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heart. Whagcan I say ? What can Ido ? I can
only imitate your admirable frankness, your
fearless candour. You have told me what your
position is. Let me tell you, in my turn, how I
am placed. Compose yourself—pray compose
yourself! I have a smelling bottle here, at the
service of the ladles. Permit me to offer it.”

" He brought me the smelling-bottle ; he put
a little stool uuder my feet; he entreated me
to take time enough to compose myself, ¢ In-
fernal fool!"” I heard him say to himself, as he
considerately turned away from me for a few
‘moments. “IfI had been her husband—come
what might of it, I would have told her the
truth t” :

Was he referring to Eustace ? And was he
going to do what he would have done in my
husband’s pluce—was he really going to tell me
the truth ?

The idea had barely crossed my mind, when
I was startled by a loud and peremptory knock-
ing at the street door. The Major stopped, and
listened attentively. In a fow moments the
door was opened, and the rustling of a woman’s
dress was plainly audible in the hall. The Ma-
Jor hurried to the door of the roota, with the
activity of a young man. He was too late. The
door was violently opened from the outer side,
Just as he got to it. The lady of the rastling
dress burst into the room.

CHAPTER IX.
THE DEFEAT OF THE MAJOR.

Major Fitz.David’s visitor proved to be a
plump, round-eyed, over-dressed girl, with a
florid complexion and straw-coloured hair,
After first Axing on me a broad stare of asto.
nishment, she pointedly addressed her apologies
for intruding on us to the Major alone. The
creature evidently belleved me to be the last
nhew obfect of the old gentleman's idolatry ; and
she took no pains to disguise her jealous resent.
ment on discovering us together. Major Fitz-
David set matters right in his own irresistibie
way. He kissed the hand of the over-dressed
girl, as devotedly as be had kissed mine; he
told ber she was looking charmingly. Then he
led her, with his happy mixture of admiration
and respect, back to the door by which she had
entered—a second door communicating directly
with the hall,

* No apology {8 Decessary, my dear,” he said.
¢ This lady is with me on a matter of business.
You,will find your singing.master waiting for
you upstairs. Begin your lesson; and I will
Join you in a few minutes. Au revoir, my
charming pupil—au revoir.”

The young lady answered this polite little
speech 1n & wbisper—with her round eyes fixed
distrustfully on me while she spoke. The door
closed on her. Major Fitz-David was at Iiberty
to set matters right with me, in my turn.

¢1 call that youug person one of my happy
discoveries,” sald the old gentleman compla-
cently. ¢ She possesses, I don't hesitate to say,
the finest soprano voice in Europe. Would you
believe it. I met with her at arailway station ?
8he was behind the counter in a refreshment-
room, poor innocent, rinsing wine-glasses, and
singing over her work. Good heavens, such
singing ! Her upper notes electrified me. I said
to myself, « Here 18 a born prima-donna—I will
bring her out !’ She is the third I have brought
out in my time. I shall take her to Italy when
her education is sufficiently advanced, and per.
fect her at Milan. In that unsophisticated glrl,
my dear lady, you see one of the fuiure Queens
of S8ong, Listen! she is beginning her seales.
‘What a voice ! Braval Brava| Bravissima]”

The high soprano notes of the future Queen
of song rang through the house as he spoke. Of
the loudness of the young lady’s voice there
could be no gort of doubt. The ,sweetness and
the purity of it admitted, in my oplnion, of
considerable dispute,

Having said the polite words which the ocos-
sion rendered necessary, I ventured to recall
Major Fitz.David to the subject in discussion
between us, when his visitor had entered the
room. The Major was very unwilling to return
to ths perilous topic on which we had Just
touched when the interruption occurred, He
beat time with his forefinger to the singing up-
stairs ; bhe asked me about my voice, and whe-
ther I sang; he remarked that life would be
intolerable to him without Love and Art. A
man in my place would have lost all patienoce,
and would have given up the struggle in disgust.
Being a woman, and having my end in view,
my resolution was invincible. I fairly wore out
the Major’s resistance, and compelled him to
surrender at discretion. It is only Justice to add
that, when he did make up his mind to speak
to me again of Eustace, he spoke frankly, and
spoke to the point.

«1 bave known your husband,” he began,
“ gince the time when he was a boy. At a cer-
tain period of his past life, a terrible misfortane
fell upon him. The secret of that, misfortune is
known to hls friends, and is religlously kept by
his friends. It 18 the secret that he is keeping
from you. He will never tell it to you as long
&s he lives. And he has bound me not to tell 1,

" under a promise given on my word of honour.
You wished, dear Mrs. Woodville, to be made
acquatoted with my position towards Eustace.
There it ia!”

¢ You persist in calling me Mrs. Woodviile,”
I said.

“ He will now acknowledge no other. Re-

is 1 You must do, what we

after your marriage ; it was then too late. Be-
fore your marriage, she did all she oould do—
without betraying secrets which, as a good
mother, she was bound to respect—to induce
her son to act justly towards you. I commit no
indiscretion when I tell you that she refused to
sanction your marriage, malnly for the reason
that Eustace refused to follow her advice, and
to tell you what his position really was, On my
part, [ did all I could to sapport Mrs. Macallan
in the course that she took. When Eastace
wrote to tell me that he had engaged himself to
marry & niece of my good friend Dr. Stark-
weather, and that he had mentioned me as his
reference, I wrote back to warn him that I
would have nothing to do with the affair, aonless
he revealed the whole truth about himself to
his fature wife. He refused to listen to me, as
be had refused to llsten to his mother ; and he
held me, at the sama i e, to my promise to
keep his secret, When tarkweather wrote to
me, I had no choice but to involve myself in a
deception of which I thoroughly disapproved—
or to apswer in a tone so guarded and so brief
a8 to stop the correspondence at the outset. I
chose the last alternative ; and I fear I have
offended my good old friend. You now see the
painful position in which I am placed. To aldd
to the difficulties of that situation, Eustace came
here, this very day, to warn me to be on my
guard, in case of your addressing to me the very
request which you have just made! He told me
that you had met with his mother, by an un-
lucky accident, and that you had discovered the
family name. He declared that he had travell-
ed to London for the express purpose of speak-
ing to me personaily on this serious subject.
¢I know your weakness '’ he sald, ¢« where wo-
men are concerned. Valeria is aware that you
are my old frlend. She will certainly write to
you; she may even be bold enough to make
her way into your house. Renew your promise
to keep the great calamity of my life & secret,
on your honour, and on your oath.’ Those were
his words, as nearly as I can remember them.
I tried to treat the thing lightly ; I ridiculed the
absurdly theatrical notion of ¢ renewing my
promise,” and all the rest of it. Quite useless !
He refused to leave me—he reminded me of
his unmerited sufferings, poor fellow, in the
past time. It ended in his bursting into tears.
You love him, and so do I. Can you wonder
that I let him have his way. The result is that
I am doubly bound to tell you nothing, by the
most saered promise that a man can give. My
dear lady, I cordially side with you in this
matter ; I long to relleve your anxieties. But
what can Ido ?7”

He atopped, and walted—gravely walted—to
hear my reply.

I had listened from beginat og to end, without
interrupting him. The extraordinary change in
his manner, and in his way of expressing him-
self, while he was speaking of Eustace, alarmed
me as nothing had alarmed me yeot. How ter-
rible (I thought to myself) must this untold
8tory be, if the mere act of referring to it makes
light-hearted Major Fitz-David speak seriously
and sadly—never smiling; never paylng me a
compliment; never even notioing the singing
upstairs ! My heart sank In me as I drew that
startling oconclusion. For the first time since 1
bad entered the house, I was at the end of my
resources; I knew neither what to say or what
to do next.

And yet, I kept myseat Never had the reso-
lution to discover what my husband was hiding
from me been more firmly rooted in my miand
than it was at that moment! I cannot account
for the extraordinary 1nconsistency in my char-
acter which this confession implies. I ocan only
describe the facts as they really were.

The singing went on upstairs. Major Fits-
David still walted impenetrably to hear what I
had to say—to know what I resolved on dolng
next,

Before I had decided what to say or what to
do, another domestio incident happened. In
plain words, another knocking annouanced a
new visitor at the house door. On this oocasion,
there was no rustling of a woman's dress in the
hall. On this occasion, only the old servant en-
tered the room carrying a magnificent nosegay
in his hand. « With Lady Olarinda’s kind re-
gards. Toremind Major Fitz-David of his ap-
poiutment.” Auaother lady! This time, a lady
with a title. A great lady who sent her flowers
and her messages without ocondescending to con-
cealment, The Major—first apologising to me
—wrote a few lines of acknowledgment, and
Sent them out to the messenger. When the
door was closed again, le carefully selected one
of the cholcest flowers in the nosegay. ¢ May I
ask,” he said, presenting the flower to me with
his best grace ¢ whether You now understand
the delicate position in which I am placed be-
tween your husband and yourself? »

The little interruption caused by the appear-
ance of the nosegay had given a new impulse
to my thoughts, and had thus helped, in some
degree, to restore me to myself. I was able at
last to satisfy Major Fitz-David that his consid-
erate and courteous explanation had not been
thrown away upon me.

] thank you most sincerely, Major,” I said.
“ You have convinced me that I must not ask
you to forget,on my aoccount, the promise which
you have given to my husband. It is & sacred
promise which I, too, am bound to respect; I
quite understand that.”

The Major drew a long breath of relief, and

do—you must give way toan unr ble man,
The best fellow in the world in other respeots :
1n this one matter, as obstinate and self-willed
as he can be. If you ask me my opinion, I tell
you honestly that I think be was wrong in
courting and marrying you under his false name,
He trusted his bonour and his happiness to
your keeping, in making you his wife. Why
should he not trust the story of his troubles to
you as well? His mother quite shares my opi-
nion in this matter. You must not blame her
for refusing to admit you into her confideunce,

patted me on the shoulder in high approval of
what I had said to him,

“Admirably expressed,” he rejoined, recover-
ing his light-hearted looks and his lover-like
ways in a moment. « My dear lady, you have
the gift of sympathy; you see exactly how I
am situated. Do you know, you remind me of
my charming Lady Clarinda? She has the
gift of sympathy, and sees exactly how I am
situated. I should so enjoy introducing you to
each other,” sald the Major, plunging his long
Hose ecatatically {nto Lady Clarinda’s flowers.

I bad my end still to gain, and belng, as you
will have discovered by this time, the most ob-
stinate of living women, I still kept that end in
view,

“ I shall be delighted to meet Lady Clarinda,”
Ireplied. In the meantime—"

“ 1 will get up a littie dinner,” proceeded the
Major with a burst of enthusiasm. « You and
I and Lady Clarinda. Our young prima-donna
shall come in the evealng and sing to us. Sap-
pose we draw out the menuf? My sweet friend,
what i8 your favourite autumn soup ?

“In the meantime,” I persisted, ¢ to return
to what we were speaking of Just Row —.."

The Major's smile vanlshed; the Major's hand
dropped the pen destined to im monalise the
name of my favourite autuman soup,

“ Must we return to that?” he asked pite-
ously,

“ Only for & moment,” I said,

4 You remind me,” pursued Major Fitz-Davi |,
shaking his head sadly, “of another charming
friend of mine—a French frtend-—Madame Mir-
liflore. You are a person of prodigious tenacity
of purpose. She happens to be in London, Shall
we have her at our little dinner ?” The Major
brightened at the idea, and took ap the pen
again. ¢ Do tell me,” he said, “ what ¢s your
favourite autumn soup ? *

“ Pardon me,” I began, “we were speaking
just now——"

¢ Oh, dear me !” cried Major Fltz-David, «is
this the other subject ? ” .

s¢ Yes, this is the other subject,”

The. Major put dowa his pen for the second
time, and regretfully disinissed from his mind
Madame Mirliflore and the autumn soup.

“Yes?” he sald, with a patient bow and a
submissive smile. ¢« You were golng to say-—"

“ I was golg to say,” [ rejoined, ¢ that your
promise only pledges you not o tell the secret
which my husband {s keeping from me. Yon
have given no promise not to answer me if I
venture to a8k you one or two questions.”

Major Fitz-David held up his head warningly,
and cast a sly look at me out of his bright litlle
grey eyes.

“ 8top!” he sald. « My sweet friend, stop
there. I know where your queations will lead
me, and what the Yesult will be if I once begin
to answer them. When your husband was
here to-day he took occasion toremind me t at
I was as weak as water in the hands of a pretty
woman. He is quite right. I am as weak as
water ; I can refuse nothing to a pretty woman.
Dear and admirable lady, don't abuse your in-
fluence ; don’t make an old soldler false to his
word of honour!”

I tried to say something here in defence of
my motives. The Major clasped his hands en-
treatingly, and lorked at me with a pleading
simplicity wonderful to see.

“ Why press it ? 7 he asked. «I offer no re-
sistance. I am a lamb-—-why sacriice me? I
aoknowledge your power; 1 throw myself on
yoar mercy. All the misfortunes of my Yyouth
and my manhood have come to me through
women. Iam nota bit better in my age—I
am just a8 fond of the women, and Just as ready
to be misled by them as ever, with one foot in
the grave. B8hocking, isn't 1t? But how true !
Look at this mark!” He lifted a curl of his
beautiful brown wig, and showed me a terrible
scar at the side of his head. «That wound,
supposed to be mortal at the time, was made
by a pistol bullet,” he proceeded. « Not receiv-
ed in the services my o untry—oh, dear no!
Received in the service ofa much-injured lady,
at the hands of her scoundrel of a husband, in
a duel abroad. Well, she was worth it.” He
kissed his hand affectionately te the metmory
of the dead, or absent lady, and pointed to a
water-colour drawing of a pretty country house,
hanging on the opposite wall, « That fine es-
tate,” he proceeded, ¢+ once belonged to me. It
was sold years and years since. And who had
the money? The women—God bless them all
—the women. I don’s regret it. IfI had an-
other estate I have no doubt it would go the
same way. Your adorable sex has made fts
pretty playthings of my life, my time, and my
mouney; and welcomes. The one thing I have
kept to myself is my honour. And now, that
is in danger, Yes, if you put your clever little
questions, with those lovely eyes and with that
geutle voice, I know what will happen—yon
will deprive me of the last and best of ali my
possessions. Have Ideserved to be treated In that
way—and by you, my charming friend—by
you of all people in the world ® Oh, fle, fle ! »

He paused and looked at me as before, the
picture of artless entreaty, with his head a little
on ony side. I made another attempt to speak
of the matter in dispute between us, from my
own point of view. Major Fltgz-David Instantly
threw himself prostrate on my mercy more in-
nocently than ever.

“.Ask of me anything else in the wide world,”
he sald; « but don't ask me to be falee to my
friend. Spare me that, and there is nothing I
will not do to satisfy you. I mean what [ say,
mlind,” he went on, beuding closer to me, and
8p:aking more serlously than he bad spoken
yot. I think you are very hardly used. It is
monstrous to expect that a woman, placed in
your situatlon, will consent to be left for the
rest of her life in the dark. No, no! If[ saw
you at this moment on the point of finding out
for yourself what Eustace persists in hiding
from you, I should remember that my promise,
like all other promises, has its limits and re-
serves. I should consider my-<elf bound fn
honour not to help you—but I would not lift a
finger to prevent you from disocovering the trath
for yourself.”

At last he was speaking in good earnest; he
lald & strong emphasis on his closing words, I
laid a stronger emphasis on them sull, by sud-
denly leaving my chair. The impulse to spring
to my feet was irresistible, Major Fitz-David
had started a new idea in my mfnd.

“Now we understand each other,” I said,
«I will sooept your own terms, Major, I will

ask nothing of you but what you have Just of-
fered to me of your own accord.”

¢ What bave I offered? ” he enquired, look-
ing a little alarmed.

“Nothiog that you need repent of,” I an-
swered : ¢ nothing which it is not easy for you to
grant. May I ask a bold question? Suppose
this house was mine Instead of yours *”

¢ Consider it yours, cried the gallant old gen-
tleman. «From the garrets to the kitchen
constder it yours,”

“A thousand thanks, Major; I will consider
it mine for the moment. You know—every-
body kKnows—that one of a woman’s many
weaknesses is curiosity. Suppose my curiosity
led me to examine everyithing in my new
house

¢ Yes”

“Buppose I went from room to room, and
searched everything and peeped in everywhere 2.
Do you think there would be a chance-—-"

. The quick-witted Major anticipated my ques-
tion. He followed my example; he, Loo, started
to his feet, with & new idea in his miod,

“ Would there be any chance,” I went on, ¢ of
my finding my own way to my husban U’s secret
in this house? One word of reply, Major Fitz-
David, Only one word—yes or no.”

“Don’t excite yourself!” cried the Major.

“Yes or no,’ I repeated, more vehemently
than ever.

“Yes,” said the Major, after a moment's con,
sideration,

It was the reply I had asked for, but it was
not expliclt enough, now I had got it, to satisfy
me. I felt the necessity of leading him, if pos-
sible, into detatls, .

“ Does ¢ Yes,” mean that there is some sort of
clue to the mystery 2" J asked. Something,”
for instance, which my eyes might see, and my
hands might touch, if I could ouly find it 7"

He cousidered again, [ saw that I bad suc-
ceeded in interesting him, in some way un.
known to myself; and I waited Ppatlently until
he was prepared to answer me. .

“The thing you mention,” he said; ¢ the
clue (as you call it) might be seen and might
be touched—supposing you could find it.”

“In this bouse ? ” I asked.

The Major advanced a step nearer to me, and
answered, . .

¢ In this room,”

My head began to 8wWim ; my heart throbbed
violently. I tried to speak : it was in vain;
the effort almost choked me. In the silence, 1
could hear the muslic lesson still golog on in the
room above. The future prima-donna had done
practisiog her scales, and wag trying her volce
now in selections from Italian operas. At the
moment when I first heard her, she was sing-
iug the lovely air from the Sonnanbula, «Come
per me sereno.” I never heard ‘that deliclous
melody, to this day, without being instantly
transported In imagination to the fatal back-
room in Vivian Place.

The Major—st rongly affected himself,
time—was the first to break the silence,

« 81t down again,” he sald; “and pray take
the easy chair. Xou are very much agitated;
you want rest,”

He was right. I cou!d stand no longor; I
dropped 1nto the ohair, Major Fitz.David rang
the bell, and spoke a few words to the servant
at the door.

“I have been here a long time,” Isald, faint.
ly. «Tell meif [ am in the way.”

“In the way ?” he repeated, with his irres-
istible smile. ¢ You fosget that you are in your
own house!”

by this

(To be continued.)
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