—and it was a strange thing to happen the
very next day Mr. Delorane received a letter from William
Brook, eight closely written pages. Briefly, this was its
substance. The uncle, Matthew Brook of New York, was about
to establish a house in London, in correspondence with his
own; he had offered the managership of it to William, with a
small share of profits, guaranteeing that the latter should
not be less than seven hundred a-year.


"And if you can only be induced to think this enough for
us to begin upon, sir, and will give me Ellin," wrote the
young man, "I can but say that I will strive to prove my
gratitude in loving care for her; and I trust you will not
object to her living in London. I leave New York next month,
to be in England in September, landing at Liverpool, and I
shall make my way at once to Timberdale, hoping you will
allow me to plead my cause in person."


"No no, Master William, you won't carry my daughter off
to London," commented Mr. Delorane aloud, when he had read
the letter—not but that it gratified him. "You must
give up your post, young man, and settle down by me here, if
you are to have Ellin. I don't see, St. George, why Brook
should not make himself into a lawyer, legal and proper,"
added he thoughtfully. "He is young enough—and he does
not dislike the work. You and he might be associated
together after I am dead: 'Brook and St. George.'"


Mr. St. George's face turned crusty: he did not like to
hear his name put next to Brook's. "I never feel too sure of
my own future," he said in reply. "Now that I am at my ease
in the world, tempting visions come often enough across me
of travelling out to see it."


Mr. Delorane wrote a short, pithy note in answer to the
appeal of William Brook, telling him he might come and talk
to him as soon as he returned. "The young fellow may have
left New York before it can reach him," remarked the lawyer,
as he put the letter in the post; "but if so, it does not
much matter."


So there was Timberdale, all cock-a-hoop at the prospect
of seeing William Brook again, and the wedding that was to
follow. Sam Mullet, the clerk, was for setting the bells to
ring beforehand.




Some people think September the pleasantest month in the
year, when the heats of summer have passed and the frosts of
winter have not come. Never a finer September than we had
that autumn at Timberdale; the skies looked bright, the
leaves of the trees were putting on their tints of many
colours, and the land was not yet quite shorn of its golden
grain.


All the world was looking out for William Brook. He did
not come. Disappointment is the lot of man. Of woman also.
When the third week was dragging itself along in expectancy,
a letter came to Mrs. Brook from William. It was to say that
his return home was somewhat delayed, as he should have to
take Jamaica en route, to transact some business at Kingston
for his uncle. He should then proceed direct from Kingston
by steamer to Liverpool, which place he hoped to reach
before the middle of October. "Tell all my friends this,
that they may not wonder at my delay," the letter concluded;
but it contained no intimation that he had received the
answer written by Mr. Delorane.


A short postscript was yet added, in these words: "Alfred
St. George has, I know, some relatives living in, or near
Kingston—planters, I believe. Tell him I shall call
upon them, if I can make time, to see whether they have any
commands for him."


Long before the middle of October, Ellin Delorane became
obviously restless. A sort of uneasy impatience seemed to
have taken possession of her: and without cause. One day,
when we called at Mr. Delorane's to take a message from
home, Ellin was in the garden with her outdoor things on,
waiting to go out with her aunt.


"What a ridiculous goose you are!" began Tod. "I hear you
have taken up the notion that Sweet William has gone down in
the Caribbean Sea."


"I'm sure I have not," said Ellin. "Aunt Hester must have
told you that fable when she was at Crabb Cot
yesterday."


"Just so. She and the mater laid their gossiping caps
together for the best part of an hour—and all about
the foolishness of Miss Ellin Delorane."


"Why, you know, Ellin," I put in, "it is hardly the
middle of October yet."


"I tell myself that it is not," she answered gravely.
"But, somehow, Johnny, I
don't—don't—expect—him."


"Now, what on earth do you mean?"


"I wish I knew what. All I can tell you is, that when his
mother received that letter from William last month, saying
his return was delayed, a sort of foreboding seized hold of
me, an apprehension that he would never come. I try to shake
it off, but I cannot. Each day, as the days come round, only
serves to make it stronger."


"Don't you think a short visit to Droitwich would do you
good, Ellin?" cried Tod, which was our Worcestershire
fashion of recommending people to the lunatic asylum.


"Just listen to him, Johnny!" she exclaimed, with a
laugh.


"Yes, 'just listen to him'—and just listen to
yourself, Miss Ellin, and see which talks the most sense,"
he retorted. "Have you got over those dreams yet?"


Ellin turned her face to him quickly. "Who told you
anything about that, Aunt Hester?"


Tod nodded. "It's true, you know."


"Yes, it is true," she slowly said. "I have had those
strange dreams for some weeks now; I have them still."


"That William Brook is lost?"


"That he is lost, and that we are persistently searching
for him. Sometimes we are seeking for him in Timberdale,
sometimes at Worcester—in America, in France, in
places that I have no knowledge of. There always seems to be
a sadness connected with it—a sort of latent
conviction that he will never be found."


"The dreams beget the dreams," said Tod, "and I should
have thought you had better sense. They will soon vanish,
once Sweet William makes his appearance: and mind, Miss
Ellin, that you invite me to the wedding."


Ellin sighed—and smiled. And just then Aunt Hester
appeared attired in her crimson silk shawl with the fancy
border, and the primrose feather in her Leghorn bonnet.


A day or two went on, bringing no news of the traveller.
On the nineteenth of October—I shall never forget the
date—Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley and ourselves set off in
the large open phaeton for a place called Pigeon Green, to
spend the day with some friends living there. On this same
morning, as it chanced, a very wintry one, Mr. St. George
started for Worcester in his gig, accompanied by Ellin
Delorane. But of this we knew nothing. He had business in
the town; she was going to spend a few days with Mary West,
formerly Mary Coney.


Ellin was well wrapped up, and Mr. St. George, ever
solicitous for her comfort, kept the warm fur rug well about
her during the journey: the skies looked grey and
threatening, the wind was high and bitterly cold. Worcester
reached, he drove straight through the town, left Ellin at
Mrs. West's door, in the Foregate Street, and then drove
back to the Hare and Hounds Inn to put up his horse and
gig.


II.



I SHALL always say, always think, it was a curious thing
we chanced to go that day, of all days, to Pigeon Green. It
is not chance that brings about these strange
coincidences.


 



"There's a divinity that shapes our ends,

Rough-hew them how we will."





Pigeon Green, a small colony of a dozen houses, formed a
triangle, as may be said, with Timberdale and Evesham, being
a few miles distant from each. Old Mr. and Mrs. Beele, life-
long friends of the Squire, lived here. Their nephew had
brought his newly-married wife from London to show her to
them, and we were all invited to dinner. As the Squire did
not care to be out in the dark, his sight not being what it
used to be, the dinner-hour was fixed for two o'clock. We
started in the large open phaeton, the Squire driving his
favourite horses, Bob and Blister. It was the nineteenth of
October. Mrs. Todhetley complained of the cold as we went
along. The lovely weather of September had left us; early
winter seemed to be setting in with a vengeance. The
easterly wind was unusually high, and the skies were
leaden.


On this same wintry morning Mr. St. George left
Timberdale in his gig for Worcester, accompanied by Ellin
Delorane. St. George had business to transact with Philip
West, a lawyer, who was Mr. Delorane's agent in Worcester.
Philip West lived in the Foregate Street, his offices being
in the same house. Ellin was very intimate with his wife,
formerly Mary Coney, and was invited to spend a few days
with her. It was Aunt Hester who had urged the acceptance of
this invitation: seeing that Ellin was nervous at the non-
arrival of her lover, William Brook, was peeping into the
newspapers for accounts of shipwrecks and other calamities
at sea. So they set off after breakfast, Ellin well wrapped
up, in this stylish gig of Mr. St. George's. There are gigs
and gigs, you know, and I assure you some gigs were yet
fashionable vehicles in those days.


It was bitterly cold. St. George, remarking that they
should have snow as soon as the high wind would let it come
down, urged his handsome grey horse to a fleet pace, and
they soon reached Worcester. He drove straight to Foregate
Street, which lay at the other end of the town, set down
Ellin, and then went back again to leave his horse and gig
at the Hare and Hounds in College Street, the inn at which
he generally put up, retracing his steps on foot to Mr.
West's.


And now I must return to ourselves.


After a jolly dinner at two o'clock with the Beeles, and
a jolly dessert after it, including plenty of fresh filberts
and walnuts, and upon that a good cup of tea and some
buttered toast, we began to think about getting home. When
the phaeton came round, the Squire remarked that it was
half-an-hour later than he had meant to start; upon which,
old Beele laid the fault of its looking late to the ungenial
weather of the evening.


We drove off. Dusk was approaching; the leaden skies
looked dark and sullen, the wind, unpleasantly high all day,
had increased to nearly a hurricane. It roared round our
heads, it whistled wildly through the trees and hedges, it
shook the very ears of Bob and Blister; the few flakes of
snow or sleet beginning then to fall were whirled about in
the air like demons. It was an awful evening, no mistake
about that; and a very unusual one for the middle of
October.


The Squire faced the storm as well as he could, his coat-
collar turned up, his cloth cap, kept for emergencies in a
pocket of the carriage, tied down well on his ears. Mrs.
Todhetley tied a knitted grey shawl right over her bonnet.
We, in the back seat, had much ado to keep our hats on: I
sat right behind the Squire, Tod behind Mrs. Todhetley. It
was about the worst drive I remember. The wild wind, keen as
a knife, stung our faces, and seemed at times as if it would
whirl us, carriage and horses and all, in the air, as it was
whirling the sleet and snow.


Tod stood up to speak to his father. "Shall I drive,
sir?" he asked. "Perhaps you would be more sheltered if you
sat here behind."


Tod's driving in those days was regarded by the Squire
with remarkable disparagement, and Tod received only a sharp
answer—which could not be heard for the wind.


We got along somehow in the teeth of the storm. The route
lay chiefly through by-ways, solitary and unfrequented, not
in the good, open turnpike-roads. For about a mile, midway
between Pigeon Green and Timberdale, was an ultra dreary
spot; dreary in itself and dreary in its associations. It
was called Dip Lane, possibly because the ground dipped
there so much that it lay in a hollow; overgrown dark elm-
trees grew thickly on each side of it, their branches nearly
meeting overhead. In the brightest summer's day the place
was gloomy, so you may guess how it looked now.


But the downward dip and the dark elm-trees did not
constitute all the dreariness of Dip Lane. Many years
before, a murder had been committed there. The Squire used
to tell us of the commotion it caused, all the gentlemen for
miles and miles round bestirring themselves to search out
the murderers. He himself was a little fellow of five or six
years old, and could just remember what a talk it made. A
wealthy farmer, belated, riding through the lane from market
one dark night, was attacked and pulled from his horse. The
assailants beat him to death, rifled his pockets of a large
sum, for he had been selling stock, and dragged him
through the hedge, making a large gap in it. Across
the field, near its opposite side, was the round, deep
stagnant piece of water known as Dip Pond (popularly
supposed to be too deep to have any bottom to it); and it
was conjectured that the object of the murderers, in
dragging him through the hedge, was to conceal the body
beneath the dark and slimy water, and that they must have
been disturbed by some one passing in the lane. Any way, the
body was found in the morning lying in the field a few yards
from the gap in the hedge, pockets turned inside out, and
watch and seals gone. The poor frightened horse had made its
way home, and stayed whinnying by the stable-door all
night.


The men were never found. A labourer, hastening through
the lane earlier in the evening, with some medicine from the
doctor's for his sick wife, had noticed two foot-pads, as he
described them, standing under a tree. That these were the
murderers, then waiting for prey, possibly for this very
gentleman they attacked, no one had any doubt; but they were
never traced. Whoever they were, they got clear off with
their booty, and—the Squire would always add when
telling the story to a stranger—with their wicked
consciences, which he sincerely hoped tormented them ever
afterwards.


But the most singular fact in the affair remains to be
told. From that night nothing would grow on the spot in the
hedge over which the murdered man was dragged, and on which
his blood had fallen. The blood-stains were easily got rid
of, but the hedge, though replanted more than once, never
grew again; and the gap remained in it still. Report went
that the farmer's ghost haunted it—that, I am sure,
you will not be surprised to hear, ghosts being so
popular—and might be seen hovering around it on a
moonlit night.


And amidst the many small coincidences attending the
story (my story) which I am trying to place clearly before
you, was this one: that the history of the murder was gone
over that day at Mr. Beele's. Some remark led to the subject
as we sat round the dessert-table, and Mrs. Frank Beele, who
had never heard of it, inquired what it was. Upon that, the
Squire and old Beele recounted it to her, each ransacking
his memory to help the other with fullest particulars.


To go on with our homeward journey. Battling along, we at
length plunged into Dip Lane—which, to its other
recommendations, added that of being inconveniently
narrow—and Tod, peering outwards in the gloomy dusk,
fancied he saw some vehicle before us. Bringing his keen
sight to bear upon it, he stood up to reconnoitre, and made
it out to be a gig, going the same way that we were. The
wind was not quite so bad in this low spot, and the snow and
sleet had ceased for a bit.


"Take care, father," said Tod: "there's a gig on
ahead."


"A gig, Joe?"


"Yes, it's a gig: and going at a strapping pace."


But the Squire was going at a strapping pace also, and
driving two fresh horses, whereas the gig had but one horse.
We caught it up in no time. It slackened speed slightly as
it drew close to the hedge on that side, to give us room to
pass. In a moment we saw it was St. George's gig, St. George
driving.


"Halloa!" called Tod, as we shot by, and his shout was
loud enough to frighten the ghost at the gap, which lively
spot we were fast approaching, "there's William Brook!
Father, pull up: there's William Brook!"


Brook was sitting with St. George. His coat was well
buttoned up, a white woollen comforter folded round his neck
and chin, and a low-crowned, wide-brimmed hat pulled down
over his brows. I confess that but for Tom's shout I should
not have recognized him—muffled up in that way.


Anxious to get home, out of the storm, the Squire paid no
heed to Tod's injunction of pulling up. He just turned his
head for a moment towards the gig, but drove on at the same
speed as before. All we could do was to call out every
welcome we could think of to William Brook as we looked
back, and to pull off our hats and wave them
frantically.


William Brook pulled off his, and waved it to us in
return. I saw him do it. He called out something
also, no doubt a greeting. At least, I thought he did; but
the wind swept by with a gust at the moment, and it might
have been St. George's voice and not his.


"Johnny, lad, it's better than nuts," cried Tod to me,
all excitement for once, as he fixed his hat on his head
again. "How glad I am!—for Nelly's sake. But what on
earth brings the pair of them—he and St.
George—in Dip Lane?"


Another minute or so, and we reached the gap in the
hedge. I turned my eyes to it and to the pond beyond it in a
sort of fascination; I was sure to do so whenever I went by,
but that was seldom; and the conversation at the dessert-
table had opened the wretched details afresh. Almost
immediately afterwards, the gig wheels behind us, which I
could hear above the noise of the wind, seemed to me to come
to a sudden standstill. "St. George has stopped," I
exclaimed to Tod. "Not a bit of it," answered he; "we can no
longer hear him." Almost close upon that, we passed the
turning which led out of the lane towards Evesham. Not
heeding anything of all this, as indeed why should he, the
Squire dashed straight onwards, and in time we gained our
homestead, Crabb Cot.


The first thing the Squire did, when we were all gathered
round the welcome fire, blazing and crackling with wood and
coal, and the stormy blasts beat on the window-panes, but no
longer upon us, was to attack us for making that noise in
Dip Lane, and for shouting out that it was Brook.


"It was Brook, father," said Tod. "St. George was driving
him."


"Nonsense, Joe," reprimanded the Squire. "William Brook
has not landed from the high seas yet. And, if he had
landed, what should bring him in Dip Lane—or St.
George either?"


"It was St. George," persisted Tod.


"Well, that might have been. It looked like his grey
horse. Where was he coming from, I wonder?"


"Mr. St. George went to Worcester this morning, sir,"
interposed Thomas, who had come in with some glasses, the
Squire having asked for some hot brandy-and-water. "Giles
saw his man Japhet this afternoon, and he said his master
had gone off in his gig to Worcester for the day."


"Then he must have picked up Brook at Worcester," said
Tod, in his decisive way.


"May be so," conceded the Squire, coming round to reason.
"But I don't see what they could be doing in Dip Lane."




The storm had disappeared the following morning, but the
ground was white with a thin coating of snow; and in the
afternoon, when we started for Timberdale to call on William
Brook, the sky was blue and the sun shining. Climbing up
from the Ravine and crossing the field beyond it to the
high-road, we met Darbyshire, the surgeon, striding along as
fast as his legs would carry him.


"You seem to be in a hurry," remarked the Squire.


"Just sent for to a sick patient over yonder," replied
Darbyshire, nodding to some cottages in the distance.
"Dying, the report is; supposed to have swallowed poison.
Dare say it will turn out to be a case of cucumber."


He was speeding on when Tod asked whether he had seen
William Brook yet. Darbyshire turned to face him, looking
surprised.


"Seen Brook yet! No; how should I see him? Brook's not
come, is he?"


"He got home last night. St. George drove him from
Worcester in his gig," said Tod, and went on to explain that
we had passed them in Dip Lane. Darbyshire was uncommonly
pleased. Brook was a favourite of his.


"I am surprised that I have not seen him," he cried; "I
have been about all the morning. St. George was in Worcester
yesterday, I know. Wonder, though, what induced them to make
a pilgrimage through Dip Lane!"


Just, you see, as the rest of us had wondered.


We went on towards Mrs. Brook's. But in passing Mr.
Delorane's, Aunt Hester's head appeared above the Venetian
blind of the dining-room. She began nodding cordially.


"How lively she looks," exclaimed the Squire. "Pleased
that he is back, I take it. Suppose we go in?"


The front-door was standing open, and we went in
unannounced. Aunt Hester, sitting then at the little work-
table, making herself a cap with lace and pink ribbons, got
up and tried to shake hands with all three of us at
once.


"We are on our way to call on William Brook," cried the
Squire, as we sat down, and Aunt Hester was taking up her
work again.


"On William Brook!—why, what do you mean?" she
exclaimed. "Has he come?"


"You don't mean to say you did not know it—that he
has not been to see you?" cried the Squire.


"I don't know a thing about it; I did not know he had
come; no one has told me," rejoined Aunt Hester. "As to his
coming to see me—well, I suppose he would not feel
himself at liberty to do that until Mr. Delorane gave
permission. When did he arrive? I am so glad."


"And he is not much behind his time, either," observed
Tod.


"Not at all behind it, to speak of, only we were
impatient. The truth is, I caught somewhat of Ellin's
fears," added Aunt Hester, looking at us over her
spectacles, which she rarely wore higher than the end of her
nose. "Ellin has had gloomy ideas about his never coming
back at all; and one can't see a person perpetually sighing
away in silence, without sighing a bit also for company. Did
he get here this morning? What a pity Ellin is in
Worcester!"


We told Aunt Hester all about it, just as we had told
Darbyshire, but not quite so curtly, for she was not in a
hurry to be off to a poisoned patient. She dropped her work
to listen, and took off her spectacles, looking, however,
uncommonly puzzled.


"What a singular thing—that you should chance to
have been in Dip Lane just at the time they were!—and
why should they have chosen that dreary route!
But—but——"


"But what, ma'am?" cried the Squire.


"Well, I am thinking what could have been St. George's
motive for concealing the news from me when he came round
here last night to tell me he had left Ellin safely at
Philip West's," replied she.


"Did he say nothing to you about William Brook?"


"Not a word. He said what a nasty drive home it had been
in the teeth of the storm and wind, but he did not mention
William Brook. He seemed tired, and did not stay above a
minute or two. John was out. Oh, here is John."


Mr. Delorane, hearing our voices, I suppose, came in from
the office. Aunt Hester told him the news at once—that
William Brook was come home.


"I am downright glad," interrupted the lawyer
emphatically. "What with one delay and another, one might
have begun to think him lost: it was September, you know,
that he originally announced himself for. What do you
say?"—his own words having partly drowned Aunt
Hester's—"St. George drove him home last night from
Worcester? Drove Brook? Nonsense! Had St. George brought
Brook he would have told me of it."


"But he did bring him, sir," affirmed Tod: and he went
over the history once more. Mr. Delorane did not take it
in.


"Are these lads playing a joke upon me, Squire?" asked
he.


"Look here, Delorane. That we passed St. George in Dip
Lane is a fact; I knew the cut of his gig and horse. Some
one was with him; I saw that much. The boys called out that
it was William Brook, and began shouting to him. Whether it
was he, or not, I can't say; I had enough to do with my
horses, I can tell you; they did not like the wind, Blister
especially."


"It was William Brook, safe enough, sir," interposed Tod.
"Do you think I don't know him? We spoke to him, and he
spoke to us. Why should you doubt it?"


"Well, I suppose I can't doubt it, as you speak so
positively," said Mr. Delorane. "The news took me by
surprise, you see. Why on earth did St. George not tell me
of it? I shall take him to task when he comes in. Any way, I
am glad Brook's come. We will drink his health."


He opened what was in those days called the
cellaret—and a very convenient article it was for
those who drank wine as a rule—and put on the table
some of the glasses that were standing on the sideboard.
Then we drank health and happiness to William Brook.


"And to some one else also," cried bold Tod, winking at
Aunt Hester.


"You two boys can go on to Mrs. Brook's," cried the
Squire; "I shall stop here a bit. Tell William I am glad he
has surmounted the perils of the treacherous seas."


"And tell him he may come to see me if he likes," added
the lawyer. "I expect he did not get a note I wrote to him a
few months back, or he'd have been here this morning."


Away we went to Mrs. Brook's. And the first thing that
flabbergasted us (the expression was Tod's, not mine) was to
be met by a denial of the servant's. Upon Tod asking to see
Mr. William, she stared at us and said he was not back from
his travels.


"Come in," called out Minty from the parlour; "I know
your voices." She sat at the table, her paint-box before
her. Minty painted very nice pieces in water-colours: the
one in process was a lovely bit of scenery taken from Little
Malvern. Mrs. Brook was out.


"What did I hear you saying to Ann about
William—that he had come home?" she began to us,
without getting up from her work—for we were too
intimate to be upon any ceremony with one another. "He is
not come yet. I only wish he was."


"But he is come," said Tod. "He came last night. We saw
him and spoke to him."


Minty put down her camel-hair pencil then, and turned
round. "What do you mean?" she asked.


"Mr. St. George drove William home from Worcester. We
passed them in the gig in Dip Lane."


Minty retorted by asking whether we were not dreaming;
and for a minute or two we kept at cross-purposes. She held
to it that they had seen nothing of her brother; that he was
not at Timberdale.


"Mamma never had a wink of sleep last night, for thinking
of the dreadful gale William must be in at sea. Your fancy
misled you," went on Minty, calmly touching-up the cottage
in her painting—and Tod looked as if he would like to
beat her.


But it did really seem that William had not come, and we
took our departure. I don't think I had ever seen Tod look
so puzzled.


"I wish I may be shot if I can understand this!" said
he.


"Could we have been mistaken in thinking it was Brook?" I
was beginning; and Tod turned upon me savagely.


"I swear it was Brook. There! And you know it as well as
I, Mr. Johnny. Where can he be hiding himself? What is the
meaning of it?"


It is my habit always to try to account for things that
seem unaccountable; to search out reasons and fathom them;
and you would be surprised at the light that will sometimes
crop up. An idea flashed across me now.


"Can Brook be ill, Tod, think you?—done up with his
voyage, or something—and St. George is nursing him at
his house for a day or two before he shows himself to
Timberdale?" And Tod thought it might be so.


Getting back to Mr. Delorane's, we found him and the
Squire sitting at the table still. St. George, just come in,
was standing by, hat in hand, and they were both tackling
him at once.


"What do you say?" asked St. George of his
master, when he found room for a word. "That I brought
William Brook home here last night from Worcester! Why, what
can have put such a thing into your head, sir?"


"Didn't you bring him?" cried the Squire. "Didn't
you drive him home in your gig?"


"That I did not. I have not seen William Brook."


He spoke in a ready, though surprised tone, not at all
like one who is shuffling with the truth, or telling a
fable, and looked from one to another of his two
questioners, as if not yet understanding them. The Squire
pushed his spectacles to the top of his brow and stared at
St. George. He did not understand, either.


"Look here, St. George: do you deny that it was you we
passed in Dip Lane last night—and your grey
horse—and your gig?"


"Why should I deny it?" quietly returned St. George. "I
drew as close as I could to the hedge as a matter of
precaution to let you go by, Squire, you were driving so
quickly. And a fine shouting you greeted me with," he added,
turning to Tod, with a slight laugh.


"The greeting was not intended for you; it was for
William Brook," answered Tod, his voice bearing a spice of
antagonism; for he thought he was being played with.


St. George was evidently at a loss yet, and stood in
silence. All in a moment, his face lighted up.


"Surely," he cried impulsively, "you did not take that
man in the gig for William Brook!"


"It was William Brook. Who else was it?"


"A stranger. A stranger to me and to the neighbourhood. A
man to whom I gave a lift."


Tod's face presented a picture. Believing, as he did
still, that it was Brook in the gig, the idea suggested by
me—that St. George was concealing Brook at his house
out of good-fellowship—grew stronger and stronger. But
he considered that, as it had come to this, St. George ought
to say so.


"Where's the use of your continuing to deny it, St.
George?" he asked. "You had Brook there, and you know you
had."


"But I tell you that it was not Brook," returned St.
George. "Should I deny it, if it had been he? You talk like
a child."


"Has Brook been away so long that we shouldn't know him,
do you suppose?" retorted quick-tempered Tod. "Why! as a
proof that it was Brook, he shouted back his greeting to us,
taking off his hat to wave it in answer to ours. Would a
strange man have done that?"


"The man did nothing of the kind," said St. George.


"Yes, he did," I said, thinking it was time I spoke. "He
called back a greeting to us, and he waved his hat round and
round. I should not have felt so sure it was Brook but for
seeing him without his hat."


"Well, I did not see him do it," conceded St. George.
"When you began to shout in passing the man seemed
surprised. 'What do those people want?' he said to me; and I
told him you were acquaintances of mine. It never occurred
to my mind, or to his either, I should imagine, but that the
shouts were meant for me. If he did take off his hat in
response, as you say, he must have done it, I reckon,
because I did not take off mine."


"Couldn't you hear our welcome to him? Couldn't you hear
us call him 'Brook'?" persisted Tod.


"I did not distinguish a single word. The wind was too
high for that."


"Then we are to understand that Brook has not come back:
that you did not bring him?" interposed the Squire. "Be
quiet, Joe; can't you see you were mistaken? I told you you
were, you know, at the time. You and Johnny are for ever
taking up odd notions, Johnny especially."


"The man was a stranger to me," spoke St. George. "I
overtook him trudging along the road, soon after leaving
Worcester; it was between Red Hill and the turning to
Whittington. He accosted me, asking which of the two roads
before us would take him to Evesham. I told him which, and
was about to drive on when it occurred to me that I might as
well offer to give the man a lift: it was an awful evening,
and that's the truth: one that nobody would, as the saying
runs, turn a dog out in. He thanked me, and got up; and I
drove him as far as——"


"Then that's what took you round by Dip Lane, St.
George?" interrupted Mr. Delorane.


"That's what took me round by Dip Lane," acquiesced St.
George, slightly smiling; "and which seems to have led to
this misapprehension. But don't give my humanity more credit
than it deserves. Previously to this I had been debating in
my own mind whether to take the round, seeing what a journey
was before me. It was about the wildest night I ever was out
in, the horse could hardly make head against the wind, and I
thought we might feel it less in the small and more
sheltered by-ways than in the open road. Taking up the
traveller decided me."


"You put him down in Dip Lane, at the turning that leads
to Evesham," remarked the Squire.


"Yes, I put him down there. It was just after you passed
us. He thanked me heartily, and walked on; and I drove
quickly home, glad enough to reach it. Who he was, or what
he was, I do not know, and did not ask."


Tod was still in a quandary; his countenance betrayed it.
"Did you notice that he resembled William Brook, St.
George?"


"No. It did not strike me that he resembled any one. His
face was well wrapped up from the cold, and I did not get a
clear view of it: I am not sure that I should know it again.
I should know his voice, though," he added quickly.


Poor Aunt Hester, listening to all this in dismay, felt
the disappointment keenly: the tears were stealing down her
face. "And we have been drinking his health, and—and
feeling so thankful that he was safely back again!" she
murmured gently.


"Hang it, yes," added Mr. Delorane. "Well, well; I dare
say a day or two more will bring him. I must say I thought
it odd that you should not have mentioned it to me, St.
George, if he had come."


"I should have thought it very odd, sir," spoke St.
George.


"Will you take a glass of wine?"


"No, thank you; I have not time for it. Those deeds have
to be gone over, you know, sir, before post-time," replied
St. George; and he left the room.


"And if ever you two boys serve me such a trick
again—bringing me over with a cock-and-bull story that
people have come back from sea who haven't—I'll punish
you," stuttered the Squire, too angry to speak clearly.


We went away in humility; heads down, metaphorically
speaking, tails between legs. The Squire kept up the ball,
firing away sarcastic reproaches hotly.


Tod never answered. The truth was, he felt angry himself.
Not with the Squire, but with the affair altogether. Tod
hated mystification, and the matter was mystifying him
utterly. With all his heart, with all the sight of his eyes,
he had believed it to be William Brook: and he could not
drive the conviction away, that it was Brook, and that St.
George was giving him house room.


"I don't like complications," spoke he resentfully.


"Complications!" retorted the Squire. "What complications
are there in this? None. You two lads must have been
thinking of William Brook, perhaps speaking of him, and so
you thought you saw him. That's all about it, Joe."


The complications were not at an end. A curious addition
to them was at hand. The Squire came to a halt at the
turning to the Ravine, undecided whether to betake himself
home at once, or to make a call first at Timberdale Court,
to see Robert Ashton.


"I think we'll go there, lads," said he: "there's plenty
of time. I want to ask him how that squabble about the
hunting arrangements has been settled."


So we continued our way along the road, presently
crossing it to take the one in which the Court was situated:
a large handsome house, lying back on the right hand. Before
gaining it, however, we had to pass the pretty villa rented
by Mr. St. George, its stable and coach-house and dog-kennel
beside it. The railway was on ahead; a train was shrieking
itself at that moment into the station.


St. George's groom and man-of-all-work, Japhet, was
sweeping up the leaves on the little lawn. Tod, who was in
advance of us, put his arms on the gate. "Are you going to
make a bonfire with them?" asked he.


"There's enough for't, sir," answered Japhet. "I never
see such a wind as yesterday's," he ran on, dropping his
besom to face Tod, for the man was a lazy fellow, always
ready for a gossip. "I'm sure I thought it 'ud ha' blowed
the trees down as well as the leaves."


"It was pretty strong," assented Tod, as I halted beside
him, and the Squire walked on towards the Court. "We were
out in it—coming home from Pigeon Green. There was one
gust that I thought would have blown the horses right
over."


"The master, he were out in it, too, a coming home from
Worcester," cried Japhet, taking off his old hat to push his
red hair back. "When he got in here, he said as he'd had
enough on't for one journey. I should think the poor horse
had too; his coat were all wet."


Tod lifted up his head, speaking impulsively. "Was your
master alone, Japhet, when he got home? Had he any one with
him?"


"Yes, he were all alone, sir," replied the man. "Miss
Delorane were with him when he drove off in the morning, but
she stayed at Worcester."


Had Tod taken a moment for thought he might not have
asked the question. He had nothing of the sneak in him, and
would have scorned to pump a servant about his master's
movements. The answer tended to destroy his theory of
Brook's being concealed here, and to uphold the account
given by Mr. St. George.


Quitting the railings, we ran to catch up the Squire. And
at that moment two or three railway passengers loomed into
view, coming from the train. One of them was Ellin
Delorane.


She came along briskly, with a buoyant step and a smiling
face. The Squire dropped us a word of caution.


"Now don't go telling her of your stupid fancy about
Brook, you two: it would only cause her disappointment." And
with the last word we met her.


"Ah ha, Miss Ellin!" he exclaimed, taking her hands. "And
so the truant's back again!"


"Yes, he is back again," she softly whispered, with a
blush that was deep in colour.


The Squire did not quite catch the words. She and he were
at cross-purposes. "We have but now left your house, my
dear," he continued. "Your aunt does not expect you back to-
day; she thought you would stay at Worcester till
Saturday."


Ellin smiled shyly. "Have you seen him?" she asked in the
same soft whisper.


"Seen whom, my dear?"


"Mr. Brook."


"Mr. Brook! Do you mean William Brook? He is not
back, is he?"


"Yes, he is back," she answered. "I thought you might
have seen him: you spoke of the return of the truant."


"Why, child, I meant you," explained the Squire. "Nobody
else. Who says William Brook is back?"


"Oh, I say it," returned Ellin, her cheeks all rosy
dimples. "He reached Worcester yesterday."


"And where is he now?" cried the Squire, feeling a little
at sea.


"He is here, at Timberdale," answered Ellin. "Mr. St.
George drove him home last night."


"There!" cried Tod with startling emphasis. "There,
father, please not to disparage my sight any more."


Well, what do you think of this for another complication?
It took me aback. The Squire rubbed his face, and
stared.


"My dear, just let us understand how the land lies," said
he, putting his hand on Ellin's shoulder. "Do you say that
William Brook reached Worcester yesterday on his return, and
that St. George drove him home here at night?"


"Yes," replied Ellin. "Why should you doubt it? It is
true."


"Well, we thought St. George did drive him home," was the
Squire's answer, staring into her face; "we passed his gig
in Dip Lane and thought that it was Brook that he had with
him. But St. George denies this. He says it was not Brook;
that he has not seen Brook, does not know he has come home;
he says the man he had with him was a stranger, to whom he
was giving a lift."


Ellin looked grave for a moment; then the smiles broke
out again.


"St. George must have been joking," she cried; "he cannot
mean it. He happened to be at Worcester Station yesterday
when Mr. Brook arrived by the Birmingham train: we suppose
he then offered to drive him home. Any way, he did do
it."


"But St. George denied that he did, Ellin," I said.


"He will not deny it to me, Johnny. Gregory West,
returning from a visit to some client at Spetchley, met them
in the gig together."


The Squire listened as a man dazed. "I can't make head or
tail of it," cried he. "What does St. George mean by denying
that he brought Brook? And where is Brook?"


"Has no one seen him?" questioned Ellin.


"Not a soul, apparently. Ellin, my girl," added the
Squire, "we will walk back with you to your father's, and
get this cleared up. Come along, boys."


So back we went to turn the tables upon St. George, Tod
in a rapture of gratification. You might have thought he was
treading upon eggs.


We had it out this time in Mr. Delorane's private office;
the Squire walked straight into it. Not but that "having it
out" must be regarded as a figure of speech, for elucidation
seemed farther off than before, and the complications
greater.


Mr. Delorane and his head-clerk were both bending over
the same parchment when we entered. Ellin kissed her father,
and turned to St. George.


"Why have you been saying that you did not drive home
William Brook?" she asked as they shook hands.


"A moment, my dear; let me speak," interrupted the
Squire, who never believed any one's explanation could be so
lucid as his own. "Delorane, I left you just now with an
apology for having brought to you a cock-and-bull story
through the misleading fancies of these boys; but we have
come back again to tell you the story's true. Your daughter
here says that it was William Brook that St. George had in
his gig. And perhaps Mr. St. George"—giving that
gentleman a sharp nod—"will explain what he meant by
denying it?"


"I denied it because it was not he," said Mr. St. George,
not appearing to be in the least put out. "How can I tell
you it was Brook when it was not Brook? If it had
been——"


"You met William Brook at the Worcester railway-station
yesterday afternoon," interrupted Ellin. "Mrs. James Ashton
saw you there; saw the meeting. You were at the
station, were you not?"


"I was at the station," readily replied St. George, "and
Mrs. James Ashton may have seen me there, for all I
know—I did not see her. But she certainly did not see
William Brook. Or, if she did, I didn't."


"Gregory West saw you and him in your gig together later,
when you were leaving Worcester," continued Ellin. "It was
at the top of Red Hill."


St. George shook his head. "The person I had in my gig
was a stranger. Had Gregory West come up one minute earlier
he would have seen me take the man into it."


"William has come," persisted Ellin.


"I don't say he has not," returned St. George. "All I can
say is that I did not know he had come and that I have not
seen him."


Who was right, and who was wrong? Any faces more
hopelessly puzzled than the two old gentlemen's were, as
they listened to these contradictory assertions, I'd not
wish to see. Nothing came of the interview; nothing but
fresh mystification. Ellin declared William Brook had
arrived, had been driven out of Worcester for Timberdale in
St. George's gig. We felt equally certain we had passed them
in Dip Lane, sitting together in the gig; but St. George
denied it in toto, affirming that the person with him was a
stranger.


And perhaps it may be as well if I here say a word about
the routes. Evesham lay fifteen miles from Worcester;
Timberdale not much more than half that distance, in a
somewhat different direction, and on a different road. In
going to Timberdale, if when about half-way there you
quitted the high-road for by-ways you would come to Dip
Lane. Traversing nearly the length of the lane, you would
then come to a by-way leading from it on the other side,
which would bring you on the direct road to Evesham, still
far off. Failing to take this by-way leading to Evesham, you
would presently quit the lane, and by dint of more by-ways
would gain again the high-road and soon come to Timberdale.
This is the route that Mr. St. George took that night.


We went home from Mr. Delorane's, hopelessly mystified,
the Squire rubbing up his hair the wrong way; now blowing us
both up for what he called our "fancies" in supposing we saw
William Brook, and now veering round to the opposite opinion
that we and Ellin must be alike correct in saying Brook had
come.


Ellin's account was this: she passed a pleasant morning
with Mary West, who was nearly always more or less of an
invalid. At half-past one o'clock dinner was served; Philip
West, his younger brother Gregory, who had recently joined
him, and Mr. St. George coming in from the office to partake
of it. Dinner over, they left the room, having no time to
linger. In fact, Gregory rose from table before he had well
finished. Mary West inquired what his haste was, and he
replied that he was off to Spetchley; some one had been
taken ill there and wanted a will made. It was Philip who
ought to have gone, who had been sent for; but Philip had an
hour or two's business yet to do with Mr. St. George. Mrs.
West told St. George that she would have tea ready at five
o'clock, that he might drink a cup before starting for
home.


Later on in the afternoon, when Ellin and Mrs. West were
sitting over the fire, talking of things past and present,
and listening to the howling of the wind, growing more
furious every hour, James Ashton's wife came in, all
excitement. Her husband, in medical practice at Worcester,
was the brother of Robert Ashton of Timberdale. A very nice
young woman was Marianne Ashton, but given to an excited
manner. Taking no notice of Mrs. West, she flew to Ellin and
began dancing round her like a demented Red Indian
squaw.


"What will you give me for my news, Ellin?"


"Now, Marianne!" remonstrated Mrs. West. "Do be sensible,
if you can."


"Be quiet, Mary: I am sensible. Your runaway lover is
come, Ellin; quite safely."


They saw by her manner, heard by her earnest tone, that
it was true. William Brook had indeed come, was then in the
town. Throwing off her bonnet, and remarking that she meant
to remain for tea, Mrs. James Ashton sat down to tell her
story soberly.


"You must know that I had to go up to the Shrub Hill
Station this afternoon," began she, "to meet the Birmingham
train. We expected Patty Silvester in by it; and James has
been since a most unearthly hour this morning with some
cross-grained patient, who must needs go and be ill at the
wrong time. I went up in the brougham, and had hardly
reached the platform when the train came in. There was a
good deal of confusion; there always is, you know;
passengers getting out and getting in. I ran about looking
for Patty, and found she had not come: taken fright at the
weather, I suppose. As the train cleared off, I saw a figure
that seemed familiar to me; it was William Brook; and I gave
a glad cry that you might have heard on the top of St.
Andrew's spire. He was crossing the line with others who had
alighted, a small black-leather travelling-bag in his hand.
I was about to run over after him, when a porter stopped me,
saying a stray engine was on the point of coming up, to take
on the Malvern train. So, all I could do was to stand there,
hoping he would turn his head and see me. Well: just as he
reached the opposite platform, Mr. St. George stepped out of
the station-master's office, and I can tell you there was
some shaking of hands between the two. There's my
story."


"And where is he now?"


"Oh, they are somewhere together, I suppose; on their way
here perhaps," rejoined Mrs. James Ashton carelessly. "I
lost sight of them: that ridiculous stray engine the man
spoke of puffed up at the minute, and stopped right in front
of me. When it puffed on again, leaving the way clear, both
he and St. George had vanished. So I got into the brougham
to bring you the news in advance, lest the sudden sight of
William the deserter should cause a fainting-fit."


Ellin, unable to control herself, burst into glad tears
of relief. "You don't know what a strain it has been," she
said. And she sat listening for his step on the stairs. But
William Brook did not come.


At five o'clock punctually the tea was brought in, and
waited for some little time on the table. Presently Mr. West
appeared. When they told him he was late, he replied that he
had lingered in the office expecting Mr. St. George. St.
George had left him some time before to go to the Shrub Hill
Station, having business to see to there, and had promised
to be back by tea-time. However, he was not back yet. Mr.
West was very glad to hear of the arrival of William Brook,
and supposed St. George was then with him.


Before the tea was quite over, Gregory West got back from
Spetchley. He told them that he had met St. George just
outside the town, and that he had a gentleman in his gig.
He, Gregory West, who was in his brother's gig, pulled up to
ask St. George whether he was not going home earlier than he
had said. Yes, somewhat, St. George called back, without
stopping: when he had seen what sort of a night it was going
to be, he thought it best to be off as soon as he could.


"Of course it was William Brook that he had with him,
Gregory!" exclaimed Mary West, forgetting that her brother-
in-law had never seen William Brook.


"I cannot tell," was the only answer the young lawyer
could give. "It was a stranger to me: he wore a lightish-
coloured over-coat and a white comforter."


"That's he," said Mrs. James Ashton. "And he had on new
tan-coloured kid gloves: I noticed them. I think St. George
might have brought him here, in spite of the roughness of
the night. He is jealous, Ellin."


They all laughed. But never a shadow of doubt rested on
any one of their minds that St. George was driving William
Brook home to Timberdale. And we, as you have heard, saw
him, or thought we saw him, in Dip Lane.


III.



I SCARCELY know how to go on with this story so as to put
its complications and discrepancies of evidence clearly
before you. William Brook had been daily expected to land at
Liverpool from the West Indies, and to make his way at once
to Timberdale by rail, viâ Birmingham and
Worcester.


In the afternoon of the 19th of October, Mrs. James
Ashton chanced to be at the Worcester Station when the
Birmingham train came in. Amidst the passengers who alighted
from it she saw William Brook, whom she had known all her
life. She was not near enough to speak to him, but she
watched him cross the line to the opposite platform, shake
hands there with Mr. St. George, and remain talking.
Subsequently, Gregory West had met St. George leaving
Worcester in his gig, a gentleman sitting with him; it was
therefore assumed without doubt that he was driving William
Brook to Timberdale, to save him the railway journey and for
companionship.


That same evening, at dusk, as we (not knowing that Brook
had landed) were returning home from Pigeon Green in the
large phaeton, amid a great storm of wind, and slight sleet
and snow, Mrs. Todhetley sitting with the Squire in front,
Tod and I behind, we passed St. George's gig in Dip Lane;
and saw William Brook with him—as we believed, Tod
most positively. We called out to Brook, waving our hats;
Brook called back to us and waved his.


But now, Mr. St. George denied that it was Brook. He said
the gentleman with him was a stranger to whom he had given a
lift of three or four miles on the road, and who bore no
resemblance to Brook, so far as he saw. Was it Brook, or was
it not? asked every one. If it was Brook, what had become of
him? The only one point that seemed to be sure in the matter
was this—William Brook had not reached Timberdale.


The following, elaborated, was Mr. St. George's
statement.


He, as confidential clerk, soon to be partner, of Mr.
Delorane, had a good deal of business to go through that day
with Philip West at Worcester, and the afternoon was well on
before it was concluded. He then went up to the station at
Shrub Hill to inquire after a missing packet of deeds, which
had been despatched by rail from Birmingham to Mr. Delorane
and as yet could not be heard of. His inquiries over, St.
George was traversing the platform on his way to quit the
station, when one of the passengers, who had then crossed
the line from the Birmingham train, stopped him to ask if he
could inform him when the next train would leave for
Evesham. "Very shortly," St. George replied, speaking from
memory: but even as he spoke a doubt arose in his mind.
"Wait a moment," he said to the stranger; "I am not sure
that I am correct"—and he drew from his pocket a time-
table and consulted it. There would not be a train for
Evesham for more than two hours, he found, one having just
gone. The stranger remarked that it was very unfortunate; he
had not wanted to wait all that time at Worcester, but to
get on at once. The stranger then detained him to ask,
apologizing for the trouble, and adding that it was the
first time he had been in the locality, whether he could get
on from Evesham to Cheltenham. St. George told him that he
could, but that he could also get on to Cheltenham from
Worcester direct. "Ah," remarked the stranger, "but I have
to take Evesham on my way." No more passed, and St. George
left him on the platform. He appeared to be a gentleman,
spoke as a cultured man speaks, St. George added when
questioned on these points: and his appearance and attire
tallied with that given by Mrs. Ashton. St. George had not
observed Mrs. James Ashton on the opposite platform; did not
know she was there.


Perceiving, as he left the station, how bad the weather
was getting, and what a wild night might be expected, St.
George rapidly made up his mind to start for home at once,
without waiting for tea at Philip West's or going back at
all to the house. He made his way to the Hare-and-Hounds
through the back streets, as being the nearest, ordered his
gig, and set off—alone—as soon as it was ready.
It was then growing dusk; snow was falling in scanty flakes
mixed with sleet, and the wind was roaring and rushing like
mad.


Gaining the top of Red Hill, St. George was bowling along
the level road beyond it, when some wayfarer turned round
just before him, put up his hand, and spoke. By the
peculiar-coloured coat—a sort of slate—and white
comforter, he recognized the stranger of the railway-
station; he also remembered the voice. "I beg your pardon a
thousand times for stopping you," he said, "but I think I
perceive that the road branches off two ways yonder: will
you kindly tell me which of them will take me to Evesham?
there seems to be no one about on foot that I can inquire
of." "That will be your way," St. George answered, pointing
with his whip. "But you are not thinking of walking to
Evesham to-night, are you?" he added. "It is fifteen miles
off."


The stranger replied that he had made up his mind to
walk, rather than wait two hours at Worcester station: and
St. George was touching his horse to move on, when a thought
struck him.


"I am not going the direct Evesham road, but I can give
you a lift part of the way," he said. "It will not cut off
any of the distance for you, but it will save your legs
three or four miles." The stranger thanked him and got up at
once, St. George undoing the apron to admit him. He had the
same black bag with him that St. George had noticed at the
station.


St. George had thus to make a detour to accommodate the
stranger. He was by no means unwilling to do it; for, apart
from the wish to help a fellow-creature, he believed it
would be less rough in the low-lying lands. Driving along in
the teeth of the furious wind, he turned off the highway and
got into Dip Lane. We saw him in it, the stranger sitting
with him. He drove on after we had passed, pulled up at the
proper place for the man to descend, and pointed out the
route. "You have a mile or two of these by-ways," he said to
him, "but keep straight on and they will bring you out into
the open road. Turn to your left then, and you will gain
Evesham in time—and I wish you well through your
walk."


Those were St. George's exact words—as he repeated
them to us later. The stranger thanked him heartily, shook
hands and went on his way, carrying his black bag. St.
George said that before parting with the traveller, he
suggested that he should go on with him to Timberdale,
seeing the night was so cold and wild, put up at the Plough-
and-Harrow, where he could get a comfortable bed, and go on
to Evesham in the morning. But the stranger declined, and
seemed impatient to get on.


He did not tell St. George who he was, or what he was; he
did not tell his name, or what his business was in
Worcestershire, or whether he was purposing to make a stay
at Evesham, or whither he might be going when he left it:
unless the question he had put to St. George, as to being
able to get on to Cheltenham, might be taken for an
indication of his route. In fact, he stated nothing whatever
about himself; but, as St. George said, the state of the
weather was against talking. It was difficult to hear each
other speak; the blasts howled about their ears perpetually,
and the sharp sleet stung their faces. As to his bearing the
resemblance to Brook that was being talked of, St. George
could only repeat that he did not perceive it; he might have
been about Brook's height and size, but that was all. The
voice was certainly not Brook's, not in the least like
Brook's, neither was the face, so far as St. George saw of
it: no idea of the kind struck him.




These were the different statements: and, reading them,
you have the matter in a nutshell. Mrs. James Ashton
continued to affirm that it was William Brook she saw at the
station, and could not be shaken out of her belief. She and
William had played together as children, they had flirted
together, she was pleased to declare, as youth and maiden,
and did anybody suppose she could mistake an unknown
young man for him in broad daylight? An immense favourite
with all the world, Marianne Ashton was fond of holding
decisively to her own opinions; all her words might have
begun with capital letters.


I also maintained that the young man we saw in St.
George's gig in Dip Lane, and who wore a warm great-coat of
rather an unusual colour, something of a grey—or a
slate—or a mouse, with the white woollen comforter on
his neck and the soft low-crowned hat drawn well on his
brows, was William Brook. When he took off his hat to wave
it to us in response, I saw (as I fully believed) that it
was Brook; and I noticed his gloves. Mrs. Todhetley, who had
turned her head at our words, also saw him and felt not the
slightest doubt that it was he. Tod was ready to swear to
it.


To combat this, we had Mr. St. George's cool, calm,
decisive assertion that the man was a stranger. Of course it
outweighed ours. All the probabilities lay with it; he had
been in companionship with the stranger, had talked with him
face to face: we had not. Besides, if it had been Brook,
where was he that he had not made his way to Timberdale? So
we took up the common-sense view of the matter and dismissed
our own impressions as fancies that would not hold water,
and looked out daily for the landing of the exile. Aunt
Hester hoped he was not "lost at sea:" but she did not say
it in the hearing of Ellin Delorane.




The days went on. November came in. William Brook did not
appear; no tidings reached us of him. His continued non-
appearance so effectually confirmed St. George's statement,
that the other idea was exploded and forgotten by all
reasonable minds. Possibly in one or two unreasonable ones,
such as mine, say, a sort of hazy doubt might still hover.
But, doubt of what? Ay, that was the question. Even Tod
veered round to the enemy, said his sight must have misled
him, and laid the blame on the wind. Both common sense and
uncommon said Brook had but been detained in Jamaica, and
might be expected in any day.


The first check to this security of expectation was
wrought by a letter. A letter from New York, addressed to
William Brook by his brother there, Charles. Mrs. Brook
opened it. She was growing vaguely uneasy, and had already
begun to ask herself why, were William detained in the West
Indies, he did not write to tell her so.


And this, as it proved, was the chief question the letter
was written to ask. "If," wrote Charles Brook to his
brother, "if you have arrived at home—as we conclude
you must have done, having seen in the papers the safe
arrival of the Dart at Liverpool—how is it you
have not written to say so, and to inform us how things are
progressing? The uncle does not like it. 'Is William growing
negligent?' he said to me yesterday."


The phrase "how things are progressing," Mrs. Brook
understood to apply to the new mercantile house about to be
established in London. She sent the letter by Araminta to
Mr. Delorane.


"Can William have been drowned at sea?" breathed
Minty.


"No, no; I don't fear that; I'm not like that silly
woman, Aunt Hester, with her dreams and her fancies," said
Mr. Delorane. "It seems odd, though, where he can be."


Inquiries were made at Liverpool for the list of
passengers by the Dart. William Brook's name was not
amongst them. Timberdale waited on. There was nothing else
for it to do. Waited until a second letter came from Charles
Brook. It was written to his mother this time. He asked for
news of William; whether he had, or had not, arrived at
home.


The next West Indian mail-packet, steaming from
Southampton, carried out a letter from Mr. St. George,
written to his cousin in Kingston, Jamaica, at the desire of
Mr. Delorane: at the desire, it may with truth be said, of
Timberdale in general. The same mail also took out a letter
from Reginald Brook in London, who had been made acquainted
with the trouble. Both letters were to the same
purport—an inquiry as to William Brook and his
movements, more particularly as to the time he had departed
for home, and the vessel he had sailed in.


In six or eight weeks, which seemed to some of us like so
many months, Mr. St. George received an answer. His
relative, Leonard St. George, sent rather a curious story.
He did not know anything of William Brook's movements
himself, he wrote, and could not gain much reliable
information about them. It appeared that he was to have
sailed for England in the Dart, a steamer bound for
Liverpool, not one of their regular passenger-packets. He
was unable, however, to find any record that Brook had gone
in her, and believed he had not: neither could he learn that
Brook had departed by any other vessel. A friend of his told
him that he feared Brook was dead. The day before the
Dart went out of port, a young man, who bore out in
every respect the description of Brook, was drowned in the
harbour.


Comforting news! Delightfully comforting for Ellin
Delorane, not to speak of Brook's people. Aunt Hester came
over to Crabb Cot, and burst into tears as she told it.


But the next morning brought a turn in the tide; one less
sombre, though uncertain still. Mrs. Brook, who had bedewed
her pillow with salt tears, for her youngest son was very
dear to her heart, received a letter from her son Reginald
in London, enclosing one he had just received from the West
Indies. She brought them to Mr. Delorane's office during the
morning, and the Squire and I happened to be there.


"How should Reginald know anything about it?" demanded
St. George, in the haughty manner he could put on when not
pleased; and his countenance looked dark as he gazed across
his desk at Mrs. Brook, for which I saw no occasion.
Evidently he did not like having his brother's news
disputed.


"Reginald wrote to Kingston by the same mail that you
wrote," she said. "He received an introduction to some
mercantile firm out there, and this is their answer to
him."


They stated, these merchants, that they had made due
inquiries according to request, and found that William Brook
had secured a passage on board the Dart; but that,
finding himself unable to go in her, his business in
Kingston not being finished, he had, at the last moment,
made over his berth and ticket to another gentleman, who
found himself called upon to sail unexpectedly: and that he,
Brook, had departed by the Idalia, which left two
days later than the Dart and was also bound for
Liverpool.


"I have ascertained here, dear mother," wrote Reginald
from London, "that the Idalia made a good passage and
reached Liverpool on the 18th of October. If the statement
which I enclose you be correct, that William left Jamaica in
her, he must have arrived in her at Liverpool, unless he
died on the way. It is very strange where he can be, and
what can have become of him. Of course, inquiries must now
be made in Liverpool. I only wish I could go down myself,
but our patients are all on my hands just now, for Dr. Croft
is ill."


The first thought, flashing into the mind of Mr.
Delorane, was, that the 18th of October was the eve of the
day on which William Brook was said to have been seen by
Mrs. James Ashton. He paused to consider, a sort of puzzled
doubt on his face.


"Why, look you here," cried he quickly, "it seems as
though that was Brook at Worcester Station. If he
reached Liverpool on the 18th, the probabilities are that he
would be at Worcester on the 19th. What do you make of
it?"


We could not make anything. Mrs. Brook looked pale and
distressed. The Squire, in his impulsive good-nature,
offered to be the one to go, off-hand, to make the inquiries
at Liverpool. St. George opposed this: he was the
proper person to go, he said; but Mrs. Delorane reminded him
that he could be ill spared just then, when the assizes were
at hand. For the time had gone on to spring.


"I will start to-night," said the Squire, "and take
Johnny with me. My time is my own. We will turn Liverpool
upside down but what we find Brook—if he is to be
found on earth."




That the Squire might have turned Liverpool "upside down"
with the confusion of his inquiries was likely enough, only
that Jack Tanerton was there, having brought his own good
ship, the Rose of Delhi, into port but a few days
before. Jack and William Brook had been boys together, and
Jack took up the cause in warm-hearted zeal. His knowledge
of the town and its shipping made our way plain before us.
That is, as plain as a way can be made which seems to have
neither inlet nor outlet.


The Idalia was then lying in the Liverpool docks,
not long in again from the West Indies. We ascertained that
William Brook had come in her the previous autumn, making
the port of Liverpool on the 18th of October.


"Then nothing happened to him half-way?" cried the Squire
to the second mate, a decent sort of fellow who did all he
could for us. "He was not lost, or—or—anything
of that sort?"


"Why no," said the mate, looking surprised. "He was all
right the whole of the voyage and in first-rate
spirits—a very nice young fellow altogether. The
Idalia brought him home, all taut and safe, take our
word for that, sir; and he went ashore with the rest, and
his luggage also: of which he had but little; just a big
case and the small one that was in his cabin."


All this was certain. But from the hour Brook stepped
ashore, we were unable to trace anything certain about him.
The hotels could not single him out in memory from other
temporary sojourners. I think it was by no means a usual
occurrence in those days for passing guests to give in their
names. Any way, we found no record of Brook's. The railway
porters remembered no more of him than the hotels—and
it was hardly likely they would.


Captain Tanerton—to give Jack his title—was
indefatigable; winding himself in and out of all kinds of
places like a detective eel. In some marvellous way he got
to learn that a gentleman whose appearance tallied with
Brook's had bought some tan-coloured kid gloves and also a
white comforter in a shop in Bold Street on the morning of
the 19th of October. Jack took us there that we might
question the people, especially the young woman who served
him. She said that, while choosing the gloves, he observed
that he had just come off a sea-voyage and found the weather
here very chilly. He wore a lightish great-coat, a sort of
slate or grey. She was setting out the window when he came
in, and had to leave it to serve him; it was barely eight
o'clock, and she remarked that he was shopping betimes; he
replied yes, for he was going off directly by train. He
bought two pair of the gloves, putting one pair of them on
in the shop; he next bought a warm knitted woollen scarf,
white, and put that on. She was quite certain it was the
19th of October, and told us why she could not be mistaken.
And that was the last trace we could get of Brook in
Liverpool.


Well, well; it is of no use to linger. We went away from
Liverpool, the Squire and I, no better off than we were when
we entered it. That William Brook had arrived safely by the
Idalia, and that he had landed safely, appeared to be
a fact indisputable: but after that time he seemed to have
vanished into air. Unless, mark you, it was he who had come
on to Worcester.


The most concerned of all at our ill-luck was Mr. St.
George. He had treated the matter lightly when thinking
Brook was only lingering over the seas; now that it was
proved he returned by the Idalia, the case was
different.


"I don't like it at all," he said to the Squire frankly.
"People may begin to think it was really Brook I had with me
that night, and ask me what I did with him."


"What could you have done with him?" dissented the
Squire.


"Not much—that I see. I couldn't pack him up in a
parcel to be sent back over seas, and I couldn't bury him
here. I wish with all my heart it had been Brook! I won't
leave a stone unturned now but what I find him," added St.
George, his eyes flashing, his face flushing hotly. "Any
way, I'll find the man who was with me."


St. George set to work. Making inquiries here, there, and
everywhere for William Brook, personally and by advertising.
But little came of it. A porter at the Worcester railway-
station, who had seen the traveller talking with St. George
on the platform, came forward to state that they (the
gentleman and Mr. St. George) had left the station together,
walking away from it side by side, down the road. St. George
utterly denied this. He admitted that the other might have
followed him so closely as to impart a possible appearance
of their being together, but if so, he was not conscious of
it. Just as he had denied shaking hands with the stranger,
which Mrs. James Ashton insisted upon.


Next a lady came forward. She had travelled from
Birmingham that afternoon, the 19th of October, with her
little nephew and niece. In the same compartment, a first-
class one, was another passenger, bearing, both in attire
and person, the description told of—a very pleasant,
gentlemanly young man, nice-looking, eyes dark blue. It was
bitterly cold: he seemed to feel it greatly, and said he had
recently come from a warmer climate. He also said that he
ought to have got into Worcester by an earlier train, but
had been detained in Birmingham, through missing his
luggage, which he supposed must have been put out by mistake
at some intermediate station. He had with him a small black
hand-bag; nothing else that she saw. His great-coat was of a
peculiar shade of grey; it did not look like an English-made
coat: his well-fitting kid gloves were of fawn (or tan)
colour, and appeared to be new. Once, when the high wind
seemed to shake the carriage, he remarked with a smile that
one might almost as well be at sea; upon which her little
nephew said: "Have you ever been to sea, sir?" "Yes, my
little lad," he answered; "I landed from it only
yesterday."


The only other person to come forward was a farmer named
Lockett, well known to us all. He lived on the Evesham Road,
close upon the turning, or by-way, which led up from Dip
Lane. On the night of the storm, the 19th of October, he
went out about ten o'clock to visit a neighbour, who had met
with a bad accident. In passing by this turning, a man came
out of it, walking pretty sharply. He looked like a
gentleman, seemed to be muffled up round the neck, and
carried something in his hand; whether a black bag, or not,
Mr. Lockett did not observe. "A wild night," said the farmer
to him in salutation. "It is that," answered the other. He
took the road to Evesham, and Mr. Lockett saw him no
more.


St. George was delighted at this evidence. He could have
hugged old Lockett. "I knew that the truth would be
corroborated sooner or later," he said, his eyes sparkling.
"That was the man I put out of my gig in Dip Lane."


"Stop a bit," cried Mr. Delorane, a doubt striking him.
"If it was the same man, what had he been doing to take two
or three hours to get into the Evesham Road? Did he bear any
resemblance to William Brook, Lockett?—you would have
known Brook."


"None at all that I saw. As to knowing Brook, or any one
else, I can't answer for it on such a night as that," added
the farmer after a pause. "Brook would have known me,
though, I take it, daylight or dark, seeing me close to my
own place, and all."


"It was the other man," affirmed St. George exultantly,
"and now we will find him."


An advertisement was next inserted in the local
newspapers by Mr. St. George, and also in the
Times.


 



"Gentleman Wanted. The traveller who got out of the
Birmingham train at Worcester railway-station on the 19th of
last October, towards the close of the afternoon, and who
spoke to a gentleman on the platform respecting the trains
to Evesham and to Cheltenham, and who was subsequently
overtaken a little way out of Worcester by the same
gentleman and given a few miles' lift in his gig, and was
put down in a cross-country lane to continue his walk to
Evesham: this traveller is earnestly requested to give an
address where he may be communicated with, to Alfred St.
George, Esquire, Timberdale, Worcester. By doing so, he will
be conferring a great favour."


 


For two long weeks the advertisements brought forth no
reply. At the end of that time there came to Mr. St. George
a post-letter, short and sweet.


 


"Tell me what I am wanted for.—R.W."


 


It was dated Post Office, Cheltenham. To the Post Office,
Cheltenham, St. George, consulting with Mr. Delorane, wrote
a brief explanation. That he (R.W.) had been mistaken by
some people who saw him that night in the gig, for a
gentleman named Brook, a native of Timberdale, who had been
missing since about that time. This, as R. W. might
perceive, was not pleasant for himself, St. George; and he
begged R. W. to come forward and set the erroneous idea at
rest, or to state where he could be seen. Expenses, if any,
would be cheerfully paid.


This letter brought forth the following
answer:—


 


"Dear Sir,



"I regret that your courtesy to me that stormy night
should have led to misapprehension. I the more regret it
that I am not able to comply with your request to come
forward. At present that is impossible. The truth is, I am,
and have been for some months now, lying under a cloud,
partly through my own credulous fault, chiefly through the
designing faults of another man, and I dare not show myself.
It may be many more months yet before I am cleared: that I
shall be, in time, there exists no doubt, and I shall then
gladly bear personal testimony to the fact that it was I
myself who was with you. Meanwhile, perhaps the following
statement will suffice: which I declare upon my honour to be
true.



"I was hiding at Crewe, when I received a letter from a
friend at Evesham, bidding me go to him without delay. I had
no scruple in complying, not being known at all in
Worcestershire, and I started by one of the Liverpool
trains. I had a portmanteau with me containing papers
principally, and this I missed on arriving at Birmingham.
The looking for it caused me to lose the Worcester train,
but I went on by the next. Upon getting out there, I
addressed the first person I saw after crossing the
line—yourself. I inquired of you when the next train
would start for Evesham. Not for two hours, you told me: so
I set off to walk, after getting some light refreshment.
Barely had I left Worcester when, through the dusk of
evening, I thought I saw that the road before me branched
off two ways. I did not know which to take, and ventured to
stop a gig, then bowling up behind me, to ask. As you
answered me I recognized you for the gentleman to whom I had
spoken at the station. You offered to take me a few miles on
my road, and I got into the gig. I found that you would have
to go out of your way to do this, and I expressed concern;
you laughed my apologies off, saying you should probably
have chosen the way in any case, as it was more sheltered.
You drove me as far as your road lay, told me that after I
got out of the cross-lanes my way would be a straight one,
and I left you with hearty thanks—which I repeat now.
I may as well tell you that I reached Evesham without
mishap—in process of time. The storm was so bad, the
wind so fierce, that I was fain to turn out of the lane
close upon leaving you, and shelter myself for an hour or
two under a hay-rick, hoping it would abate. How it was
possible for mortal man to see enough of me that night in
your gig to mistake me for some one else, I am at a loss to
understand. I remember that carriage passing us in the
narrow line, the people in it shouted out to you: it must
have been they, I conclude, who mistook me, for I do not
think we saw another soul. You are at full liberty to show
them this letter: but I must ask you not to make it
absolutely public. I have purposely elaborated its details.
I repeat my sacred declaration that every word of it is
true—and I heartily regret that I cannot yet testify
to it personally.


"R.W."




This letter set the matter at rest. We never doubted that
it was genuine, or anything but a plain narrative of
absolute facts. But the one great question
remained—where was William Brook?


It was not answered. The disappearance, which had been a
mystery at the beginning, seemed likely to remain a mystery
to the end.




Another autumn had come round. Ellin Delorane, feeble
now, sat in the church-porch, the graveyard lying around her
under the hot September sun, soon herself to be laid there.
Chancing to take that way round from buying some figs at
Salmon's for Hugh and Lena, I saw her, and dashed up the
churchyard path.


"You seem to have set up a love for this lively spot,
Ellin! You were sitting here the last time I passed by."


"The sun is hot yet, and I get tired, so I come across
here for a rest when out this way," she answered, a sweet
smile on her wan face and a hectic on her thin cheeks.
"Won't you stay with me for a little while, Johnny?"


"Are you better, Ellin?" I asked, taking my place on the
opposite bench, which brought my knees near to hers, for the
porch was not much more than big enough for a coffin to pass
through.


She gently shook her head as she glanced across at me, a
steadfast look in her sad brown eyes. "Don't you see how it
is, Johnny? That I shall never be better in this world?"


"Your weakness may take a turn, Ellin; it may indeed.
And—he may come back yet."


"He will never come back: rely upon that," she quietly
said. "He is waiting for me on the Eternal shores."


Her gaze went out afar, over the gravestones and the
green meadows beyond, almost (one might fancy) into the blue
skies, as if she could see those shores in the distant
horizon.


"Is it well to lose hope, Eileen mavourneen?"


"The hope of his returning died out long ago," she
answered. "Those dreams that visited me so strangely last
year, night after night, night after night, seemed to take
that from me. Perhaps they came to do it. You
remember them, Johnny?"


"I cannot think, Ellin, how you could put faith in a
parcel of dreams!"


"It was not in the dreams I put faith—exactly. It
was in the mysterious influence—I hope I don't speak
profanely—which caused me to have the dreams. A
silent, undetected influence that I understood not and never
grasped—but it was there. Curious dreams they were,"
she added, after a pause; "curious that they should have
come to me. William was always lost, and I, with others, was
always searching for him—and never, never found him.
They lasted, Johnny, for weeks and months; and almost from
the time of their first setting-in, the impression, that I
should never see him again, lay latent in my heart."


"Do they visit you still?"


"No. At least, they have changed in character. Ever since
the night that he seems to have been really lost, the 19th
of October. How you look at me, Johnny!"


"You speak so strangely."


"The subject is strange. I was at Worcester, you know, at
Mary West's, and we thought he had come. That night I had
the pleasantest dream. We were no longer seeking for him;
all the anxiety, the distress of that was gone. We saw him;
he seemed to be with us—though yet at a distance. When
I awoke, I said in my happiness, 'Ah, those sad dreams will
visit me no more, now he is found.' I thought he was, you
see. Since then, though the dreams continue, he is never
lost in them. I see him always; we are often talking, though
we are never very close together. I will be indoors,
perhaps, and he outside in the garden; or maybe I am toiling
up a steep hill and he stands higher up. I seem to be
always going towards him and he to be waiting for me.
And though I never quite reach him, they are happy dreams.
It will not be very long first now."


I knew what she meant—and had nothing to say to
it.


"Perhaps it may be as well, Johnny," she went on in
speculative thought. "God does all things for the best."


"Perhaps what may be as well?"


"That he should never have come back to marry me. I do
not suppose I should have lived long in any case; I am too
much like mamma. And to have been left a
widower—perhaps—no, it is best as it is."


"You don't give yourself a chance of getting better,
Ellin—cherishing these gloomy views."


"Gloomy! They are not gloomy. I am as happy as I can be.
I often picture to myself the glories of the world I am
hastening to; the lovely flowers, the trees that overshadow
the banks of the pure crystal river, whose leaves are for
the healing of the nations, and the beautiful golden light
shed around us by God and the Lamb. Oh, Johnny, what a rest
it will be after the weary sorrow here—and the
weakness—and the pain!"


"But you should not wish to leave us before your
time."


"I do not wish it; it is God who is taking me. I think if
I had a wish it would be to stay here as long as papa stays.
For I know what my death will be to him. And what it will be
to you all," she generously added, holding out her hands to
me, as the tears filled her eyes.


I held them for a minute in mine. Ellin took up her
parasol, preparatory to moving away; but laid it down
again.


"Johnny, tell me—I have often thought I should like
to ask you—what do you think could have become
of William? Have you ever picked up an idea, however faint,
of anything that could tend to solve the mystery?"


It was a hard question to answer, and she saw my
hesitation.


"I cannot admit that I have, Ellin. When looking at the
affair in one light, I whisper to myself, 'It might have
been this way;' when looking at it in another, I say, 'It
might have been that.' Difficulties and contradictions
encompass it on all sides. One impediment to elucidation was
the length of time that elapsed before we began the search
in earnest. Had we known from the first that he was really
lost, and gone to work then, we might have had a better
chance."


Ellin nodded assent. "Marianne Ashton still maintains
that it was William she saw that day at the railway-
station."


"I know she does. She always will maintain it."


"Has it ever struck you, Johnny, in how rather remarkable
a way any proof that it was he, or not he, seems to have
been withheld?"


"Well, we could not get at any positive proof, one way or
the other."


"But I mean that proof seems to have been
withheld," repeated Ellin. "Take, to begin with, the
traveller's luggage: but for its being lost (and we do not
know that it was ever found), the name, sure to have been on
it, would have told whether its owner was William Brook, or
not. Then take Marianne Ashton: had she gained the platform
but a few seconds earlier, she would have met the traveller
face to face, avoiding all possibility of mistake either
way. Next take the meeting of the two gigs that evening when
Gregory West was returning from Spetchley. Gregory, a
stranger to Worcester until recently, did not know William
Brook; but had Philip West himself gone to
Spetchley—as he ought to have done—he would have
known him. Again, had Philip's groom, Brian, been there, he
would have known him: he comes from this neighbourhood, you
know. Brian was going with the gig that afternoon, but just
as it was starting Philip got a message from a client living
at Lower Wick, and he had to send Brian with the answer, so
Gregory went alone. You must see how very near proof was in
all these moments, yet it was withheld."


Of course I saw it. And there was yet another instance:
Had the Squire only pulled up when we passed the gig in Dip
Lane, instead of driving on like the wind, we should have
had proof that it was, or was not, Brook.


"If it was he," breathed Ellin, "it must have been that
night he died. He would not, else, keep away from
Timberdale."


My voice dropped to a lower key than hers. "Ellin! Do you
really think it was he with St. George?"


"Oh, I cannot say that. If any such thought intrudes
itself, I drive it away. I do not like St. George, but I
would not be unjust to him."


"I thought St. George was one of your prime
favourites."


"He was never that. He used to be very kind to me,
especially after William went away, and I liked him for it.
But latterly I have taken a most unreasonable dislike to
him—and really without any justifiable cause. He
worries me—but it is not that."


"Worries you!"


"In pressing me to be his wife," she sighed. "Of course I
ought to be grateful: he tells me, he tells papa, that with
a new life and new scenes, which he would carry me to, my
health might be re-established. Poor papa! Only the other
day he said to me, 'My dear, don't you think you might bring
yourself to try it,' and I was so silly as to burst into
tears. The tears came into papa's eyes too, and he promised
never to suggest it to me again."


The tears were trickling down her cheeks, now as she
spoke. "What a world of crosses and contradiction it is!"
she cried, smiling through them as she rose. "And, Johnny,
all this is between ourselves, remember."


Yes, it was between ourselves. We strolled across the
churchyard to a tomb that stood in a corner facing the
western sun. It was of white marble, aromatic shrubs
encircling it within ornamental railings, and an inscription
on it to her who lay beneath—


 


MARIA, THE BELOVED WIFE OF JOHN DELORANE.

 


Ellin lingered on through the frosts of winter. Except
that she grew thinner and weaker and her cheeks brighter,
there really did not seem to be much the matter. Darbyshire
saw her every day, other medical men occasionally, but they
could not save her. When the snowdrops were peeping from the
ground, and the violets nestled in their mossy shelters, and
the trees and hedges began to show signs of budding, tokens
of the renewal of life after the death of winter, Ellin
passed away to that other life, where there is no death and
the flowers bloom for ever. And another inscription was
added to the white tombstone in the churchyard—


 

ELLIN MARIA, THE ONLY CHILD OF JOHN AND MARIA DELORANE.

 


"You should have seen St. George at the funeral," said
Tom Coney to us, as we turned aside after church one hot
summer's day to look at the new name on grave, for we were
away from Crabb Cot when she died. "His face was green; yes,
green—hold your tongue, Johnny!—green, not
yellow; and his eyes had the queerest look. You were right,
Todhetley; you used to say, you know, that St. George was
wild after poor Ellin."


"Positive of it," affirmed Tod.


"And he can't bear the place now she's gone out of it,"
continued Tom Coney. "Report says that he means to throw up
his post and his prospects, and run away for good."


"Not likely," dissented Tod, tossing his head. "A strong
man like St. George does not die of love nowadays, or put
himself out of good things, either. You have been reading
romances, Coney."


But Tom Coney was right. When the summer was on the wane
St. George bade a final adieu to Timberdale. And if it was
his love for Ellin, or her death, that drove him away, he
made no mention of it. He told Timberdale that he was
growing tired of work and meant to travel. As he had a good
income, Timberdale agreed that it was only natural he should
grow tired of work and want to travel. So he said adieu, and
departed: and Mr. Delorane speedily engaged another head-
clerk in his place, who was to become his partner later.


St. George wrote to Sir. Delorane from Jamaica, to which
place he steamed first, to take a look at his cousins. The
letter contained a few words about William Brook. St. George
had been instituting inquiries, and he said that, by what he
could learn, it was certainly William Brook who was drowned
in Kingston harbour the day before he ought to have sailed
for England in the Dart. He, St. George, felt
perfectly assured of this fact, and also that if any man had
sailed in the Idalia under Brook's name, it must have
been an impostor who had nefariously substituted himself.
St. George added that he was going "farther afield,"
possibly to California: he would write again from thence if
he arrived without mishap.


No other letter ever came from him. So whether the sea
swallowed him up, as, according to his report, it had
swallowed his rival, none could tell. But it would take
better evidence than that, to convince us William Brook had
not come home in the Idalia.




And that is all I have to tell. I know you will deem it
most unsatisfactory. Was it William Brook in the gig, or was
it not? We found no trace of him after that stormy night: we
have found none to this day. And, whether that was he, or
was not he, what became of him? Questions never, as I
believe, to be solved in this life.


There was a peculiar absence of proof every way, as Ellin
remarked; nothing but doubt on all sides. Going over the
matter with Darbyshire the other evening, when, as I have
already told you, he suggested that I should relate it, we
could not, either of us, see daylight through it, any more
than we saw it at the time of its occurrence.


There was the certainty (yes, I say so) that Brook landed
at Liverpool the evening of the 18th of October; he would no
doubt start for home the morning of the 19th, by rail, which
would take him through Birmingham to Worcester; there was
also what the shopwoman in Bold Street said, though hers
might be called negative testimony, as well as the lady's in
the train. There was Mrs. James Ashton's positive belief
that she saw him arrive that afternoon at Worcester by the
Birmingham train, shake hands with St. George and
talk with him: and there was our recognition of him an hour
or two later in St. George's gig in Dip
Lane——


"Hold there, Johnny," cried Darbyshire, taking his long
clay pipe from his mouth to interrupt me as I went over the
items. "You should say supposed recognition."


"Yes, of course. Well, all that points to its having been
Brook: you must see that, Mr. Darbyshire. But, if it was in
truth he, there's a great deal that seems inexplicable. Why
did he set off to walk from Worcester to
Timberdale—and on such a night!—why not have
gone on by rail? It is incredible."


"Nay, lad, we are told he—that is, the
traveller—set off to walk to Evesham. St. George says
he put him down in Dip Lane; and Lockett, you know, saw
somebody, that seems to answer the description, turn from
the lanes into the Evesham road."


I was silent, thinking out my thoughts. Or, rather, not
daring to think them out. Darbyshire put his pipe in the
fender and went on.


"If it was Brook and no stranger that St. George met at
Worcester Station, the only possible theory I can form on
that point is this, Johnny: that St. George then proposed to
drive him home. He may have said to him, 'You walk on, and I
will get my gig and overtake you directly:' it is a lame
theory, you may say, lad, but it is the only one I can
discern, and I have thought of the matter more than you
suppose. St. George started for home earlier than he had
meant to start, and this may have been the reason: though
he says it was because he saw it was going to be so
wild a night. Why they should not have gone in company to
the Hare-and-Hounds, and started thence, in the gig
together, is another question."


"Unless Brook, being done up, wished not to show himself
at Worcester that day—to get on at once to
Timberdale."


Darbyshire nodded: the thought, I am sure, was not
strange to him. "The most weighty question of all remains
yet, lad: If St. George took up Brook in his gig, what did
he do with him? He would not want to be put down in
Dip Lane to walk to Evesham."


He caught up his churchwarden pipe, relighted it at the
fire, and puffed away in silence. Presently I spoke
again.


"Mr. Darbyshire, I do not like St. George. I never did.
You may not believe me, perhaps, but the first time I ever
saw his face—I was a little fellow—I drew back
startled. There was something in its expression which
frightened me."


"One of your unreasonable dislikes, Johnny?"


"Are they unreasonable? But I have not taken many such
dislikes in my life as that one was. Perhaps I might say
any such."


"St. George was liked by most people."


"I know he was. Any way, my dislike remained with me. I
never spoke of it; no, not even to Tod."


"Liking him or disliking him has nothing to do with the
main question—what became of Brook. There were the
letters too, sent by the traveller in answer to St. George's
advertisements."


"Yes, there were the letters. But—did it ever occur
to you to notice that not one word was said in those
letters, or one new fact given, that we had not heard
before? They bore out St. George's statement, but they
afforded no proof that his statement was true."


"That is, Mr. Johnny, you would insinuate, putting it
genteelly, that St. George fabricated the answers
himself."


"No, not that he did, only that there was nothing in the
letters to render it impossible that he did."


"After having fabricated the pretty little tale that it
was a stranger he picked up, and what the stranger said to
him, and all the rest of it, eh, Johnny?"


"Well"—I hesitated—"as to the letters, it
seemed to me to be an unaccountable thing that the traveller
could not let even one person see him in private, to hear
his personal testimony: say Mr. Delorane, or a member of the
Brook family. The Squire went hot over it: he asked St.
George whether the fellow thought men of honour carried
handcuffs in their pockets. Again, the stranger said he
should be at liberty to come forward later, but he never has
come."


Darbyshire smoked on. "I'd give this full of gold," he
broke the silence with, touching the big bowl of the clay
pipe, "to know where Brook vanished to."


My restless fingers had strayed to his old leaden tobacco
jar, on the table by me, pressing down its heavy lid and
lifting it again. When I next spoke he might have thought
the words came out of the tobacco, they were so low.


"Do you think St. George had a grudge against Brook, Mr.
Darbyshire?—that he wished him out of the way?"


Darbyshire gave me a look through the wreathing
smoke.


"Speak out, lad. What have you on your mind?"


"St. George said, you know, that he stopped the gig in
Dip Lane at the turning which would lead to Evesham, for
Brook—I mean the traveller—to get out. But I
thought I heard it stop before that. I was almost sure of
it."


"Stop where?"


"Just about opposite the gap in the hedge; hardly even
quite as far as that. We had not reached the turning to
Evesham ourselves when I heard this. The gig seemed to come
to a sudden standstill. I said so to Tod at the time."


"Well?"


"Why should he have stopped just at the gap?"


"How can I tell, lad?"


"I suppose he could not have damaged Brook? Struck him a
blow to stun him—or—or anything of that?"


"And if he had? If he (let us put it so) killed
him, Johnny, what did he do with—what was left of him?
What could he do with it?"


Darbyshire paused in his smoking. I played unconsciously
with the jar. He was looking at me, waiting to be
answered.


"I suppose—if that pond had been dragged—Dip
Pond—if it were to be dragged
now—that—that—nothing would be
found——"


"Hush, lad," struck in Darbyshire, all hastily. "Walls
have ears, people tell us: and we must not even whisper
grave charges without sufficient grounds; grounds that we
could substantiate."


True: and of course he did right to stop me.




But we cannot stay rebellious thought: and no end of
gruesome ideas connected with that night in Dip Lane steal
creepingly at times into my mind. If I am not mistaken they
steal also into Darbyshire's.


All the same they may be but phantoms of the imagination,
and St. George may have been a truthful, an innocent man.
You must decide for yourselves, if you can, on which side
the weight of evidence seems to lie. I have told you the
story as it happened, and I cannot clear up for you what has
never yet been cleared for Timberdale. It remains an
unsolved mystery.




THE END
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