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CHAPTER XXIII.
IN WHICH SEVERAL IMPORTANT MATTERS ARE DETAILED.

There is little interesting to be related of any of the persons with whom we have lately been in company for several weeks, except indeed, perhaps, of Miss Constance Darnell, who not only permitted, but encouraged Mr George Elliot’s attentions; and perhaps this young lady’s general progress had been considerably accelerated by her visit to London. The recent outbreak of Sir Geoffrey against Ralph was not followed, as in the case of that with Mr Smithson, by placability. In many respects the Baronet, like others of his period who lived for the greater part of their lives in the country, was narrow-minded, and, though generous and liberal in the main, obstinate to a fault; and we have seen several sad specimens of his passion. In regard to Ralph, Mistress Grover pleaded very hard with him, as did also Constance, who, as the cause of this terrible war, was much grieved thereby; but they could not move the old man. And on one occasion when they had combined and thought they were gaining an advantage, he burst out again into such furious oaths and execrations that the women were frightened, and believed him when he declared, if Ralph went down on his knees before him he would only kick him off. “A lad,” he said, “whom I, believing him to be a bastard, brought up in all love and affection, as you know, Grover, to turn on me at my own table, insult me by not drinking my own toast, and clench his fist at me afterwards! No, no. And, if you please, Mistress Grover, I beg you will not mention him again to me, or I may forget myself to you, which would grieve me; and all because he was fool enough to look up to Conny. Jealous, by Jove! and of Elliot too.”

It is as equally certain that Ralph would no more have gone down on his knees to his uncle, than he would have done or said any other apologetic action or word. I can find no other phrase to express his state of mind than that it was sullen and revengeful, and perhaps vindictive also. He went moodily to his work, did it with more assiduity than he had ever done before; and neither Mr Sanders nor his uncle Roger, in pity to the young man, alluded to the quarrel in Soho Square. Of this transaction Sir Geoffrey had given his own account to his brother, and had been believed; but Sir Geoffrey had not told all. What Roger Darnell most regretted was, that the doubtful position the young man occupied had not been sooner explained to him; but that could not be helped now: and over their wine, while Sir Geoffrey was for the time perfectly calm, in speaking of Ralph, he told Roger that he could never see him again, and hoped the lad had enough Darnell spirit in him to take his own course in life. “We had better try and get him a pair of colours, I think, Roger,” he said, “and we have interest enough for that.” But Roger had no desire to see Ralph abandon Lombard Street; and, legitimate or the contrary, he might make a good merchant in time.

“I will take care of him, Geoffrey,” he said; “and if he won’t take your new allowance, he has what belonged to his father, and some thousands saved out of the yearly payments, of which he does not know: and he will do very well. I will see that he does so, and you may be reconciled to him by-and-by; “and hearing this, Sir Geoffrey had only shrugged his shoulders. Roger Darnell had seen his brother through many quarrels and misapprehensions, but never knew him to be in a humour like this.

There were two persons, however, to whom Ralph’s disgrace was acceptable, though in different degrees. Mr Elliot had no dislike to him, or cause of dislike—perhaps, indeed, quite the contrary; but he heard from the servants in Soho Square, to whom his largesses were liberal and manifold, that there had been a terrible quarrel about Miss Constance, and the Baronet had called Ralph a bastard, loud enough “for the whole Square to hear; “and after a few days, Mr Elliot saw that Ralph came no more. I have before praised Mr Elliot’s tact and judgment. He did not press matters at all. He saw the family had been disturbed, and that they would not go out; but he was sure that calm must ensue, when his boat could glide gently into those pleasant waters. In this respect Mr Elliot displayed a knowledge of human nature beyond his years, for which he was to be honoured. He bided his time, and when he felt there could be no risk, he went one day to Sir Geoffrey, told him openly how he adored Constance; was bid to go in and win if he could, and he did win.

Mistress Grover, dear soul, saw that Constance was beginning to fret about the matter; she had taken the fever kindly, but no crisis having occurred, she had become restless and ill at ease. So one delightful evening, as they all three sat at the open window looking out on the trees in the Square, when Mistress Grover suddenly remembered she had not left out tea and chocolate (Mr Roger Darnell was below with the Baronet), she left them; and Mr Elliot instinctively considered his time was come, and was not safely to be deferred, and so, dropping quietly on one knee, he???Well, he asked Constance Darnell to marry him, and vowed he would be faithful to death to her; that is the plain English of the matter. I read constantly the most eloquent proposals, written in the most plaintive, elegant, flowing, romantic periods that it is possible to compose; and—I daresay I am very hard-hearted—I don’t believe a word of them. I don’t believe that any man ever proposed to any woman he loved in such set phrases; and I hope, if any one ever did such a thing, that he was refused outright. As a consequence, I do not see why any such pathetic proposals should be composed and printed; and that is the reason I do not write George Elliot’s here. I believe he now sincerely loved Constance Darnell, and I am quite sure she loved him too, and acknowledged she did. So there were two very happy people sitting in the balcony when Grover came back, who told her—only what she expected—all about it; and when the Baronet came upstairs (he had not had too much wine) and was told also, he cried out, I think from his heart???

“God bless my heart and soul! I am glad of it, George, my boy. But for all that, I shan’t let you marry her till she has completed her eighteenth year, so don’t expect it.”

While this effect of Ralph’s disgrace had ensued to those I have mentioned—to Mrs Roger Darnell that event was positively cheering and refreshing. She gloried in her prescience. She had prophesied a hundred times, that she knew that “unfortunate” young man would become an affliction to his guardians; and I am afraid she quoted, as I should consider profanely, a part of the second commandment, which need not be repeated here, and rejoiced over it. In telling all she had heard to Lady Warrington, who professed herself seriously shocked at the bare idea of Ralph’s condition, Mrs Darnell said decidedly—

“And, my dear, I believe him, after that treatment of his uncle, capable of anything; I believe he would not hesitate at—at—murder. My husband scoffs at me when I declare Ralph Darnell should be discharged from his counting-house; but he is obstinate. As to this young man’s coming here any more—he never came with my consent.”

But we may well spare continuance of these remarks, which were not pleasant ones; and at which poor dear Dorothy, who had much regard, perhaps something more, in her heart for her cousin Ralph, went up to her room and cried ever so bitterly— cried till her mother boxed her ears, and set her a whole collect, epistle and gospel, as well as two psalms of a penitential nature, to learn by heart. But we must pursue the thread of this history, as more important than the doings of Mrs Roger.

The day the Baronet was to execute the will, which Peed, Peed, & Brisbane had prepared, after necessary consultation with eminent counsel learned in such affairs, and in the draft of which every chance of a flaw had been avoided, he was to come to the office for the purpose; and Mr Roger Darnell having informed Ralph of the fact, sounded him as to any possibility of reconciliation with his brother.

“It’s very unfortunate, Ralph,” he said, kindly, “that there was concealment about this; but it was not my affair. Your uncle has not been to London since your father died, which is twenty years, and we had grown far apart till he sent you down to me; but as we can’t recall the past, we must only make the best we can of the future. I should like you both to be on the old terms, and I consider both of you wrong—both; and you, as the youngest, ought to give way.”

“And beg his pardon dutifully,” said Ralph, with a sneer ill concealed, “for being insulted, blackguarded, and turned out of the house, because I???No, uncle,” he continued, after a gulp and a pause; “if I am not legitimate it is no fault of mine, and I can follow my own road in life, and fear no one. I can love whom I please, and honour whom I please—and you, sir, ever first. I do not consider that I am under any obligation to my uncle Geoffrey; and I protest, sir, openly and with all my heart, before you and Mr Sanders, as I would before all the world, against the execution of this will, because it contains a record of what I am not proved to be. Why was there any mention of me at all? Why?????”

“It is too late, Ralph,” said Mr Roger, kindly. “I am no lawyer, and Peed has taken the first advice in London, on which this will is drawn up. Peed will be here before your uncle, and, if you like, you can read it.”

“Read the record, before witnesses too, of my own shame, uncle!” cried Ralph, passionately. “Do you forget that I am a Darnell—your brother’s son—and that you have taught me to be a gentleman? No, sir, I had better go home; I would rather not see my uncle.”

“I do not know, Ralph,” replied Mr Darnell, looking round upon all the Darnells about him. “Nothing of this kind ever occurred before among us, and I believe—that is, I think—I hope—that your uncle, if he saw you, might even now be deterred from his purpose.”

“I am afraid not, sir,” said Ralph, firmly; “no Darnell that you have ever told me of was vacillating. I am not afraid of my uncle—I have no reason to be so; and I will wait, as you request me, till he comes. If then?????”

“Say no more, Ralph; I’m sick of it all,” replied Mr Darnell. “I’ll stand by you whatever happens, and I can say no more. How do you do, Mr Peed?” he continued, as that prim gentleman entered the parlour. “Sit down. I suppose you are all ready.” “Thank you, we are quite ready. Mr Wilson has the documents in his bag; and I suppose Sir Geoffrey will not be long absent now,” said Mr Peed, as he pulled out his watch; “it’s nearly two o’clock.” Ralph had no further business in the parlour, and, taking some papers his uncle handed to him, he left the room. Wilson was sitting in the office with a heavy green bag between his legs, which he slapped significantly. “It’ll be done,” he said, in a whisper, “and they’ll expect you tonight at the old place.” Ralph made no reply, but went to his desk. I do not think he was conscious of what he looked over. More letters from Mr Wharton, more invoices, more accounts of sales and purchases in Calcutta.

He seemed to be in a dream, a hideous dream, which it is idle to follow. A seal was to be set on his shame, and witnessed too, perhaps by some of the clerks in the office; even Mr Sanders, who as yet knew only of Constance’s refusal of him, might know this family secret; and who at Peed’s did not already? 

Ralph heard his uncle’s coach drive up shortly afterwards, and saw him come in at the door, cross the office, and enter the parlour. His uncle saw him too, and made no sign—nay, he turned away his head, and the expression of his face was obstinate and defiant. Mr Wilson was summoned and went in, so also did Mr Sanders, and Ralph supposed the business had begun. The door had not closed entirely after Mr Sanders. Ralph’s desk was not far from it, and he listened with his heart beating against the wood so violently, that he could scarcely breathe. Mr Peed spread out the parchments upon the table, and Ralph heard the rustling distinctly. “Would Sir Geoffrey Darnell wish to hear the paper again?” Mr Peed asked; “Mr Wilson would read it, and the witnesses should know the contents of what they signed.” And it was read. What the party severally thought of those documents it is immaterial to conjecture. It is probable the opinions were of a varied character; but the reading was soon finished. Ralph could only hear a word here and there; for Mr Wilson read in a lawyer’s-clerk kind of professional gabble, without stops or pauses, which was inaudible except as a general murmur; and when that had ceased, Sir Geoffrey had to sign.

“Before you write your name to that paper, think again, Geoffrey, what you are doing,” said Roger Darnell, firmly. “I myself don’t see the least need for it, nor for any mention of Ralph.” 

“I differ from you entirely; I think there is need,” replied the Baronet, doggedly; “and I quite know what I am doing. I came to London specially to do this, and, by George, I will do it! I’ll finish it. If I had been wrong, all the lawyers in London, and Peed here would have told me so; but they think I’m right, and I think I’m right myself. And what’s more, considering what Ralph Darnell is, and what he’s done to me, I’m sure I’ve behaved very handsomely to him—much more so than he’d any right to expect.”

“I think the terms used, brother,” returned Mr Darnell, “are particularly and needlessly offensive, and I would not, for poor Harry’s sake, have had his son’s name mentioned in the way it is.”

“My dear sir,” cried Mr Peed??? “in law, my dear sir, we are obliged to use the plainest and most distinct—the most, in fact, unequivocal terms?????”

‘‘I’ll tell you what, and once for all, Roger,” exclaimed the Baronet, raising his voice, and interrupting Mr Peed, “if you don’t like to witness it, somebody else will; there are plenty of clerks in the office. But I’ll have the will as it is, and in nowise altered. If that fellow is a bastard, as I told him to his teeth already he is, and believe him to be, it’s no business of mine, and I can’t make him anything else, nor you either! And I can’t and won’t have any interest of Conny’s risked by delay. When I’m gone, and Constance is Mrs Elliot, as she will be, please God, the value of this will and that bastard’s pretensions will be set at rest. Now I’ve come to do, and not to talk—it’s too late for that; and I hope these gentlemen will hear me witness that I sign these papers in perfect knowledge of their contents, and consenting thereto with a calm mind.”

Then Ralph heard only the scratching of his uncle’s pen as he wrote the words we have before seen, in bold steady characters, where he was directed. Whether his uncle Roger signed as a witness he did not know; then, perhaps, it would have been of no comfort to him to understand that he did so. Mr Wilson and Mr Sanders were sufficient for all legal purposes, and Mr Darnell objected to Ralph’s secret being known to other clerks in the office.

Two expressions only of all those his uncle spoke, appeared to ring in Ralph’s ears: “bastard,” and “Constance is Mrs Elliot.” For a while he stood irresolute where he was; his uncle might perhaps say something kind as he passed out, and to this last hope the poor fellow clung in spite of his misery. Sir Geoffrey did not delay. He had come to do an act —a great act of his life—and he had done it. There was little more said by any one. The brothers shook hands, as Ralph saw when the door opened.

“We shall leave town after an early breakfast tomorrow; everything’s packed up, Roger, and Elliot’s to follow us as soon as he can,” said the Baronet. “The ladies have gone to see Mrs Darnell, but I’m going there to pick them up. I only wish we were safe home again,” and so he came out.

It must have been Ralph’s white scared face and staring eyes that then attracted the Baronet’s special notice; and Ralph could not help looking at him, for there was a kind of fascination in the fearless dogged bearing of the old man, of which you may see the foundation in Sir Joshua’s striking picture.

“Don’t stare at me so, sir!” he cried, stopping and striking his stick upon the floor; “don’t stare at me,—d’ye hear? Go in there and see what I’ve done for you,” and he pointed with his cane to the parlour door; “and remember it’s the last I wish to know of you, whatever you may be. If ever you cross my path again I’ll kick you out of it—I will, by G!—d’ye hear?” 

“Geoffrey, Geoffrey! Here, in my office and before all my clerks; for shame sir!” exclaimed Mr Darnell.

“I don’t care if it were before the king,” cried the Baronet, fiercely turning round on his brother; “I’ll be stared at by ne’er an impudent bastard in England. Insulted! and here too; this might at least have been prevented, Roger. I wish you a good morning, brother;” and he took off his hat, and made a stately sweep with it, departing into the hall by the door which the porter was holding open.

“Ralph, Ralph, what have you done or said?” asked Mr Darnell, anxiously; “I would not have had this happen here for a thousand pounds.”

“He said nothing, Mr Darnell, I assure you,” replied Mr Sanders. “Let me explain;” and they returned into the parlour and shut the door.

When they came out again to seek Ralph, for Mr Darnell had been satisfied that no offence had been given or intended, the young man was gone; a clerk said he had taken his hat and hastily walked out after Sir Geoffrey’s coach drove away.

“It has been a trying scene for the poor lad today,” said Mr Darnell, kindly, “and he will be the better of a quiet evening at home. And I will make amends to him for this, Mr Sanders; if one uncle has thrown him off, another will take his place, for he is the last male Darnell that remains to us, my friend: alas! the last.” 




 

CHAPTER XXIV.
BURY COURT, AND OTHER MATTERS RELATING TO THIS HISTORY.

We have not to go back very far, when I remind the reader of a visit Ralph Darnell paid to Messrs Forster and Selwyn in Bury Court, St Mary Axe, when he became acquainted with the family secret now divulged. Mr Forster, as they walked home together to Mrs Morton’s that night, professed a more kindly interest in Ralph than he had ever done before; and he related all that Mr Wilson had explained to him in regard to the legal nature of the will, and Ralph’s position: and their collective opinion that that document ought not to be permitted to exist. Mr Forster did not state clearly by what process the will could be obtained or destroyed. If it were to be left at Peed’s, it might be lost, as papers could be occasionally; but if Sir Geoffrey took it with him, some other course would have to be adopted. Ralph was in no condition to argue the matter that night, but he was grateful to Mr Forster for his interest. And when they arrived at Mrs Morton’s, and, as it happened, were let in by Sybil, Mr Forster asked kindly after her mother, and, his voice being heard, was invited to the parlour, where Mrs Morton was sitting.

It may be in the reader’s memory that on one occasion Mr Forster, with Mr Wilson, had spent an evening with Mrs Morton—and very agreeably, too. Mr Forster knew poor Mrs Morton’s antecedents perfectly; and though allusions to old times distressed her at first very much, yet Forster found that her interest in them, and in the present position and circumstances of the Prince and others connected with him, were still very great. On this point, therefore, Mr Forster had been, to a certain extent, communicative, and had risen to a high rank in the old lady’s estimation. She well knew the family of which he was the last representative. She had often been at the old border Peel, and had seen his mother, and even remembered Mr Forster’s sisters—who were both now in the Benedictine convent at Paris—when they were children. The Forsters were never rich, but they were of an old family in Northumberland; and when Mr Forster told her that the Peel still remained with some farm folk in it—that reduced fortunes and his business compelled him to live in London—she was by no means surprised. Old Nanny, too, had much respect for Mr Forster: and had received graciously a crown or two, which had been judiciously disbursed while Ralph lay so ill.

Sybil, however, had been disturbed by Mr Forster. She had sung with him a duet of Dr Arne’s, which she had learned with Ralph, and Forster sang well. He had been in Italy, and told her of music which would suit her, and had even sent her some; but though she could make no positive objection to him, she shrank intuitively from contact with him. His looks were bold and licentious, and his manner was neither courtly like Elliot’s, nor frank like Ralph’s, but more that of a hard man of the world—and John Forster was a hard man indeed. On this night, therefore, when her mother had called graciously to Mr Forster, Sybil could not shut the door in his face, as she would like to have done; and though he did not stay, the delight of looking, even for a short time, upon her sweet face was an intense gratification, a craving for which was growing upon him very rapidly. If he had had suspicions that Sybil cared for Ralph Darnell more than she even dared to think, that short visit would have proved it beyond a doubt. He saw how the sweet girl’s countenance changed; how her eyes followed him restlessly; how she was conscious that some evil had befallen him: but he rejoiced to observe that from Ralph there was no return. He answered her questions indifferently; sat silently in a dark corner of the room; and as Forster took his leave, he saw that Ralph wished Mrs Morton good-night, and went upstairs. So far, then, the field was open, and he had hope; and were Ralph out of the way (for he dreaded his fearless character) there was good ground to think he might succeed, although much might have to be done. I am afraid that Mr Forster had discovered the utter weakness of that little garrison, and assured himself that if the one defender could be withdrawn, there was no one else who could fill his place.

Although Mr Wilson and Mr Selwyn had experience of human nature after their several capacities—the one as an attorney’s clerk, and the other as, we will say as before, a horse-dealer—yet their knowledge was not such as could be brought to bear upon Ralph Darnell. Any deliberate roguery which Mr Wilson could have proposed, or any coarse suggestion of Mr Selwyn’s, would have opened Ralph’s eyes to the true character of these confederates, and he would have escaped out of their hands. Mr Forster’s talents lay, however, mainly in his ability to read men’s thoughts, and to act upon their passions; and to this end he had kept down his companions, and had opposed repeated invitations to Ralph.

Ralph had come several times of his own accord to Bury Court, in the interval, to ask news of Wilson, who had prohibited his calling at the “Peed’s” office; and whatever there was to tell, Ralph heard from Wilson himself, or from Forster. Thus the progress of the draft, of counsel’s opinion, of the engrossing, and the day of signature and execution, were duly made known to him; and without pressing their advice, all Ralph heard was but a reiteration of what had been told him at first. These men professed indifference to whatever Ralph might decide, but they were not the less sure of their game. And when Ralph, with the same wild face which had attracted his uncle Geoffrey’s notice at the office, made his appearance presently at Bury Court, they knew for certain that he had, at last, voluntarily thrown himself into their power.

Ralph meanwhile had done a good deal. He had gone to Mrs Morton’s; he had told them he was to accompany his grandfather, and packed up a small valise, containing a change of clothes. He then took a boat and went down among the colliers. There was no vessel to sail for three days; but he paid for a berth in one to sail on Thursday, and this was Monday. Then he returned home, leaving his valise on board the vessel, and spoke kindly to them all; and though he purposed never to return, said he should soon be back, and they were not to fret about him. It was very hard to see their tearful faces, and the look of misery upon Sybil’s. He had never seen the like of it before, and thought of it many a sad day after. When he was going, he bade Nanny put away his dress clothes in his trunk, for they would have to follow by sea, and his uncle would forward them to him. And when he had made over his little stock of trinkets to Sybil to keep, kissed Mrs Morton, and held Sybil in his arms, trembling and sobbing, full of terrible fears which she dare not express, and love at her heart which gave her deadly pain to conceal, and so left them; and Sybil threw herself on Nanny’s breast, and moaned there, “that he would never come back— never, never!—that she was sure there was evil hanging over him, which he would not tell them of,”—I say, while Nanny and she sat at the window nearly all that night, shivering in their horrible apprehension, and could get no rest—the misery of that fond heart of Sybil’s is quite beyond my power to describe; and even prayer—her habitual refuge—seemed denied her.

Afterwards, and when the wherry in which Ralph crossed the river turned among the shipping, and he saw the old window no more, he began to know what he had to do. Whether he received the will or not, he could at least get to Newcastle, and to his grandfather. There, one more long search for the certificate of his mother’s marriage, and if unsuccessful, the world was before him. East or west, what signified; or those foreign armies in which men won distinction or died. And was there not Colonel Clive? Even in Holland, his grandfather, he remembered, had connections; and one used to India merchant’s work in London, would be sure of employment in Amsterdam.

So, as I have said, when Ralph came to Bury Court that summer evening, those there knew he was in their hands, and that the recklessness writ on his face had a source very deep in his worst passions.

Perhaps, now that he was come to them, one of the men, Forster, would rather have avoided a hurried ending to the affair; but Mr Selwyn was not to be balked of a profitable professional undertaking, and his plans were already complete.

“A sharp ride, this fine summer night, would be delightful,” he said. “A pleasant day in the country tomorrow, and a pleasant fright to the ladies in the evening. Why, a journey anywhere was worth nothing without an alarm of highwaymen; and this would be such fun. He and Forster would perform the role of highwaymen to perfection; and I, Albany Selwyn, like Claude Duval, shall be proud to dance a measure with the beautiful Constance Darnell, the toast of London! And then consider, Mr Ralph, the happiness of making a gallant, beautiful speech, and dismissing the party on their way—nay, escorting them, if they so wished—in their own proper character.” And when Ralph observed gravely, that his uncle was the last man to try a joke upon, and would shoot one of them to a certainty, and if they had nothing more feasible to propose than this, they had better let him go, Mr Selwyn laughed, and declared “he for one should run away if the Baronet looked wicked; and if Ralph did not like the engagement, he could stay there and wait their return. They had promised to get him the papers, and????he should have them!”

They had been at supper all this time, and Ralph’s mood of mind, desperate and reckless from the first, had become vindictive under the wine he drank, “He would take the paper from his uncle which he had no right to keep—tear it into a thousand pieces before his eyes and his faithless cousin’s—tell Mistress Grover why he had done this, and return to London. They might follow him if they chose, do whatever they pleased, he should not care; whatever they did could not affect his future life.” There was very little sophistry in Ralph’s thoughts when the wine began its mischief. He only saw certain means to an end, in which two intimate friends would help him as in a frolic. These were lawless times, too, when desperate men did desperate deeds, and “A 29” was unknown; when people who suffered, very often took the law into their own hands, and did as they pleased with it; and when might, to a certain, and very great degree, was right. As to Selwyn’s ideas of making Constance????Pshaw! he was a wild rake certainly, but he was a gentleman, and Forster eminently one.

While these thoughts ran through Ralph’s heart, I think, had he known that a certain company of gentlemen who habitually frequented his Majesty’s highroad to York by night—marked down likely prey in London—at the extremities—or wherever they might be;—who had been balked of Sir Geoffrey Darnell as he came up from the north, but were determined that family plate, and jewels of Darnell fame, should not be spared as they went back—had already made preparations for the Baronet’s reception after he should pass Barnet,—I think, nay, I am sure, that Ralph would have shuddered at the precipice he so nearly approached; and would have ridden after his uncle, thrown himself in his way, and earned his gratitude and his own pardon, by declaring his danger. This was not, however, to be. A grim furious fate was on his track, driving him on under the horrible memories of insults and wrongs. Bastard! bastard! rang in his ears. Selwyn knew him to be one, so did Forster; so did that horrible Wilson, at whom his blood crept in his veins. Coward? No! he was at least no coward. They should not do for him what he could do for himself. If his uncle drew a pistol and shot him, what matter? there would be enough life left to explain, and he could die peacefully and happily with Constance and Grover by his side, and his uncle’s once kind voice ringing in his ears!

I daresay it was some such reverie as this into which Ralph had fallen, when Forster cried cheerily to him,

“What a brown study thou art fallen into, Don Ralpho! Awake, most illustrious cabalero! and to horse, if thou’rt coming at all. If not, there’s Wilson, and wine as much as needs be, for we’ll have enough to do, and must away—away—away!”

Ralph rose, and held out his hand. “I was only thinking,” he said.

“Pshaw!” cried his friend, “a fico for thoughts. Come, there is riding gear in the stables, and the gallant steeds are ready. No pistols? Well, nor need of them; but take a good whip. There are those on the road might take advantage of thee.”

Mr Wilson sat for a while over the good claret and a plate of nectarines, which were delicious; and was he not a privileged guest? His thoughts were of a varied nature, and this was the cast of them, as he rose with a satisfied countenance.

“No harm will come of this—no natural harm; and more will be paid for what John Wilson can tell, after it is over, than before; and, besides, there is no time now to prevent anything. Selwyn has a good job in hand, and Satan is helping them all on kindly. Ha! ha! ha!—kindly—kindly!” 




 

CHAPTER XXV.
THE JOURNEY AT NIGHT, AND WHAT CAME OF IT.

When Sir Geoffrey Darnell and the ladies arrived at Barnet, late in the evening of the following day, the footman who had been sent on to order rooms for the party at the Red Lion Inn, met the coach at the entrance of the little town, and communicated the unpleasant, but in those days perhaps not very uncommon intelligence, that every room was full, and that he had been equally unsuccessful at other hostelries in the place. “The landlord of the Red Lion,” he said, “had sent a servant with him a’ rroond the toon, but there was na’ a place to be had for love or money.’” The consequence of this communication was, that the Baronet arrived at the posting-house in very bad humour indeed.

Beginning any long journey, even in these days of perfection of locomotion, involves, very often, trials of temper. There is the last hurried packing to do, when clothes will not fit into the trunk, and the trunk lid will not shut down, nor the key turn. There is the dread of being late for the train, and after all there is something forgotten perhaps; and yet, once the last shriek of the engine is heard, the certainty of progression is so entire and consoling, that most minor miseries are altogether forgotten. The trials of our great-grandfathers, however, must have been much more hard to endure, and Sir Geoffrey had had enough of them. The servants, I am afraid, were not quite sober, for there had been a good many very moist leave-takings, and the trunks were ill-packed. The light spring-cart which had accompanied them from the north, was found to be unsafe; and the heavy baggage was to be forwarded by a collier brig to Newcastle, in charge of one of the men. The ostler and the maid-servant were to sit on the box; and a new mantua-maker—a smart young London damsel, highly recommended by the milliner—was to sit inside with the ladies. Fortunately, the coach was very large and roomy, and held six without hoops; so that there was a comfortable corner for each, and this ought to have satisfied the Baronet; but he was not in good humour.

The last settling
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