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L

Souz fortnight after this incident Madame Merle drove up in
& hansom cab to the house in Winchester Bguara, As she
descended from her vehicle she observed, suspended between
the dining-room windows, a large, neat, wooden tablet, on whose
fresh black ground were inseribed in white paint the words—
“ Thizs noble freehold mansion to be sold ;" with the name of
the agent to whom application shonld be made. % They certainly
lose no time,” said the visitor, as, after sounding the big brass
knocker, she waited to be admitted ; ©it's a practical country !™
Aud within the house, as she ascended to the drawingroom,
she perceived numergus signs of abdication ; pictures removed
from the walls and placed upon sofas, windows undraped and
floors laid bare. Mrs. Touchett presently received her, and
intimated in a few words thai condolences might be taken
for granted.

“1 know what you are going to say—he was a very good
man. But T know it better than any one, because I gave him
more chanes to show it. TIn that T think I wasa good wife”

Mrs, Tonchett added that at the end her husband apparently
Wil AL n
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recognised this fact, * He has treated me liberally,” she said ;
“T won't say more liberally than T expected, because T didn't
expect.  You know that as a general thing I don't expect. But
he chose, I presume, to vecognise the fset that though I lived
mueh abroad, and minglad—you may say freely—in foreign lifs,
I never exhibited the smallest preference for any cne else,”

% For any one but yourself,” Madame Merle mentaliv observed ;
but the reflection was perfectly inaudible,

“1 never sacrificcd my hushand to another,” Mra Touwchett
continued, with her stout curtness.

#0h no,” thonght Madame Merle , ** yvou never did anything
for another [ "

There woa 3 cortain cynicizm in these mute comments which
demands an explanation ; the more s as they are oot 0 aceord
gither with the vicw—aomewhat superficial perhaps—that we
have hitherto enjoyed of Madame Merle'z character, or with the
literal facts of Mra Touchett’s higkory ; the move =6, foo, as
Madame Merla had a well-lounded eonvietion that her friend’s
last remark was not in the least to be construed s a sids-bhrust
al herself. The troth 13, that the moment she had croszed the
threshoeld she received a subtle impression that Mr. Touchett's
death had had eonsequences, and that these consequences had
been profitable to a lithle cirele of persons among whom she
wae not nombersd. Of course it was an event which would
naturally have comsequences; her imaginalion had more than
once rested npon this fact duving her stay al Gardencourt.  But
it had been one thing to foresee it mentally, and it was another
to hehold it actually, The idea of & distribution of property—
che would almost have auid of spoila—just now pressed upon
her senses and irritated her with a sense of exclusion, T am far
from wishing to say that Madame Merle was one of the hungry
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ones of the world ; but we have already perceived that she had
desires which had never been smtisfied. If she had been
questioned, she would of course have admitted—with a most
beroming smile—that she had nob the faintest elaim to a share
in Mr, Touchett's relics, * There was never anything in the
world bebwesn ws,” she would have said,  “ There was never
that, poor man !"—with a fllip of her thumb and her third
finger. I hasten to add, marcover, that if her private attitude
at the present moment was somewhat incongruously invidiouws,
she was very careful nol to betmy herself.  She had, after
all, a5 much sympathy for Mre Toucheit’s gains as for her
losses.

“1le has left me this house,” the newly-made widow eaid ;
“but of eourse I ghall not live in it; I have a much better
house in Florence. The will was openced only thres days since,
but I have already offered the house for sale. I have also o
share in the bank ; but I don't yot woderstand whetber T am
vhliged to leave it there. 1f not, I ghall certainly take it out.
Ralph, of course, has Gardeneoart ; but I am not sure that he
will have means to keep up the place. He iz of eourse left very
well off, but hiz father has given away an immense deal of
money ; there are hoquests to a string of third cousins in Ver-
mont. Ralph, however, iz very fond of Gardencourt, and would
ba guite capable of living there—iu summer—with & maid-of-
all-work and a gardener’s boy, Thero is cne remarkable clanse
in my husband’s will," Mrs, Touchett added. * He has left my
niece a fortune.”

‘A fortune ! Madame Merle repeated, softly.

# Isabel steps into zomething like seventy thousand pounds”

Madame Merle's hands were elasped in her lap; at thiz she

raised them, still clasped, and held them a moment against her
B 2
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bosom, while her syes, a little dilated, fixed themselves on those
of her friend.  # Ah" she eried, ©the clever ereature 1®

Mrs, Touchett gave her o quick look. “ What do you mean
by that?”

For an instant Madame Merle’s colour rose, and she dropped
her eyes  “Ii cerlainly 18 clever to achieve such eesults—
without an effort 1"

* Thers certainly was no etfort ; don’t ezll it an achievement,”

Madame Merle was rarely guilty of the awkwardness of
retracting what ahe had zaid ; her wisdom wes shown rather in
maintaining it and placing it in a favoamble light,  * My dear
friend, Tsabel would certainly not have had seventy thouwssnd
pounds left hee if she had not been the most charming pird in
the world. Her charm includes great eleverness.”

% Bhe never dreamed, I am sure, of my husbsud’s doing any-
thing for her; sod I never dreamed of ib either, for he never
gpoke 10 me of his intentien,” Mrs, Tonchett said.  # She had
no claim upon him whatever ) it wag no goesh recommendation
to him that she wass my misca, TWhatever she achieved she
schicved mmeonzcionaly.”

% Ah” rejoined Madame Merle, “those are the greatest
strokes 1

Mrs. Touchetb gave a sheug.  *“The girl is forbunate ; T don't
deny that., Buat for the present she iz simply stupefied.”

“Do you mean thal she dossn’lh know what fo do with the
money T

“That, T think, ehe has hardly eonsidered. 8he doesn't
kunow what to think about the matter at all. 1t has heen as if
a big gun were suddenly fired off behind her; she s feeling
herself, to see if she be hurt, Tt is but three days since she
recoived a visit from the prineipal execubor, who came in person,



