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Introduction


KIRSTI BOHATA


Amy Dillwyn was scathing about the conventions of romance, “I abhor domestic novels” and books with “too much love” in them. Aged just 17 she imagined providing a different kind of book:





I am sure I could write a very uncommon finale & I certainly would never write about marriage & ‘everything come all right’ at the end. I suppose a hero & heroine are necessary evils but why not have a brother & sister for the chief personages? (19 March 1863)


By the time she wrote Jill, twenty years later, Dillwyn had done away with heroes altogether opting for a single heroine, with two supporting women for her to admire. Jill is a feminist bildungsroman, a story of the moral development of a tomboyish and feisty young girl into an independent woman with a measure of self-knowledge. Dillwyn paints a compelling portrait; Jill is a convincing mixture of cynical disregard for convention and propriety alongside admirable qualities of self-reliance, courage and frankness in telling the story of her life. The sardonic humour and dry wit sustain a fairly improbable story, in which Jill runs away from home, disguises herself as a maid, falls in love with her mistress, and has all sorts of adventures and scrapes. And the novel ends without a potential husband in sight.


Contemporary reviewers identified Jill as “a woman of the period” and Dillwyn is an early example of a New Woman writer – a feminist who sought out new ways of writing about women’s lives and predicaments. Jill was the fourth and most commercially successful of Dillwyn’s novels. Published by Macmillan in two volumes in July 1884, it sold out quickly and was reprinted in September that year. A cheaper one-volume edition was published in December 1884, and in 1887 a one-volume edition was produced for Macmillan’s Colonial Library Series.1 Contemporary reviewers commented on the unusual heroine: “Is the solitary heroine a species known to the human naturalist?” asked the Pall Mall Gazette, while the Academy welcomed Jill as “a somewhat daring, but very successful, experiment in realistic fiction… What is most to be admired, and that is very greatly to be admired, is the direct simplicity of the narrative.” The directness and humour of the narrative – the “amusing vein of quiet cynicism” (PMG) and the “dry, almost grim humour” (Academy) – seem remarkably fresh even today. And Jill as a character captivated the imagination, several reviewers urged Dillwyn to tell more of Jill’s story: “‘Sequels’ are, as a rule, the greatest of all nuisances in fiction; but Miss Dillwyn’s readers will certainly expect her to tell them one day of the future of Jill…” (Academy). Dillwyn eventually obliged, with Jill and Jack in 1887, and even then one reviewer called for a third novel and another for a dramatisation.


Setting


Jill is a slight departure from Dillwyn’s earlier novels which were explicitly set in Wales. The home of the Trecastles – Castle Manor, near Greenlea, outside Sparkton – could be anywhere in provincial Britain, the only hint that it might be in Wales is the name of the postmaster, Jones, from whom Jill purloins the telegram. Trecastle is the name of a place in Powys, and the family name is broadly suggestive of a Celtic west (“tre” means town in Welsh and Cornish), while “Sparkton” seems a fairly apt toponym for the industrial town of Swansea with its history of metal extraction. In Jill, Castle Manor is simply a place from which to escape – first to London and then an increasingly exotic and wild Europe. But in the sequel, Jill and Jack, the area is better described and there are several features, including a fatal quarry into which a woman falls whilst lost in a mist, that suggest Dillwyn was drawing on her knowledge of the landscape around her home at Hendrefoilan, near Swansea. The trip to Corsica which is vividly described in Jill is also based on her own experience; Dillwyn visited the island with her father in 1878.


Form & Motifs


Dillwyn experiments with form in her search for a way of telling a new story. Jill is a picaresque novel and the episodic structure allows its author to indulge in a series of sketches of eccentric and absurd characters reminiscent of Dickens – from a lady obsessed with invasive germs, to the individual characters of the six dogs which are, at one point, in Jill’s care, to the solicitors whose essence is expressed in their name, Messrs Fox and Snail. Children’s rhymes and fairytales also lend coherence to the story. Jill’s name is linked to the nursery rhyme, “Jack and Jill”, which is supposed to refer to the beheading, during the French Revolution, of Louis XVI and his wife Marie Antoinette. Certainly the nickname is used to suggest a rebellious disregard for convention in this novel and Jill’s disapproving mother objects to it as evoking “republican ideas, such as carrying pails of water, rough tumbles and cracked crowns” (p.13). The archetypal fairytale Cinderella, with its evil stepmother and selfish stepsisters, underpins the depiction of the new Lady Trecastle, and her daughters, who banishes Jill to the schoolroom. In a feminist rewriting of the tale, Jill decides to “act the fairy godmother for myself”. (p.45) Having no interest in a prince, however, she takes herself off to London, like Dick Whittington, to seek if not her fortune, then an independent living. Most important of all, perhaps, is Dante’s La Vita Nuova (1295), a medieval poem of courtly love which is both spiritual allegory – how earthly devotion prepares the soul for divine love – and an apparently semi-autobiographical account of Dante’s love for Beatrice whom he encounters only twice, once when she is a young girl and later as an adult. Dante’s representation of unrequited love particularly appealed to Dillwyn.


Autobiography


Jill is perhaps the most autobiographical of all Dillwyn’s novels. Like her first novel, The Rebecca Rioter (1880), it is an attempt to play out in fiction Dillwyn’s own desire for adventure and change, but in this book she can express her confidence in the resourcefulness of women and her belief that women could and should be given the chance to live independently, outside of marriage. Most of all, however, it is the story of Dillwyn’s long, hidden love for another woman.


Aged about fifteen, a young Amy had fallen in love with Olive Talbot (1843–1894), a distant relation by marriage and the daughter of C L R Talbot of Margam and Penrice. Her diaries record the growing importance of her feelings for Olive over the next fifteen years: “I care for her romantically, passionately, foolishly, and try as I might, I cannot get over her.” (27 July 1868) The two women were close friends, exchanging letters, visits, tokens of friendship and sitting up into the small hours in each others bedrooms holding long and intimate conversations; in later years they took trips together. But although Dillwyn eventually came to think of Olive as her “wife”, it seems that Olive didn’t fully return Amy’s passion – “I can’t make her love me as I love her”. (16 July 1870) Small details, which recur in other novels, suggest that Dillwyn is deliberately using her relationship with Olive as a model in her fiction: Jill is the same age as Dillwyn when she feels her first powerful attraction to another woman, Kitty Mervyn, and, like Olive, Kitty is wealthy, distantly related and a little Jill’s senior. And of course Kitty does not return Jill’s feelings.


Unrequited love


Hidden, unrequited love is a major theme in Jill. Acknowledging the pain that goes with it, Dillwyn nevertheless focuses on the morally improving nature of same-sex desire even where the love is one-sided. In her diaries she wrote of Olive that:





the thought of her seems like a good spirit to me sometimes… helping me on to the time when we may perhaps meet & know each other in Christ… Then perhaps she will know how she has helped me… whether consciously or unconsciously I do not know – but I do know that my love for her has led me always to be better & never to be worse. It has been the good influence of my life – even though I need to pray against it daily lest I learn to love God’s creature more than Himself. (2 March 1871)


And she believed that Olive was “the person who has influenced my character more strongly than any one else”. (27 August 1871) Jill may be happy to lie, steal and forge as it suits her at the start of the novel, but this is ultimately the story of how she develops principles and strength of character through her admiration of other women: first the proud but plucky Kitty and then through her friendship with Sister Helena, a lady who has dedicated herself to healing the sick.


Comparing her diaries with her novel, there is further evidence that Dillwyn drew directly on her feelings for Olive in the portrait of Jill’s love for Kitty. Dillwyn worked hard to quash her feelings for Olive in the beginning, but confided to her diary that:





[R]eally it’s absurd to myself how fond I am of her; I am perfectly infatuated about her… I know I’m a fool & can satisfactorily settle that I won’t be any more when I’m away from her, but directly I see her again all my wisdom goes to the winds & I’m fascinated again… (7 January 1867)


The enduring power Kitty has for Jill is evoked in very similar terms when Jill sees her for the first time after a long absence: ‘It was strange how the old charm which she had always had for me reasserted itself the instant I beheld her again. In her I seemed to recognise the sole human being in the world whose affections I would have taken trouble to obtain…’ (p.283)


In depicting love between women, Dillwyn also drew, in her diaries and fiction, on wider ideas of love as a spiritual affinity that provided an imaginative or religious space for union with the beloved: “I knew that Olive would be at Church at Nicholaston [Gower] in the morning &… I wondered if I had a part in her Prayers – whether our souls met in the immaterial world.” (3 March 1871) And again “Does my spirit, which is constantly seeking Olive & yearning for her, exercise any influence over hers or ever meet hers – so to speak – in that strange [immaterial] world?” (4 June 1872) The symbolic climax of Jill and Kitty’s relationship includes a sublimated spiritual union when the two women find themselves imprisoned in pitch darkness in a mausoleum: “I realised that the common danger to which we were exposed was a link which united us so firmly that our separate identities were, for the time being, well nigh merged into one.” (p.191) Jill’s unseen ‘link’ with Kitty is further strengthened by her discovery of Kitty’s own secret love for Captain Norroy which she has kept hidden from everyone else: “there yet existed between her and me the sort of half-bond which is involved in the possession of a mutual secret.” (p.283)


Cross-class disguise


Jill and Kitty are of the same social order, but they are kept apart by Jill’s cross-class disguise as a maid. Her assumed class allows her to serve and observe her mistress in ways Kitty doesn’t understand, adding a voyeuristic frisson to their encounters. The very fact that her assumed class is only a disguise means that there is the constant possibility that Jill could come out at any time and declare herself and her feelings for Kitty, claiming their social station and distant family ties as a legitimate connection. She contemplates just this when threatened with dismissal: “for a moment I felt very much inclined to tell her who I was…I think I should inevitably have yielded to the inclination, and imparted my history to her there and then, if there had been anything in her manner to make me believe that I had won a footing, however low down, in her affection – that she cared about me just one little bit.” (p.239) A declaration of her true identity and class stands in here for a profession of love, which can only be risked if Kitty reciprocates Jill’s feelings. Realising that there are no “softer feelings” motivating Kitty, Jill’s “impulse to confide in her was frozen back”. (p.239)


If supposed class difference keeps the women apart, then the crumbling of class barriers suggests a coming together. As already mentioned, Kitty and Jill are imprisoned in a mausoleum by some escaped convicts, and in this gothic villa of the dead their social differences fall away. To Jill’s delight Kitty treats her “as if she had thought me her equal, as if the tomb had been a leveller of ranks to the living as well as to the dead, and as if in entering it all social differences between her and me had been annihilated.” (p.187, my emphasis) In the immaterial world, as Dillwyn would have it, their regard for each other’s welfare means they are “well nigh merged into one”, while in the material world the two women lie down to sleep “pressing closely together for warmth”. (p.191) Even the rope they fashion out of their clothes (those uniforms of rank and class) reinforces this merging of identities and pressing together of bodies, as the garments are twined and knotted together. It is not until they return to civilisation and back to their respective social roles that their intimacy is severed.


The difference in power and the potential for power struggles between mistress and maid, as well as the intimate services provided by maids, make the relationship particularly suitable for suggesting same-sex desire in literature. Indeed, nineteenth-century texts from conduct manuals, through fiction to pornography all engage with the erotic potential of mistress and servant. The novel exposes the potential power that a lady’s maid may have over her mistress. Jill is party to family conversations and plans, but also eavesdrops, reads private correspondence and hides or reveals personal property to manipulate her mistress’s feelings. However, Dillwyn was also committed to the model of chivalric devotion which could be transposed into the more mundane role of domestic servant. Identifying with the knight who loyally serves a superior “ladye love” whether or not his suit is hopeless, Dillwyn wrote, as a very young woman, “I should like to have been a knight in the old days of chivalry & whether she cared for me or not I would never have deserted my ladye love while I lived.” (17 January 1864) And later, in 1871, she still found sustenance in the idea of serving her love, despite Olive’s detachment: “My mind is taken with one line out of [Tennyson’s] Guinevere – ‘And worship her with years of noble deeds’ – which represents how a knight should win his ladye love. That’s just what I should like to do for Olive – how can I make my deeds noble to worship her with them?” (25 July 1871)


Class


In a novel about a lady who adopts a cross-class disguise, it is not surprising that social hierarchy is a major theme. Dillwyn is sardonic in her depiction of the double standards imposed by the rich upon the poor: a servant must be prompt for an interview while a prospective employer turns up at her leisure, an hour late; servants must learn all the little foibles and eccentricities of those they serve while their employers barely see, let alone recognise the individuality of, their staff.


Told from the perspective of a servant, the utter disregard Jill displays for the wishes of some of her more eccentric employers, whilst apparently indulging them fully, is humorous and convincing. Not a glimmer of the devoted retainer is present in this tale of urban employment, where a maid may pick up and abandon employers as it suits her. Yet not everything goes her way. Young maids were sexually vulnerable and Jill finds herself preyed upon not by the master or sons of the house, but by the master’s valet, Perkins.


Perkins is rendered offensive through traits which appeal to class prejudice – he thinks a great deal of himself because he fancies he can imitate gentlemanly ways but the result is a grotesque mockery. His advances to Jill are repulsed with characteristic force, and her disgust at his overtures is expressed with explicit reference to the social order. Jill is “scandalised at the notion of a man-servant taking the liberty to raise his eyes to a lady”, before she remembers that she is not a lady in his eyes: “I shuddered to think that I must endure being made love to by a valet: it was an odious and degrading idea.” (p.116) Dillwyn uses class to articulate Jill’s disgust, but there is a suggestion that it is in fact men she objects to: “I think it’s a great pity that there are any men at all in the world” she thinks, adding only as an afterthought “or, anyhow, any except gentlemen.” (p.117) Here, then, class difference operates as a way of articulating a profound and very strongly expressed sense of disgust that is at least in part linked to sex. Perkins’s virility is represented by his enormous whiskers, which he caresses as he warns Jill he won’t wait for her consent much longer. When he does force himself upon her, she defends herself by dashing a candle in his face and burning off, in a symbolic castration, this emblem of his manhood.


The ferocity of Jill’s repulsion, “should I kill him on the spot, or should I expire from sheer disgust?” perhaps exaggerates Dillwyn’s private response to the utterly unlooked for suit relentlessly pressed by the local vicar: “First thing after breakfast I had the felicity of receiving a long letter from Mr Bolney containing an offer in form! And after I had trusted Miss Buller’s letter had quenched him! It was an aggravation & made me ferocious.” (25 February 1870) It was not the last she would hear of him, and he would continue to press his suit for years to come.


In the opposite direction, class explains the natural affinity between Jill and Sister Helena, the woman in charge of the hospital to which she is admitted after a road accident and who is “unmistakably a lady by birth”. (p.308) Jill is instantly attracted to her and tries to understand their growing intimacy in terms of class: “I do not know whether or not she had the same intuitive consciousness that I had of our both belonging to the same social order…” (p.309) In both cases, then, class is used as a means of representing repugnance and attraction for Jill and, as we have seen, cross-class disguise and the dissolution of class barriers are a central device for generating the erotic charge which underpins Jill’s desire for Kitty.


Sisterhood


The portrait of Sister Helena is based on Dillwyn’s own involvement, in her early twenties, with the Anglican Sisterhood, All Saints Sisters of the Poor, in Margaret Street, London. One Sunday in 1865, Dillwyn described the sisters bringing the orphans in their care to church:





I think the smallest [child] of all could not do much more than walk & was led by the sister who had all the children in charge; she was a very tall and elegant looking person, with a grave yet very sweet face & it was pretty to see her holding the hand of this poor toddling tiny orphan. Sometimes it seems strange to see under the coarse ugly looking back veils worn by the sisters some graceful and well-bred looking face. (5 March 1865)


Jill’s surprise that a refined lady could take on the role of Sister draws on Dillwyn’s own youthful prejudices and she puts into Jill’s mouth several statements that echo her own feelings from this time, not least the conflict between conscience and inclination. Struggling to find a purpose in life and to deal with her own internal “storms”, Dillwyn seriously contemplated joining a sisterhood, and in May 1867 went on a week’s visit to All Saints Home preparatory to making a decision to become a novice. Yet for all her ardent desire to live “the highest life”, to learn self-denial in dutiful service to God, Dillwyn found it hard to resign herself to a life of religious service: “I wish I didn’t like the world & pleasure & self pleasing so much – or if so didn’t think it right for me to give them up.” (4 May 1867) In the end, Dillwyn did not pursue her plans of entering a sisterhood. She kept up close ties with All Saints for many years, including regularly visiting their hospital for incurables, but by 1869 the fervid church-going was at an end and by the early 1870s her faith was less secure.


Cremation


Sister Helena is herself endowed with some of Dillwyn’s own beliefs. Dillwyn had some iconoclastic views on death rituals and was a member of the Mourning Reform Society. Jill’s approving description of a Corsican funeral, devoid of ostentation, making use of everyday colourful clothing, yet solemn and dignified in its simplicity, expresses the author’s own values. Dillwyn would attend her father’s public funeral some years later, in 1892, in a colourful outfit as a protest against the convention of expensive mourning clothes that left poor families in debt and exploited seamstresses. She was also an early advocate of cremation. When Sister Helena meets an untimely end, her body is “burnt in a crematorium, in accordance with her own frequently expressed wishes on the subject”:





For it was horrible to her to think that her material part might possibly, after death, be the means of bringing death and sorrow to the fellow-creatures whom she loved so well, by poisoning the air they breathed or the water they drank; and, therefore, she had always been a steady upholder of cremation. (p.326)


Disposing of a body by cremation was a highly topical subject in 1884, the year Jill first appeared. In January of that year, Dr William Price of Llantrisant had been put on trial for his attempt to cremate the body of his infant son, Iesu Grist (Jesus Christ), and the reasons he gave for not wishing to bury the body were similar to those attributed to Sister Helena. The landmark ruling in the case of Regina v. Price established that cremation was not illegal. Nevertheless, the Home Secretary still refused to condone the practice and the Cremation Society of England supported a Cremation Bill in parliament in May 1884 which they hoped would allow the licensing of purpose-built furnaces such as the one they had erected on a site in Woking in 1880 but not yet been able to use. The Bill was defeated and it was not until March 1885, eight months after Dillwyn published her novel, that the first official cremation took place in Woking. Dillwyn’s claim in fiction that Sister Helena was cremated in London in a novel published in 1884 is therefore an assertion of support for a practice only on the cusp of lawfulness.


Gender


Jill is one of a line of heroines who refuse to conform to “proper” feminine gender roles. Her early childhood experiences are important in the picture Dillwyn presents of Jill as an “unnatural” or at least unconventionally gendered woman. Jill revels in mess, abhors needlework, preferring mental exercises which she compares to solving problems in Algebra (a decidedly masculine pursuit according to contemporary thought). Most significant of all, her cold-heartedness is anathema to conventional femininity.


There is some autobiographical context for Jill’s cold-heartedness; Dillwyn felt she came across as cold and unloving, although she knew she was really, in her own words, “hot-blooded”:





Have been speculating on some things in my own life lately & am not sure that it is quite a success. One leading idea I have always had is a hatred of sentimentality of all kind, sort, description, & and another idea of mine has always been that every one should be independent of everyone else. Well I’m not quite sure that these two Utopian ideas have been very successful practically. The result is that I seem to have no sympathetic bond with anyone else – I suspect an outsider, seeing my life in its relations to my own family, would say I am of iron – hard – & unloving. (13 June 1869)


Dillwyn was often lonely, as the passage above suggests. But in Jill, the rather more buoyant narrative turns the heroine’s lack of feeling for anyone else into an asset, allowing the ardent adventurer to escape “the fetters formed from strong domestic attachments or other affection”. (p.9) Jill declares that her “extraordinary cold-heartedness” is a trait she for which she is thankful, and since she is ordinarily devoid of filial love and respect, and lacking in all tenderness and sentimentality, her feelings for Kitty become all the more important. Significantly, Jill and Kitty – when they meet as children – reject the idea of commonplace sentimentality and a “romantic friendship”, suggesting that Jill’s interest in Kitty is something less conventional, something different, something more.


The rejection of conventional gender roles and the emphasis on “peculiarities of [Jill’s] natural disposition” – she wonders if she is an “abnormal variety of the human species” and is described as “ill-made” by the hostile manservant whose advances she rejects – also suggests a more specific encoding of Jill as a mannish, or “odd” woman. The “odd woman” was the subject of gradually increasing scrutiny in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. The emerging field of sexology would come to define women who displayed conventionally masculine gender traits – such as an interest in logic and maths, assertiveness, a taste for smoking, an aversion to “feminine pursuits such as needlework”, a lower voice, masculine dress – as sexual inverts. Dillwyn was writing before the major studies of inversion were published, but Jill and indeed Dillwyn herself, display many of the cultural and medicalised traits which came to be associated with lesbianism by the twentieth century. Dillwyn herself became famous for smoking a cigar – with many newspaper articles dedicated to this “extraordinary” habit – and she would have been well aware of the sexual ambiguity and scandal associated with other cigar-smoking women such as the French author George Sand and women’s rights activist and founder of the Victoria Press, Emily Faithfull (whom she knew). In her sequel, Jill and Jack, Dillwyn plays with the idea of gender inversion even more explicitly, as the untidily but practically clad Jill is contrasted to the foolishly dressed dandy, Jack.


Meanwhile, the restrictive conventional clothes worn by Victorian women – the epitome of which was the corset – are used to symbolise emotional constraints and distress in Jill. Having just learned of Norroy’s engagement to someone else, Kitty retires to her room where she can give vent to her distress in private. Blaming her indisposition on a headache, she tries to make light of her ailment to her aunt who has earlier pressed her to buy some extremely narrow Parisian stays: “The mere idea of such an enormity of tininess had so shocked her nerves, liver, lungs, brain and organs in general, that they had felt bound to make some forcible demonstration of disgust…” (p.232) This “nonsense” serves its purpose in distracting the prying aunt, but the image of a tightly laced lady recurs when Kitty’s feelings are permanently cauterized in a loveless marriage and she has become of necessity or pride “incased… in impervious armour.” (p.336)


Clothes are used to highlight restrictions on the physical activities as well as the emotions of girls and women. In a memorable scene, Jill, as a child, thinks to overcome her mother’s prohibition of “mudlarking” and similar games by divesting herself of her clothes – as if gender could be shed at will – and plunging in to the stream, delighted that she has found a way to enjoy herself without upsetting anyone. Needless to say, her mother sees a half-naked nine-year-old girl playing in the mud in a very different light.


Amy and Olive: a Coda


In 1871, Amy Dillwyn wrote “Oh that I were a Dante to immortalise my Beatrice”, noting “of course without in the smallest degree comparing myself to Dante”. (10 July, 21 June) A feminist portrait of an irreverent, independent woman, who finally comes into her rightful inheritance, Jill is a coded story of Dillwyn’s long, hidden, lonely and yet sustaining love for another woman. We do not know what eventually transpired between the two friends. Olive died in 1894, having lived out the last decades of her life in London, a wealthy philanthropist after the death of her father but also an invalid who was often in pain. Dillwyn’s daily journal breaks off in 1875, at the height of her intense longing for Olive, and nine years before Jill was published. But the existence of the novel itself perhaps suggests that Jill’s closing remark about Kitty at the end of the book holds true for Amy and Olive too, and that “the strange charm which she always had for me is not yet wholly dead.” (p.335)
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CHAPTER I


Jill Introduces Herself


I HAVE heard people say that men are more apt to be of an adventurous disposition than women; but that is an opinion from which I differ. I suppose it has arisen because timidity and sensitiveness are hostile to the spirit of enterprise, checking its growth and development, and not unfrequently proving altogether fatal to it; and as these qualities are especially characteristic of the weaker sex, it follows naturally that noted female adventurers are less common than male ones. But that seems only to show that an unfavourable soil has caused the plant to become blighted or smothered, and is no conclusive proof that the seed was never sown. It is my belief that the aforesaid spirit is distributed by nature impartially throughout the human race, and that she implants it as freely in the breast of the female as in that of the male. Once let it be implanted, and let it have fair play, untrammelled by nervous, hesitating, shrinking, home-clinging tendencies, and it will infallibly lead its possessor to some bold departure from the everyday routine of existence that satisfies mortals of a more humdrum temperament. A craving for continual change and excitement is a thing that is sure to assert itself vigorously and insist on being gratified, provided its possessor has also plenty of health and courage, and is unrestrained by the fetters formed from strong domestic attachments or other affection. Of people thus positively and negatively endowed it may be confidently predicted – whether their gender be masculine or feminine – that adventures will bestrew their road plentifully, meeting them at every turn, and seeming to seek them out and be attracted to them even as flies unto honey. I am myself an instance of this, as I can see plainly enough in reviewing my past career. At an earlier period I was less clear-sighted, and failed to perceive the restless spirit that had taken possession of me and become the constraining power of my life; but the lapse of a few years is a wonderful aid to discerning the true motives of former actions, and reminds me in this way of the dark blue spectacles which the man in charge of a smelting furnace puts on when he wants to see what is going on in his furnace. Without them he can distinguish nothing in the fiery interior; but the spectacles have the effect of softening the fierce, blinding glare, rendering visible what was before invisible, and enabling him to watch the progress of the red-hot seething masses of ore and metal undergoing fusion and transmutation under his care. And in like manner does intervening time clear the vision towards events, so that it is possible to estimate them far more justly some while after they have taken place, than it was at the moment of their occurrence. A retrospect, therefore, gives me a more correct notion of myself than I had before. I see how often, when I imagined myself to be solely impelled by some purely external circumstance, I was, in reality, also obeying the dictates of a longing for adventure and impatience of sameness, which have always had a very strong influence in determining my conduct. I detect how love of variety manifested itself as the principal cause of my actions, and made my course deviate widely from that of other ladies in my rank of life, and furnishes a reasonable explana tion for behaviour which would else seem un accountable. To a person of this disposition, monotony, dulness, and boredom in every shape are of course absolutely intolerable; consequently I do not believe that any position involving these drawbacks will ever content me for long, even though it may, in other respects, afford every advantage that the heart of man (or woman) can desire. And having supplied the reader with this much clue to a comprehension of the character of the individual whose story lies before him, I leave all further judgment upon me to be pronounced according to what is found in the pages of this veracious history, wherein I purpose faithfully to depict myself exactly as I appear in my own eyes, and as my life shows me to be.


A person’s identity is materially affected (as regards both himself and others) by that of the immediate ancestors without whom he or she would not have existed at all; so the first step towards my self-introduction must obviously be to state my parentage.


My father, Sir Anthony Trecastle, a gentleman of small fortune serving in the Life Guards, was employed in London discharging the not very onerous duties expected from an officer of Heavies in time of peace, when he became acquainted and enamoured with a daughter of Lord Gilbert’s. Sir Anthony’s means were not sufficiently large for him to be reckoned anything of a matrimonial catch in that set of society to which both he and the young lady he admired belonged. He had enough to live upon, however, besides being a tenth baronet, rather good-looking, and the repre sentative of a family whose name was to be found in the Domesday Book; therefore her relations and friends considered him to be a respectable though not brilliant match, made no attempt to interfere either for or against his suit, and left her perfectly free to please herself as to the answer it should receive. It was long before she could make up her mind in the matter; but, after con sidering it for more than a year, she at last deter mined to accept him. What may have moved her to do this of course I cannot say; but all I know of her character makes me think it more likely for the decision to have resulted from a reasonable and deliberate consideration of matrimonial pros and cons than from any love for her husband. Those who knew her well believed her to be so singularly cold and indifferent as never to have warmed into real love for any living creature during her whole life. And not only do my own recollections of her corroborate this opinion, but also I may say that I myself am a living argument to prove it true, inasmuch as I, too, am unusually exempt from the affectionate, tender emotions to which most men and women are liable; and it seems reasonable to suppose that this extraordinary cold-heartedness of mine must have been inherited from her.


I am sure it is an inheritance for which I have had much reason to be thankful; for I have no doubt it has saved me from many a folly that I should otherwise have committed. A warm hearted, soft, affectionate disposition is a possession which I have never coveted. It has generally seemed to me to be a cause of weakness rather than of strength to its owner; and besides, it is very apt to hinder and stunt the development of that source of delight – the spirit of enterprise.


This, however, is somewhat of a digression, as the extent to which my mother may have cared for my father does not much concern this narrative; at any rate she liked him sufficiently well to marry him, and that is all with which we need trouble ourselves here. He sold out of the army soon afterwards, and took his bride to reside at Castle Manor, as his country place was called; there I, their only child, was born. Had I been a boy it was intended to call me Gilbert, in honour of my maternal grandfather’s title; as, however, I was a girl, and as my parents still wished to adhere as far as possible to their original intention of naming their first-born after the Gilbert peerage, the name was adapted to my sex by the addition of three letters, and thus I received at my christening the somewhat uncouth appellation of Gilbertina. As this was obviously too much of a mouthful to be convenient for common domestic use, an abbrevia tion was inevitable, and the first one bestowed upon me was Jill. But this did not find favour with my mother. She declared it was ugly, and objec tionably suggestive of low, republican ideas, such as carrying pails of water, rough tumbles, and cracked crowns; therefore Jill was condemned and Ina substituted, as a more graceful and aristocratic manner of shortening my name.


Though I allude to this small matter, because Jill was the name to which I afterwards returned, yet I do not purpose to dwell long upon the history of my life up to the age of eighteen, at which period I launched out boldly upon an independent career. Still, however, the earlier stages cannot be left altogether unnoticed, as the events which took place then naturally have a bearing upon subsequent ones, and also may be thought interesting for the part they probably played in the moulding of my character.


Was I born destitute of the ordinary instincts of filial affection – in which case, be it observed, that it would be most unjust to blame me for what was simply a natural deficiency? Or is the fault of my defect in that way to be charged to my parents for having done nothing to develop the above mentioned instinct? Anyhow, whatever the cause may have been, certain it is that they and I were mutually indifferent, and never saw more of one another than we could possibly help. They went their way, and I went mine, and the less we came in contact the better was I pleased. I regarded my mother as a sort of stranger whom the accident of inhabiting the same house caused me to see oftener than any other stranger, and who had an authority over me and my affairs which was decidedly irksome, because our opinions as to what it was right and fitting that I should do or not do were always at variance with one another. She disliked untidiness, whereas I revelled in being in a mess. Consequently she aggravated me continually by insisting on my going off to wash my face and hands or have my clothes put tidy, when I thought they did very well as they were, and would have preferred staying where I was. Again, mud-larking, and many other of my favourite occupations which brought about a torn and dirty state of garments, were strictly forbidden by her, to my great annoyance. Imagining the restriction to be imposed solely in the interests of my clothes, I well remember how rejoiced I was one day when I thought I had hit upon a plan for enjoying myself after my own fashion without offending against her code, and how disappointed I was when my scheme proved a failure. I was about ten years old at the time, and was standing at the edge of a small stream, longing with my whole heart to go and paddle about in it, when it suddenly struck me that, as the edict against mud-larking and similar amusements was grounded upon the harm they did to my apparel, there could certainly be no objection to them provided nothing suffered except my own skin – that being an article which was surely of no consequence to anyone but myself. Inspired by this brilliant idea, I immediately took off my shoes, stockings, gloves, and drawers, turned my sleeves back to the shoulder, wound my petticoats round my waist, and plunged into the stream; there I waded about with the utmost satisfaction, constructing mud-docks and sailing bark-boats without in the least minding the cuts and bruises inflicted on my bare feet by stones, or the numer ous scratches which my unprotected arms and legs received from overhanging bushes and brambles. What did that matter when I was having such a glorious mud-lark? And I enjoyed the fun all the more because I believed fondly that I had a prospect of plenty more of the same kind in the future, now that I had so cleverly discovered the way to get over the objection that had hitherto interfered with it. It must be clearly impossible for anyone to find fault with a proceeding which exposed nothing but my own flesh to risks of rents and dirt.


Alas! however, I was destined speedily to be undeceived. My mother, hearing how I had been engaged, gave me a tremendous scolding, declaring that she was quite shocked at me, and that if ever I did such a thing again I should be punished. For my part, I was perfectly amazed at this indignation, which seemed to me totally unreasonable, as I could not imagine what harm I had done. And the incident, like all others connected with her, strengthened the sulky injured feeling I had of being always wrong in her eyes. No matter what I might wish to do, she would forbid it, I thought.


I do not know that she was wilfully unkind to me, perhaps; but she certainly never was actively kind; and she stands out in my memory as a cold hard figure with which I could not come in contact without finding myself thwarted in some way or other, and being deprived of some pleasure. “Don’t do that!” is a sentence odious in childish ears; and as that was the sentence that I heard oftener than any other from her lips, I naturally got into the habit of avoiding her company as much as possible – which was all the easier to manage because she had as little wish for my society as I had for hers, and only endured me with her at all, I think, out of regard to the convenances of English life. Never once do I remember her to have taken the trouble to supply me with any pleasures which she approved of to replace those which she prohibited; nor did she ever bestow upon me presents, indulgences, or marks of affection. Though she never attempted to teach me anything herself, yet she had me do lessons, and insisted on my learning needlework, which was my especial aversion; and I knew she was the source for the tasks I hated, even though she did not personally impose them on me.


Such being the terms on which she and I stood to one another, is it to be wondered at that I should have feared and disliked her?


I was about twelve years old when she died. As I had by that time read with great interest a large number of juvenile story-books of the exaggerated sentimental and goody kind, I was thoroughly well up in the behaviour to be expected from any girl-heroine on the occurrence of such an event. I knew that her father would at once become the great object of her life, and that she would devote herself utterly to the task of comforting him and endeavouring to replace Her (with a capital H) who was gone. Though the girl would of course be herself well-nigh crushed with grief, and indulge in paroxysms of sobs and tears whenever she was alone, yet she would heroically repress any public manifestation of distress, lest the knowledge and sight of it should increase that of her surviving parent. Her zeal on his behalf would know no bounds, and lead her to neglect the most ordinary precautions against illness for herself. This would appear in some absurd and wholly uncalled for act of self-devotion – such as sitting motionless for hours in a thorough draught and wet through, lest the sound of her moving might awake him as he slept in the next room, or something equally ridiculous; and by a few insane performances of the same kind the way would easily be paved for the invariably thrilling climax. A pillow bedewed nightly with tears; knife-like stabs of pain returning with increasing frequency; blood-spitting neglected and kept secret; pangs mental and bodily, concealed under a cheerful exterior; there could be but one conclusion to such symptoms as these. The overtaxed strength would collapse suddenly; consumption, decline, heart disease, or some other alarming illness, would ensue; and then there would be either a few harrowing deathbed scenes, or else a miraculous recovery and happy marriage of the heroine; in this last case her spouse would of course be some paragon young man, who should be in every respect ideally perfect, and thoroughly able to appreciate and do justice to the treasure whom he had been so fortunate as to win for a wife.


So invariably did this style of thing take place whenever the heroine lost her mother in the books which I had devoured greedily without perceiving how morbid and exaggerated they were, and without doubting their being faithful representations of human nature, that I had a sort of hazy impression of its being the inevitable accompaniment of that loss, whatever might have been the terms hitherto existing between the parties concerned. The folly of supposing that I could feel deep regret for a person whom I had always avoided as much as possible never occurred to me, and I was disposed to believe that what was described in the stories was an indispensable sequence of events that came after one another as naturally as spring follows winter, and summer follows spring. In that case, I too, must expect to undergo the regular course of emotions like everyone else. It would be a decidedly novel and mysterious experience, and one that I was by no means sure would be pleasant, and I looked out anxiously for the first indications of its approach as though it had been some kind of sickness with which I was threatened. A gush of poignant grief for my mother, an intense yearning over and pity for my father, sleepless nights and untasted meals, were, I knew, the correct preliminaries to the state of affairs that I was anticipating. Two or three days passed, however, and I found to my surprise that I had still no inability to sleep and eat as usual; no alteration in my former feelings about my parents, either living or deceased; nor any other reason to think I was about to behave in the same manner as those sentimental young ladies about whom I had read. Then I became perplexed as to the cause of this difference between me and them. I had taken it for granted that the stories showed exactly how human beings in general thought, felt, and acted; but how came it then that I, who was unquestion ably a human being, should find my own experience of a great occasion of this kind so different from what the books depicted? The only way of accounting for it was by supposing either that they were not as true to nature as I had believed, or else that I must be unlike the rest of my fellow-creatures; and as it did not at all please me to consider myself an abnormal variety of the human species, I adopted the former theory as the probable explanation of what puzzled me. No one, thought I, ever dreams of judging fairy-tales by the standard of real life; and no doubt those stories that I fancied were true are in reality only fairy-tales in disguise. The characters are not real men and women, but only make-believe ones; and they are really just as impossible as if they were called ogres, gnomes, elves, magicians, or something of that kind.


It was a relief to me to arrive at this conclusion, and realise that there was no likelihood of my following in the steps of the afore-mentioned fictitious damsels; for, however attractive their experiences might be to read about, I had had very considerable misgivings as to whether I should find them equally pleasant to undergo in my own person. I may add that I am sure my incapacity for imitating them was a most fortunate circumstance for my father; he would, I am con vinced, have been at his wits ends to know what to do with a daughter of the story-book stamp, and would have been unutterably taken aback and annoyed at any hysterical demonstrations of devo tion or attachment on my part.




CHAPTER II


Foreign Travel


IT is time to say a few words as to what my father was like. Intensely selfish, and hating trouble, he was also extremely sociable, jovially disposed, easily amused, and endowed with an enviable facility for shaking off whatever was disagreeable. He seemed to consider everything unpleasant, dull, sad, or gloomy, as a sort of poisonous external application which must be got rid of promptly, lest it should get absorbed into the system. Consequently he never allowed anything to make a deeper impression on him than he could help. And in order to escape at once from the depressing influences of his wife’s death he resolved to go abroad immediately after the funeral, and stay away for a good long time, wandering from place to place where his fancy took him, so as to distract his mind from all possibility of melancholy by a complete change of scene and life.


As he did not see the use of keeping up an establishment in England during his absence, he determined to let Castle Manor. Then came the question of what was to be done with me under these circumstances? His relations assured him that the best plan would be to send me to school somewhere till he should again be settled in his own home. After reflecting for a day on this suggestion, he considerably astonished those who had made it by announcing that he meant to take me abroad with him. Such a determination was certainly surprising on the part of one who could not endure trouble, and had no affection for me. But the fact was that since his marriage he had got so much accustomed to the feeling that there was someone belonging to him always within reach, that he did not now like to live quite alone again; and therefore he thought he might as well have me handy as a last resource to fall back upon for company when none other should be attainable. Wherever he went, therefore, there I went also; and for that reason we were supposed by many people to be wholly wrapped up in one another, and a touching example of parental and filial attachment. I accidentally overheard some remarks to that effect made one day by a couple of compatriots staying at the same hotel as ourselves at Naples; and, child as I was, I remember that I laughed cynically to think how wide of the truth they were, and what fools people were to be so ready to judge from appearances. For though he chose to have me living under the same roof as himself, yet he never had any wish for my society if he could pick up anyone else to talk to, and walk, ride, drive, or make expeditions with; and as his sociability and geniality made it easy to him to make acquaintance and fraternise with strangers, he was not often dependent upon me for companionship; so that I was left very much to myself, and spent the greater part of the time in solitude, or with my attendant who was a sort of cross between nursery-governess and maid.


We moved about from place to place for two or three years, rarely staying long anywhere, and not once returning to England. This roving existence had a great charm for me, notwithstanding its frequent loneliness, and was infinitely more to my taste than would have been the orthodox school room routine that falls to the lot of most girls between the age of twelve and fifteen. Doubtless, too, it had a good deal of influence on the forma tion of my character; for the perpetual motion and change of scene in which I delighted could hardly fail to foster my inborn restlessness and love of adventure, as well as to develop whatever natural tendencies I possessed towards self-reliance, independence, and intolerance of restraint.


Meanwhile my education, as may be supposed, pursued a somewhat erratic course; and my standard of attainments would, I fear, have by no means been considered satisfactory by Mrs. Grundy. A life passed in hotels, pensions, and lodgings is unfavourable to regular studies; and, besides that, there was no one, after my mother’s death, who cared sufficiently about my intellectual or moral progress to take the trouble of insisting on lessons being persevered with, whether I liked them or not. Consequently I learnt anything that took my fancy, and left alone everything else. On some out-of-the-way subjects I was better informed than the majority of my contemporaries; but then, on the other hand, I was ignorant of much that every schoolgirl is expected to know. My ideas, for instance, as to religious matters were extremely vague. I was but slightly acquainted with the contents of either the Bible or Prayer Book; never thought of religion as a thing with which I, personally, had to do; had not a notion of what constituted the differences between one form of religious belief and another; and never attended any place of worship except when some grand function was to come off. All I cared for in such a place was to listen to the music, and stare at the lights, vestments, decorations, ceremonial, and crowd; therefore I only went on great festivals, or when some especially prized relic was to be exhibited, or other unusual attraction offered; and, of course, I became more familiar with the interior of Roman Catholic churches and chapels than any other.


What accomplishments I possessed were such as would have qualified me well enough for a courier, and I think that I could have earned my livelihood in that line of business without much difficulty after I had been abroad for a while. I could speak several languages fluently, besides having a smattering of a few more, and of two or three patois; I was well up in the relative values of foreign coins, and capable of making a bargain even with such slippery individuals as drivers, jobmasters, laquais-de-place, or boatmen. Besides that, I was so thoroughly at home in railway stations that I could find my way about in any hitherto-unvisited one almost by instinct; I could usually tell, to within a few minutes, the exact time when any rapide or grande-vitesse was due to start from Paris for Spain, Germany, Italy, or the Mediterranean; when it ought to reach its destination; and at about what hour it would be at the more important towns on its route; and I had quite mastered the intricacies of the English and Foreign Bradshaw, Livret-Chaix, and works of a similarly perplexing kind, so as to be able to discover easily whatever information they could afford. My expertness in this way was chiefly owing to a happy thought that came into my head at Bayonne one day when I happened to be left alone for the afternoon with nothing to do, and no book whatever available except a railway guide. The prospect till night was not an exhilarating one, and I was disconsolately wondering how to get through the time, when it suddenly occurred to me that I would play at being about to start for St. Petersburg, or some other remote place, and obliged to look out the best and fastest way of getting there. I set to work accordingly with the railway guide, and became so engrossed in the game I had invented that I forgot all about the passage of time, and was quite astonished to find how quickly the afternoon slipped away whilst I was settling various journeys to my satisfaction. Such an easily-attainable means of amusement was a glorious discovery to me, and one which I commend to the notice of other travellers as a resource for wet weather and dull moments. Henceforth I had no dread of lacking amusement, provided I had a time-table; and many a long hour have I beguiled in planning skeleton tours to all kinds of places – poring over the times of arrival and departure of trains, diligences, steamers, and other public conveyances, and weighing in my own mind the prices and comparative merits of various routes with every bit as much care and attention as though the imaginary journey under consideration were a reality, and I were the sole person responsible to make arrangements for it. This employment had for me something of the same sort of fascination that working out a problem in algebra has for some people – indeed I do not think the two things are greatly unlike each other in their natures.


Besides the accomplishments I have mentioned, I had also some ideas as to foreign cookery, which I picked up here and there on our travels – chiefly on the rare occasions when we were in lodgings anywhere. I do not think I ever met any mistress of a lodging-house abroad who did not pride herself particularly upon her cooking of some one dish (sometimes more than that, but at least one), and who was not willing to initiate into its mysteries any lodger who evinced a proper appreciation of its excellence. There was an old woman at Genoa, I remember, at whose house we stayed for some weeks, who knew several delicious ways of dressing macaroni and vegetables, and who not only allowed me to watch her whilst she cooked, and gave me her favourite recipes, but even stretched her good nature so far as to let me try my own hand in the kitchen till I could join practice to theory, and produce a tolerably successful result for my labours. She was a kindly, motherly old soul, who was impressed with the notion that there was something peculiarly forlorn and provocative of pity in my condition; she generally called me poverina (to my amusement), and took me under her protection from an early stage of our acquaintance.


“See, Signorina,” she said to me on the second morning of our occupying her apartments, “you will no doubt wish to buy velvet here – as all the English do – and many other things also. But be guided by me, and go not to buy alone, or you will most certainly be cheated. No! when you see the thing that you desire, come to me – take me to where it is – point it out to me quietly. Then will I go forward as though to buy it for myself, and so shall you procure it at a reasonable price. You who understand not the modes of our merchants, would pay nearly, or perhaps even altogether – for there is no saying how far the folly of an English person may go! – the amount that they demand for their goods. But as for me! – ah! I know how to arrange these people, and you shall see what I will do! I dare to flatter myself that there is not a man or woman in the whole of Genoa who can get the better of me in a bargain!”


Experience soon showed me that this was no idle vaunt. Though – to her great disappointment – I declined to buy any velvet, yet I gladly availed myself of her services for other purchases, and never in my life, either before or since, have I met with anyone who was her match in bargaining. She never bought anything at a shop or stall without having taken a final farewell and departed from it at least twice, and then suffered herself to be brought back by the persuasions of the owner; I think she regarded this going away and returning as quite a necessary part of the negotiation, without which it could not possibly come to a proper conclusion. At all events her efforts were invariably successful, and she forced shopkeepers, market-people, and sellers of every sort with whom she had dealings, to accept reductions of price which seemed to me almost incredible. Meanwhile I, in whose behalf she was exerting herself, used merely to assist as a passive spectator, feeling that my knowledge of mankind was being enlarged, and that I was gaining a valuable insight into the amount of dishonesty and cunning that was latent in human beings in general, and Italians in particular. This was especially my feeling when, as more than once happened, I perceived that my friend herself was not altogether exempt from the failings of her country-people; and that, relying on my knowledge of Italian being less than it really was, she was making a little profit at my expense out of the transaction she was conducting for me. This was a fresh revelation of the depravity of human nature, and impressed upon my youthful mind the folly of trusting absolutely to any professions of friendship, however genuine they might appear. But, after all, it was not to be expected that she would take a great deal of trouble for a stranger gratuitously and out of pure love; besides that, she allowed no one except herself to cheat me, so that in the end my pocket was saved, notwithstanding the commissions that she managed adroitly to retain for her own benefit; and as, furthermore, I derived much instruction from her in the art of bargaining, I saw that on the whole I was a gainer by her help, and had nothing to complain of. So I let her act for me as before, chuckling inwardly at her vehement denunciations of the roguery that surrounded us, and not telling her of what I had discovered regarding her own.
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