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1


 The well-travelled trunks stood on the dusty floorboards of their new lodgings. The porter was grumbling away down the stairs with his unsatisfying sixpence. Now it was Caroline’s familiar task to make their accommodation as comfortable as possible, whilst soothing her father’s mind, made gloomy and fretful by the necessity of the removal.

He had liked living where they were before. But their landlord had not liked them. The man had adopted an attitude towards rent arrears that Captain Fortune, sorrowfully, could only call irrational.

Caroline was so accustomed to this situation, and to making the best of it, that at first she did not notice something more than usually depressed in her father’s demeanour. She busied herself with the unpacking, and with making such tactful improvements to the furnished rooms as could be managed. She covered the holes in the sofa’s upholstery with cushions. She threw a cloth across the stained and scratched table. With artful swags and bunches she made the curtains look as if they actually fitted the windows. Meanwhile she kept up a cheerful commentary on the conveniences of their new home – one that, however, taxed her considerable powers of invention to the utmost. For these were the shabbiest lodgings yet,  and her own spirits were more cast down than she cared to show.

Still, she was unprepared for the lingering groan that her father gave, just as she was hanging her mother’s miniature portrait above the parlour mantelshelf; and for his booming cry of: ‘It is all over, Caro – the die is cast – our revels now are ended – we are ruined!’

Caroline turned to find that he had sunk into a chair, and with another groan had buried his face in his hands. ‘Come, Papa, don’t take on so. It’s not so very bad,’ she urged, putting an arm about his shaking shoulders. ‘Perhaps we aren’t as pleasantly situated as we were at Frith Street, but we might do worse. Now let me mix you a glass of hock-and-soda-water. It’s not like you to be long in the dismals, and I suspicion you may have drunk bad port-wine last night – at the Cocoa-Tree, was it? You know that always—’

‘We might do worse, indeed,’ her father said hollowly, through his hands. ‘And I fear we will. Oh, yes. The debtors’ prison, Caro – that will be next for me.’

‘Oh, nonsense,’ said Caroline, who had heard this before; but as her father still groaned, and would not look at her, she was constrained to add: ‘It is nonsense – isn’t it, Papa?’

‘You would be better off, my dear, if I dropped myself in the river directly.’

‘No, I wouldn’t. For one, I would be no better off materially, because you’ve nothing to leave me. And more than that, I should be horribly grieved and miss you sorely. So no more watery talk, I beg you.’ Caroline went to the side-table on which stood their small hoard of glassware and made him a drink, taking a little genteel tipple for herself. When she turned back to her father, he was regarding her with tragic, bleary, agelessly blue eyes.

‘Oh,’ she said; and, an octave lower: ‘Oh.’

‘I had hoped,’ Captain Fortune said, reaching out for her hand, ‘to be giving you news of a very different kind at this time, my dear – news of a wonderful turn-about in our fortunes. I had it all planned – a turtle dinner from the King’s Head, or supper at Grillon’s – and you were to have a new gown for it, of course, my love, made by a modiste of the very first stare; and then we were to talk about what manner of carriage to set up, whether a curricle or barouche – for our Town residence only, naturally – for myself I have a fancy for a rather smart little high-perch phaeton I saw at the coachmaker’s in Long Acre, just being varnished—’

‘Well, but, Papa, that’s the different news,’ Caroline interrupted him, gently yet firmly, ‘the news you can’t give me. The real news, I fear, is very bad, is it not?’

‘I dare say,’ the Captain said, with a disgruntled look, as if it were rather churlish of her not to want to hear about the carriage they couldn’t have. ‘Yes. It could hardly be worse, indeed. But it was meant to be good, my dear, truly it was! I very nearly, you know, pulled off the most remarkable stroke! And instead we are – we are most damnably high and dry, Caro. In short, we have no money.’

‘We never do. But this, I collect, is a different sort of havingno-money.’ She sat down by him. ‘Be frank with me, Papa.’

The Captain drained his glass. ‘It’s all gone,’ he said simply, as if referring to the wine. ‘You recall that run of luck I had just lately, at Brooks’s? And how I resolved I wouldn’t let the money slip through my fingers this time, but set it to work? Well, so I did. Now, I considered at first paying off some of my creditors; but on reflection that seemed a stupid idea.’

‘Did it?’ said Caroline, feeling her face fall.

‘Aye, aye – you may stop the dog’s mouth, but the teeth  are still there,’ her father said, with grand obscurity. ‘What was needed, I saw, was to put our finances on an entirely new footing. You’ll agree, my dear, that there can positively be nothing worse than this eternal getting by.’

Caroline could think of something worse; and she was afraid it was coming. But she held her peace.

‘So, I took advice. And not from Bennett – oh, I know the fellow has handled my affairs well enough in his time. But he is still a cautious pettifogging old lawyer after all. No, my informant was a smart young fellow I ran into at Tattersall’s. Now everyone knew him for a lodger in Queer Street, on account of being disappointed in his expectations of a rich uncle, who on his deathbed took against him and left his fortune to the Society for the Suppression of Vice. He had been living high, and was generally expected to crash before the season was out. And instead there was the young sprig with diamonds in his tiepin, laying out a mint on new bloodstock! What was his secret? One word. Speculation.’

Caroline made a creditable try at looking delighted, but plainly it did not come off.

‘My dear, you frown. You need not. Why, half the mansions of Russell Square were built from speculation on the Exchange. And what one must remember is there’s no arcane mystery about it, even though the cits like to pretend so. Five per cents, and Consols, and what-naught. As my young friend told me, any man of sense and spirit, especially if he knows what it is to chance all at the dice-box, can turn his hand to the Funds.’ From being cheerfully informative, the Captain’s tone took a sudden plunge into desolation. ‘And curse my bones that I ever listened to him, because it has ruined us!’

With another groan, he hid his face in his hands again, and for some while could give only muffled and disjointed replies  to Caroline’s questions. The facts of the matter did not, however, require much elucidation. Her father, she soon gathered, had lost everything by speculating in the Funds: he had added to the number of his creditors, many of whom were at the end of their patience; and the rent even on this unprepossessing set of rooms in unfashionable Henrietta Street was paid only for a month, beyond which he saw no means of satisfying their new landlord.

Caroline sat for some moments mechanically patting her father’s hand, and taking the news in. It would have been doing it too brown, as he would say, to call herself shocked. She was used to dwelling with her father on the shady margins of insolvency. But hitherto he had always found another well of credit to dip into; now came sudden realisation, like nasty breath on the face, that that old life was at an end. The ground on which she had stood, however insecurely, had crumbled away altogether.

An observer might not have guessed how shaken she was. But where Captain Fortune shouted aloud when he was happy, just as he wailed when brought low, his daughter was less prodigal with her feelings, or at least with the expression of them. This was not reserve: more the prudence of someone who keeps still in a wildly pitching boat. So Caroline maintained an appearance of soothing cheerfulness, while she wrestled inwardly with this new knowledge.

One conclusion she came to swiftly. If she had had no direct hand in the fall, she had surely been guilty of averting her eyes from the true facts of their situation. Well, no more of that.

‘Papa, listen now,’ she said, having mixed him the last of the hock-and-soda, lit the candles against the encroaching evening, and drawn up a seat by the sofa where her father had sunk prostrated, like a man literally crushed by circumstance. ‘This is  all most alarming and distressing, and it cuts me quite to see you so brought down. And believe me, I’m very far from making light of matters when I say this, but – is there not opportunity here also?’

‘No!’ her father intoned sepulchrally, his eyes closed; and then, opening them: ‘Where?’

‘Well, at the very least, in our being forced to sit down together and be honest, and look certain hard questions in the face. Which we have scarcely done, Papa – have we? Yet I can’t pretend to have had no notion. And indeed it has set me to thinking of late.’ She drew a deep breath and went on: ‘Do you recollect I mentioned – a little while ago, when we had to leave the house before last – the idea of governessing?’

‘I certainly do.’ Her father rose slowly and dramatically to a sitting position. ‘And you will recollect, Caro, how utterly damnable I found it. No, no. The river before that. Before that, my dear, the rivers of hell—’

‘I don’t imagine there are any – wouldn’t they be cool and refreshing and defeat the purpose? Oh, there’s the Styx, I suppose. But truly, I don’t think we need to talk in these hellish terms. Not about something that is the lot of many a young woman without . . .’

‘Ah.’ He nodded in fierce gloomy encouragement. ‘Go on. Out with it. Without prospects.’

‘Well, there is no use in mincing words. And there – now it’s out, and it’s not so very terrible, is it? Consider. If I were to take a post as a governess, I would be provided for, and that burden would be lifted from you—’

‘Burden?’ cried Captain Fortune, with a woeful shake of his head. ‘I must have been a wretched father indeed – worse even than I can suppose – if I have been complaining of you as a burden, my dear.’

‘Oh, Papa – say responsibility, then. Suppose me placed with an agreeable family, or even a half-way agreeable one. I will be comfortably accommodated and secure, and I will have a stipend, and you will have the satisfaction of knowing—’

‘Of knowing how I have failed you. To be sure,’ said her father, breathing hard. ‘You do well, my dear, to reproach me with it. Oh, but is it not so? Look at these rooms. A man can barely even make a show as a bachelor in such a place. Poor Marriner will be sleeping in what amounts to a boot-cupboard, when his loyalty has already been put to the severe test of living on board-wages. I smell damp in the hall. And that wallpaper is beyond anything.’ He pointed a majestically disdainful finger. ‘Indeed, it is my one request that you take a sample of that wallpaper, Caro, and paste it upon my gravestone when I am gone, as an emblem of my failure. Your promise, now!’

‘Nonsense, Papa,’ she murmured, between pain and laughter; but the Captain sprang up, flushed with self-punishing energy.

‘This is not what I wanted for you,’ he went on, ruffling his hair savagely. ‘When I saw you growing up so pretty and accomplished – oh, yes,’ he added, as she made a face, ‘and accomplished – remember what that music master said of you? What was his name? Signor – Signor—’

‘Higginbottom.’

‘That’s the man. And then your drawing – and the most elegant way of carrying yourself, just like your poor mother – well, I thought that when I brought you into society, you’d surely conquer. Conquer! It’s not long since I ran into Stanton of my old regiment at Limmer’s, and he said he’d seen you and me walking in Hyde Park, and demanded to know when that delicious daughter of mine – his words, my dear! – was going to make her début at Almack’s. Heyo! I can think of nothing that would please me better. But without money and  without connections . . . Even a season at Bath is beyond us now, Caro: do you know why? Because I have creditors there who would pounce on me the moment I crossed Pulteney Bridge. Now, Caro, admit it – ’ he hung his head with dogmatic gloom ‘ – admit that I have failed you!’

‘Well, but you don’t want me to, Papa – you want me to say the opposite. And that I gladly do. I never did expect a début at Almack’s, you know, and I never supposed we were well connected—’

‘Ah! but there’s the bitter kernel. The connections are there, or should be. In Devonshire my name stands as high as any, but my side have all died out. And then there’s your poor mother’s family, very comfortably situated. They could undoubtedly do something for you, if they would. But they’re a damned hard-faced unforgiving set . . .’ He sighed and looked perplexed: here was a genuine unhappiness that could not be dramatized. ‘As for me, I live in a man’s world, and there’s precious little for you there.’

‘Why, I’ve learned how to play faro, and macao, and hazard, and billiards, and how to judge a good cravat, and how to make a bowl of rack-punch—’

‘Hush, hush – you make me blush for shame. Not that you don’t play a devilish hand at cards, and I fancy you’d have the coat off the back of the hardest gamester at Brooks’s . . . but that is not as it should be, Caro, as well you know. I speak of society. When did you last enjoy a genteel social evening, in mixed company?’

‘Well . . . when I went to stay with Miss Willis last year.’ Caroline spoke reluctantly, for she did not want to confirm his pessimistic opinion; but neither did she wish, for her own sake, to revive that happy memory.

Miss Willis was a friend made at her last school, who had  had Caroline to her family home in Hertfordshire for the vacation. There, Caroline had enjoyed all the commonplace amusements of gossip, of shopping, of charades and dinners and picnics, from which her father’s raffish life had debarred her. They were not great things, of course – but she would willingly have sampled more of them. And Miss Willis had not been a great friend – but she would rather have drifted naturally away from her than had their association severed. For Caroline had made an abrupt and premature departure from that Seminary for Young Ladies in Chelsea. The proprietress had fetched her early one morning to her private parlour, and told her she must pack her things: six months’ fees were owing, and her father’s bankers would not honour his last draft. So she had left the school secretly, with none of the customary farewells and exchanges, and had been obliged to borrow five shillings from the kindly, brandy-tippling French-mistress to get her and her luggage by hackney to her father’s then lodging in Frith Street.

‘Ah, yes, Hertfordshire,’ her father said sorrowfully. ‘And there, I dare swear, the young men were mightily impressed with you.’

‘Well, there was Miss Willis’s brother. But he was only sixteen and quite the puppy. The fact of my being called Miss Fortune he could not get over. He even kept going out of his way to stumble and have accidents so he could say it was a misfortune. In the end he quite hurt himself—’

‘Caroline, Caroline. You know well what I mean. This – this is where I feel most the lack of a mother’s care. For she would know how to put you in the way of a good marriage.’

‘Put me in the way? You make it sound like a speeding coach that would flatten me!’

‘Well, so it is, in some sort. A happy marriage – and by that  I mean a love-match – is something overwhelming, and overpowering. It is the end of choices, but happily, most happily so . . .’ His eyes grew misty. ‘That was how it was with your poor mother and me, at any rate.’

‘But, Papa, you spoke of a good marriage. And that is something entirely different, is it not? No, don’t pout. You know what I mean. A girl should set her sights on a man who has money; or if not, who can expect to come into money; or if not, who has moneyed connections. That’s the order, is it not? But you know I’m not sure I want to marry on those terms. Or indeed marry at all. So you must not reproach yourself because I am not forever being crushed by eligible young men at carpet-dances. That I don’t hanker for in the least.’

‘Hm. But not to marry? That’s as much to say, to grow old alone, Caro. Think of that. For you know the rest of me will catch up with this damned leg soon enough.’

‘Isn’t it better to be alone than tied to a man you don’t love or care for?’

‘I don’t know. I have had love, and so for me everything is coloured by that. But I know that there are many women and men grown old and solitary who spoke as you do when they were young, and now regret it.’

‘To be sure; but is it a sufficient reason to do something, that if you do not, the opportunity may be lost? There are some workmen getting ready to demolish an old brick wall across the street – but I’m not about to run out there and beat my head against it, just because soon I shall not be able to.’

‘Well, well,’ he said, smiling sadly, ‘I would not have you do aught against your will. But, Caro, don’t, I pray you, be caught in narrow notions of love and marriage. Your mother and I made a love-match, yes. But it would also have been a good,  sound, prosperous match, if her family had not been so damnably determined to disoblige us. Love and prudence can go together. And that, you know, is what I see for you. No old-maidish solitude, no, no: a good man who loves you, and a comfortable situation – the sort of soil that makes love flourish, and not grow crooked. That’s what I see for you, my darling, and always have!’

Her father beamed at her: he had cheered himself up considerably; and he appeared as proud of this golden vision of her future as if he had ever done anything to secure or foster it for her. But this was not untypical of Captain Fortune, who in his cups would often talk in vivid detail of what he would do when he was rich, and how much he would bestow and where; to the extent that Caroline even found herself once profusely thanking him for a notional fifty thousand, while he wagged his head in bashful modesty. But then she supposed he was not the first to establish himself in the character of a generous man on such easy terms.

It was a relief, at any rate, to find him no longer desponding. Indeed only someone less used to the Captain’s quixotic ways would have been surprised to see him now fairly bouncing off the sofa, and calling lustily to his manservant, Marriner, to send out for a bottle of brandy. Marriner, a bald long-faced dry Yorkshireman, only asked where they might apply, for they had no credit left at any place he knew of; but the Captain breezily told him to use his imagination. ‘That’s the blessing of shifting to new quarters, man – we’re not known hereabouts!’

‘Yet,’ grunted Marriner, stumping out.

‘Well, Papa,’ Caroline said, taking advantage of his altered mood to press her point, ‘the governess notion – it is not so very terrible, is it? And there is nothing against my beginning to make enquiries to that end, at least?’

‘Nothing,’ Captain Fortune said, ‘except this: it will not be needed. Because I have an idea.’ He began to pace the narrow width of their parlour, his lame leg thumping on the floor. ‘It has come to me in a flash – an inspiration – I don’t know from where – unless it was talking of the old days. But I cannot conceive why I did not think of it before. Indeed it is so simple it is absurd. The remedy has lain beneath my hand the whole time. My dear, you recollect when we were thrown – that is, asked to leave our old lodging t’other day? And I gave that impudent clod of a landlord a thorough setdown in the street, where he had so unwarrantably placed my possessions, with the result that an urchin made off with my boot-trees? Did you observe? Did you not notice how people congregated as I ripped him up, and gaped and cheered?’

‘Yes, Papa,’ she answered, not without constraint. ‘I noticed.’

‘Then you will smoke my meaning at once, Caro – you have me, I am sure – and will concur that there was never a better notion. I have a resource. The man who was unanimously declared the finest Romeo ever seen in Bristol – to say nothing of Gloucester – need not fear pecuniary embarrassment. I shall tread the boards again!’

He struck a flourishing pose, and seemed to invite her applause. There was no denying that, at nearly fifty, her father remained a handsome man. He was upright and broad-shouldered: his complexion had survived soldiering and port-wine remarkably well; and he had eyes of a singularly bright, fresh, beguiling blue, which he often reminded Caroline she had inherited from him, as complacently as if they were ten thousand pounds. And yet, a man of nearly fifty he remained; and as for treading the boards, the phrase threw into relief the principal objection, which still she hesitated to name.

‘You doubt me,’ he said.

‘No, no,’ she said hastily. ‘I was only wondering, Papa – it has been so long, and perhaps you have grown rusty—’

‘Ah, not I. Before Talavera, you know, I gave my brother officers recitations from Henry V, taking all the parts. One fellow said after that he couldn’t wait to throw himself at the French guns. To be sure, there is the question of gentility. I believe it may be got over. For my part, I see myself as a devoted amateur of the thespian art, who will accept, with good grace, a fee.’ He came and sat by her. ‘You won’t find your sense of decorum offended, I hope, Caro, seeing me perform in the theatre? I’d drop myself in the river before that.’

‘Of course not, Papa.’ She looked helplessly at him. It was the regrettable consequence of being the more realistic of a pair, that one of you must always be appearing a carper and a spoiler. It was not a character particularly wanted by Caroline, who had a strong fanciful vein of her own. Indeed if she resented anything about her father, it was that he was so reliably silly it left her no scope. So with hesitation she poured her trickling of cold water, saying: ‘But if it does not answer – if by some chance this excellent idea does not bear the fruit you hope – then we must consider something else. And that means me doing something for my living, like becoming a governess. Which is a prospect I truly do not fear, Papa. Is that agreed?’

Her father gave the eager, smiling, attentive nod that meant he was not listening at all; then limped over to the little store of books she had lovingly arranged on the alcove-shelf, took down his Shakespeare and began excitedly thumbing. ‘The fruit, my dear,’ he said, with an expressive gesture, ‘will be plump, and juicy, and delicious – trust me for that! By heaven,  I really cannot conceive why I did not think of this idea before!’

The answer to that was, that it was not a very good idea. But Captain Fortune began the pursuing of it the next day, with all the energy and address at his command.

For it was no lack of these qualities that had brought him to the condition of a near-bankrupt. When he had an end in view, he fairly drove himself at it; but his judgement as to whether an end was attainable, or worthwhile, was less to be relied upon.

Caroline’s father had come from a genteel Devon family, but had alienated their affections by a flamboyantly rebellious youth, which had culminated in his engaging as a strolling actor with a touring theatre company. This was where eccentricity had descended into disgrace. Becoming a tapster at a gin-shop could hardly have made a worse impression on the sensibilities of his elderly and conventional parents. The names of Garrick and Sheridan might have rendered the stage illustrious: they could not make it respectable; and James Fortune’s parents took their hostility to the grave. At last he had recovered his credit with one of his surviving relatives, an uncle, by joining the militia, then embodied against the new-risen threat of Bonaparte. The uncle, an old military man, had smiled upon his errant nephew, and settled on him sufficient money to buy a commission in the regulars. It was in a line regiment only; but the young James Fortune had a dash and brilliancy that would have suited the Prince of Wales’ Own Hussars – and a spending habit to go with it. It was thus, as a handsome young officer, that he had met Caroline’s mother.

She was then a very young woman of gentle upbringing and untried character, making her first sortie from Huntingdonshire, where her father had a good property, to London. No amount of parental protectiveness could overcome the fact that  she was very ready to be dazzled; and much worse might have befallen her than the passion for young Captain Fortune, which swiftly led to their elopement and marriage by the Gretna blacksmith. For he loved his bride as steadily as his volatile temperament would allow: nor could he be fairly said to want her for her money, for that was at the disposal of her outraged parents, who withheld it, and still he stood by her.

But she was not cut out to be a soldier’s wife, at least not one of those who followed the drum. Her health and spirits were alike unequal to the hardships of campaign, and when Captain Fortune went with the army to the Peninsula she remained in England, living upon very little, and perpetually in fear that her grass-widowhood might at any moment become the real thing. She was by now the mother of the infant Caroline, but her parents remained unreconciled to her marriage: the estrangement was lasting and complete. The portion she might have expected was bestowed on her more dutiful sister: and only the fondness, or senility as some called it, of a grandparent secured her a legacy at last, and soothed her anxiety as to the future of herself and her child, should the worst happen.

The worst did not happen – apparently so, at any rate. Captain Fortune returned from the Peninsula alive, though wounded, his right knee shot away so that he limped, as he said, like Jago’s donkey. The restored family were not rich, but with the price of his commission, and Mrs Fortune’s inheritance, they had a competence. But the Captain, with his expansive schemes and expensive tastes, soon brought them into difficulty. Caroline’s mother, never strong, had died when her daughter was twelve, in the unhappy knowledge that there was not much money left, nor much prospect of any more.

Captain Fortune’s elastic temper recognized neither of these  things, just as he recovered swiftly from the loss of the woman he genuinely loved. Reality was not to him oppressive: it was a garment he could shrug on and off at will. Caroline spent her youth in a succession of London boarding-schools, whilst her father kept up a semi-regimental life of clubs, gaming, and running up debts, in between infallible plans for making money. He bought and sold horses, of which he was a tolerable judge, for friends and acquaintances: he invested in commercial enterprises, of which he was no judge at all. And except when talking of putting an end to his existence, he remained cheerful.

To some, this was an affront. The Captain had been a shockingly bad father to his daughter: everyone must think so. Her education had been fitful, her mode of life unsettled: she had no large circle of acquaintance, and her wardrobe was sadly inadequate to set off such beauty as nature had blessed her with; and from long mixing in male company, and that not of the best, she knew far too many curse-words. This at any rate was the opinion of such respectable people as came into their orbit – Miss Willis’s mother, for one, had voiced these very sentiments, not quite out of Caroline’s earshot. And now her father had expressed them himself, in the extremity of gloom.

But Caroline was less severe. She could regret her father’s delinquencies without hate or blame. Besides, life with him had been an interesting experience, and that counted for much. In her father the colourful worlds of the soldier, the dandy, and the artist met, and she had glimpsed all of them. As a girl she had sat on the weighing-scales at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing-rooms in Bond Street watching the young bloods sparring with the great pugilist. At school she had shocked her teachers by singing an Italian song learned from the lips  of a buxom opera-singer with whom she had shared a backstage supper, and which was not, as she had supposed, about anything so innocent as nightingales. In her nearly twenty years she had been nourished by a very rich diet of experience compared with the bland fare served to most young ladies; and excepting the loss of her mother, she had known no enduring pain.

Thus there was no bitterness in her, even as she regarded her father with the last veil of illusion stripped, saw him as incorrigible, and realized she must make her own way. As for his scheme of relaunching himself as an actor, she gave it a tolerant attention, listening to him read Romeo, and even accompanying him to auditions, where she took charge of the flannel with which he protected his throat and the scented gargle with which he lubricated it. ‘The voice,’ he instructed her, ‘the voice is all.’ Their new lodgings were certainly well situated for his purpose, being so close to Covent Garden and Drury Lane, and much of the neighbourhood inhabited by theatre people. But the time of year was unpropitious. It was June, when the season ended, the town emptied, and the Patent Theatres closed until September. The Haymarket stayed open for the summer, but the manager there – as Captain Fortune was informed with a firmness he judged excessive – had already contracted all the performers he could require. It was in the touring companies, preparing to sally to the provinces, the spas and the seaside watering-places, that the Captain’s best hope lay; and it was to their auditions, in fair-tents and inn clubrooms, that he repaired, with the supplementary hope that he would find people who remembered him from his first career thirty years ago.

Here was a sorrow, however. Those members of the theatrical fraternity who would have helped him had all died.  Unaccountably, the only survivors were those who had always been dead set against him.

‘I was popular, you see, my dear. I was a great draw, in my day. The votaries of Thespis, alas, have always been sadly prone to envy and jealousy. And they have long memories. They will never forgive you a triumph!’

But even Captain Fortune’s sanguine temper was unequal to the series of rebuffs he met with at these auditions. Nor could the voice, which was undeniably resonant, efface the impression made as soon as he stepped on to the makeshift stage.

‘Can’t you disguise that limp?’ the manager called out, at the last audition.

‘What do you suggest, sir?’ answered her father with breezy exasperation. ‘I put a wig and moustache on it?’

‘Next!’

Caroline was diverted, but she felt his humiliation – more, perhaps, than he did. And it spurred her on to making enquiries on her own account for a governess’s position.

She had thought the matter round, and concluded that, town-bred as she was, a post in London would best suit her: that she would prefer older to younger children; and that if there were a fascinating elder son with the looks and wit of Byron ready to fall in love with her, she would have no strenuous objection. In other words, she would take what she could get.

When her father was out of the way, she went to consult with her old nurse, a sensible woman and a valuable source of advice for a motherless girl. She was now settled at Marylebone as a poultry-keeper, Captain Fortune having sorrowfully dismissed her a few years since, when financial difficulties made it an impossible extravagance to keep a  permanent female servant. (Marriner, of course, was a necessity, the Captain being particular about his coats.) Directed by her to the Petty Register Office where prospective governesses and employers were matched, and counselled not to tell too many fibs about her accomplishments – so that was the end of the fluent Russian and clarinet – Caroline was excited about her new undertaking, and only a little knocked back by the Office’s request for references.

This was problematic. Her father’s circle of acquaintance, though it included a number of well-born swells and pinks of the ton, was more racy than respectable. The natural person was the proprietress of the Seminary in Chelsea, but the fact that that lady was among her father’s creditors cast an unpromising shadow over any application. However, Caroline concluded that the sooner she was helped to a remunerated position, the more chance there was of her father’s finances improving, and hence of the proprietress some day getting her money. Admittedly it was not a great chance even then. But she set herself at once to composing the most artful letter within her power, and had just despatched Marriner to the post-office with it when her father came home with news that changed everything.

She could not read his face at first. By now he had accepted that there was no opening for him in the companies based in London, and he had spoken of trying the provinces, or even Dublin. But he had not done anything about it: he had begun to look chop-fallen again, and Caroline suspected his thoughts of turning riverward. He had taken in the last couple of days to lingering about his old haunts, Tattersall’s and Jackson’s and the Burlington Arcade, as if in wistful farewell. When he came in that afternoon, breathing hard from negotiating the steep, narrow stairs, and with a pained, wondering look about his  brow, she supposed at first that he was sunk back into melancholy reflections, and that she would soon be called upon to perform her usual office of cheering him up. But he surprised her by refusing any liquor, by disdaining a wish for any particular delicacy for dinner, and by not wailing or declaring the world a vale of ashes and clinker.

Instead he called her to sit down by him and, after studying her in the most dreamy and perplexing way for some minutes, said: ‘Caro, how would you like to be a rich woman?’
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Mrs Catling: such was the name of the person who was to be the agent of this spectacular change in Caroline’s fortunes. ‘Miss-is Cat-ling!’ as the Captain impressively pronounced it, with such a mingling of respect, admiration, warmth, and sheer wonderment that Caroline felt almost shamed by her admission that she had never heard of her.

‘Mrs Catling,’ her father said, ‘is a splendid woman. Mrs Catling is all that is estimable. There is not, I think, a more excellent woman to be found in London – in the whole kingdom. I do not base this judgement upon personal acquaintance,’ he added, with a faintly superior look, as if that would be mere crudity. ‘I have never met her. But she is very familiar to me nonetheless. Her late husband was colonel of my regiment. You’ve heard me talk of old Devil’s-Eye Catling, perhaps? Magnificent fellow. Everyone was terrified of him. At Torres Vedras he would turn out of a morning and go hunting poisonous snakes with nothing but a soda-bottle. Fierce as a yard-goose. But there was one thing, and one thing only, that he was afraid of.’

‘Mrs Catling?’

‘Aye! “The commander-in-chief ” he used to call her,’ Captain Fortune said, with a reminiscent chuckle. ‘They used to say  Devil’s-Eye Catling could stare down old Douro himself, but to his wife he always deferred. Well, he’s been dead above a year now: the gout did what the Frenchies couldn’t; and there’s Mrs Catling a rich widow without any children, past sixty, quite alone. She lives mainly at Brighton, for the air, but she’s been staying in London for the past month, seeing to some legal business. It was Stanton of Ours who told me this. I ran into him again, at Tattersall’s. And it was he who very thoughtfully put the notion in my head.’

‘What notion, Papa?’ Rackety as he was, he had always remained faithful to the memory of her mother, and disdained any thought of marrying again; but perhaps his desperate straits had brought him to the point. ‘Do you mean – do you mean Mrs Catling as a wife?’

‘A wife – dear God, whatever made you think of that? She is above sixty, I tell you – and besides, that is not it at all.’ The Captain sniffed: he had felt the insult to his vanity rather than his fidelity, and had made it too plain. ‘Hearken to me, my dear – you girls will be talking – listen, I say, to what Stanton told me. Mrs Catling was a true army wife, as loyal to the colours as the Colonel. Now as a widow it’s her way always to look kindly on anyone connected with the regiment, in his memory, and help them where she can. There’s an old corporal of Ours that she lately found a job in the Excise, through a word in the right ear, so I hear; for she’s pretty well connected. Old Devil’s-Eye was cousin to Lord Dereham, and a rich man in his own right, besides what he raked off: so all in all she’s comfortably situated. Except in one regard, my dear – she’s solitary. She’s in need of a companion.’

Caroline, feeling from her father’s benignly smiling pause that she was expected to make a remark, asked if the widow had no relations.

‘She does! And here, as Stanton pointed out to me, is the most interesting circumstance of all – she has quarrelled with them! There are, I understand, a nephew and a niece, who presume on their expectations from the old lady. But she and they do not agree. It is not a congenial family. Mrs Catling is now minded to look elsewhere for company to cheer her solitude, to comfort her infirmity, and to be perhaps – who knows? – what she cannot find in her ungrateful kin: a worthy heir.’ The Captain took Caroline’s hand in both of his, patted it, and appeared momentarily preoccupied with the shape of one of her nails as he added: ‘Or heiress.’

‘Papa,’ she said, staring at the top of his lowered head, ‘I can hardly mistake your meaning. But what can we have to do with this lady, and why—?’

‘Her business in Town is not only legal. She has been seeking a companion also – but has not found one to suit. Now you cannot fail to follow me, my dear.’

Indeed she could not; but it was with perplexity, and some heart-sinking, that she contemplated the path her father was throwing open. Besides governessing, acting as a paid companion was one of the few occupations open to the unprovided woman; and it was true that she had thought of it. But instructing children was at least making herself truly useful; whereas the profession of toad-eating, as it was unflatteringly called, often amounted to nothing more than placating the capricious temper of a rich old woman who could not purchase companionship at any lower rate. The dependence she must face in any event: the sacrifice of dignity she could face if need be; but what Caroline doubted she could manage was the self-control demanded by a situation in which you could never, ever answer back.

‘I know what you are thinking, Caro,’ said her father, who  so very seldom did. ‘You are thinking, what is this turn-about? Did not my wretch of a papa set himself against my taking up any post whatsoever, and engage to secure my future by means of a triumphant and lucrative return to the stage? Is he not a lying, stinking, contemptible varlet?’

‘Now, I draw the line at varlet. And you know, Papa, as to my taking a post—’

‘It is an abomination. Yes. But there are two provisos. One, my triumph is not yet achieved. Were you not so admirably loyal, you might voice a doubt that it ever will be. It will: the day will come; but I must accept the fact that it will be a little time yet. You know I am nothing, my dear, if not a realist. Two, though I could not with equanimity see you enter a situation of a demeaning or degrading character – and indeed could only erase the reproach of such a sight by a swift descent from Westminster Bridge – there are other situations, very few, very rare, that may be considered golden opportunities. This is one such. And it may be – ’ for an instant there was a dimming in his eyes, of sadness and self-knowledge ‘ – it may be the last thing I can do for you, my dear.’ He shook himself. ‘Now, what do you say? I have assumed your consent. I may be wrong. The notion may not appeal: it may appal. If so, say the word, and I am silent on the subject for ever more.’

‘Well – I hardly know what to say. This comes as a great surprise . . . You said you have never met this Mrs Catling?’

‘Not beyond giving her a bow from a distance – but I shall soon repair the omission. I took the liberty of sending a little note in to her house at Dover Street, asking if I might wait on her tomorrow, and I received a favourable answer. Now, this commits us to nothing, Caro. Mrs Catling’s is an acquaintance I would cultivate in any event, in tribute to my old  colonel. But you see the advantage. There’s she, disposed to favour the families of the old regiment: there’s she, seeking a young lady companion to solace her twilight years of widowhood: there’s she, with a great deal of money, and no one to lay it out on. And here – well, damn me for a dunce if I’ve added the sum wrong, but here’s you!’

Caroline, wanting space to think, went to the window and looked out. It was a lively enough scene: more perhaps to entertain than to please the eye. Carts and wagons coming away from the market at Covent Garden jostled with carriages heading for the fashionable milliners, glovers and button-makers in its purlieus: piemen and sausage-vendors wailed out their wares; whilst directly across the way the linen-draper stood out on his doorstep and gossiped gravely with the apothecary next door, each with his hands tucked in the pockets of his tight white waistcoat. But a down-at-heel young drab, far gone in gin and supported on the arm of a very young and idioticlooking buck, served as a sharp reminder that this was a harsh world for the unlucky and unprotected. And what was more, Caroline realized after a moment that she was, all unconsciously, lurking behind the curtain, and running a practised glance over the men in the street in case any of them were duns come to demand a debt.

Revealing.

She turned back to her father. ‘Here am I, as you say, Papa. And I am very willing to consider anything that may – well, in short, I will consider anything. But tell me – is Mrs Catling amiable, do you suppose?’

‘Amiable isn’t in it!’ her father exclaimed. This meant, of course, that he did not know, but his choice of words was discouraging. ‘My dear, I am delighted with you. Not because you have fallen in with my notion – nothing like that: if you  told me to go to the devil I would happily surrender; no, I am delighted because you have embraced your golden opportunity!’

‘Well, but, Papa, I’m not going to think of it as such – the golden part, I mean. That’s my one condition. If I am to put myself up for this position, it must only be on the same terms as if I were applying for a governess post – that is, employment, and no other expectations. Do you see? I can be as shameless as the next girl, heaven knows, but I cannot step into such a place and begin angling for legacies.’

‘My dear, I said nothing of angling,’ her father said solemnly. ‘Nothing could be further from my intention. I speak only of probabilities. And what could be more probable than that an elderly widow, estranged from her relatives, but supported by a deserving young companion, should choose to bestow on that companion her wordly wealth and—’

‘No, no! That is precisely what I cannot entertain. I think I could be very fond of worldly wealth, believe me, if I got it. But I won’t be a vulture, Papa. Don’t ask it.’

‘Very well!’ He sighed, with shining melancholy eyes. ‘I expressed myself poorly perhaps. I only thought of you getting your deserts at last, my dear – all the good things of life you should have had, but for your futile old father!’

‘In any case,’ she said, ignoring that, ‘Mrs Catling may not take to me.’

‘Oh, pooh, how could she not? There is nothing to take against. You have only to be yourself, my dear Caro, no more nor less! Of course when you do meet her there is absolutely no need for you to mention how your education ended, or to use any slang-words, or give your opinions. Marriner! I’ll have my coat brushed – I think I’ll step across to Offley’s. Well, my love, don’t wait up. I shall put your case before Mrs Catling,  when I call on her tomorrow – and you know, I really have the strongest presentiment of success!’

Mrs Catling would, of course, be a Gorgon. It was so very much in the nature of things that an elderly widow seeking a companion would be a tyrannical monster that Caroline, turning the matter over in bed that night, took this as an unalterable given. It was the other aspects of the case that exercised her mind: what would it be like to live at Brighton? Could she learn to counterfeit an interest in the spiteful prosings of old invalid tabbies? And what would it be like to be parted, at last, from her father?

From this she anticipated some tears; but the pangs of the parting must be softened by the apprehension of its mutual benefits. No longer would her father have to struggle to provide for her. And no longer would she have to witness the struggles – a selfish consideration, perhaps. But they tell.

The morning brought a letter that, short as it was, weighed heavily in the balance of decision. The proprietress of the Chelsea seminary, in a few violet-inked lines, declined altogether to furnish a testimonial to Miss Caroline Fortune. Her former pupil’s unpaid fees had produced a shortfall in her accounts, as a result of which she had been obliged to put herself into the hands of moneylenders, with such painful sensations that merely to pen her former pupil’s name was to invite an apoplexy.

Perhaps, then, it was fate: so Caroline thought, as she watched her father, a little seedy from his late night, set off for his appointment at Dover Street. He was very soon back: when she heard his limping foot on the stair, she supposed he must have been shown the door, and felt a disappointment that surprised her.

But no: he was jaunty.

‘Ah, she wastes no time, Mrs Catling! Estimable woman! She knew my name at once – she remembers the name of every officer who served under her husband. She said she was glad to see me, and no doubt I wanted something from her, so out with it and she would see if she could oblige. Very plain speaking! I was struck all of a heap; but I got it out somehow. I started to describe you, my dear, and how well I thought you’d suit, but she cut me off and said she would judge for herself. When she said she’d see you at the earliest opportunity, I suggested this afternoon – like a fool! She soon put me in my place with that one. She does not receive visitors in the afternoon, says she, very high – which, of course, she don’t! I should have known that. She’s a true stickler, that’s what: and I admire her for it!’

Caroline could not entirely share his admiration. That mental picture of a Gorgon was growing more complete by the minute. But it was no use pressing her father for a more detailed portrait of her prospective employer. Captain Fortune, in his gallant way, liked all women, classing them as fine, damned fine, splendid or estimable. She must cultivate a fatalistic patience until the next morning, when she was to present herself to Mrs Catling.

A hag-ridden night, in which various dimly seen but terrifying creatures pursued her down corridors with gaping jaws, drove her to an early waking; and before breakfast she spent a rather disconsolate time laying out her clothes, and wishing that she had a mother or sister to counsel her on what to choose from the modest array. The task was made more difficult by the small foxed mirror that was all she had to dress by. It was apt that Caroline was used to seeing only a dim, cramped, and partial reflection of herself; for while she did not lack a sense of her own merits, and had too much  spirit ever to submit to being walked over, still she thought herself no more than tolerable-looking, and nurtured abysmal doubts about her ability ever to shine in company. She had a quick tongue, an active fancy, and a turn for wit, but these she employed, in truth, somewhat as a shield behind which she could shelter.

As for the figure in the mirror, which any observer must approve as tall, slender, and flexuous, she thought it gawky. To be sure, men paid it the tribute of glances, but she knew that went for any woman short of senility and lacking an absolute hump. Her hair, which was of a dark chestnut, coiled at the crown and fringed on the brow with a few curls around the ears, she could just contemplate without bitterness. As to her face, the strongly arched eyebrows that had been the secret envy of her schoolfellows at the Chelsea seminary gave her, she thought, a ridiculously surprised look. The thinness of her nose displeased her: ‘cut cheese with it,’ was her murmur. And the waxy fairness of skin that her contemporaries sought in vain with buttermilk washes and powder of pearl-of-India she hardly noticed, except to mutter that she looked like a ghost as usual.

Frugality at least simplified her choices. If Mrs Catling was a stickler for correctness, then a morning-dress it must be, and of those Caroline had precisely two. They were the same two, in fact, that served her as afternoon-dresses, walking-dresses and carriage-dresses.

‘How much more simple could it be!’ she said to herself, with a laugh; and all at once passed from despondency to a peculiar light-heartedness. She was young, the June sun was streaming through the window and turning the dust to powdered gold, and her cream figured muslin, with the green spencer, would do very well.

This euphoria accompanied her all the way to Dover Street – as did her father: equally cheerful, yet somewhat nibbled by anxiety as they approached the house, and inclined to wonder whether the whole idea was a bad one after all. But this was no more than characteristic of Captain Fortune, the type of man who would jump gaily off a cliff and then experience second thoughts when he neared the bottom.

‘You need go no further,’ he said, at the area steps. ‘We may turn round, Caro, and go home, and forget all about it: the choice is yours.’ But she would not hear of that, having come so far. A curious truth about Caroline, whose whole chaotic life had been subject to the wayward vagaries of her father: she disliked uncertainty.

The house was imposing and, as Caroline saw when the footman admitted them, elegantly fitted out. Mrs Catling’s purse must be long indeed for her to be able to afford such a place as a mere lodging for a Town-visit. So her father proclaimed, in what could only be called a stage whisper, as they were conducted upstairs; and whatever the old lady’s infirmities might be, they plainly did not include deafness, for her voice came sharply from the drawing room: ‘Yes, Fortune, I’m rich enough, as no doubt you knew very well when you sought me out.’

The Captain composed himself into an apologetic attitude, and went into the room bowing if not quite scraping; but the lady seated there in solitary state gave a snort of amusement when she saw him, and waved at him to desist.

‘Stop that mopping and mowing, man, you look ridiculous. Yes, very large and splendid the place is, for one old woman, and that is just how I like it. This is your daughter, I dare say.’ Mrs Catling gave Caroline a short, hard, thorough look – it made her feel like a cushion briskly plumped up – and then  extended a hand to her father. ‘Well, Fortune, I’ll say how d’you do again, and I may as well add that she’s as handsome as I’d expect from a pretty bandbox fellow like yourself.’

‘Mrs Catling – ’ he bowed enthusiastically over her hand – ‘you are all goodness.’

No, she was not, as anyone less chivalrous than the Captain would have perceived at once on beholding Mrs Sophia Catling. The relict of the late Colonel ‘Devil’s-Eye’ Catling had herself a penetrating glance and a carrying voice that would have suited the parade-ground; nor was hers a face that promised a charitable disposition or pleasant temper. And yet she was not the Gorgon for whom Caroline had been preparing herself. She was a solid and large-boned but by no means heavy woman: her Circassian turban and dove-grey crêpe, single band of pearls and silver gauze mantle spoke not only of fashion but of style. A dark, hawkish sort of handsomeness, heightened more than obscured by her sixty-five years, was offset by something shrewd and pawky lurking about her eyelids and lips – something strongly suggestive of a sense of humour. And for that, Caroline was always prepared to forgive much.

‘Allow me to present, my dear madam, Caroline. My daughter – as you so justly observe. You’re like your late husband, Mrs Catling, nothing escaped him: I remember him saying to me, “Fortune” he said, “you must learn to take notice. Learn—”’

‘If you behaved like such a fool with Colonel Catling, he would never have spoken a word to you. What is all this nonsense? You’re nervous, I think. You probably need drink to settle you – you have that look. There’s a tavern in Dover Yard. My coachman goes there, though he doesn’t know I know it. He’s sweet on the landlord’s daughter. He supposes her buxom: she is actually enceinte by the potman. I do indeed, as you may collect, take notice. Go there, man, go. We cannot talk with  you standing by. I shall send her to you in thirty minutes: that’s all I will need.’

Captain Fortune, a great lingerer and ditherer, had never been so smartly got rid of. There was time only for a glance of mutual reassurance, and then Caroline was left alone with Mrs Catling in her lofty drawing room.

‘Well, he didn’t introduce me,’ her hostess went on, motioning Caroline to a seat on the other side of a great cold, swept, scrubbed marble fireplace, like a funerary monument domesticated. ‘But then you know who I am, of course. So, the chief question is, why do you want to be my companion?’

Mrs Catling put up her chin as she spoke, and stared Caroline down in a manner that had surely excoriated numerous drapers and ostlers. Caroline merely returned her look. She was anxious, certainly: conscious of a fateful moment presenting itself; but as for fear – well, the old lady was only like a dragon. She had, besides, a flash of intuition, telling her that Mrs Catling was actually rather shy. ‘I am in need of a position, ma’am. My father told me of this one, and I agreed that I would try for it. I know of you only what he has told me—’

‘Which I doubt can be relied on.’

‘Just so – as you can know of me only what he has told you. So we are in like case, ma’am, and may both be wrong.’

Mrs Catling put her head on one side, studying her: a reluctant smile dawned. ‘I dare say. Oh, he has represented you to me as a prodigy, of course. All the virtues. But then he needs to find a place for you, does he not? I have made enquiries, and it’s common knowledge that he hasn’t a bean. Your late mother was a Perrymount, I find, from Huntingdon? A good family. Of course they won’t own you: it’s an old story – your precious father stole her away and spent all her money. And now he’s stuck with a grown girl, and no provision  for her! Lord, what fools these mortals be. Men most of all; and of all men, soldiers. Dice, wine, and trollops is all they are good for.’

‘You would know them, of course, from your late husband.’

‘Colonel Catling was the exception that proves the rule,’ the widow said, her chin going up again. ‘I will show him to you.’

Having known a gentleman who kept his favourite spaniel, after its decease, stuffed and uncased on his dining-table, Caroline experienced a momentary alarm at this proposed introduction. But Mrs Catling went to a bureau and took from a drawer a miniature portrait.

‘That is Colonel Catling,’ she said, placing the picture in Caroline’s hand. ‘What do you think of him?’

Caroline couldn’t be sure, but she didn’t think she had ever seen a man quite so red, fierce, cross-eyed, and mad-looking. ‘I wonder if the painter—’ she began.

‘It is an excellent likeness.’

‘A face of much decision,’ Caroline said, after a short struggle, offering the miniature back.

Mrs Catling did not take it. ‘But not handsome?’

‘I wouldn’t presume, Mrs Catling, to pass judgement on such a matter; I would be trespassing on sacred feelings—’

‘Suppose I insisted? What then?’

‘Then – then I should think you were testing me out.’

Favouring her with the reluctant smile again, Mrs Catling took the miniature back. ‘Quite right. The fact of the matter is I have a horror of flatterers. On the other hand, I am a difficult woman and must have my whims pandered to. So you see, pleasing me will not be an easy task. However. At least you did not go into raptures over the late Colonel. Who was certainly not handsome, nor indeed charming. I emphasize  this for another reason. I am not a sentimental or romantic woman, Miss Fortune: I was not so when I became a bride, nor when I became a widow. Thus I am not a lonely woman either, and it would be a very great mistake in you to suppose it. I seek a companion to make my life easier. Society is more a chaise than a sedan: it is built for two. A solitary woman cannot go about freely, or accept invitations or receive company, without a lot of fussing about her solitary state. Yes, society: that will be our sphere. You will not be required to sit doing poker-work in a wainscoted parlour, singing Dr Watts’s hymns. At least, if such is your desire, don’t ask me to join you.’

‘I confess that is far from my desire, ma’am,’ Caroline said, relaxing into a smile herself.

‘Hm: that’s no surprise. You don’t have that look about you. Well, what I do require is correctness. Form is my foible. You must know how to conduct yourself upon every social occasion: I will have no hoydens. Really that is why I considered your father’s application. He is a sad rake, but he has lived in the world, and so I imagine have you. I observe you know how to walk – and how few girls learn that nowadays! – and to deport yourself, and I dare swear you could dress well enough too, if there were any money. Plainly that is an old friend of yours,’ Mrs Catling said, with a sniff, indicating the figured muslin. ‘Well, on top of the stipend, there would be an allowance for dress, if I were to take you. This is not generosity: I simply could not bear to have a dowd about me. Do you read novels, verse, or improving literature?’

‘I read whatever I can get my hands on,’ Caroline answered honestly, ‘but I would choose for preference Lord Byron’s Eastern tales or—’

‘Not a bluestocking, then – that’s a mercy. Nothing more  vulgar than an over-cultivated taste. And you play, I hear, a little – which is meaningless. All young ladies play a little.’

‘In my case it truly is a little. If I play a lot, people begin throwing things.’

‘Hm. And you draw, no doubt.’

‘I do. I know that is traditionally the other accomplishment, but I actually do it for pleasure.’

‘Well, that I can approve. The good thing about a picture is that one can admire it for a few seconds, and then justice is done and all is over with. To pay the proper attention to some wretched sonata one must give up a quarter-hour of one’s life. Now, let’s see: suppose you were to be introduced, at some rout or drum, to the Honourable Mr Jenkins, how would you address him?’

‘As Mr Jenkins. And I would think the Honourable rather strange, as it is not a title used socially.’

‘Good enough. Now let us fancy Mr Jenkins is young, and handsome, and makes a great fuss of you, and is forever holding your shawl and declaring you an angel. What then?’

‘Mr Jenkins is dreadfully mistaken, because I am assuredly not an angel.’

‘That won’t stop him. If anything, the reverse. You take my meaning, I feel sure, but I will state it unequivocally: I will not countenance your throwing yourself at men. Call it my other foible. I was fortunate enough to contract a rational marriage. The Colonel was not, thank heaven, a pressing man. I would commend such a sensible attitude to attachments to the whole world: a great deal of trouble would be saved by it. I know the world will not listen, but I can make sure my writ runs in my own household. I am no friend to that overprized imp Cupid. Look at what he did to your mother. You don’t resemble her, I hope.’

‘You’ll forgive me if I can’t join you in that hope, ma’am,’ Caroline said, colouring, ‘as I have tender memories of my mother, and would be very pleased to be like her.’

‘Hey, well, that’s loyal of you, I suppose, and not to be reproved,’ Mrs Catling said, with a shrug. ‘But my conditions, Miss Fortune, remain. You may be foolish, vain, and acquisitive, and no doubt you are. But what I will not tolerate is if you are flighty. I may as well add that the same conditions would surely apply if you went to be governess to some merchant’s brats, which is your only other recourse. But there your world would consist of sticky stubborn faces, spiteful lies tattled to Mama, and solitary suppers in some draughty schoolroom. With me, there would be elegance, society, and rational conversation. The choice is yours.’

‘Do you mean – the post is mine?’

‘Let me put it this way: I have seen three other young women, and each was on her way home by this time. One had a squint, which I could not look at: one kept talking of her duty to God, which is such a vulgar subject for polite intercourse: and as for the third, she breathed altogether too loudly.’ Mrs Catling made a gruff sound, which Caroline recognized after a moment as laughter. ‘I jest about the last, of course.’ But there was a cockerel beadiness about her eye, which hinted that she could be quite as capricious in earnest, if she chose. ‘Well, I suppose you hardly know what to say, and all the rest of it?’

‘That would be affectation, as I came here to apply for the post. No, I will say a very heartfelt thank-you, and beg leave to ask a question.’

‘About your remuneration, no doubt.’

‘That I shall be happy to learn about; but my question is really to myself. That is, you are so good as to suggest  I will suit for the position – but do I think the position will suit me?’

Mrs Catling gave her the narrow sideways look again. ‘You are fencing with me, Miss Fortune. I don’t mind it, in moderation.’

‘I dare say it is my habit. But I am quite serious also. It’s true that I need the post, ma’am, and I suspect a certain wellworn phrase about beggars and choosers may have crossed your mind. But still it will mean going away from my father, perhaps finally, and though I hope I’m not over-sentimental myself, I can’t help but feel deeply about that, and wonder if I’m doing the right thing.’

‘Wonder? Nonsense. A moment’s reflection will convince you there can hardly be a doubt of that. I have known a good many men like your father, Miss Fortune, and I will engage for it that your presence does not make him any better or worse. Well, is it not so? He is a sad rake now, and will be a sad rake left to his own devices, and the only difference will be in your situation. Which will be safer and steadier,’ Mrs Catling pitilessly concluded, ‘and free of the pretence that he looks after you, when of course it is the other way around.’

This was a shrewd hit. Plainly not much was lost on Mrs Catling: just as plainly, she was more clever than kind. But Caroline found she did not at all dislike the old lady. Indeed, even as she posed herself the question of whether this was to be her new life, she answered it: yes.

‘You know, of course, that I live principally at Brighton,’ Mrs Catling went on. ‘So you must make a removal from London. I come up to Town only once a year, for a small part of the season. But you have no family or connections hereabouts, at least not such as will acknowledge you, I’m sure; so there can be no loss there. And unless I have much  misread you, you are no Evangelical, to disapprove Brighton’s reputation.’

‘Quite the reverse, Mrs Catling – I’ve always wanted to go there. I have been at Bath, and Margate—’

‘Not the same thing at all,’ Mrs Catling said, with a fastidious shudder. ‘The Colonel, on his deathbed, urged me to retire to Bath when he was gone. I informed him that as I was neither decayed spinster, ambitious tradesman nor disreputable fortune-hunter, I could not fall in with his wishes. He was not in a condition to laugh, but I flatter myself there was amusement in his respiration. As for Margate, it has its votaries, and I dare say there are people there I could, at a pinch, speak to. But for fashion of the first water, Brighton is the place. To be sure, there is a fast set there. The moral influence of the Prince, making it his favoured resort, is not entirely salubrious. But there is no denying that where he goes, fashion attends. I am not of his inner circle, of course; but the Colonel knew him, and I have been invited to the Pavilion a few times.’

In her heart Caroline deplored the Regent as the gluttonous buffoon of the public prints, but that did not affect the fascination of that fabulous palace by the sea, which he was continually improving, and spending vaster sums on, and – reputedly – holding orgiastic parties in. ‘Oh, ma’am, what is it like? Is it true that they burn two hundred pounds’ worth of wax candles a night, and that everything is in an Oriental shape, even down to the close-stools?’

‘Let us just say that reports of the Prince’s style of living are seldom exaggerated. I might tell you a tale or two, on another occasion. But come! Is there to be another occasion, Miss Fortune? I am making you the offer, and I am not at all used to being turned down. I leave for Brighton the day after tomorrow. Will you come?’

‘I will be very glad to come. I – well, thank you, Mrs Catling.’

The widow waved a hand with a repressive look, as if even this degree of warmth unsettled her. ‘Very well. Now, I suppose the rest of your wardrobe is like that? Dear me. You had better come here tomorrow, and we will go to my modiste at Bond Street and begin fitting you out. Aside from clothes, I do not anticipate you will have much luggage. If there are some books and other small effects, those may travel with us: anything larger will have to be sent to Brighton separately. You will, of course, have your own room there, and the servants will wait on you in the ordinary way. I may send my maid to help dress your hair when we go out. And now there is one last test. My passion, Miss Fortune, is cards. I must have cards every night. I know every card game. I look on a careless lay at cards as a sin. I will play for hours and never get tired. Now I am watching your face carefully.’

As this was one area of her education that had not been neglected, Caroline had no fear of what her face might betray.

‘So, you do not quail at the prospect of partnering an old woman at whist for years upon years? For I should add, Miss Fortune, that I fully intend to live for ever.’ Mrs Catling’s eyes took on a hooded look as she said this. ‘I hope that does not disappoint you. Does it?’

‘I can’t fairly answer that, Mrs Catling,’ Caroline said candidly, ‘so I wonder if it’s perhaps not a fair question.’

‘Of course it isn’t. I have often heard people make the most sickening brag that they are hard but fair. Not I. I am nearly always unfair. Like the world. You might say thus I harmonize with Nature, as those dreary poets of the Lakes would have it. Uff!’

Caroline was already coming to recognize this gruff  exclamation as Mrs Catling’s version of laughter. It was wry but also scornful.

‘Never mind. You have evaded the question neatly enough. In truth I acquit you of any conscious designs on my wealth: I think you are probably too naïve for that, and still thrive on the blissful belief that a rich and handsome man will descend from the skies and marry you. Your father, on the other hand, is most assuredly hoping that I will do something for you. He could hardly have made it plainer if he had said so. Hey, well, I am used to that, God knows, with my family.’ Mrs Catling made a face of distaste, her eyes hard and absent; then stirred, and looked up at the clock on the mantel. ‘There – less than thirty minutes, just as I said. Come – shake hands upon the arrangement, Miss Caroline Fortune: and now ring the bell and go and find that father of yours, and tell him the news. By the by, he has debts, I suppose? Well, I am not a charitable foundation; but I did promise the Colonel to stick by the colours. Tell him that if he supplies me with the names of his principal creditors, I may be able to relieve him of his most pressing difficulties. As for you, return here at noon tomorrow, for the shopping – without him: he will only be fawning.’ The footman came. Mrs Catling rose and, as Caroline did likewise, ran an unrelenting eye over her figure. ‘As tall as me: dreadful to be so stalky, is it not?’

A little dazed, Caroline found herself following the footman to the drawing-room door; where he coughed apologetically, and stepped back to Mrs Catling. ‘Ma’am,’ he murmured, bending and seeming to wince, ‘I should say – Mr Downey is here. I wasn’t sure – he would insist—’

‘Again? I made it quite clear to him. Tell him to be gone,’ Mrs Catling snapped; and the footman bowed out of the room precipitately, propelling Caroline before him, so that she was half-way down the stairs before she knew it.

Below, in the hall, a young gentleman was waiting in peculiar agitation – pacing about and swishing his cane as if he were in a field of dandelions. He looked up sharply when Caroline appeared: the disappointment on his face swiftly thinned into a narrow glance of suspicion; but then he turned bodily from her, and demanded of the footman, ‘Well?’

‘Mrs Catling is not at home, sir,’ the footman said, with a suffering look.

‘I see.’ The young gentleman breathed hard, and clapped his hat on his head. ‘And she, I suppose – ’ with a twitch of his cane in Caroline’s direction – ‘has just been here to clean the chimneys.’

‘Quite so – and shockingly dirty they were,’ Caroline said, moving past him to the front door. Glancing into his face, she fancied a resemblance to the old lady upstairs, for though he was rather of the middle height, and square-cut, there was the same dark colouring, and the same wilful hitch of the chin as he returned her look. This, and his hostility, disposed her to think him Mrs Catling’s relative; but having no particular desire to be introduced, she advanced to the door, telling the footman with a smile that he need not trouble.

Before she could open it, however, Mr Downey made a lunge at it, muttering, ‘Oh – here, allow me.’ He flung it open and stood frowning ungraciously a moment, and then with another grumble of ‘Oh – but I should go first – I mean, as it is I who am not wanted here,’ squeezed ahead of her, and went with an angry drumming of hessian boots down the steps, and off along the street.

There was more in this to amuse than to quell Caroline’s spirits – for had she not succeeded where others had failed? – and by prospects that offered, at the very least, the excitement of novelty. Bursting with her news, she sought out her  father at the tavern in Dover Yard. The sight of him in the tap-room should have dispelled any lingering doubts about how he would get on without her. Within half an hour he had acquired three new bosom-friends, all standing about with one leather-breeched leg up on the fender in the sporting manner, deferring to his views on horseflesh, and had moreover charmed them into standing him drinks; so that it was a vague, swaying, benevolent, open-armed Captain Fortune who received her news, and whom she just restrained from offering to treat the whole tavern on the strength of it.

‘It will be,’ he cried, kissing her heartily, ‘the making of you, Caro!’ His speech was a little foxed, of course, and it was noisy in the tap-room – which accounted for her mishearing making, for an alarming moment, as breaking.
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Now, two days later, a travelling-carriage stands before the house in Dover Street, ready to depart. A neat equipage, but substantial enough to bear the trunks, boxes, and dressingcases strapped up behind: the four well-matched bays, the shining harness, the coachman’s blue livery with silk facings and gold-laced buttonholes, all produce a smart and spanking appearance in the high June morning; and they have attracted a rag-taggle of boys who stand watching with intense interest the last preparations, commenting knowingly on ‘how she will go’, and calling up unwarranted speculations on the private life of his mother to the postilion – who, the same age as they but liveried, waged, placed, blushes and cringes across the little gulf of class.
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