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Chapter I


Not enough naked flesh, Lydia concluded, and too many horses.

‘Oh! I do beg your pardon.’

The pain of having your foot trodden on is always surprisingly intense. Luckily the young woman who had accidentally backed into Lydia, and who now turned in startled apology, was a slip of a thing. Still, Lydia’s smile was really an adapted grimace.

‘Not – not at all.’

The young woman – girl, in truth – blinked her large, pale, distracted eyes.

Lydia had a moment of peculiar recognition. ‘Do I . . . ?’ she began; but the moment flitted away along with the girl. No, she didn’t know her. A mistake.

Lydia tried to return her attention to the paintings. But here was the dissatisfaction.

Oh, there was some fine work: she had locked eyes with some spirited portraits, and stood long in undecided fascination before a turbulent new landscape of Mr Turner’s. But really no Royal Academy Exhibition was complete, she felt, without the proper portion of decorous and classical nudity.  Actaeon, say, peeping through fronds at a rumpy dimply Diana; Orpheus, disconsolately strumming whilst wearing nothing but sandals and a curiously adhesive towel round his loins. That was what was wanted, and it was sadly lacking this year.

Instead (surely she had seen that girl somewhere before?) they had overdone the horses.

These were mandatory too, and Lydia would have been disappointed if she had entered the exhibition-room at Somerset House to find there were no long-necked, impossibly smooth quadrupeds standing sideways on billiard-table pastures. But this was excessive. There was even, she saw now, a cow. She drew the line at cows.

Yet an old gentleman paused before it and, pouting with admiration, pronounced: ‘Magnificent. Magnificent animal, hey, my dear?’

‘I must remember to order a chine of beef before next Saturday,’ replied his wife, perhaps from association of ideas.

Next to the cow, a grandly framed general was winning the smoky battle behind him by pointing disdainfully at a map. ‘Can’t be one of ours,’ growled a young man in naval blue and braid. The lady on his arm fanned herself with the catalogue and gave a distressed laugh, as if something were starting. A shadow touched Lydia’s mood. She suddenly wished for fresh air, began the tortuous wending and shuffle through the crowd towards the doors. As for that girl . . .

The mystery lay in the certainty that she didn’t know her – because Lydia’s memory for faces was depressingly retentive. During this two-month stay in London she had endured  countless introductions. A dull evening could be like a parade-ground inspection: Miss This, Mr That: carry on, at ease. But the bobbing faces always remained with her. There was nothing she could do about it. She would remember the old gentleman admiring the cow, with his look of owlish complacency, and the old lady’s nutcracker jaws.

But the known, unknown girl . . . Something persisted mildly, like the throb in Lydia’s toes. Difficult, though, to think in here, with the crush and the noise, top-boots scrunching and gowns crackling and swishing and the endless London-season-company babbling, thrown back by the domed ceiling as a churchy rumble.

It was something about those eyes, something almost painful about their unshaded blue largeness – and suddenly, there they were again. A momentary parting in the crowd revealed the girl sitting alone, a full-length sketch of melancholy, on one of the low benches. A shaft of light from the glass dome struck a gleam from those eyes – a wet gleam.

Compassion completed what curiosity had begun.

‘I do beg your pardon if I intrude,’ Lydia said, sitting down beside her, ‘but may I ask if you are quite well?’

Clutching her handkerchief like a weapon, the girl turned on Lydia a boiling, swimming stare, and a violent silence.

‘Or – whether there is anything I can do?’ Lydia went limply on, already concluding that she had intruded terribly. The question now was how to apologise and go. How did rejected Samaritans walk away? With smooth unconcern? That suggested you didn’t much care in the first place. Or stalk off faintly offended?

Lydia had just decided on a sort of regretful glide when the girl abruptly responded.

‘I am not at all well, thank you, that is if feeling wretched, absolutely miserable and wretched beyond anything and everything is not being well, which I cannot help but think it is.’ She unfolded the handkerchief and cracked it out like a whip. ‘And there isn’t, thank you, anything you can do. Unless you can bring my brother back to me.’

‘Oh. Oh, I am indeed sorry. How very . . . Was it a recent loss?’

The girl shrugged. ‘Half an hour. Perhaps more – perhaps even an hour – I can’t tell, there’s no clock in this horrid place that I can see, and don’t you think there ought to be? It’s not as if there is an insufficiency of pictures.’

Lydia rearranged her skirts, and herself. ‘Ah. Your brother was here, and now he is not.’ I sound like a French grammarbook, she thought.

‘I only came because he said he wanted to see the exhibition, which as soon as he walked in he plainly didn’t – but then he is in such a shocking state of spirits lately that one hardly knows what he’s saying or what he means, and neither does he . . . My great fear is what he may do, or what he’s already done.’

‘My dear Miss – I’m sorry, I don’t know your name, and I don’t think we have met, unless – but please, you alarm me, tell me what you mean—’

‘James has slipped out and gone somewhere to drown his sorrows.’ The girl confronted Lydia with a face of pale, tragic finality. ‘Oh, yes. I know it. I was looking at a picture of a ship, or it might have been a mountain, and he pressed my arm and  said he was going out to get some air and – it is prodigious hot in here, though, is it not? Why, do you suppose? Is it because of the paintings, something like keeping butter except the other way around?’

‘I dare say.’ Lydia glared away a hovering young buck, strenuously pantalooned and about to simper at them. ‘And so your brother left you – and he was your only companion here?’

Lip-biting, the girl nodded. ‘I see how it will be. He’ll drink brandy, or something else he simply hasn’t the head for, and then he’ll forget about me, and I shall have to go home alone in a chair or something.’

‘Well. I cannot help but think this remiss of him, though I don’t know the circumstances – that is, these sorrows you spoke of—’

‘Oh, I don’t blame him for anything. I blame her.’ The girl could do a lot with a handkerchief: now it was having its neck slowly wrung. ‘That woman – that jilt. James, you know, has always possessed the most amiable, the steadiest of tempers. He would never have left me like this before. But he has been so abominably treated by this – I don’t know what to call her – that he is quite overset. Oh!’ She leaped up from the bench and sat down again all in one movement. ‘Oh, I thought for a moment that was him. But it’s someone quite different, except for the coat.’

‘Have you far to go home? I might accompany you if—’

‘Oh, I don’t care about that.’ The girl’s face loomed with fierce confidentiality. ‘I’ve tried to tell him, you know, that she simply isn’t worth it. More than that – he has had a lucky escape. I said to him, “The next unfortunate to be ensnared  by your precious Miss Templeton may be caught fast. A blessing she has revealed herself now and not later.” One wants to be kind, of course, but one must put the sensible view.’

‘Oh, certainly. There was, then, I collect, nothing like an engagement between your brother and this – you said a Miss Templeton?’

‘That is her name, and I am heartily sick of hearing it. We have had nothing but Miss Templeton this past fortnight. Oh, not that I ever saw the creature, but she was all James would talk of. No, there was no undertaking, but I feel sure James had it in mind to ask . . . Well, never mind. He is too susceptible, that is his trouble – too impulsive. But it is her loss, make no doubt of it. James is seven-and-twenty, and she is all of thirty, it seems. Thirty, if you please! Really, at such an age she is lucky to receive any such attention, never mind playing the coquette over it. Nor is there any great fortune or connections in the case – simply a respectable family in Lincolnshire. One would suppose them very ready to get her off their hands—’

‘A moment. I believe – I do believe I know the lady you refer to. Lincolnshire is my country. Is not the Templeton place south of Grantham, off the Great North Road?’

‘I think that’s what James said. Mind, when she has played him so false, she may have lied about that too—’

‘No, no. I am convinced that is the very place – and that I know your Miss Templeton.’

‘Do you? Then you’ll surely agree that she is the most . . . Dear me. I hope not a near friend? Forgive me if . . .’

Lydia shook her head and patted the girl’s hand. ‘Oh, no. I know her pretty well – let us say no more than that.’

The girl nodded solemnly, leaning closer. ‘Then perhaps you can tell me – is she generally known as a jilt? I only ask for the sake of information, and so I can reassure James he is not the first. Though for myself I find it hard to credit as she sounds from his account like the most monstrous bluestocking. Horribly clever and bookish and superior about her accomplishments—’

‘This assuredly is the same Miss Templeton. You have described her exactly. In our part of Lincolnshire she is well known for it, and I have even heard it remarked that – well, the mot is rather cruel, but they say she has Latin in her veins instead of blood.’

‘Latin in her . . . ! What delicious funning! I must tell James – only, you know, to reassure him.’

‘Of course: and I may add that your brother has indeed had a fortunate escape. Miss Templeton has a name as a proud, ill-natured woman, disdainful of society and civility, and – to speak candidly – quite the dowd besides.’

‘Exactly as I thought! Though no doubt,’ the girl added reluctantly, ‘she must have some superficial attractions, to have made such a conquest of James—’

‘Superficial, as you say; and she knows well how to dissemble, I suspect, when she takes it in her head to torment a man. I am afraid your Miss Templeton is that species of woman – cold to the male sex, yet still seeking to demonstrate their power over them: lifting them up for the pleasure of seeing them fall.’

‘How very shocking!’ the girl said excitedly, dropping her handkerchief.

‘I grieve to report it, indeed; but her true nature, as you said, must show itself sooner or later. And where her temperament does not betray her, liquor surely will.’

Stooping to retrieve the handkerchief, the girl froze. ‘You don’t mean to tell me she is a toper?’

‘It is not a thing evident,’ said Lydia, ‘though I don’t positively say she isn’t: but it is certain to come. When books and music pall – as they surely must – and there is nothing more to be got from this parade of cleverness, and when she has so stubbornly chosen to reject society, what resources remain? What solace but the decanter? This is a harsh reflection I know – but I fear nothing is more probable. And then she will be glad to catch at her father’s steward, or even an attorney’s clerk, to avoid being an old maid at last. Mind, I don’t doubt she will make a parade of that too, for it is well known she has no proper sense of distinction.’

‘A clerk . . . ! Good heavens! And yet, you know, on reflection one can only conclude that these are her just deserts.’

‘Quite so; and one must pity the poor clerk, for a woman of such inconstant temper will surely be false to him within a twelvemonth.’ Lydia picked up the girl’s handkerchief and gave it to her. ‘Probably with a footman.’

The girl’s mouth opened, but only a vague, shrill noise came out.

‘Believe me, I don’t intend to shock,’ Lydia went on soothingly. ‘But it is an unhappy truth about women like Miss Templeton that under the cloak of superiority they are concealing the grossest of appetites.’

‘Grossest . . . I never thought I . . . And yet I believe you  are absolutely in the right of it, for such an unnatural woman must be unnatural in everything. Really it could hardly be plainer, when one thinks of it.’ Very bright and brisk now, the girl began to gather up her mantle. ‘Well, now poor dear James can hardly fail to listen. I shall take a chair at once, and when he comes home I shall have a vast deal to tell him—’

Lydia rose with her. ‘May I help you to find a chair, or—?’

‘Oh, I shall manage very well, I thank you. Before – before, you know, I felt unequal to anything: but now my spirits are quite restored. But I am greatly obliged to you for your concern, and for the information also, Miss – dear me!’ the girl faltered, with a shy smile. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t your name.’

‘Templeton.’ Returning the smile, Lydia extended her hand. As the girl seemed seized by a temporary paralysis, Lydia reached over, got hold of her hand, and shook it as one would a dog’s paw. ‘Lydia Templeton. Are you sure I can’t call you a chair?’




Chapter II


Being a guest in someone else’s house, even that of your brother, inhibited certain physical expressions of emotion. When Lydia got back to Queen Anne Street she found George, Susannah and the children were all out; but still she felt it inappropriate – lacking decorum – to slam doors or throw things.

So the impulse must be mastered. Seating herself in the long drawing-room, which was full of afternoon light and quiet, she contrived to relax her shoulders, open a book, turn the pages.

But the same unmeaning sentence was still dancing before her eyes when she heard George come in.

‘Poor Lyddie, all alone and neglected.’ George’s big presence immediately shrank the room. Floorboards groaned at his hearty tread. ‘Where’s Susannah? Oh, airing the children, I should think.’ He greeted his reflection in the pier-glass, grimacing as if trying to make himself less handsome. ‘We’ll have dinner as soon as they come in. Have any luck with the British Museum fellow?’

‘Hm? Oh, that. No.’ This morning seemed an age ago. ‘No, he insisted that every gentleman must duly apply for a ticket  of admission. When I asked if it was the same for ladies he gave a sort of sickly smile, which terminated the conversation.’

‘Great dunderheads. I hear the collection’s in a shocking state. Stuffed monkeys rotting away and so on,’ he said, through a yawn, disposing himself comfortably on the sofa, stretching long booted legs with a cat’s supple satisfaction. ‘Well, I hope at least the Royal Academy didn’t disappoint.’

‘It did not disappoint, indeed: I came away thoroughly . . . enlightened. And with a new acquaintance – that is, new to me, though it is highly possible you know her. A Miss Sissons.’ The girl had stammered the name out before mortification had sent her scurrying flame-faced away.

‘Ah? Oh, that would be Kitty Sissons, I should think. James Sissons’s younger sister.’ George cradled his leg and studied the sole of his boot, coughing, or making a noise as if he wanted to. ‘James Sissons you know, of course.’

‘I do; though even when I heard the name it took me a moment fully to recollect the gentleman. He has only called here a few times, after all, and our acquaintance has been but slight. Yet Miss Sissons seemed to think it was of a much more developed character.’

‘Did she? Curious thing. Of course, you know, people will take up these wrong ideas . . .’

‘George, tell me – do I sleepwalk?’

‘Eh?’ After a dubious moment, her brother’s scalp lifted in relief at the change of subject. ‘Sleepwalk, Lyddie, no. Never. At least, never at home as I remember, and I’m sure you haven’t done it here. I remember I did once, though, at Oxford. A  bad mutton-pie disagreeing with me, I think. Proctor found me in the quad in my nightshirt. Put the worst construction on it. Rather unfair, I thought. Cold, too. Feet and so on.’ He offered her a hopeful smile. ‘Curious things you fret about. I must say I’m ready for dinner, I wonder when Susannah—’

‘I ask this question,’ Lydia said, ‘because it is the only explanation I can see for what Miss Sissons told me today. According to her, I have encouraged her brother to believe that I entertained for him the strongest attachment – that a love-match was all but made – and now, I have jilted him in the most heartless manner. This was a great surprise to me, because although I do remember the gentleman – in particular the very pale blue eyes, which his sister also possesses, and which made me think I recognised her – still I cannot recollect showing him anything but common civility. So I can only suppose I did these dreadful things while in a state of unconsciousness, which gives me some unease as to other things I may have done likewise. When next a robbery is reported in the Morning Chronicle, I quite expect to reach under my bed and hear the clink of stolen candlesticks.’

‘Oh, Lyddie,’ her brother said. The words seemed to exhaust him. He sagged like a shorn Samson.

‘Oh, George.’ She joined him on the sofa, half seriously slapping the back of his large golden-haired hand. ‘What have you been saying about me?’

‘Now, look here, Lyddie, in the first place I never – well, I never supposed old Cribs would take on so. I ran into him yesterday at Gunter’s, and I saw he was in the dismals, and I  took him to task pretty stiffly. “Cribs,” I said, “these things happen—”’

‘George. Go back, please. What is – who . . . Cribs?’

‘Cribs Sissons. Well, James Sissons, that is, but at Oxford we always called him Cribs. It was a, you know, a name. In fact there’s a story behind it . . .’ George’s eyes met hers. The story died. ‘He is an excessively good fellow, Lyddie, taken all in all. And I did warn him not to let his notions run away with him, which has always been his failing. From what you say, I’m afraid he has been pouring out his woes to his sister, who is rather a romantic little creature. The fact is, though, my dear, he is disappointed, and I can’t help feeling for him a little – though I’m sure you meant no harm in what you did.’

‘Oh, George, I did nothing!’ she burst out, leaping up and pacing. ‘During my stay here you have had numerous friends calling, and I hope I was civil to them all, including Mr Cri—Mr Sissons. With whom I estimate I have exchanged perhaps two hundred words in our whole acquaintance. Many of which were “yes”, “no”, “indeed”, and “quite”.’ She reflected. ‘Also, I think, “dromedary”, though I can’t imagine how that came up. George, I am sorry for your friend, because he has been grievously misled, but if anything I found him something of a bore.’

George watched her with mild unhappiness. ‘Poor old Cribs. Never has expressed himself very easily. But he was very taken with you, Lyddie. He said as much, or hinted as much, to me, and I never saw a man more in earnest. Oh, not that he spoke with anything but the greatest delicacy; and he is much too honourable to venture upon such a subject unless he were sure of its being welcomed.’

Ah. ‘Ah. By you.’

‘Well, yes. By me, possibly. The fact is, when I heard from Cribs what was in the wind, I was altogether gratified. Cribs Sissons, one of my oldest friends, and my dear and only sister – why, nothing could have pleased me better. Susannah and I talked of it – just incidentally, you know – and we agreed that it would be an excellent match. And as there were indications that the regard was mutual—’

‘Indications? My dear George, what could they be? If I had been caught carving Mr Sissons’s initials on a tree, or addressing him in rhyming couplets – “Behold, the tears of passion clog my nibs, Whene’er I seek to pen the name of Cribs” – stop it – then I would have to confess. But I am convinced that the greatest mark of regard I ever showed him was to stifle my yawns in his presence.’

George was shifting about and trying not to quail.

‘I think, George, that the only indications Mr Sissons received came from you. I think you encouraged him to believe his affections were returned – which was unfair to both of us. I only hope he has not been made very unhappy by it, because I do not wish him ill in the slightest; and I would apologise to him, if I felt the fault lay with me, and not with my incorrigible brother having a fling at matchmaking – an occupation usually reserved, George, for elderly ladies with too much time on their hands: so if you intend taking up carpet-making next, or appliqué-work, please give me warning.’

‘Now I know you’re not very angry with me, because you’re talking in long sentences,’ he said, with a satisfied look. ‘But  look here, Lyddie, I did think it a promising development – no more – that should be given time, and perhaps the odd nudge. On my honour, I didn’t suspicion old Cribs was so very deep in. But fair now, at the end you did lift him up and then drop him – think on it.’

Queasy echo of her own words in the exhibition-room. Surely not? ‘I am thinking on it, George, but truly I—’

‘It was quite a blow for a man like Cribs, you know.’ George sighed, gusty and pensive. ‘All in all I think he took it rather well. And I was there for the first part of it, so I can testify to—’

‘George. I’m talking in short sentences. Beware.’

‘My dear sis, the drive. The drive! It was after dinner on Tuesday – remember now?’ George unwisely adopted a solicitous sickroom tone. ‘Cribs was talking of his curricle-and-pair, and what capital drives the park affords, now the weather improves? And you remarked how delightful those drives must be? In an open carriage?’

‘George, one more question-mark and your head goes in the fire.’

He laughed, then looked at her, and at the fire; weighed up the odds, and grew grave.

‘Well, the very next day he called. Quite a declaration in itself, you know; and he asked you, in my hearing, whether you would not like to be driven about the park on such a fine morning.’ George’s voice was husky with transferred shame. ‘Lydia, you refused.’

On a side table there was a decanter of canary wine. For some time it had been winking at her, blowing kisses and  generally carrying on. Lydia gave in. She walked over to the roguish saucebox and let it have its way with her.

‘I politely declined the offer,’ she said, with a refreshed gasp. ‘I wasn’t at all inclined, though it was civil of him to ask. Yes, I remember thus far. So, what next?’

George was all pained, eggshell reproach. ‘There was no next, Lyddie. That is the point. You declined – whereas the night before, you know, you had expressed an interest in his equipage.’

Sometimes there were simply too many replies. Lydia made herself think of sad things, and at last was in command of herself sufficiently to take a seat and look her brother in the face.

‘Was that it?’ she asked. ‘The trifling and jilting? Mr Sissons told me about his carriage, and then I didn’t go for a drive in the park in it?’

‘Ah, it’s not driving, it’s being driven, Lyddie, that’s the difference.’

‘But I don’t want to be driven round the park, George. It has a thoroughly cattleish sound, for one, not that there’s such a word as “cattleish”. For another, it is mere circular, pointless, jiggling motion.’

‘Oh, you’d be in no danger with Cribs, you know,’ said George, grasping the wrong end of the stick with both hands. ‘Don’t be afraid of that. His curricle has a pretty high perch, to be sure, but he understands the balance perfectly. Never had an upset.There’s not a better hand at the ribbons in the country.’

‘Oh, Lord,’ Lydia heard herself wail. The decanter made eyes at her again.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing, nothing, George . . . Won’t you have a glass?’

‘Is that a way of saying you’re having another?’

‘I do love it when you’re moral.’ She poured for two. ‘George, it’s the ribbons.’

‘My dear Lyddie,’ he said, with the practised promptness of a five-years-married man, glancing over her dress, ‘they look very pretty.’

‘Not that. Those. For heaven’s sake, I’m not wearing any. It’s that ridiculous slang. It means, I suppose, he can drive a horse well – or two horses – something to do with the reins, at any rate—’

‘Good hand at the ribbons, yes,’ said George, perseveringly. ‘I don’t think, in truth, that I’ve ever seen a better.’

‘But why should it matter? Why should anyone care about the – the ribbons, and the hands, and all of that?’

George came over and took his glass of wine, studying her judiciously, dubiously. ‘Plenty of girls do.’

‘I’m not plenty of girls. I’m not even one girl. I’m a woman, a rational human creature with a thinking mind . . .’ She saw, without wanting to see, her brother’s look of mild boredom. Off she goes again. ‘And as for this good ribbons – with the hands – thing—’

‘Hand,’ said George, encouragingly. ‘Good hand at the ribbons.’

‘Yes. That.’ Lydia hesitated, caught up by a sort of despondent warmth. She liked him very much, and also – a different thing, or different in its effects – loved him. ‘You know, George, I cannot fall in love to order with a man you approve of, no  matter what qualities you think he – no matter what qualities he possesses. I hope Mr Sissons very soon forgets this nonsense, and lives happily. And I’m flattered you should take this trouble over me. But please, no more of it. Else I shall begin to suspect you of wanting to be rid of me.’

‘Bless you, no. I see that I’ve been a blundering fellow over the whole business.’ George swallowed another glass of canary. ‘This will sound miserably sanctimonious, I fear, but the fact is I simply want you to have what I have.’

Thinking of Susannah, Lydia said carefully: ‘Not everyone is so fortunate in their choice.’

‘Oh, yes, I’ve been very lucky. But that doesn’t mean you mightn’t be likewise, if you were to . . .’

‘To be a little more of the husband-hunter?’ She smiled. ‘I’m quite happy as a single woman, George. I fancy that the urge to matrimony manifests itself as a feeling of vacancy – that there appears something missing or lacking; but I am conscious of no such lack in myself, and do not feel the need to be completed by a husband, like the third volume of a novel.’

‘Now that’s very like you, to compare yourself to a book,’ he said, smiling too. ‘Well, you know best. I’ve no head for philosophy myself. But what I can see, and it is monstrous unjust but true nonetheless, is how women are prized for their youth in a way that is never applied to we men. As far as eligibility goes, there is little distinction made between a man of five-and-twenty and a man of forty, so long as he has sense and teeth. But for a woman, alas, it is no such matter.’

‘My dear brother, you are very delicately alluding to the  fact that just before I came here in March I passed my thirtieth birthday; an event that the world views less as a matter for celebration than condolence. At least for women, as you justly remark.’

‘I’ll tell you this,’ George said, with sudden hot gallantry, ‘you could pass for three-and-twenty anywhere.’

‘Thank you: I doubt it is true, but I am not displeased to hear it. There, I am not so very unnatural after all. But I assure you I have no consciousness of time running out – and no feeling of discontent. Reading, and writing, and music, and drawing, and helping Papa in his studies – all these make an ample sum for a woman of my tastes and inclinations. A woman, by the by, who knows her own good fortune. With ten thousand pounds I need not fear governessing or seamstressing, and I am equally safe from fortune-hunters. My portion will secure me a modest independence, at least. So you see there is no need—’

‘Oh, Lord, Lyddie, you must know that when Father dies – perish the thought – you will always be assured of a place at Heystead. I should be miserable if you could ever suppose anything else; and so would Susannah.’

Lydia had her own ideas about what would make Susannah miserable, but she kept them in. ‘Well, in whatever way, I need not fear poverty or dependence – and it is the fear of those which often stampedes a woman into marriage, so that she hardly knows she is in before the gate swings shut behind her.’

‘Loneliness, though,’ George suggested quietly. ‘What about loneliness?’ A sound from the street made him cross to the window. ‘Is that—? Oh. Thought it might be Susannah.’ The  spring-afternoon light, turning cool and meagre, stamped his strong blond head and hearty profile with a sad, exposed look. He could not be long without his wife. Consciousness of this, and of her own difference, made Lydia grope for something – some sort of amends.

‘I have never been lonely, or understood loneliness, but then I have never really been tested,’ she said, ‘so I should perhaps not make a boast of it. And I do not declare that I have no intention of marrying on any general principle. If I were to see the right man, no doubt I should eat my words with a ready appetite. The simple fact is, I have never seen him yet, and at the age of thirty, reason inclines me rather to conclude that he does not exist, than to persist in the belief that he is still somewhere to be found.’

George turned and shook himself genially. ‘Well, I shall never understand women,’ he said, meaning her. ‘Oh, I don’t doubt you’re in earnest.You turned down Lewis Durrant, after all, which no one can understand to this day.’

‘If people are still troubling themselves over such an unimportant matter, eight or nine years after the trifling event, they assuredly have little to think of.’Trying to keep her voice light, she detected in it a mosquito’s pointed whine. ‘Well, that’s how people are,’ George said, maddeningly amiable. ‘I’ve never understood it myself, but never mind. How does Mr Durrant, by the by? I ask for a particular reason, as I—’

‘When Mr Durrant proposed to me,’ Lydia said, ignoring this, ‘he had taken a good, careful, lofty look about him, and decided I would suit his matrimonial purposes admirably.  And when I dared to raise the question of whether he would suit me, he retreated into mortified pride. That is the whole story, as you well know. I did try my best to blush, giggle, and swoon in bashful rapture at this mark of attention from such an eligible gentleman, but I was unequal to the task. I don’t swoon well, George.’

‘I know that,’ he said, with a jaunty look. ‘In fact, thinking on it now, I don’t believe it would have answered, for Durrant’s a stiff-necked fellow after all, and you . . .’ He swallowed what he was about to say. ‘What was I – oh, yes. I saw Hugh Hanley the other day. Quite the young buck still. And now it seems he’s not content with the militia. He’s after purchasing a commission in the Regulars. The Prince of Wales’s Own, he said to me.’

‘He can’t,’ said Lydia. ‘That would cost . . . the expense—’

‘I know,’ George said soberly. ‘After he told me, I asked some fellows I know, who are well up in these things: and I am assured that a cornetcy in the Tenth Light Dragoons is not to be had for less than seven hundred pounds. Add three hundred to that for the uniform, and then there’s the cost of your horse and stabling. But he’s raising the money on his expectations, you see. Hanley’s his uncle’s heir, after all, and he can get any amount of credit on the strength of that. Lewis Durrant’s no dotard, of course, but then he can’t live for ever either, and he must be seven-and-thirty now—’

‘Eight. Eight-and-thirty in January.’

‘And no other heir for Culverton. Well, unless Durrant decides to leave it all to the Society for the Reformation of Manners.’

‘Unlikely, I think,’ Lydia said, with a half-smile.

‘Sour as ever, is he?’

‘A good deal sourer. Lately he got cross with Lord Brownlow. There was a county meeting, to do with voluntary contributions for the internal defence of the county in case of a French invasion – or riots and disturbances. Mr Durrant, it seems, stood up and opposed the resolution because of the latter part. Treating our fellow-countrymen as if they were enemies, he said, was precisely the way to turn them into Jacobins, and small wonder if they ended up setting a guillotine in Lincoln market. Apparently Lord Brownlow, who was in the chair, took it very ill.’

‘Dear, dear, that was unwise. Wasn’t there some rumour once of Durrant being made deputy lieutenant of the county?’

‘If it was ever a possibility, it is not now.’

‘Mind, you would agree, of course, with his radical notions,’ George said playfully.

‘I concur with the sentiment,’ Lydia said, refusing to rise. ‘But in this case I think it rather a pose on Mr Durrant’s part. He has many qualities; but the fact is, he cannot drink a dish of tea without making it appear a gesture of stubborn independence.’

‘Well, he’ll be sourer still when he hears his nephew is already spending his inheritance. Ah . . . !’ Below, the sound of the front door. Halfway across the room George paused, sheepish. ‘Oh – excuse me, Lyddie—’

‘Go, go.’ She laughed. His absence would give her a little space to fortify herself against Susannah with another glass of wine.

The children were the first upstairs. Lydia submitted contentedly enough to the flinging, shouting and knee-scrambling. She was very fond of her nephew and niece, little George and Lucy, and they of her: she did not pretend to understand them in the least, which they seemed to like. Next came Susannah, singing under her breath. A very blooming young woman, Susannah Templeton; and if the bloom was of a sort to make Lydia wish for a sharp frost, then the fault surely lay with Lydia.

‘Where did you go on your walk then, my dears?’ George asked, swinging his son up to the ceiling.

‘What a question!’ gurgled Susannah. ‘I do believe we went to a fairy kingdom at last, quite without meaning to! Oh, we intended at first to go to Cavendish Square, but it is so very dull to follow intentions, and so we took another way entirely – simply because the sky was so blue!’

Susannah did not so much sit down as demonstrate sitting-down’s beautiful possibilities. From the sofa, all full breasts and flowing muslin, she beamed at her children and her life. Her face was that of an exceptionally pretty and well-made doll transmuted into blissful flesh. It was always difficult for Lydia to remember quite how much she hated all this, sum and parts: it was like a megrim headache – only getting one reminded you of how horrible it was.

‘George, you look tired,’ Susannah fluted. ‘Was it very hard at Craven Street today?’

‘Oh! not excessively. Just a little fagging.’ George was a sort of partner in a banking firm off the Strand, set up by a friend from Oxford. The friend did most of the work as a banker,  because he liked it and it suited him; George meanwhile went conscientiously to Craven Street for a few hours each day and sat reading the newspaper. Yet he liked to have Susannah make a great cherishing fuss of him before dinner. Though an intelligent man, he hankered after the easy comfort of the stupid, which Susannah, a great puller-off of boots and stroker of brows, was very ready to supply.

Just then little Lucy, trying to imitate her brother, launched herself off Lydia’s knee and fell on her face. Lydia jumped up, prepared to soothe, but Susannah was there before her. Splendidly regardless of her gown she scooted along the floor to seize and embrace, leaving Lydia to stand redundantly over them.

‘There – never mind – the fairies will come and take the horrid hurt away,’ Susannah crooned. Then, turning her lovely guileless face round at Lydia: ‘Lord, look at you up there. Aunt Lydia’s like a giant, isn’t she? Right up to the sky!’

Lydia was – yes – quite tall. Susannah was, inevitably, of medium height, meaning just the right height for gazing up with trustful adoration into a man’s face. On the mantelshelf, easily within Lydia’s Amazonian reach, was a statuette of a horseman in bronze, as invitingly grippable as a hammer. But just then George saved his wife’s life by announcing: ‘Well, I’m ready for dinner.’

Dressing in her room, Lydia examined her own excessive irritation with her sister-in-law – and found underneath it the figure of Mr Cribs-Sissons.Yes: Susannah brushing her lustrous hair at the dressing-table before bed and remarking to George what a very good thing it would be for Lydia to marry his friend – she is after all thirty now . . . Wretched presumption!  Was it so very tiresome entertaining her here for a couple of months of every year? It had been George’s insistence, when he first married and took a house in town, that Lydia come and spend a part of every winter season with them. So she had, and relished it – her delicious annual infusions of theatre, concerts, opera, exhibitions, reading-rooms, bookshops. But now, looking back, she saw her visits in a different light. Had there been, each time, a hopeful humming in the air of Queen Anne Street – that this time they would get her married off – and each time an equivalent disappointment?

Of course, Susannah had a practical aim in view. When Lydia and George’s father died – and Dr Templeton, though in fair health, was nearly seventy – George would become the master and Susannah the mistress of Heystead Priory. She would not want an unmarried sister-in-law prowling the galleries of the old house like a family ghost. Well, let her fly away in a high wind on a broomstick. Lydia had no intention of marrying to oblige – any more than she had nine years ago, when she had turned down the most eligible man in the district.

And perhaps that had been productive of a little irritation too – the mention of Lewis Durrant. But George, being George, could not forbear bringing up the subject again at dinner.

‘Oh! yes,’ he said, interrupting his manly flourishings of the carving-knife. ‘I was telling Lydia, my dear, that I ran into an acquaintance of ours. I’m not sure you ever met Hugh Hanley – but you remember, I think, meeting Mr Lewis Durrant at Heystead last summer?’

‘Oh! to be sure,’ Susannah said, turning her smiling sweetness on Lydia. ‘Your old beau!’

Old beau. It suggested a powdered wig, ruffles, and face-patches. ‘An old friend,’ Lydia said temperately.

‘Well, young Hanley’s his nephew – and his heir, as Durrant never married—’

‘Lord, another one,’ Susannah murmured.

(And a sword and a silver snuff-box.)

‘Last time I saw the young rip he was fashionable enough. But now he’s setting up as the greatest swell you ever saw.’ George sniffed the mutton appreciatively. ‘Made me wonder, you know, seeing him all fligged up, how I would feel if young Georgie started living high on his expectations like that. Dice and horses and so on.’

‘Oh, but that’s quite a different case,’ Susannah said. ‘Georgie is your son, and filial feeling must always prevail. Mr Durrant is only the young man’s uncle – and uncles and aunts, you know, can never be very important to the feelings. Only between parent and child does one find the true sacred bond. After all,’ she accused Lydia, ‘look how uncommonly attached you are to your father.’

(’Pon my soul – sink me!’ cried the beau, lifting his quizzing-glass.) ‘Papa and I are very good friends, certainly,’ Lydia said. ‘I am fortunate in my home life, where there is no disparity of mind or taste: no malice to be encountered, or dullness to be endured.’

Susannah laughed her silvery laugh. ‘Yes – I do like to think of you two pottering about amongst your books. Oh, I should love to see dear Heystead again. Does my tree still flourish as beautifully as ever?’

‘That’s the great oak, on the rise before you strike the path  to the fish-ponds,’ George put in. ‘Susannah is so very fond of it – she calls it her tree.’

‘It is so noble – it seems to spread out its great arms in welcome,’ Susannah said. ‘Do, Lydia, remember me to my tree.’

‘Certainly,’ Lydia said reaching for her wine. ‘It is always asking after you.’

‘That won’t be long now,’ George said, with a gentle plunge into melancholy: Lydia was to leave for home the day after next. ‘Can’t believe it. Only seems a moment since you arrived . . . Well – tomorrow night we must give you a proper farewell,’ he went on decisively. ‘I say we go to Vauxhall. Music and supper and rack-punch and so on. Then I shall get a sore head and not be able to do what I want to do, which is make you stay with us longer.’

‘Oh! dear George,’ cried Susannah, slinking round the back of his chair, and fastening her arms around his neck like a lovely noose. ‘The things you do say!’




Chapter III


For you, Miss Templeton,’ the maid said the next morning, coming upon Lydia reading alone in the drawing-room, ‘Lady Eastmond.’

‘Yes, it’s me, my dear, and too late for you to hide in the escritoire, not that you could as it’s too small altogether, and why must we call a writing-desk by a French name, I ask you? It’s not as if one writes in French, though you could to be sure, and Italian no doubt. German too perhaps? You must tell me. If you run to Swedish, mind, I shall doubt you. One only presumes or supposes that there is such a language as Swedish. There are, assuredly, Swedes, but beyond that I cannot go. Come: kiss me: old women are allowed to demand this – indeed how else are they to get kisses at all? Contrast young women, who must be begged for them, a matter of name your price in fact. You might name any price, I’ll venture. And so where then is George, though don’t tell me, he is toiling in the vaults – which is what I conceive men do in banks, or do they do something else entirely? – and charming Mrs Templeton, whither she? Not that I mind in the least, because I wanted thoroughly to have you to myself, and here you are.’

‘And here you are, and now sit down, you’re making me  giddy, besides wearing out the carpet.Yes, George is at Craven Street, and Susannah I think has taken the children for an airing—’

‘Makes them sound almost like bed-linen, does it not? Or at least as bed-linen should be, though I went to stay many years ago at Burghley, which is made such a great thing of, and there was not only dampness but residue. If I mention hairs that resemble the tiny springs inside watches I need say no more. For myself I recommend country washing and no bleaching – of course, with poor Henry these things are more a matter of necessity than choice.’

‘Sir Henry’s health does not improve?’

‘It does not degenerate, but it does not improve – it’s delightfully like you, by the by, to enquire, you dear thing – and the doctor is inclined to suggest that Henry does not sufficiently rouse himself. I have answers for the doctor in that regard, but never mind.’ Lady Eastmond at last seated herself. ‘My dear Lydia, I needed to see you. First, to refresh my old eyes with the sight. They are refreshed. Second, to ask how you do. I know we have run into one another while you have been in town, but still not often – you have too much sense to move in the sort of circles in which this old body rattles her perennial bag of bones.’ ‘My dear Lady Eastmond, I do very well, and so, I collect, do you, as you show already more energy than I can command in a twelvemonth. And I am waiting for the third. Which in fairy-tales is always rather important and alarming.’

Lady Eastmond, uncharacteristically, even uniquely, was silent.

‘Dear me. I hope not bad news.’ Fear rapped at Lydia’s chest. ‘You have heard nothing untoward from my father?’

‘Bless you, nothing of the shape.Your father is good enough to write me often, and the last I heard he was very much himself, excited about the discovery of a manuscript fragment at Boston. Medieval, I fancy. The very word puts me flat in the dismals but then I’ve no more brain than a butterfly. No, the third, my dear, is a sort of request, but nothing of great consequence. Now my memory is going with my teeth but I think the last time we met – wasn’t it at the Hanover Square concert-rooms, where there was that frightful Italian singer?’

‘Madame Bartolini. Her voice is not what it was five years ago, though I think she makes better faces now.’

‘And there, I believe, you told me you would be leaving town before the end of April.’

‘Just so: I depart for Heystead tomorrow.’

‘Ah, a pity, we might have travelled up to Lincolnshire together, but I cannot think of leaving before next week – I have been donkey enough to promise two friends my attendance at their receptions, sad dull squeezes you would find them and doubtless so shall I, but then as Henry often reproaches me I have never learned to say no. And here’s an example for you,’ Lady Eastmond said, with her liquid laugh, gripping her bonnet with both hands. ‘You’re too well-bred to stare as you want to, my dear, but trust me I am thoroughly aware that no scarecrow ever looked more hideous – only my milliner was so very persuasive and before I knew it the disastrous purchase was made. Thirty years younger, and handsomer than I ever was, and one might carry it off.’ 

The hat was a crimson crownless straw with very little brim, fastening under the chin, and topped with black plumes. Not a hat to flatter large features or a sallow complexion; and Lady Eastmond, never of delicate looks, was at nearly sixty as brown as a root with a face little smaller than a horse’s. Yet it was a face in its way splendid, and easy to live with. The great Roman nose alone was like a declaration of unaffected honesty. She was Lydia’s godmother: much loved by her: much liked by her vast circle of acquaintance. She possessed both warmth and sense, but not so much of the first as to make people sneer at her, nor so much of the second as to make them fear her.

‘I like the hat very well,’ Lydia said. ‘It has a – decided air. Will you have a glass of ratafia?’

‘Bless you for a charming fibster, my dear, and thank you, the only cordial I need is the sight of you, and now where were we? At the concert-rooms to be sure – and there, I don’t need to remind you with your prodigious memory, I introduced you to my ward, Miss Rae. The work of a moment, alas, as I recollect the little gadfly was off the moment she’d made her curtsey, but more of that anon.’

‘Auburn hair – the true red-gold one never sees – very pretty, and slight. I do remember.’

‘Pretty, as you say, my dear, and too pretty for the peace of anyone entrusted with her care, when you add to her looks her prospective fortune. I could hardly talk of it when she was by, and presently that singer started her noise, but now we are tête-à-tête I may give you the history. She came to us before Christmas. I say my ward, but she is from Henry’s side of the  family – her mother was his cousin. The Raes of Edinburgh. Not at all a fashionable family, but highly respectable and very rich. The father died when she was a girl, and then, an only child, she was brought up by the mother in a way that was quiet but – dare I say indulgent? Well, Mrs Rae died last year, and then the poor girl was shuffled about various relatives until the courts decreed that Henry be appointed her guardian until her coming of age. Henry was content enough – that is, one supposes so: it is often difficult to tell what Henry feels, though there are certain physical manifestations . . . However, I was delighted. Lacking children of our own, I thought it quite a blessing – oh, I still do, don’t mistake me – and when I first set eyes on her, I knew I should love her. Now when she came to us, I was about to set out for town for the season as I always do – and though staying at Osterby for the winter suits Henry very well, I thought it the dullest prospect for a girl of scarce twenty – and when I proposed that she come to London with me, she was all eagerness.’

Lady Eastmond made a sort of apologetic pause. Her kindly nature had, like everyone’s, its pockets of selfishness: one was her refusal to give up her London season for anything. The pause gave room for recognition of this fact, and for Lydia’s fond allowance for it.

‘I am sure nothing could have pleased her better,’ Lydia said, ‘especially if her life has been so retired. You suggested her father was wealthy?’

‘Partly, I think, from being a monstrous nip-cheese,’ Lady Eastmond whispered, ‘but no matter. The fact is, Phoebe is heiress on her majority to fifty thousand pounds.’

‘A sizeable sum,’ Lydia said, suppressing the urge to whistle. ‘Also, I fancy, a sizeable responsibility for you.’

‘I knew you would understand, my dear. Not that I don’t shoulder the responsibility gladly – she is an absolutely charming creature, and it’s well for an idle old rattle like me to have something to occupy her. And it has been a delight introducing her to town: will you believe she has never been in London in her life before, except once as a child? – and then her father kept to their lodgings the whole time and allowed her to see nothing. She really has lived quite out of the world and is absolutely artless and unspoiled – and yet there is not the least awkwardness or timidity. That is why . . .’ Lady Eastmond’s smile was again apologetic. ‘Well, at first I intended taking her about in society only a very little, but as she relished it so I saw no reason why I should not bring her out in the proper fashion. And she has acquitted herself more than tolerably, you know: there has been a good deal of attention.’

‘Attention? A charming young girl with fifty thousand pounds? I only wonder you have not had to put a guard upon the door.’

Lady Eastmond’s spluttering laughter grew suddenly rueful. She reached out for Lydia’s hand. ‘Lord, my dear, how you remind me of your mother sometimes.’

‘And other times, Bonaparte.’

‘Go along with you. She, God rest her, had something of Phoebe’s look when she first came out – how it all struck her, I mean: great eyes drinking everything in. All open like an ox-eye daisy.’

Lydia gently disengaged her hand. ‘That,’ she said carefully, ‘must be a resemblance both tender and troubling for you.’

‘Well. Certainly it adds to my sense of responsibility.’ Lady Eastmond rose and began to roam again. The sunlight that had been filling the tall windows was suddenly gone, with that plunge into darkness peculiar to fitful spring. The edges of the furniture seemed to leap out in the gloom, bristling and inimical. ‘Mind, when your mother and I first came out together I was a little envious of her, for all we were good friends: she was so very handsome and graceful and as for me – well, “durable” is the word Henry applied to me once, and he meant it in compliment, bless him. But at least my eyes were not so inclined to be dazzled, and so I wish I might have been a better friend to her then – oh, I did my best after, but you take my meaning. What she needed was a good, strong, level head at her side. And that is what my ward needs also.’

‘And she is all the more fortunate in her guardians, say I, and you know I do not run to flattery. You have been the staunchest friend to George and me. I cannot conceive a better protectress for such a girl as you describe – not that I know her, of course—’

‘But you shall,’ Lady Eastmond said eagerly, ‘for that I must absolutely engage you, my dear. It is my greatest wish, when we are all back in Lincolnshire, to present Phoebe Rae to you. That I cannot do now, because I packed her off to Osterby just the other day. I thought it best, as last week she was quite low with a fever – nothing alarming, the town air I think – but once she was recovered, I decided the country it must be, for the complete restoration of her health. I shall  follow, of course, once these wretched receptions are over. And then . . .’

Lydia looked at her godmother’s restlessly tapping, large, kid-shod foot. ‘Lady Eastmond, I think you are not telling me the entire truth.’

‘My dear, you are quite the lawyer, and I declare if I had to stand at the bar, or the bench or the dock or whatever it is, and you were to rise from what I think is called the well of the court – and where do these terms come from, one wonders, they seem to belong to the farmyard – I know I should be overpowered in a moment and begin confessing to everything. Very well. Phoebe’s indisposition came fortuitously, for I had been considering, at that very moment, how to get her out of a scrape.’ Lady Eastmond breathed deep and smilingly, her eyes on a miniature painting above the mantel depicting three fat underclad children embracing a lamb and each other all at once. ‘A sort of scrape. What a pretty picture that is!’

‘Yes,’ Lydia said, glancing, ‘in a hideous, ghastly, repulsive way. What sort of scrape, Lady Eastmond?’

‘Oh, bless you, nothing of the serious sort, heaven forbid. Call it a tangle. To be plain, Phoebe has received such particular attentions that she fancies herself at least half in love.’

‘Well, if I know you, she has attended every ball and rout and soirée going, and ridden in the Park, and worshipped at the Chapel Royal, and gone to the theatre and the opera and the Pantheon – and if she were not at least half in love with someone at the end of it, I should think there was something wrong with her.’

‘Spoken with your customary good sense,’ Lady Eastmond said, dashing back to her seat as if she were playing at musical-chairs. ‘And I was certainly not unprepared . . . But I had supposed so inexperienced a girl would only, as it were, dip in a toe – perhaps wade – but not absolutely dive in. What a regrettable metaphor that was. The fact is, my dear, Phoebe finds herself with two admirers, and says she is in love with them both.’

‘Only two? Not a creditable showing. Where have all the fortune-hunters gone, that a girl with fifty thousand pounds is limited to two admirers?’

‘You dry thing. “Admirers” is not perhaps the word – oh, there have been plenty of that sort, and doubtless there will be more to come, but I have a very good eye at a fortune-hunter, and they may expect short shrift from me. No, these are two gentlemen she has met in society quite respectably: both, I believe, very much taken with her – and not with her fortune. Though of course that must weigh, in any match. Such a ticklish question! I would rather she simply be giddy and thoughtless and not even consider such things, at least until she is of age, and even beyond then. But there is something a little intense about Phoebe, for all she is the most good-natured girl in the world. She could talk of nothing but these two gentlemen, before I sent her to the country – before I took fright, to be frank. She inclines to both of them, it seems; and most earnestly desires to know what she should do; and I hardly know how to answer her.’ ‘If she inclines to both of them, then this is as much to say she inclines to neither of them,’ Lydia said. ‘They must be very  watered-down affections that can be offered about so liberally. I’m sure you do right to remove her: a good dose of absence is the best cure for the condition.’

‘Partly my thought . . . but she is very serious, my dear, and that’s why I wanted to speak of it with you. Phoebe, I fear, is not about to forget either of these gentlemen – unless she is afforded some means of comparison, and given besides an example of female sense and judgement. I have done my best, but I am an old woman, or soon will be: and I have the greatest distaste for old people who pretend to a sympathy with the feelings of the young. And so I wish – Lydia, I wish that you would take my ward under your wing.’ Lady Eastmond slapped her own knees, as if in self-congratulation: done it. ‘Now, take a little time before you answer, my dear.’

‘I . . . Lady Eastmond, I am flattered you should ask me,’ Lydia said: the usual reply one makes to an unwelcome request. ‘But really I don’t think I have a wing, of the sort that a young girl such as you describe would care to shelter under. In town, my amusements are of the kind to make her yawn: at Heystead, even more so. And thrusting enforced dullness upon Miss Rae would be the surest way to drive her to the other extreme.’

‘My dear Lydia,’ Lady Eastmond said, with a surprised look, ‘I have never heard you describe yourself as dull. You, with all your taste, elegance and accomplishments—’

‘Dull for others,’ Lydia said, faintly nettled, as she was probably meant to be. ‘I would never apologise for the things that interest me, nor for the fact that I prefer to talk of books rather than sprig-muslins. I mean that Miss Rae, as you have described her, and just entering the world—’ 

‘Ah, but you don’t know her, you see. There is something rather sweetly serious about Phoebe, in spite of everything. I fancy she would welcome rather than reject guidance. She has the most endearing way of asking me what she ought to do, in all ways – and sometimes I am at a loss for an answer. Which is why I thought of you.’

It was Lydia’s turn to roam now: she was alarmed. A noise just outside the street-door gave her the pretext to go and look out of the window, though she knew what it was: the coal-seller heaving a sack down to the basement. The familiar sounds of her London stay: not unpleasantly familiar, but not loved either: not home. She was always glad to leave, as she was always glad to arrive, and her mind before Lady Eastmond’s entrance had been comfortably dwelling on her packing. So, selfish then: you want just what you want and no more, as your response to this perfectly civil request of Lady Eastmond’s shows. But . . .

‘But, Lady Eastmond, I – forgive me, this is surely a heavy responsibility. If Miss Rae is to ask me what she should do – that is, which of her two gentlemen she should choose, then . . .’

‘Trust me, my dear, I do not mean anything so bald and plain as that. My concern – my feeling is that Phoebe thinks that after a London season she has now seen everything.’

‘“O brave new world, that has such people in’t.”’

‘I knew you’d have a quotation for it, my dear – Shakespeare I would venture, for time was when Henry was mightily fond of reading Shakespeare aloud to me in the evenings, but he would do all the voices, and when we got to the Three  Witches I could hardly keep my countenance. I seem to remember him at last throwing the book across the room with exceptional force, for him . . .’

‘Who are these two gentlemen?’ Lydia asked, with reluctant curiosity.

‘Well: one is certainly quite eligible. Allardyce is the name. No vast fortune, but a good family, and it seems he is quite the coming man – he is in the diplomatic service, and has lately been at Vienna about the war-alliance, and has connections in the government. I fancy, so well-travelled and cultivated as he is, that Phoebe’s open, unspoilt quality is refreshing to him. There was great decorum in his attentions, but they were together a good deal at several balls, and afterwards he made his morning call in person each time, rather than sending his servant. A very sensible, gentlemanlike man, I thought.’

‘Very well: Lady Eastmond, you know I trust your judgement, and so I think Miss Rae cannot do better than to marry Mr Allardyce directly.’

‘I fear I have put the case rather too simply,’ Lady Eastmond said, with a meek smile. ‘If Phoebe does have a preference – not that the margin is wide, for whenever she speaks of one he is the most estimable man in existence, and whenever she speaks of the other he is likewise – but my guess is that the other gentleman, this Mr Beck, has the advantage.’

‘This Mr Beck,’ Lydia said sitting down. ‘I detect a twang of disapproval.’

‘He is, perhaps, an oddity. It is not that he is awkward in society, but he seems to care little for it. Indeed his tastes seem to run rather more in your . . . That is, he is of a literary  bent. A little of a Radical too, though not to any shocking degree. Really he would never have come in Phoebe’s way if it were not for Mrs Mansfield. You will have heard of her, no doubt. Just lately, after years of living at the very centre of fashion – and, between ourselves, on the very edge of scandal – she has taken into her head to set herself up as a bluestocking hostess. Terribly vieux jeu nowadays, of course, but there it is: she surrounds herself with pet poets and dresses in drab stuffs and talks learning. Which, really, my dear, would make you laugh, for even I can see the sham. The latest ondit is that she has been raving about Homer, and now that she has read The Odyssey and The Iliad she can hardly wait, says she, to read the rest of his works. But there, I have known her for years, and she still lays on an exceedingly elegant reception, and so Phoebe and I went, and the introduction was made.’

‘This Mr Beck is one of her pet poets?’

‘He has written verses, I think, and other things: and he has started some species of review or periodical, and Mrs Mansfield likes to play the patroness to him. Not that he is poor: I find, from asking about, that his father is a Bristol merchant with a West India fortune, and I believe he may do much as he likes, and so she is not above his touch. Not such a distinguished connection, perhaps: but Mr Beck never struck me as ill-bred. Only rather odd and melancholy.’

‘I see. You have pictured me an affected young poetaster fribbling away his slave-got money; but again, if Miss Rae likes him, I do not think it should lie in anyone’s power to dissuade her. There, now you see how unfitted I am for your task, Lady  Eastmond: I am choke-full of prejudices, and I deliver them without care for the sensibilities of the hearer.’

‘Exactly as I hoped! It is precisely that kind of downright and unimpressible character that Phoebe needs to have about her. I am, as you well know, much too inclined to like everybody.’

‘That, certainly, is one failing I shall never own; but I must own to so many others that you will surely be convinced at last that I am the least likely person ever to put Miss Rae upon the right road. I believe, for instance, that love is an infection best contracted and got over when one is young, like the smallpox; and then one may rest secure from it and get on with life.’

‘Do you, Lydia?’ Lady Eastmond said, fixing her with her great grey eyes. Lydia was a little discomfited: she had to remind herself that Lady Eastmond fastened the same eager look on you when she was asking if you thought it might rain later.

‘What is today – Wednesday? Well, I believe it on Wednesdays and Fridays. The rest of the week I am an ardent romantic. And on Sundays I believe neither, I am then a mere soulless, mindless vacancy, like one of the royal dukes. Really, Lady Eastmond, I shall be very happy to meet Miss Rae when we are back in Lincolnshire: no one to whom you are attached could ever be less than an object of friendly regard to me, and I am already disposed to like her because you do. And when we walk about the shrubberies of Heystead, or the lawns of Osterby, I shall try to dispense wise saws as we go, but—’

‘Bless you, Lydia, those aren’t the places I’m thinking of. Bath, my dear.’ Lady Eastmond slapped her knees even harder:  done it again. ‘I want to ask you if you will accompany Phoebe to Bath.’

‘Oh.’ Not much of a reply: but the sound she wanted to make would have brought the maid running in alarm.

‘Now let me explain. I had it vaguely in mind that Phoebe, after London, should spend some time at a watering-place – some other resort of society, where the too-hasty impressions of town might be corrected, and her views enlarged. Indeed I had fixed on Bath as the likeliest – at Brighton there is rather a set, and Weymouth I find quite the deadliest place in the kingdom. But now Phoebe is in any case all agog for Bath. For one, Mr Allardyce and his sister always repair there for the summer, because that is where their mother has retired – and once he had told her this, and asked if she knew Bath, Phoebe assured him she meant to go there as soon as she could. It was not exactly an assignation – but for Phoebe it is now impossible that she should not go to Bath. Which she was quick to tell Mr Beck: and he being from Bristol, very near at hand, has expressed a hope of seeing her at Bath – and she hopes so too; and so you see the difficulty. But also, the opportunity.’

All Lydia could do was repeat, flatly: ‘Bath.’ For some reason the old beau had popped up in her mind again. He was holding up his lily hands in delight.

‘Quite so, my dear, and on reflection I do feel that Bath would be the very place for her. There she will find as much society as in London, but with more decorum, and less temptation. And if she does encounter her two suitors there, so much the better. For as you are surely about to remark, you  clever thing, to banish them from her presence would be to turn her romantic and defiant immediately. Whereas what we want is for her to adopt a measured and sensible view of her situation and prospects – do we not?’

‘Certainly,’ Lydia answered mechanically, ‘that is the attitude one would wish every young person to take, though it is a wish very unlikely to be fulfilled . . .’ She hardly knew what she was saying: the old beau was simpering in her ear. Bath, m’dear! Beau Nash, and the Pump Room, and all that! Overpoweringly elegant!


‘I knew you’d agree,’ Lady Eastmond cried, ‘and I am so glad you are falling in with my scheme. Of course, I would be happy to go to Bath with her: but in all conscience, I cannot desert poor Henry any longer.And besides, my presence would be very much in loco parentis, and that, so coddled as she has been, is the very last thing she needs. Phoebe should have a young companion – she will feel a greater sense of liberty, and more inclination to confidence – but a young companion with some experience of the world, some wisdom, some independence of mind and coolness of judgement. Now, my dear Lydia – have I not described you to a hair?’

‘You have flattered me most shamelessly,’ Lydia said, struggling to recover herself. (The Master of Ceremonies! The Assembly Rooms! trilled the beau, sticking patches on his face.) ‘Which is like your kindness, Lady Eastmond; and I am sensible of the very great honour you do me, in placing such trust in my character and abilities. And because I honour you so much in return, I would not for the world see that trust abused. I would have to be strongly convinced of my fitness  for such a responsibility before I could even consider taking it up. Anything less would be a betrayal of your faith in me. And I am so very far from convinced that even to say I will think on it seems an unworthy prevarication. If I have any of the cool judgement with which you so generously credit me, that judgement declares at once that your task is beyond my powers. I am sure I would show myself a most awkward, unsuitable, and generally unsatisfactory companion for Miss Rae – and that my vanity could not endure. You have given me such a character of perfection that I would not see it put to the proof. Let me rest for the moment on my unearned laurels. You will very soon find someone else who truly deserves them.’

Lydia was thoroughly uneasy: perhaps that was why she seemed to see in Lady Eastmond’s face, usually so broadbrushed in its expressions, a faint scribble of disappointment. Not so much at Lydia’s answer as what lay behind it: what it revealed. While Lady Eastmond hesitated, the old beau appeared again out of a cloud of powder and pomade, enthusing. The Royal Crescent! The Circus! The North Parade! Yes, Lydia retorted – by now hating him – and old prosing tabbies carried about in sedan-chairs, and pretended invalids sipping lukewarm water and pretending to feel the benefit, and card-parties . . . dear God, card-parties . . .

‘I have surprised you with this,’ Lady Eastmond said at last, with her warmest, most equine smile, ‘and I am quite a fool not to anticipate that it would knock you back a little. Lord knows I have never been a friend to surprises – Henry sprang one or two upon me in our younger years that were, at the  very least, in doubtful taste, though that era is long past – and so I quite understand. This is sudden. You have your preparations to make for returning home tomorrow. Very well. I am content to leave the seed germinating – is that the word? it sounds unpleasant somehow – growing, rather, in your mind, until we meet again. That is, when we are both back in Lincolnshire, and I may have the pleasure of introducing you to Phoebe at last. I have greater hopes of that than of my poor persuasions. For I know you will love her.’

Probably no purer incitement to hatred existed, Lydia had found, than being told of anyone or anything: you will love him, her, or it. The spirit immediately rose up like a fanged cobra.

‘Lady Eastmond, I had better say at once that I cannot undertake to go to Bath with your ward. I know nothing of her, but I know pretty well the world we must enter, and . . .’ Card-parties! ‘And if, for example, we are invited to a card-party, I cannot promise to bear it as she has a right to expect. That rational creatures should spend the limited time we have on earth in sitting about a table and exchanging pieces of greasy cardboard to no worthwhile result seems to me a folly without equal—’

‘Oh! trust me, I fancy Phoebe has no great taste for cards, and no more do I – a sad spoiling of conversation I always think. No, you will have to do better than that to convince me, my dear: and as I say, I wish only to leave the notion with you and let it take its chance. All I absolutely ask is that when we are all settled back in the country, I may bring  Phoebe over to Heystead. I would dearly like her to meet your excellent father, besides – well, besides the rest.’ Lady Eastmond rose: she looked quietly triumphant, as if retiring from a greasy-cardboard game with a clear profit. Wagging a gloved finger in playful admonition, she added: ‘Now that at least you cannot refuse me, Lydia, and if you do I shall positively dislike you – and there’s a piece of nonsense to end on, as I could never do anything but love you to excess – which is why the old gargoyle demands another kiss – there. And now my compliments to dear George and his pretty wife and the children too – and I wish you a safe journey tomorrow . . .’

Lady Eastmond was halfway down the stairs before the maid could be summoned, or Lydia could follow her. She was always fast, but not that fast. She had discerned, perhaps, that her proposal had been unwelcome.


Discerned? brayed the old beau. Damme, ma’am, ’twas as plain as the pox on the face of a strumpet—


‘Fop – off,’ she told him, and fetched her cloak.




Chapter IV


Vauxhall Gardens: newly reopened for the season, the gravel walks freshly raked, the trees pruned, the thousands of lamps restrung, the Grecian columns repainted, the temples dusted, the grottoes regilded – and the admission price up again, as George contentedly grumbled that evening. ‘I thought it was steep at two shillings. Someone’s making a pretty thing out of it.’
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