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I AM afraid to face my Aunt Sarah. Though how I am to get out of
it I don't quite see. At any rate, I will never again undertake the
work of a private detective; though that would have been a more
useful resolve a fortnight ago. The mischief is done now.

The main bitterness lies in the reflection that it is all Aunt
Sarah's fault. Such a muddlesome old —— but, there,
losing my temper won't mend it. A few weeks ago I was Clement
Simpson, with very considerable expectations from my Aunt Sarah and
no particular troubles on my mind, and I was engaged to my cousin,
Honoria Prescott. Now I am still Clement Simpson (although
sometimes I almost doubt even that), but my expectations from my
Aunt Sarah are of the most uncomfortable, and my troubles overwhelm
me. As for Honoria Prescott—but read and learn it all.

My aunt is a maiden lady of sixty-five, though there is
something about her appearance at variance with the popular notion
of a spinster, insomuch that it is the way of tradesmen to speak of
her as "Mrs." Simpson, and to send their little bills thus
addressed. She is a very positive old lady, and she measures, I
should judge, about five feet round the waist. She is constantly
attended by a doctor, and from time to time, in her sadder moments,
it has been her habit to assure me that she shall not live long,
and that very soon I shall find myself well provided for; though
for an invalid she always ate rather well: about as much, I should
judge, as a fairly healthy navvy. She had a great idea of her
importance in the family—in fact, she was important
and she had—has now, indeed—a way of directing the
movements of all its members, who submit with a becoming humility.
It is well to submit humbly to the caprice of a rich elderly aunt,
and it has always been my own practice. It was because of Aunt
Sarah's autocratic reign in the family that Honoria Prescott and I
refrained from telling her of our engagement; for Aunt Sarah had
conceived vast matrimonial ambitions on behalf of each of us. We
were each to make an exceedingly good marriage: there was even a
suggestion of a title for Honoria, though what title, and how it
was to be captured, I never heard. And for me, I understood there
would be nothing less than a brewer's daughter, or even a
company-promoter's. And so we feared that Aunt Sarah might look
upon a union between us not only as a flat defiance of her wishes,
but as a deplorable mésalliance on both sides. So, for the
time the engagement lasted (not very long, alas!), we feared to
reveal it. Now there is no engagement to reveal. But this is
anticipating.

Aunt Sarah was very fussy about her jewels. In perpetual
apprehension lest they might be stolen, she carried them with her
whenever she took a change of air (and she had a good many such
changes), while in her own house she kept them in some profoundly
secret hiding-place.
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I have an idea that it was under a removable
board in the floor of her bedroom. Of course, we all professed to
share Aunt Sarah's solicitude, and it had been customary in the
family, from times beyond my knowledge, to greet her first with
inquiries as to her own health, and next with hopes for the safety
of the jewels. But, as a matter of fact, they were not vastly
valuable things; probably they were worth more than the case they
were kept in, but not very much. Aunt Sarah never wore
them—even she would not go as far as that. They were nothing
but a small heap of clumsy old brooches, ear-rings, and buckles,
with one or two very long, thin watch-chains, and certain mourning
and signet rings belonging to departed members of the family who
had flourished (or not) in the early part of the century. There
were no big diamonds among them—scarcely any diamonds at all,
in fact: but the garnets and cats' eyes strove to make good in size
and ugliness of setting what they lacked in mere market worth.
Chief of all the "jewels," and most precious of Aunt Sarah's
possessions, was a big amethyst brooch, with a pane of glass let in
behind, inclosing a lock of the reddest hair I have ever seen. It
was the hair of Aunt Sarah's own uncle Joseph, the most
distinguished member of the family, who had written three five-act
tragedies, and dedicated them all, one after another, to George the
Fourth. Joseph's initials appeared on the frame of the brooch
behind—"J." on one side and "S." on the other. It was, on the
whole, perhaps, the ugliest and clumsiest of all Aunt Sarah's
jewels, and I never saw anything else like it anywhere, except one;
and that, singularly enough, was an exact duplicate—barring,
of course, the hair and the inscription—in a very mouldy shop
in Soho, where all sorts of hopelessly out-of-date rings and
brooches and chains hung for sale. It was the way of the shopkeeper
to ticket these gloomy odds and ends with cheerful inscriptions,
such as "Antique, 17s. 6d.," "Real Gold, £1 5s.," "Quaint, £2 2S.
6d." But even he could find no more promising adjective for the
hideous brooch than "massive"—which was quite true. He wanted
£3 for the thing when I first saw it, and it slowly declined, by
half-a-crown at a time, to £1 15s., and then it vanished
altogether. I wondered at the time what misguided person could have
bought it; but I learnt afterward that the shopkeeper had lost
heart, and used the window space for something else.
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