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THE FAVORITE.

May 30, 1874.

after he brought her home, until the child came
here. Was the child always here? Was it in
Priestley when Irene came, or did it foilow
her? Poor Colonel Mordaunt's head is becoming
80 confused that he can think of nothing collect-
edly ; but all the events of his marrled life are
betng shaken up together like the pleces of
ooloured glass in a kaleldoscope, and working
in inextricable confusion in his seething brain.

But he is sure of one thing, His wife told him
Lord Muiraven was a stranger to her, and yet
she writes him private letters concerning this
child of his and Myra Cray’s. Bat did the boy
belong to Myra Cray ? Quekett has discovered
the truth in one instance: may she not have
done 80 in the other ? He raises his head slowly
and sorrowfully, and drawing a long breath,
reads through the fragmentary witness to
Irene’s deception once again.

Heavens ! how the falnt colour deserts his
cheek, and his eyes rivet themselves upon the
last line but four, where the words, « he is my
own,” stand out with fatal perspicuity and want
of meaning, except to his distempered - vision.
He has read the letter over several times
already, but his sight and understanding were
blurred the while with-an undefined dread of
what it might reveal to him; and he was
unable to do more than read it. But now it
seems as though the scales had allat once fallen
from his eyes, and he sees men, not «as trees
walking,” but in theirown naked and misshapen
humanity. He sees, or thinks he sees it, and
rises tottering from his chair with twenty years
added to his life, to hide with trembling hands
the fatal witness to his wife’s degradation in the
deepest drawer of his private escritoire. He
feels asdsured that he is not mistaken. He
believes now as completely in her gullt as he
once did in her innocence; but for the sake of
the love however feigned, she has shown him,
and the duty she has faithfally performed, no
eye, beside his own, shall henceforward rest
upon these proofs of her indiscretion. The shock
once over, memorles of Irene’s goodness and
patience and affection for himself come crowd-
ing in upon his mind, uutil, between grief and
gratitude, it 1s roduced to a state of the most
maudlin pathos.

“Poor child ! poor unhappy, misguided child,”
he thinks a: one moment, * without a friend to
gulde her aotions, and her own mother her ac-
complice 1n decelt; what else could one expect
from her than that she shanld eagerly embrace
the first opportunity that presented Itself for
escape from the daugers with which error had
surrounded her ? Bul to deceive me, who would
have lald down my life to redeem her: to ac-
cept the most valuable gift my heart was ca—
pable of offering—the pent-up affections of a
lifetime, oniy to squander and cast it on one
side! And yet—God bless her—she never did
80. 8he has been tender and considerate in all
her dealings with me, and would have warded
off this terrible discovery, even at the expense
of incurring my displeasure. Why else should
she have shown such remarkable distaste to the
idea of that man being located here ?

« Yet,” his evil genius whispers to him, ¢« her
objections may have been prompted only by
the instinot which dictates self-preservation.
This letter proves now easily it comes to her to
addreas him in terms of tamiliarity. And the
child too!”

«“Good God ! if I think of it any longer I shall
go mad, What can I do? What can I say?
8hall I go straight to her with this letter in my
hand, and accuse her of a crime—too horrible
to think of in connection with my wife—and
see her look of terror and dismay—to be follow-
ed, perhaps, by a bold dental—more sin, more
gullt upoa her poor young head —or by avowal
and separation ; and for the rest of my days—
solitude, and hers—disgrace, with his off-spring
on her bosom? Oh! no! no!l—the happiness
of my life is ended—but the deed is done. No
aceusation, no reproach can mend it—it muast
remain as it ls now—for ever; and I—heaven
pity my weakness—but I cannot live without
her. Ob, Irene! Irene!” ina rush of uncon-
querable tenderness, « my darling, my treasure
would to God that the joy of possessing you had
killed me before I had learnt that you never
were mine! But you are mine—you shall be
mine—no one shall take you from me! I—I
—' and here Philip Mordaunt’s reflections oul-
minate in a burat of bitter tears that shake his
manhood to the cure, and a resolution that how
ever mach he may suffer, Irene’s shameful se-
cret shall be locked within the recesses of his
own breast.

He will prevent her ever meeting Lord Muira-
ven again. He may in time, perhaps, effect a se-
veranoe between herand the child, but she shall
never hear from his lips that he has arrived at
a knowledge of the truth she had ainned so
deeply to conceal from him.

This is the most impolitic resolution which
Coionel Mordwnt could register. It is always
fiy olitic for frleuds who have a grudge against,
each othur to preserve sllence on the subject,
instead of frankly stating thelr grievance and
affording an opportunity for redress ; and {mpo-
licy beitwean husbind and wife, is little short of
madness, D.d Colonel Mordaunt at this
Jancture go to lrene and overwhelm her with
the reproscues which ho naturally feels, he
would receive in answer a full and free confes-
sion whica wou-i set his mind at rest for ever.
But he ba. not sufficient faith in her to do so.
He has too hu.nble an opinion of bimself and
his powers oi & traction, and i8 too re udy to be-
lieve his incapcily to win & woman's love, to
thiak 1t possibie that he could ever hold his own
agoinst such a man as Mulraven, or even be
able to claim sympathy in his disappointment.
Bo, in his pride aud misery, he resolves that he

will suffer in silence; and the unnatural con-
straint which he is thus forced to put upon him-
self eats like a canker {nto his loving, honest
soul, and kills it. The change is not all at once
apparett ; but from the hour Colonel Mordaunt
leaves his study on that fatal evening, he is
another man from what he has been. Irene,
indeed, is much astonished, when on inquiring
later, why her husband does not join her in the
drawing-room, she hears that, without a word
of warning, he has retired to rest ; still more so,
when, on seeking his bedsida to know if he is
ill, or if she can do anything for him, she re-
ceives no sort of explanation of his unusual con-
duct, and the very shortest answers to her ex-
pressions of surprise and sympathy. But after
the first brief feeling of vexation, she does not
think much more about it; for Pbilip’s temper
has not always been equable of late, and Irene
is beginning to "take into oconsideration the
fact that her husband is much older thaun her-
self, and cannot be expected to be always ready
to enter imto the spirit of her younger moods
and tancies; so, with a little sigh, she goes
downstairs-again, and, in the absorbing interest
of planning and cutling cut master Tommy’s
first suit of kniockerbockers,has soon forgotten all
about it. In a few weeks, however, the altera-
tion in her husband’s demeanor is palpable
enough, and accompanied by such a visible fall-
ing-oft in outward appearance, that Irene at first
ascribes it entirely to want ot health, She can-
not imagine that she has done anything to
off-end him ; and 80 entreats him pathetically to
see a doctor. But Colonel Moidaunt is roughly
obstinate whenever the subject is mentioned,
and curtly informs his wife that she knows nu-
thing at all abont it, and bids her hold her
tongue. Still, he has no appetite and strangely
varlable spirits. Irene sees his health is tailing,
and sometimes, from his unaccountable man-
ner towards herself, she almost fears his brain
must be affected. She becomes thoroughly
alarmed, and longs for the presence of Oliver
Ralston at Fen Court, that she may have an
opportunity of confiding her suspicions to him,
and asking nis‘advice about them. But Oliver
is working valiantly at his profession, as assis-
tant to a surgeon in a couatry village miles
away from Lelcestershire; and, thanks to his
own poverty and Mri. Quekett’s continued in-
fluence over his uncle, there 1is little chance of
his visiting the Court again for some time to
come., 8o Ireue is reduced to confide in Isabel-
la; but though Miss Mordaunt sees the change,
she dares not acknowledge it.

*“Oh dear, Mrs. Mordaunt, is it really so?
Well, perhaps—but yet I should hardly like to
say—and is it wise to notice it ?-—the toothache
is a distressing complaint, you know—no! I
never heard that Philip bad the toothache ; but
still I think it so muach better to leave these
things to mend themselvea.”

80 the spring and summer days drag them-
selves away, and Irene finds herselt thrusts
farther and farther from her husband’s confi-
dence and affection, and growing almost acous-
tomed to its being so. His loves for her at this
time is shown by strange fits and starts. Some-
times he hardly opens his lips for days together,
either at meals or when they are alone; at
others he will lavish on her passionate caresses
that burn at the moment, but seem to leave no
warmth behind them. Bat one thing she sees
always. Howaever little her husband cared for
her adopted ohild in the olden days, he never
notices him now, except it be 1o order him out
of the way in the same tone of voice that he
would use to a dog. For this reason Irene at-
tributes his altered mood in & great measure to
the effect of jealousy (which she bas heard some
men exhibit to the verge of insanity), and, with
her usual tact, keeps Tommy as much out of
his sight as possible. She institutes a day nur-
sery somewhere at the top of the house, and a
playground where the boy can neither be seen
nor heard; and lets him take his meals and
walks with Phoebe, and visits him almost by
stealth, and as if she were committing some
evil by the act. Itis a sacrifice on her part,
bat, although she falthfally adheres to it, it does
not bring the satisfaction which she hoped for;
it makes no difference in the distance which is
kept up between her husband’s heart and hers.

Siie follows Colonel Mordaunt’s form about the
rooms with wisttul, anxious eyes, that implore
him to break down the barriers between them,
and be once more what he used to be; but the
appeal is made in vain, Her health, toq, then
commences (o give way. There is no such foe
to bdbloom and beauty as a hopeless longing for
sympathy whioh is unaltended to; and Irene
grows pale and thin and miserable looking. At
iast she feels that she can bear the solitude and
the suspense no longer. June, July, and August
have passed away in, weary expectation of re-
lief. Muiraven is in India, Oliver at S8eamouth.
She looks around her, and can find no friend
to whom she can tell her distress. One night
she has gone to bed in more than usually bad
spirits, and lain awake thinking of the sad
change that has come over her marrled life, and
corying quletly as she speoulates upon the oause.
S8he hears Isabella “stealing upstairs, as though
at every step she were asking pardon of the
ground for presuming to tread upon it ; and Mra.
Qnekett (of whom the poor ohild can scarcely
think without a shudder, so truly does she in
some ocoult m t her p aua-

happiness with the housekeeper’s malignant.

infiuence) clumping ponderously, as If the world
Itself were honored by her patronage; and the
maids seeking the upper stories, and joking
about the menservants as they go; and then all
is silent and profouandty still, and the stable clock
strikes the hour of midnight, and yet her hus-
band does not Join her, Irens knows whérs h:

is; she can picture him to herself—sitting all
alone 1n his study, poring over his accounts, and
stopping every other minute to pass his hand
wearlly across his brow and heave a deep sigh
that seems to tear his very heart-strings. Why
18 it 80? Why has she let all this go on so long ?
Why should she let it last one moment longer ?
-1f she has done wrong, she will ask his forgive-
ness; if he hus heard tales against her, she
will explain them all away. There 18 nothing
stands between them except her pride, and she
will sacrifice it for his sake—for the sake of
her dear old husband, who has always been so
kind to her until this miserable, mysterious
oloud rose up between them. Irene iIs a crea-
ture of impulse, and no sooner has her good
angel thus spoken to her than she is out of bed,
and has thrown a wrapper round her figure and
slipped her naked feet into a palr of shoes. She
will not even stay to light a candle, for some-
thing tells her that, if she deliberates, the time
for explanation will have passed away—peruaps
for ever; but quickly leaves her bedroom, and
gropes her way down the staircase to the door
of her hushand’s room. A faint streak of light
is visible through the Kkeyhole, but all within
is silent as the grave; and as Irene grasps the
handle she can hear nothing but the throbbing
of her own impatient heart,
- . . . * * » .

Colonel Mordaunt is siting, as she imagined,
in his study-chair, not occupied with his ac-
counts, but leaning back, with his eyes closed,
and his hands folded before him listlessly, inani-
mately, miserable. He used to be an unusually
hale and young-looking man for his age. Irene
thought upon their first introduction, that he
was the finest specimen of an old gentleman
she had ever seen; but all that his past now.
Life and energy seem as completely to have
departed from the shrunken figure and nerve-
less hand as the appearance of youth has from
the wrinkled face. It is about the middle of
September, aund the next day is the opening of
the cubhunting season—an anniversary which
has been generally kept with many honors at
Fen Court. Colonel Mordaunt, who before his
marriage held no interest in life beyond the
vleasures of the fleld, and who has reaped lau-
rels far and wide in his capacity as master of
the Glottonbury foxhoands, has been in the
habit of throwing open his house to the publie,
both gentle and simple, on the occurrence of the
frst meet of the season; and, although the lack
of energy which he has displayed of late is a
general theme -of conversation amongst the
sportsmen of the county, the hospitable custom
will not be broken through on this occasion.
Preparations on a large scale for the festivity
have been arranged and carried out, without
the slightest reference to Irene, between him-
self and Mrs Quekett; and to-morrow morning
every room on the lower floor of the Court will
be 1aid with breakfast for the benefit of the
numerous gentlemen ‘and their tenant-farmers
who]will,congregate on_Colonel Mordaunt's lawn
to celebrate the recommencement of thelr fa-
vorite amusement. At other times how ex-
clted and interested has been the Master of the
Fox-hounds about everything conneoted with
the reception of his guests. To-night he has
permitted the housekeeper to go to bed without
making a single inquiry as to whether she is
prepared to meet the heavy demands which
will be made upon her with the morning light;
and though, as a matter of duty, he has visited
the kennel, it has been done with such an air
of languor as to call forth the remark from the
whipper-in that he “shouldn’t be in the least
surprised if the Colonel was breaking up, and
this was the lasi'season they would ever hunt
together.”

And then the poor heart-broken man crept
baok, like a wounded animal, to hide himself
in the privacy of his own room, where he now
8its, aloneand miserable, brooding over what has
been and what may be, and longing for the time
when all shall be over with him, and his sor-
rows hidden in the secret keeping grave. Helis
80 absorbed in his own thoughts that he does
not hear the sound of Irene’s light footsteps,
though she blunders against several articles 1o
the dark hall before she reaches him ; and the
firat thing which apprises him of any one's ap-
proach 18 her uncertain handiing of the door.

“ Who is there ?”" he demands sharply ; for
he suspeocts it may be Mrs, Quekett, come to
torture bim afresh with new tales and doubts
againat Irene’s character.

The only answer he receives is conveyed by
another hasty battle at the handle of the door,
and then it is thrown open, and his wife, clad in
& long white dressing-gown, with hor fair halr
streaming down her back, appears upon the
threshold.

Heshudders at the sight, and draws 8 little
backward ; but he does not speak to her,

“Philip! Philip !” she exclalms 1mpa.t.lenuy
and trembling lest all her courage shonid eva-
porate before she has had time forjexplanation,
wion’t look like that. Spesk o me. ' Tell me
w ve done wrong, and I
forg!venels for 1e.” & il ask your

© does not speak to her even then :
turns his weary, grief-laden face tow’arg‘:th‘;:
with silent reproach that cuts her to the heart,
and brings her sobbing to his feet.

“What have I sald? What have I done ? " ghe
questions through her tears, « that You should
behave so soldly to me ? Oh, Philip, 1 cannot
bear this missry any longer | Only tell me how
1 have offended you, and I will ask your pardon

on my kuees.”
“ Don’t knesl thers,” he 8ays ln & dry, husky
edge away from contact

volce, a8 he tries to
with her. «I have not blamed You. I havekept

silence, and I have done it for the best. BY
breaking it I shall but make the matter
worse.”

¢ 1 do not believe it,”” she says energetically.
“ Philip, what is this matter you are so desirous
toconceal ? If it is shameful, it can be in no wise
connected with me.”

* 8o young,” he utters dreamily, « (Were you
nineteen or t{wenty on your last birthday,
lrene?) and yet so full of deceit. Child, how .
can you look at me and say such things ? Do
you wish to crowd my heart with still more bit-
ter memories than it holds at present ?

“ You are raving, Philip,” she answers, ¢ or
I have been shamefully tradnced to you. Oh, I
was sure of it !| Why did you not speak before 7
That woman who has such & hold over you
that ——"

«Hush, hush !"” he says faintly; ¢« itis not
80. I have had better evidence than that ; buts
for God’s sake, don't let us speak of it. I have
tried to shied you, Irene. I will shield you still,
but whilst we live this matter must never more
be discussed between us, or I cannot answer for
the consequences.”

*And do you think,” she replies, drawing
hetself up proudly, « that I will live under your
protection, and eat your bread, and avail myselr
of all the privileges which in the name of your
wife accrue to me, whilst there is adead wallof
suspicion and unbelief and silence raised be-
tween us, and I am no more your wife, in the
true meaning of the word, than that table 187
You mistake me, Philip. I have been open and
true with you from the beginning, and I will
take nothing less at your hands now. I do not
ask {t—I demand as a right—to be told what i8
the secret that separates us; and If you refuse 0
tell me, I will leave your house, whatever it
may cost me, and live among strangers soonef
than with so terrible an enemy.”

He raises his eyes, and looks at her deflant
figure with tha utmost compassion.

“Poor child! you think to brave it out, 4o
you ? But where would you go? What doof
would open to receive you ? ”

“I am not so friendless as you seem 0
think,” she answers, growing angry under bi8
continued pity. « There are some who love m®
8till and believe in me, and would refuse t0
listen to accusations which they are ashamed 10
repeat.”

“Would you go to him ? ” he cries suddenlys
a8 a sharp pang pierces his heart.

As this ipsulting question strikes her €8
Irene mi:ht stand for a model of outraged WO*
manhood—so tall and stately and indignant does
she appear. . ’

¢ To whom do you presume to allude ? "’

Colonel Mordaunt shrinks before her angry
eyes. There is something In them aand in her
volce which commands him to reply, and be
rises from his seat, and goes towards the esori-
toire.

« I would have saved you from this,” he 88Y5
mournfully. « I wished to save you, but it h88
been in vain. Oh, Irene, I have borne it fof
more than three months by myseif! Pity, 88 d
forglve me that I could not bear it better, I woul
rather it had killed me than it had come t?
this,”

He takes out the torn and crumpled sheet "f
note paper that he has 8o often wept overin 8¢
cret, and lays it on the desk before her. 0

« Don’t speak,” he contlnues; « don’t try Y
exouse yourself ; it would be useless, for you 8
that I know all. Only reme.mber that [ — to
have forgiven you, Irene — and wish still
watoh over and protect you.” ad

8he takes the scribdled fragment in ber B85
and reads it, and colors painfully in the perts®
Then she says shortly.

“ Who gave you this ? ”

¢ What signifies who gave it me ? You W
and I have seen it.”

#Very true ; but what then ? Was it & ¢
to write it 7 X

Colonel Merdaunt regards his wife a8 tho
she had been demented: -noals:

“Was it orline to write 1t?” he T8PS -
“ Ft 18 not the letter — 1t is of what it #P°® P
Surely — surely you cannot be so hardeﬂed, ”
not to look upon that in the light of & orlm™e

“I know 1t to be a crime, Philip, and 8 V5 0
grievous one ; but it has nothing to do with you
—except, perhaps, that I should have told
when I found that it was his.” {you

“ When you found what was his ? Irene gi:n-
are torturing me. You told me at the Glot! an
bury ball- that you had never met this !;1
Muiraven, with whom I find you corTespoic =
terms of famillarity,. What is the secret o
twoen you ? In God’s name speak out nOW; £
tell me the worst ! Death would be preferap
to the agony of suspense that I am 9053""“;’0,,1

“ There 1s no secret between us. I nevermve
Lord Mulraven of what I now see Ishould vr
informed you - that I found out from niid.”
Cray’s papers that he s the father of her © y-"

“The child, then, 18 Myra Cray’s ? 7 he 58
with hungry eyes that starve for her repiy: nds

“ Whose do you suppose it 1 she demé”
with an angry stamp of her foot. Her mrnef
shaking with excitement ; she has struck her
oclenched hand upon her heart. Beneath
blazing looks he seems to shrink and S
into nothing. ar-

« Forgive! oh ! forgive me, Irene,” he 1 n
murs as he sinks down into his ohair agald, ‘:'h o
covers his facs from view. ¢« Bat look 8t t7C
paper—read what it says, and judge what I mus
have thought or it.” her

She seizes the letter agaln, and, running bov
‘eye rapidly up and down its charaoters, §17e°
vent to a sort of groan. But suddenly her fac
lights up with renewed energy.

—

roté:
rim®

ugh .

“Btop!” she says commandingly, a8 SB°



