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"UNCLE GEORGE;
OR; i

rHE FAMILY MYSTERY. [

By Wilkte Collins.

Was it an Enghsiman or a Frenchman who |
first remarked that every family hnd a skeletenin!
s cupboard 7 1 am not learned enongh to
goow 3 but I reverence the ohservation, whoever
made it 1t speaksa starthng tru'h through aa
appropriately grim metaphor — 2 truth wiich 1
have discovered by practical experience. -Qar
family had a sieleton io the cupboard, and the
same of it was Uscle George. ,

I arrived at the koowledge 1bat this tkeleton
existed, and 1 traced it to the particalar cup-
board n which it was hidden, by slow degrees.
I was a child whep I first began fo suspect that
{here was such a thing, and a grown man when 1
at Jast discovered that my suspicions were true

My fatber was 2 doctor, baviog an excellent
pract ce in a large country town. I have beard
that be married against the wishes of tus family,
They could cot object to my mother cn the
score of birth, breeding, or character—they only
Jishked her heartily. My graodfather, grand-
mother, uncles and aunts all declared that she
was a bLeartless, deceitful weman ; all disliked
ler mangers, her opinions, and even the expres-
sion of her face—all, with the one exceplion of
my father’s youngest brother, George,

(George was the unlucky member of our
family ; the resi were all clever ; he was slow
in capacity. The rest were all remarkaboly
handsome; be was 1he sort of man that no wo-
man aver looks twice at, The rest succeeded
in life ; he failed. s profession was the same
asmy father’s. He bad, Lke my father, the
best medical education that Lnndon and Paris
could aflord; and he profited by 11, by dint of
dogged mdustry, so as fo be quoted among his
medical bretkren- as oze of the promising sur-
geons of his time. But he pever got on when
be started in practice tor himselt; for he never
succeeded o foreing the conviction of his know-
ledge and experience on Lhe wealthier class of
patients. His coarse, ugly face, his hesitating,
awkward manners, lus babit of stammering when
be spoke, and hts incurable slovenhoess in Aress,
repelled people. The sick poor, whe could not
choose, employed bir:, and hked m. The sick
rich, who could—especially the ladies—declined
to call bim in when they could get anybody else.
In experience he gained greatly by his profession,
ia money and reputation he gaioed nothing.

There are very few of us, however cull and
unattractive we may be to outward appearance,
who have nol some strong passion, some germ of
what is called romance, hidden more or less
deeply 10 our natures. All the passion and ro-
mance n the mature of my Uncle George lay
1o bis love and admiration for my father. Te
sincerely worshipped his eldest brother as one of
the noblest of human bewgs. When my father
was engaged to be married, and when the rest of
the family, as 1 have already mentioned, did not
besitate to express thew unfavorable opinion of
the disposiiion of bis closen wife, Uncle George,
who bad ceser ventured on differing with any

~ oze before, to the amazement of every body, un.
dertook the defence of his future sister-in law io
the wost rebement and positive manner. In s
esinzation, lis brother’s cbarce was something
sacred and wdispuiable.  The lady might, and
did, treat bim wmith unconcealed contempt, laugh
at his awkwardness, grow impatient at his stam-
mering—all that made no diflerence to Uncle
George. She was to be bis brother’s wife ; and
10 virtue of hat one great fact, she became in
the estimation of the poor surgeon, a very queen,
who, by the faws of the domestic constitution,
could do no wrong. REEIR

When my fatber had beea married a little
while, he tock his youngest brother to live with
Inm as bis dssstant,  Tf Wocle George had been
made president of the College of Surgeons he

- could not-have been prouder aad happier than he
was 10 his new positton. I am sfraid my lather
pever understood the depth of his brother’s af-
fection for him. All the bard work. fell to
George’s share ; the long journeys at night, the
physicking of wearisome poor people, the drunken
cases, the revolling cases—all the drudging,
‘dirty ‘busjness of the surgery, w schort, was
turnéd over-to hum ; and day after day, wonth
after month, he struggled through it without a
murmur. When his brother and sister-in law
went out to dine with the country geatry, it
never enterad bis head to feel disappointed at
being left unnoticed.at home, Whean the return
dinners were given, and he was asked to come in
at tea tume, and “left to sit uoregarded in a
corner, it never accurred to him to imagme that

~he was tredted with any want of consideration,

“orrespect, e was part of the furntlure of the
house, aod it was the business as well as the

- pteasure of his.life to turn himselt to zny use to
~which his brother os hia sister in-law might please

-to put him. - '

i Sonach for what I have beard from others ! My father, too, who bad at the earlier periods 0
; My own | my absence from home trateied to the seaside lo
I'warch the progress of my recovery as elien as
: ibis professional exzagements would permt, now
. thing, howerer, first about my parents, my sister, j kept away like.my mother. Esen Uacle George,
| who bad pever been allowed a holiday to come

on the subject of my Uacle Gearge,
personal experience ¢f bum 13 himited to whet I
rememberas a mere child, Let me say some-

and myself,

My sister was the eldest born and the best |
loved. T did not come into the world nli four i
vears after her birth ; and no other chald follow. | cOrrespondence. T was naturally perplexed and

ed me. Caroline, from earliest days, was the |2hized by these changes, and persecuted my

perfection of beavty - and health. I wassmall,

weakly, and, i the fruth must be told, almost as |
T | tntted that there was trouble in owr Louse ; and

plain-featured as Uncle George lumsell.

would he ungracious and undutiful iz me to pre- ]

sume to decide whether there was any fauolation
or’ not for the dishke that my lath-r’s famly

felt for my motber. All T can venture to s1y is |
that ber children never had any eavse to com- |
Her passionate affection for my |

sister, her pridain the chld’ beauty 1 remem- ‘

plain of ber.

ber well, as also her uniform kindness and indul-
gence fowards me. My personal defects must
have been a sore trial to her in secret, but ner-
ther she oor my father ever showed me that they
perceived any difference between Caroline and
myself. When precents were mafe tu my sis-
ter, presents were made to me. When my
father and mother caught my sister up ia- their
arms and kissed her, they secrupulously gave me
my turn afterwards. My childish istiger told
me that that there was a difference in their
smiles when they looked at me and looked at
her, that the kisses piven to Caroline were
warmer than the kisses given to me, that the
bands which dried ber tears wn our childish
griefs touched her more geatly than the
hands which dried mine. But these and
many other small sigos of preference like
them, were such as no papents could be expected
to control. T poticed them at the time rather
with wonder than with repioing. I recall them
now without a harsh thought esther towards my
father or my molber. Botb foved me. and both
dud their duty by me. If [ seem to speak con.
straisedly of them here, it 1s ot on my own ac-
count. I can honestly say that with all my
beart and soul.

Even Uncle George, fond. as bLe was of me,
was fonder of wy beautiful child-sister. When
T used mischievously to pull at s lank ccanty
bair, be would gently and Jaughingly take 1t ont
of my hands ; but he would let Caroline tug at
it till his dim wandering gray eyes winked and
watered with vain. He used to plunge perilously
about the garden, in awkward imi‘ation of the
cantering of a horse, while I sat on his shoulders ;
but he would never proceed at any pace beyond
a slow and safe walk when Caroline had a ride
in ber turn. When he took us out waikng,
Carolice was always on the side next the wall.
When we interrupted him over his dirty work in
the surgery, he used to tell me to go and play
uotil he was ready for me; but he would put
down his bottles, and clean his clumsy fingers on
his coarse aprou, and l2ad Carchioe out agaio, as
if she had been the greatest lady i the land.—
Ah! bow te loved ber!—and, let me be honest
and gratefu!, and add, how Lie loved me, too !

When [ was eight years old and Carolire was
twelve, I was separated from home for some
time. I had been ahng lor macy months pre-
viously ; had got benefit from being taken fo the
seaside ; and bad shown symptoms of relapsing
on being brought home agamn to the micland
county in which we resided. After much con-
sultation, it was at last resofved that I should pe
sent to live, uoiil my conslitution got stronger,
with a maiden-sister of my mother’s, who hada
house at a wateriog place on the soutb coast.

1 left houne, I remember, loaded Witk presents,
rejocing over (he prospect of looking at the sea
agam, as careless of tbe future and as happy 1o
the present as any boy could be. Uacle George
petitioned for a holiday to take me to the sea-
side, but be could not be spared from the sur-
gecy. He consoled bimself and e by proimisiag
to make me a maguificent model of a sbip. I
have that model before any eyes now while I
write. 1t is dusty with age ; the pmat on 1t1s
“cracked, the ropes are tangled, the sails are
moth-eaten and yellow. The hull is all out of
proportion, and the rig has been smiled at by
every bpautical friend of mipe who has ever
looked atat,  Yet, worn out and faulty asit is
—nferior 1o the cheapest mimature vessel nosv-
a-days io any toy shop window—1I hardly know
a possession of mine in this world that 1 would
not sooper part with than Uncle George’s slip.

My hfe at the seaside was a very Lappy one.
I remained with my aunt more than a year. My
mother often came to see how I was going on.
and, at first, always brought my sister with her.
But, during the last eight mooths of ‘my stay,
Carole never once appeared. I noticed also
at the same period a change in my mother’s
manner. She looked paler and more anxious at
each succeeding vasit, and aiways bad loog con-
ferences in private with my aunt. At last she
ceased to come and see us altogather, a.-.:d only
wrote tu know how my health was getling on.
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and see me, but who bad Itherto often writter
and beggrd me to write -to bim, broke off our

aunt to lell me the reason of them. At first she
tried 1o put me off with excuses; then she ad-

finally she vonfessed that the trouble was caused
by th: iilaess of my sister. When 1inquired
what that ilicess wus, my aust said 1t was useless
to attempt to explaia it to me. ‘L oext applied
to the servants. Oue of them was less cantious
then my aunt, and agswered my questton, but
terms that I could not comprehend.  Alfter mueh
explanation, [ was made to understand that
‘something was growing on my sister’s veck thut
would spoil her beauty for ever, and perhaps kit
ber, 1f 1t could not be gotnid of.> How well |
remember the shudder of borror that ran through
we at the vague idea of thisdeadly ¢ sometbwg !
A fearful awe-struck curiosity to see what Caro-
line’s 1llness was wi'h my owa eyes, troubled wy
1amost heart ; and I begged to be allowed to go
home and belp to nurse her. The request was,
it is almost peedless to say, refused.

Weeks passed awiy, and still 1 heard pothing
except that my sister contioued to be 1ll.  Oue
day I privately wrote a letter to Uncie George,
asking lnm 1 my childish way to come aud tell
me about Caroline’s illness. I knew where the
post coffice was, and shpped out 12 the morning
unobserved, and dropped my letter into the box.
I stele bome again by the garden, and chimbed
ia at the open window of a back parlor oa the

{IDAY, DECEMBER 27, 1867.

ground floor. The room above was my aupt’s
bed-chamber, and the moment T was instde the
nouse I heard moans and foud convulsive sobs
proceeding from tt, My aunt was a siogularly
quiet, composed woman; I could not mmagice
that the loud sobbing aod moaning came from
her ; and T ran terrified wnto the kitchen to ask
the servants who was crying so violently tn mj
auni’s room,

| found the housewaid and the cook talking
togetber in whispers, with serious faces. They
started when they saw me,as if 1 had been a
growa-up master who bad caught them neglect-
wg therr work. © Ee’s too young to feel 1t much,’
1 beard one say to the other. *So far as he's
concerned, it seems hke 2 mercy thatit’s hap
pened no later. '

Ta a few minutes they had told me the worst,
[t was indeed my aunt whom [ had heard crying
in the bedroom. Carcline was dead.

1 fzlt the blow more severely than the ser-
vani{s or any one else about me supposed. Sull,
I wasachild io years,and I kad fhe blessed
elusticily of a child’s nature. If I had been
older, I might have been too much absorbed m
grief to observe my aunt so closely as I did,
when she was composed enough to see =e, later
in the day.

I was not surprised by the swollen slate of her
eyes, the paleness of her cbeeks, or the fresh
burst of tears that came from her when she took
me in her aums at meeting. DBut I was both
amazed apd perplexed by tbe look of terror that
I detected in ner face. [t was natural enough
that she should grieve and weep over my sister’s
death ; but why should she have that frightened
look also, as 'f some other satsstrophe bad hap-
pened 2 T asked if there was any more dreadful
news from home heside the news of Caroline’s
death. My aunt said No 10 a straoge stifted
voice, and suddenly turned her face from me.
Was my father dead 7 No. My mother? No.
Tncfe George? My auant trembled all over as
she said no to that also, and bade me cease ask-
ing auy more questions. She was not fit to bear
them yet, she said ; aod signed to the servant
to lead me out of the room.

The next day I was teld that T was to go
home after the funeral, and was taken out to-
wards evening by the houzemaid, partly for 2
walk, partly to be measured for my moucning
clothes. Alter we bad left the 1aior’s 1 per-
suaded the girl to extend our walk for some dis
tance along the sea-beach, teiling her as we
went every lttle anecdote comnected with my
,08t sister that came tenderly back to my me-
mo1y in those first days of sorrow. She was so
interested in beariog, and 1 1 speakiag, that we
let the sun go down before we thought of .turn-
ing back.

The evening was cloudy,and it got on from
dusk to dark by the time we approached ibe
town again. 'The honsemaid was rather vervous
at finding berse'l alone with me on the beach,
aod once or twice looked behind her distrustiuliy
as we went rn.  Suddenly sbe squeezed my hand
bard, and said, ¢ Let’s get up oo the clift as fast
as we cep.” The words were bardly out of her

me away frem the girl, and catehing me epan
I1s arms without a word, covered my face with
kisses. 1 koew tbat be was erping, because my
cheeks were instantly welted with his tears; but
it was too dark for me to see who he wasor
even how he was dressed. Tle did not, I should
think, hold me ball a minute a s arms. 'The
bowsemaid screamed for help, i was put dowo

i
gently on the sand, and the strange man mstantly
disappeared in the darleness.

When this extraordmary adrenture was re-
lated to my aunt, she seeme:] at fiest bewildered
at beaniog of it ; but ia a moment more there
came a chang= over her face, as 1f she had sud
denly recollected or thouzht of something. She
turned deadly pale, and said in a hurried way
very unusual to ier, ¢ Never twind; don’t talk
ghout 1t any more, 1t was only a tmischievous
trick to frighten you, T dare say. Forget all.
sbout it, my dear- forget all about it.?

1t was easier to give me this advice than to
make me follow it. For many nights after, I
thought of notking but the strange man who bhad
kissed me and cried over me. Who could he
be? Somebody who loved me very much, and
who was very sarry. My childish logic carried
me to that length, But when I tred to thiok
over all the grown-up gentiemen who laved me
very much, T could never get on, to my own
satisfaction, beyond my father and my Uncle
George.

1 was taken home on the appomted day to
suffer the trinsl—a bard one, even at my lender
years—of witpessing my other’s passiopale
grief and my father’s mute despair. I remember
that the scene of our first meeting after Caroline’s
death was wisely and considerately shorlened by
my aunt, who took me out of the room. She
spemed to have a confused desire to keep me
from leaving her after the door had closed behind
us ; but T broke away, and ran dowr stairs to
the surgery, to go asd cry for my loat playmate.
with the sharer of all our games, Uacle George.

I opened the surgery door, and couid see oo
body. I dried my tears, and looked all round
the room ; it was empty. T ran up stairs again
to Uncle George's parret bedroom—he was not
there ; his cheap hair brush and old cast-off razor
case that had belonged t2 my grandfather, were
not on the dressing-table. Had he got some
other bedroom ? T went out on the landing and
called sofily, with an vnaecountable terror and
sinking at my beart, ¢ Uncle George !’

Nobody answered ; but my aunt came hastily
up the garrel staire.

¢ Hush 7 she said. ¢ You must never call that
name out here again! Never,” She stopped
suddenly, and looked as if her own words had
frightened her,

+Ts Uncle George dead 2 I asked.

My aunt turned red and pale, and stammered.
T iJid not wait to hear what she said: 1 brushed
past ler, down the stairs—my Leart was hurst—
g —my flush felt cold. I ran hreathlessly and
recklessiy 1to the room where my (ather ard
mother had received me. They were both sit
hng there shll. I ran up to them, ringing my
hands, and crying out 1a a passion of tears, *Ts
Uncle George dead ?

My mother gave a scream that terrifisd me
intn instant silence aad stillness, My father
looked, at her for a moment, rang the beli that
symmoned her maid. then seizsd me roughly by
the arm, apd dragged me out of the room.

He took me down mto s study, seated him-
self in his accustomed cbair, and put me before
hm, between buis knees. His lips were awfully
white, and I telt ms two hands, as they grasped
my shoulders, shakiog violently.

¢ You are never 1o mestion the name of Uacle
George again,’ he said 11 a quck apgry trem-
bling whsper. ¢ Never to me, never to your
mather, never to yeur aunt, never to the ser-
vanis, never to any body in this world! - Never,
pever, never !’

The repetition of the ward terrified me even
more thao the suppressed vehemence with which
be spoke. He saw that I was frightened, and
soften~d_his magner n hittle before he went oo,

¢You will never see Uncle George again,’ he
said. Your mother and I love you deatly; but
if you forget what T have told you, you will be
sent away from home. Never speak tbat pame
sgain—mnd, never! Now kiss me, and go
away.’

How his lips trembled —and, oh, bow cold
they felt on mine! I shrunk out of the room the
moment he had kissed me, and went and hid my
self 1o the garden. ¢ Uncle Gezorge is gone—1
am never (o0 see htm any more—1 am never to
speak of byn again’—those were the words I
repeated to myself, mith indescribable terror and
confusion. the mnment I was aloue, Thire was
something unspeakably borrible to my young
miad in this mystery which T was commanded
alwass to respect, and winch,so far as I then
knew, I could never hope to see reveiled. Ny
father, my mother. my aunt—all appeared to he

mouth before I heard lootsteps behind me; a)

man came round quickly to my side, snatched

the question.
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line. dead, Uncle George pone, and a forbuldea-
subject of talk perpetvally and mysteriously in«
terposing between my parents 2nd me,

-Though I never infringed the command .my
father bad given me in bis study (his words and
locke, and thot dreadful scieam of my mothexs,
winch seemed to be aiways ringing in my ears,
were more tban enou gl 1o insure my obedience),
I also never lost the secret desire to penelrate
the darkness which clonded over the fate, of
Uncls George, TFor two years T remawed at
home, and discovered nothing. If I asked the
servants about my uaocle, they conld only tell me
tbat one mornng he disappeared from the house.
Of the members of iny father’s family, T could
make no inquirtes. They lived far away, and
never came to see us—and the idea of writiop to
them, at my age and in my position, was out of
I My aunt was as unapproachably
silent as my father and mother ; bul I never for-
got how her fuce had altered, when she had re<
flected for a moment, afier hearing of my extra~
ordinary adventure while going bome with the
servant over the sands at might. The more [
thought of trat change of countenance, in con
pection wilh what had occurred on my return to
my father’s house, the more cerian I felt that
the stranger who had kissed me and wept over
me must have been no other than Uncle George.

. At the end of my two years home, I was sent
to sea in the merchant navy by my own earnest
desire. I had always determned to be a sador
from tie time when 1 went to stay with my aunt
at the seaside—and I perusted long enough in
ray resolution to make my parents recognize the
necessity of mcceding 1o my wishes. My new
Ife delighted me: and I remained awasy on
foreign stations more than four years. When I
at length returned home,it was to find a new
afflistion darkenng aur fireside. Dy lather had
died oo the verv day when I saled for iny re<
turn voyage to Fnglacd,

Absence and change of scene had io no respec ¢
weakened my desire lo penetrate the mystery of
Uocle George’s disappearance. My inother's
health was so delicate that I hesitated for some
time to approach the forbidden subjeet in hep
presecce. When [ at last venlured to refer to
it, suzgesting to her that any prudent reserve
which might bave been necessery while I was a
child oeed no longer be peeisted in, now that I
was growiug to be a young mun, she fell into a
violent fit of trembling, and commanded me to
say no more. [t had been my father’s will, sha
said, that the reserve to which [ referred should
be always adopted lowards me ; he Dhad got au-
thorized her, vefore he died, (o spesk moare
openly ; and, now th.t 'he was goune, she waukl
not so much as think of acting on her ows un-
aided yjudgment. My aunt said the -ame thing,
in effect, when T appealed to her. Dstermined
not 1o be discouraged even yet, I undertook a
joursey, ostensibly fo pay wy respects to myp
(ather’s family, but with the secrel intention of
trging what T could fearn in that quarter on tha
snbjert of Uncle George.

My investigations led to some results, though
they were by no means sausfactorv. George
had always been looked on with something ik
rontempt by s bandsome sisters and his prose
perous krothers; and be had not improved hia
position in the famuly by Ins warm advocacy ot
of Ins brother’s cause at the time of my father's
marriage. I tound that my Uncle’s surriving
relatives now spoke of him slightingly and care-
lessly. T'hey assured me that they had never
beard from him, and thet they koew nothing
about him except thal he had gone away o set-
tle. as they snpposed in some foreign place, after
having bebaved very basely and badly to my fa-.
ther. He bad been traced to L.ondon where he
had sold out of the funds the small share of
money which be had ioherited after his father’s
death, and he had been seen on the deck of 3
packet bouad for France, later on the same day.
Beyond this nathing was known about him; In.
what the alleged baseness of his bebavior coa-
sisted, none of his brothers and sisters could tel}
me. My father had refused to pain them by
going into particulary, aot ooly at the time of his. -
brother’s disoppesrance, but afterwards whep-
ever the subject was mentioned. George bad-
always been the black sheep of the flack, and he
must bave been conseious of lis own baseness op
he would cerlainly bave written to explain and to
justife bimselt,  Such were the particulars which

] pleamed during my visit lo my father’s family.
To my mind they tended rather to deepen than
to reveal the mystery. That such a gentle,
dactle, allectionate creature as Uncle George.
should ' bave injured the brother be loved by:
word or deed, at any period of thewr inrercourse,‘
seemed incredible ; but that be should bave been
guilty of an act of baseness at the very time
when my sister was dying, was'simply and plainly
impossible, And yet, there was the incompre-
hensible fact staring me in the face, that the

death of Caroline end the disappepr_ancq of Unels

separated from me now by some impassable bar-| George bad taken place in “(he same week !—

rier.  Home seemed home no lopger with Carg-

Never did I feel more daurted and bewildered
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