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‘What a very fortunate circumstance it was that Robert and Jane chose this day to visit their friends at Alford,’ said Emma Watson, walking into the wash-house with a large bundle of table-linen in her arms.


‘Indeed yes!’ agreed her sister Elizabeth, briskly giving a stir to various tubs of laundry soaking in solutions of household soda and unslaked lime. ‘Those cloths you have there, Emma, can go straight into the copper, unless any of them is badly stained.’


‘Only this handkerchief of my father’s, which has ink on it.’


‘Spread it out in a pan of oxalic acid. Or spirits of sorrel. You will find the bottles next door, on the shelf.’


The wash-house at Stanton Parsonage was a large, draughty room with a York stone floor, a copper, and a range of wooden tubs. The bleaching-room, next to it, was used for ironing, mangling, and drying. These two rooms were, of course, on the ground floor, with doors and windows giving on to the stable-yard; all the windows were wide open at the moment to let out the steam.


Both sisters wore pattens, and had tied voluminous linen aprons over their cambric gowns.


‘I do think that Margaret, at least, might have stayed behind and helped us, since she knew poor old Nanny was laid up with her bad foot,’ observed Emma dispassionately, spreading out the stained kerchief in a pan of bleaching solution.


‘Hah! Margaret would be of no more use than a child of three. Less! She would grumble and stand about and argue and complain that the soda spoilt her white hands. No; we go on very well as we are, Emma! I am infinitely obliged to you for your good nature in sharing the work with me, and only thankful that it is such a capital drying-day; if we can get the bed-linen out into the orchard by nine o’clock, everything may well be put away before our guests return for dinner. For once it is an advantage that they like to keep late, fashionable hours.’


‘I am only sorry that you could not go with them, Elizabeth; you never seem to get a day’s holiday.’


‘Oh, it pleases me much better to get this great wash done,’ said Elizabeth simply. ‘Besides I would not, no, I would not at all have wished to go along with Robert and Jane today – not for the universe, indeed! The visit would only arouse the most painful recollections; in fact—’ Her voice was choked, she stood silently over the boiling copper, biting her lips in an effort to control a rising sob, as she stirred the white and steamy brew with a wooden batten.


Emma threw a quick, unhappy glance at her elder sister.


Elizabeth Watson was now twenty-nine, long past all hope of matrimonial prospects. The sisters had been parted for fourteen years, and Emma’s last recollections of Elizabeth were from when the latter was fifteen, a tall, lively, handsome girl, with a fresh complexion and a wonderful head of thick, pale-gold hair, like that of a Nordic princess; now her face was thin, careworn, and at the moment flushed and greasy with steam; the hair, lank and flat, long since concealed under an old-maid’s cap.


It is so unfair, thought Emma helplessly; Eliza was far prettier than either Margaret or Penelope; why should she have been obliged to waste her youth and good looks in this kind of task while they may go away visiting and enjoying themselves?


In a wish to distract her sister’s sad thoughts, she asked a question:


‘Who is this friend of our brother’s that they are to visit at Alford?’


The question was not a lucky one. Elizabeth’s mouth quivered again, but she regained hold of herself and replied:


‘His name is Purvis – I think you have heard me speak of Purvis?’


‘Yes, now I remember, you mentioned him the other evening when you were driving me to the Assembly in Dorking.’


But, recalling the context, Emma’s heart sank, for she could see this was the very last topic to allay her sister’s sad recollections. But the latter went on, as if talking eased her:


‘Purvis was my first, my only love. At the time, he was a curate, over in Abinger. He used to come and relieve my father sometimes on Sundays. And he – I – we liked each other very well. Everybody thought it would have been a match between us. But I am sorry to say that our sister Penelope set him against me. She told him untrue tales about me, that I had a flirtatious disposition and had formerly been plighted to Jeffrey Fortescue – which was wholly untrue – and so – and so – that was the ruin of my happiness.’


‘But why, why, should Penelope play you such a terrible trick?’


‘Because, my dear, she wanted him for herself. She thinks any trick fair for a husband – I only wish she may gain one for herself!’


‘She failed, then, in her plan to ensnare Purvis?’


‘Yes, she failed; he did not like her ways. The end of it was, he discontinued his visits here. And, very shortly afterwards, he removed to a greater distance and married a young lady of some fortune who lived in Leith Hill. And,’ said Elizabeth sighing, ‘I hope he has been happy. But I have never, never since seen another man whom I could love as I loved Purvis. Indeed, I have not seen many at all.’


‘How could one sister so betray another?’ demanded Emma hotly, wringing out a couple of napkins with great force and flinging them into the rinse water. ‘It is the most shocking story I ever heard! I do not like the sound of Penelope. I shall be afraid of her. I hope she does not return home for a long time.’


‘Well, my dear, I daresay she will continue to stay with the Shaws in Chichester as long as she is able to stretch out the visit. She has an eye on a gentleman there, you see, a rich Dr Harding, the uncle of her friend Miss Shaw. He is a great deal older; but she is twenty-five now, so she has not much time left to be looking about her. We cannot afford to pick and choose, you know, there is no provision for us. We must all marry if we can. Still, Penelope cannot prolong her stay for ever, so, sooner or later, you will be obliged to meet her again. Do not trust her, though! Penelope has no scruples, none, if she sees a chance to promote her own advantage. But still, I think she will have a considerable respect for you, although you are the youngest.’


‘For me? I see no reason for that, since I have been returned home like a parcel of unwanted goods,’ said Emma drily.


‘But, Emma, you have such an air of refinement and fashion! That is bound to impress Penelope very much. Those fourteen years you spent with Aunt Turner have turned you into a person of quality, my dear!’


‘And much good may it do me,’ returned Emma with a sigh, ‘since she, or rather her new husband, has cast me off.’


‘It was infamous – considering your expectations – you are greatly to be pitied, I am sure. But still, you need by no means despair of forming an eligible connection – considering your looks, and fashionable appearance, and well-bred way of speaking. Only think what an impression you have already made on Tom Musgrave and Lord Osborne! Just from their setting eyes on you at the Dorking Assembly! I was never so surprised as when they came here to the house!’


‘And what use is that, pray, when they are such worthless beings?’


‘How can you be so proud and fastidious?’ cried Elizabeth in amazement. ‘Why, all other girls I know would give their eye-teeth to be honoured, as you were, by both gentlemen coming to call, and giving you such admiring looks. And then Tom Musgrave coming again, the other evening, and staying to play cards! It was beyond anything, indeed.’


‘Yes, but he soon sheered off and never appeared again when he found that our sister Margaret was come home.’


‘Poor thing,’ said Elizabeth, ‘she is under the delusion of Tom Musgrave’s being more seriously in love with her than he ever was with anybody else. She has been expecting him to come to the point since January. But, of course, he never will. I think (quite between ourselves) that he will never marry unless he can marry somebody very great; Miss Osborne, from the castle, perhaps; or at least some young lady of fortune.’


‘Well, whomever he chooses is quite welcome to him. I think him no better than a rattle,’ said Emma, picking up a basket of damp cloths and walking away into the orchard, which lay beyond the stable-yard, past a duck-pond.


It was a dry, blowy day in October, entirely suitable for the sisters’ great wash. The last of the leaves had fallen from the trees, and been burned, but a few late apples scattered the grass. Emma bit into one, and found it still sweet and firm. As she pegged out the cloths on the line, her spirits could not help insensibly rising. The morning was so fine, and, at the age of nineteen, nothing seems impossible; even if you have been sent home like a parcel of unwanted goods. She looked with pleasure at the prospect around her. It was handsomer and far more spacious than that commanded by her former home, which had been with her Aunt Turner in Shrewsbury town.


Stanton Parsonage lay in a snug hollow of the North Downs, with a wide view opening over the small village of Stanton and on towards Dorking. The parsonage house was old, but respectable and commodious, the gardens pleasing and well-kept, bordered by a line of spruce firs. Up at the top of the hill lay the small ancient church in its cluster of yews.


I am sure I can be happy here! thought Emma, by no means for the first time. Elizabeth and my father are so sweet-tempered and full of candour. If only my sister Margaret had not come home! For I am not sure that I will be able to make friends with her.


The Margaret in question, Emma’s immediate elder, aged twenty-two years, had returned to Stanton several days earlier, accompanied by their eldest brother Robert and his wife Jane, whom she had been visiting at their home in Croydon. Robert, an attorney, was the most prosperous of the family, having been so fortunate as to marry the daughter of the man whose clerk he had been. Jane had a fortune of six thousand pounds and they occupied a very smart house in Croydon, where they gave genteel parties.


Emma was now joined by Elizabeth, carrying a great basket of sheets, which the two sisters, working together, folded, spread, and hung on the clothes-lines.


‘It is a lucky thing Jane does not see us at such work,’ said Elizabeth cheerfully, draping towels over the hedge. ‘She would never be able to lift up her head in Croydon again if it were known that her sisters-in-law did their own wash.’


‘When do you think she and Robert will return home?’ asked Emma, who had taken a strong dislike to her sister-in-law. ‘And do you think Margaret will return again with them?’


‘I think they had rather take you, my dear,’ Elizabeth answered, laughing. ‘Jane, I can see, has been much impressed by your looks and style; she will be proud to show you off to her fine friends in Croydon.’


‘Yes! And tell them how I have been ill-used and thrown off. I do not require her triumphant compassion. I have no wish at all to appear in Croydon as a kind of Cinderella.’


‘It was very unkind of our Aunt Turner to use you so,’ observed Elizabeth, reverting to a well-used and familiar theme. ‘How could she throw herself away on an Irish captain, and that only two years after Mr Turner died? And after she had brought you up in expectation of becoming her heir? It was very bad – very bad indeed. And then to leave you behind when they went to Ireland—’


‘There, I believe she acted not from her own wish but on the persuasions of Captain O’Brien,’ said Emma. ‘But – to tell truth – I did not greatly care for him and should not have wished to travel to Ireland with them, even if I had been invited. I will not assert that he was not to be trusted – but a friend of mine, Miss Squires, considered him quite a profligate and told shocking tales of his flirtations with other ladies; and once or twice he has given me such a pinch, or such a look, that I would by no means venture myself alone with him in a strange country.’


‘And this is the person that our aunt has thought fit to marry!’


‘Yes,’ sighed Emma, ‘he is certainly a sad contrast to our uncle – who was always like a kind father to me, so thoughtful, so sweet-natured; but Captain O’Brien is very diverting, and our aunt was quite captivated by him, anybody could see that. I hope she may not live to rue the day she married him.’


‘Ireland is such a long way off, should any ill befall her.’


‘I know it. I must acknowledge I miss her sadly, and am often anxious about her – how will she go on without me, who know all her ways and her likings – but, Eliza, who is this, coming up the hill in a carriage? It is not our brother back so soon, surely?’


‘Mercy on us!’ cried Elizabeth. ‘Who can it be? And the wash-house still all in puddles, and old Betsey King but just now arrived to help – surely it cannot be Tom Musgrave and his friend the lord, yet again?’


‘No,’ said Emma, shading her eyes against the sun, ‘for Tom Musgrave drives a curricle and this is a gig.’


‘A gig? Who can it possibly be? And they must be coming here – the road leads on no farther than our house. Good heavens! I must warn my father!’


Elizabeth fled indoors, casting off her apron, and Emma soon followed her, pausing only to pick up a few scattered clothes-pegs.


The front hall of Stanton Parsonage was small and dark, with doors opening on to the parlour and dining-room. When Emma arrived there, she found the hall apparently swarming with people, but most of them seemed to be very small; opening the parlour door to throw light on the scene she discovered that the morning visitors consisted of a lady and four children.


‘Mrs Blake!’ Elizabeth was saying in nervous, hasty tones that only imperfectly concealed her astonishment. ‘How very—! I am so—! But I must run upstairs to my father’s study and inform him. He will be so very – he is a trifle hard of hearing and most probably was not aware of your arrival. We are in a little disorder today as our old Nanny is ill – and I am only sorry that my brother and sisters are from home, which is such a pity, for it is probably they whom – but now you will pray excuse me if I go to inform my father – ah, there you are, Emma, why do you not take Mrs Blake into the parlour? There is sweet cake on the beaufet – perhaps the children – or they may like to try our baked apples, which are particularly good this year . . .’


‘Please do not put yourself out, dear Miss Watson,’ said Mrs Blake kindly. But Elizabeth, who dreaded and detested morning visits, had already fled upstairs.


It was left to Emma, more collected and more at ease in company, to usher the unexpected guests into the parlour and offer them refreshments.


Mrs Blake was a lively, pleasant-looking little woman of five- or six-and-thirty. Her dress was plain to a degree, but in admirable taste. Her children, three handsome little boys and a baby girl, resembled her to a marked extent, and all appeared very tidy and well-behaved. The boys clustered around their mother, the baby lay in her arms and gazed about her with silent interest.


‘I would have waited on you sooner, my dear Miss Emma,’ Mrs Blake was saying, with a very pleasant, unaffected earnestness, ‘but two days ago I received a lightning visit from my husband. We naval wives, you know, cannot command our time, we are always liable to be swept from one side of the country to the other, or dropped in upon with no notice at all. And so it was in this instance – my husband wished to bring me news of his promotion in person – though he had but thirty-six hours in which to ride from Southampton and return there again.’


‘Papa is promoted captain,’ one of the smaller boys told Emma solemnly.


‘Is he indeed, my dear? That is very grand! I am so happy for you all.’


Now Elizabeth returned, breathless and apologetic.


‘My father hopes that you will excuse him, Mrs Blake – but, you know, he is a sad invalid—’


‘Oh, my dear Miss Watson, I would not disturb him for the world. Besides – to tell truth, it was really your sister Miss Emma whom I am come to see – to thank her again for her unexampled kindness to my little Charles here.’


‘Oh?’ said Elizabeth, surprised, amid her hospitalities with the sweet cake and the baked apples. ‘I did not know. That is – what, when was this?’


‘Did Miss Emma not tell you about it? Fie, for shame! You hide your light under a bushel, my dear!’


‘It was so very trifling a matter,’ said Emma, smiling and blushing. ‘Anybody – anybody without a heart of stone would have done likewise.’


‘It was at the Assembly the other evening – when my poor boy here was disappointed of the two dances he had been promised by Miss Osborne – she choosing at the very last minute to renege on her engagement and dance with Colonel Beresford—’


‘—which, my mamma says, no true gentleman or lady would ever do,’ interposed little Charles, looking up at Elizabeth with serious grey eyes.


‘So, without an instant’s hesitation, Miss Emma steps forward. “I shall be very happy to dance with you, sir, if you like it,” says your sister – so sweetly – and restores all my poor boy’s happiness in a twinkling – did she not, Charles?’


‘Ay, indeed! We had a famous dance of it – did we not, Miss Emma? And, you know, you have promised, as well, to come and see the pony from the castle stable that I sometimes ride, and play at bilbo-catch, and walk out to look at the ice-house in Osborne Park, and see George’s and my great collection of horse-chestnuts.’


‘Indeed I have,’ said Emma, laughing. ‘And I will not go back on my promise, I assure you. I can take my afternoon walk in your direction on any fine day that you care to designate.’


‘Ay, it is not above a mile from here,’ agreed Elizabeth. ‘Mrs Blake’s is the small white house, Wickstead Cottage, not far inside Osborne Park gates – you may see it from the road.’


‘Or Charles and the children and I will be happy to come and fetch you,’ said Mrs Blake. ‘Shall we not, children?’


‘Yes, Mamma!’ they all chorused. ‘And now may we go and look at Miss Watson’s ducks on the pond?’


‘Another time, my dears,’ said their mother, rising to her feet. ‘For now I suspect that Miss Watson, on a busy Monday morning, is wishing us all at the other ends of the earth. Come, Charles – come, George, come, Frank – say your goodbye and we must be off.’


Mrs Blake was as brisk as her words. In a moment she had her children marshalled and out of the house. But, climbing actively into the gig, she turned to say, ‘Oh, by the bye, Miss Emma, my brother asks to be remembered to you most kindly. The two dances he enjoyed with you are, he avers, by far the pleasantest recollections he has of the ball. And he was sorry not to be able to accompany me this morning, but had to ride out with Lord Osborne on an errand of Lady Osborne’s.’


‘It is of no consequence – I mean – I am greatly obliged to Mr Howard,’ said Emma, colouring deeply.


‘Now we must be off. Come up, pony!’ And the gig dashed smartly away.


‘Well!’ said Elizabeth, turning back into the house. ‘What a thing! But how was it that you never told me about your dance with the little boy?’


‘I thought I had done so – that was how I came to dance with his uncle, Mr Howard, and I am sure I told you about that . . .’


‘Indeed you did, and I was very much astonished, for he is quite one of the great and grand ones. But his sister, I must say, seems to be very affable and unassuming, and I shall be glad of her further acquaintance.’


‘Only just now you wish her at the devil,’ said Emma laughing, ‘because she comes to the house on a Monday morning. Now – shall I take up our father’s egg-nog, or do you prefer to do that while I make a start on the ironing – I believe the cloths will now be full dry enough in this fine breeze.’


‘You take up his egg-nog, Emma, a pleasant chat with you is just what does him good at this time of day. And then you can come and get up the frills on the pillowcases and tuckers with the tongs, for that is what you excel at.’


Elizabeth hurried back into the wash-house.


Mr Watson was a small elderly clergyman who had once been robust, but was now very frail. He suffered severely from asthma, and had been obliged to relinquish many of his parish duties to others, but still conducted a service whenever he could. In appearance he strongly resembled his youngest daughter Emma, having her bright dark eyes, nut-shaped head, small stature, and clear brown complexion. But his scanty hair was now snow-white, soft as thistledown, and he bore a settled air of ill-health, though he was seldom heard to complain. He spent most of his days in a small, snug upstairs study on the sunny side of the house. His window commanded a pleasant prospect of the walled garden, the row of spruce firs, and the home meadow beyond, overhung by tall elm trees.


‘Thank you, my dear,’ he said, receiving the egg-nog from his youngest daughter. ‘It is very pleasant to hear voices of children again from downstairs. I only wish I were well enough to take more part in entertaining guests. But I find that to have Robert and his wife with us in the house is tiring enough, quite tiring enough, I cannot undertake more. Jane’s voice is so very loud and quick! It was civil, though, of Mrs Blake to call – very civil. Her brother, Mr Howard, is a man for whom I have a true respect, he is a scholar and a gentleman; I recall what a very pleasant, kindly attention he paid me only last week when, on the day of the Visitation, he helped me up the steep stair – it struck me as highly becoming in so young a man. By the bye, he made an inquiry, then, after one of my daughters – did I remember to tell you of that? I am not sure which one of you he had in mind, but I suppose you will know among yourselves . . .’


‘That was most obliging of Mr Howard,’ said Emma warmly. ‘And I like his sister extremely. Now I must leave you, Papa – if you have all that you require? – for it is not fair that poor Elizabeth should bear all the burden of the great wash on her shoulders.’


‘Thank you, my dear, yes indeed, I am well placed, and have all I need.’


But, as Emma ran down the stairs, she was aghast to catch the sound of yet another set of carriage wheels on the gravel sweep outside the front door.


Poor, poor Elizabeth! she thought. Who in the world can it be this time? On a Monday morning?


Without pause or hesitation she ran to the front door and threw it wide. Perhaps whoever it was could be sent swiftly on their way . . .


Outside, a barouche-landau was drawing to a halt, and a smartly uniformed groom had sprung down to open the carriage door.


Out from the carriage emerged a couple who, at first sight, were utter strangers to Emma: a portly, red-faced elderly gentleman who walked slowly with a cane, and a very dashingly dressed lady with a great many feathers on her bonnet.


The lady started violently at sight of Emma, and then exclaimed, in a shrill, affected voice: ‘Why, heavens above! Can this indeed be Emma – my little sister, Emma? Dear, sweet reminder of days long ago and our departed mother! What a charming surprise – what a gratifying encounter!’


Emma stared, coloured, hesitated, and doubted.


‘Are you,’ she then ventured, ‘can you be my sister Penelope?’


‘Why yes, indeed, who else? Certainly I am she!’


Emma’s last recollection of Penelope was as a rather plump, fair, ill-tempered girl of eleven, who ordered her younger sisters about a great deal, but was often in trouble herself for not completing her tasks. Could she have been transformed into this dazzlingly dressed fashionable stranger? But yes, the look of slight permanent ill-temper was still there, in the frown marks etched between her brows and the deep-cut lines at the corners of her mouth. At this moment, however, she was all smiles.


‘Ah, the dear old home,’ she sighed. ‘Humble, but so charming.’


For once, Emma was quite as lacking in composure as her sister Elizabeth. ‘I – you – I did not – I think you were not expected?’ she stammered. ‘Will you – will you please to come in?’ Surely there had not been the least intimation that this arrival was impending? ‘I will summon Elizabeth directly – but I fear that Robert, Jane, and my sister Margaret are from home – have gone out for the day, paying calls on old friends – they will be back this evening, but . . .’


But her heart sank at the thought of how all these people were to be accommodated. And who was the elderly gentleman? So far he had not spoken a word. But he was looking alertly about him.


‘So Robert and Jane are here as well? Why, that is capital – most advantageous – we can impart our joyful news to one and all at the same time!’ declared Penelope with a series of arch nods, a triumphant smile, and an expressive flutter of the eyelids. She bore, Emma now realized, quite a strong resemblance to Elizabeth in her colouring and shape of face, though she was a great deal plumper. Her lips were thinner, and her blue eyes smaller.


Elizabeth, who had evidently been apprised of the new arrivals from her post in the back regions of the house, now made her appearance, looking flushed and harassed.


‘Good gracious! Penelope! This is wholly unexpected. Indeed we had not the least idea that you were about to return to us. Why—’


‘And nor did I myself! And neither am I returning!’ declared Penelope exultantly. ‘For – only fancy! – this is my husband, Eliza! This is Dr Harding!’ With a radiant smile. ‘And we are on our wedding journey, just passing by! But of course we felt that we must pause here in our itinerary so as to impart our festive tidings. Pray, where is my father?’


‘He is up in his book room,’ said Elizabeth, looking moithered, as if she had hardly yet taken in her sister’s words. ‘He spends most of his time there these days – of course I must summon him – dear me – the chaise had better go in the yard – had it not? Oh gracious me – your men? You must know that our poor old Nanny is laid up at present with a bad foot – I do not quite know . . . were you proposing to pass the night here? There is, of course, the attic – but I fear it may be sadly damp – my own room I already share with Emma, so – but of course we must turn out for you—’


‘Pray don’t put yourself in a pucker, my dear creature!’ cried Penelope gaily. ‘Our men may procure themselves a nuncheon at the Bird in Hand without giving the least trouble to anybody – and if you can find us the merest morsel of cold meat and a drop or two of Madeira . . .’


‘I will go to my father directly. Emma, pray do take them into the parlour.’


Elizabeth disappeared up the stairs, plainly in need of a moment or so to collect her wits. Emma civilly ushered the new arrivals into the parlour, heartily wishing that she had thought to remove traces of the Blake children’s invasion before taking her father his egg-nog. There were cake-crumbs scattered on the floor, and three small dishes with spoons and traces of baked apple on the pembroke table.


‘Ah, this dear old parlour!’ cried Penelope, quite in a rapture. ‘Scene of so many happy childhood hours. Quite half my life has been passed in this room, imagine it, Dr Harding!’


Emma, reflecting that this could hardly be the case, since the family had moved to Stanton when she herself was four and Penelope ten, and she knew that Penelope and Elizabeth had been sent to boarding school in Epsom when they were eleven and fifteen respectively, invited the new-married pair to be seated.


Dr Harding still seemed somewhat confused. He spoke at last.


‘Eh? Eh? Ahem? And – and who would you be then, young lady? One of Penelope’s sisters – eh? Is that it? I know that she has a deal of sisters?’


He spoke with something of a north-country accent – Emma, wholly unfamiliar with those parts of the kingdom, knew not whether it might be Yorkshire, Cumbria or Scots. He seemed a kindly, unassuming, well-meaning person, a little dazed, perhaps, by the rapidity of the change that had overtaken him.


‘Yes – I am the youngest sister, Emma. And, later, you will meet Margaret, and our brother Robert, and Robert’s wife.’


Her heart much misgiving her at the thought of such a gathering, Emma whisked away the apple saucers, and returned with the Madeira decanter, some biscuits, and a tray of glasses. By now she could hear her father’s slow footsteps on the stairs.


‘So you intend travelling still farther today?’ she inquired, breaking in on Penelope’s guided tour of the family miniatures round the parlour walls – but the Hardings’ destination that night seemed to her a point of high importance, essential to have established without loss of time. ‘May I ask whither you are bound?’


‘Why, my dear,’ cried Penelope, ‘you see, my husband’s daughter Martha, by his first marriage, is herself getting married – in Northampton, next week – and he, naturally, wishes to solemnize the occasion with his presence – and, believe it or not, Martha and I have not yet met.’


‘Surely you cannot expect to reach Northampton today?’


‘No, no, no, my dear creature, of course not. The very idea!’ said Penelope, rippling with laughter. ‘No, no, we propose going no farther than the Pulteney Hotel in Piccadilly today. There we shall pass a night or two, and buy a few trifles, before travelling on to Northampton.’


Emma and Elizabeth exchanged brief glances of profound relief.


Mr Watson, making his slow way into the room, now required to have everything explained again to him, clearly and simply.


‘Penelope and Dr Harding are married, Papa. And here, to make our acquaintance, is Penelope’s husband. This is Dr Harding.’


‘Married? They wish to be married? Then we must have the banns called – somebody will have to go down the road and fetch Mr Nicholls the curate – but, dear me, where will the gentleman be able to stay for three weeks?’


‘No, no, Papa dear; they are married already – they were married in Chichester, in the church of St John. See, Penelope shows you her wedding ring!’


Penelope did so, most exultingly. And along with the gold ring was another, with a large and remarkably handsome stone.


‘But, harken to me, we mean to be with you again very soon,’ she was informing Elizabeth, in what Emma could not help considering a tone with a wholly uncalled-for degree of patronage in it. ‘No, no, not in this house, my dear girl. That would hardly suffice. Or be fitting. But, guess what! Only guess what we have done, this very morning!’


‘I cannot possibly guess, Penelope,’ said Elizabeth faintly. Emma divined that she was trying to estimate whether there would be sufficient pease soup in the larder to offer to the unexpected guests, along with the remainder of the pigeon pie, before they proceeded on their journey.


‘We have been to view Clissocks! We have purchased Clissocks!’


‘Clissocks,’ murmured Mr Watson, who was still only half abreast of the conversation. ‘Now, there was an example of a fine old Saxon settlement, and a house wastefully fallen to rack and ruin. And not so very long since! A sad business; a very sad, shocking business, that was.’


‘I had written and asked my friend Tillie Sawyer – you remember her, Tillie Partridge that used to be, who married and moved to Guildford – and she replied and told me, yes, Clissocks still stood empty. And so, I made the suggestion to monsieur mon mari – why do we not take it in on our way, inspect the property, as we shall be passing close by, and, of course, bring along with us monsieur mon mari’s man of business, our esteemed, invaluable Mr Thickstaffe – and, upon my word, never was a purchase so swiftly transacted! Poor old Sir Meldred, you know, living on bread and cheese in the lodge, was happy to accept our very first offer. But he looks not long for this world—’


‘Clissocks?’ Mr Watson was still bewildered. ‘You are thinking of purchasing Clissocks? But it has stood empty these ten years. Nobody would buy it – it was in such a shocking state of disrepair, even before Lady Torridge died. No, no, you would be well advised to put that notion quite out of your heads.’


‘But it is done, Papa. The thing is accomplished.’


‘But – Dr Harding – do you not own a house in Chichester?’ Elizabeth ventured to ask.


‘Ay, to be sure, he does, a little hencoop, a little doll’s house of a place, with a garden the size of that table. But now we shall come and be neighbours to you all. Dr Harding, you see, is just retired from medical practice; and I tell him we shall require a great deal more room to stretch out in.’


Penelope gazed about her, effulgent, smiling with happiness and triumph. She had, Emma thought, very much the same air as Mrs Blake’s baby girl earlier, surveying the scene around her, confident in her total power over it.


Now the sound of horses’ hoofs could be heard outside.


‘Oh no!’ cried Elizabeth, almost in despair. ‘Not more visitors?’


‘Can it be our brother Robert, returning?’ suggested Penelope hopefully. ‘I vow I quite long to see Jane again. And Margaret. The dear creatures!’


‘No, it cannot be Robert,’ said Emma. ‘For I do not hear carriage wheels. Whoever comes is on horseback.’


Her heart sank, as she thought of one possible explanation; and, sure enough, glancing through the casement, she saw the figures of Tom Musgrave and his friend Lord Osborne, and a third horseman in the distance, who appeared to be riding off in the opposite direction.


‘I fear it is Tom Musgrave,’ Emma murmured to Elizabeth, whose expression revealed only too plainly how little she relished the news.


‘Tom Musgrave?’ cried out Penelope. ‘Well – I protest! I am amazingly surprised! To think that he – of all persons – should come by, just at this juncture. Tom Musgrave, I must inform you, my dear sir,’ she told her husband, ‘is a young fellow who used to dangle after me, oh, most pertinaciously. But, I am glad to say, I pretty soon despatched him about his business! I wanted no dealings with such an empty-headed, self-satisfied puppy. Oh, he was a fop! No, no, I very quickly sent him to the right-about! Did I not, Eliza! And then – after that’ (without waiting for Elizabeth’s response) ‘I believe he started a flirtation with Margaret; he is one of that sort, you know, who will trifle with any young lady that may catch his eye. And I suppose’ (laughing affectedly) ‘he has now turned his attention to you, little Emma, has he?’


Emma was spared the need for reply by a rat-tat at the front door.


There was nothing for it but to admit Tom Musgrave and Lord Osborne, though they were the very last people Emma would have wished to see.


‘Hollo, there, Miss Emma!’ said Tom, very jovially, stepping into the hall – and Emma, recalling her aunt O’Brien’s new husband, became instantly aware that he and his companion must have dropped in at the Bird in Hand, or some other hostelry, before making their call, since a strong aroma of sherry emanated from one or both. They were, as well, mud-stained, scratched, dishevelled, and wind-blown. ‘Hollo, there! We have had such a cursed piece of bad luck – lost the fox, a cunning old rascal who got clean away from hounds at High Down Gorse! Up to that point we had a capital run of it, both of us well in the lead – and then the shrewd old brute whisked away to the side of us and into Fotherby Wood – so there was an end of our sport, hounds quite at a stay – for, you know, Sir Giles won’t permit hounds on his demesne – it was the most vexatious thing – was it not, Osborne? – so, to cut a long tale short, as we were within half a mile of you on our way home, we thought we might just as well cast round this way and pass the time of day – ran into Howard, too, but he sheered off . . .’


Tom Musgrave was running on in this manner, very freely and convivially, without taking particular note of his surroundings. He stood in the hall, smiling, flushed, and quite at ease, with his thumbs tucked into his waistcoat pockets and his whip under his arm. He was a well-set-up, goodlooking young man with dark hair and a somewhat florid complexion. He had a confident, cheerful air, as if he expected the world in general to treat him well, and had hitherto been justified in such expectations. His friend Lord Osborne, somewhat younger, was fair-haired and had narrow, patrician features; his manner varied between callow, unsure, awkward, and then suddenly supercilious – as if he thought himself above his society, yet was not certain of his welcome. Now, perhaps because he was more sensitively aware, or possibly because he had imbibed a little less freely at the Bird in Hand, he jogged his friend by the elbow and murmured, ‘Hey-day, Musgrave, here’s company in the house – company, you know. Here’s folk, other folk, in the parlour over and beyond the family.’


‘Why, the more the merrier,’ declared Tom happily, rolling into the parlour. ‘But, I say, you know, Miss Emma, what it was, we were disappointed not to see you at the meet. Did I not tell you expressly that we were to throw off at Stanton Wood at nine o’clock? We looked to see you there, we were sadly put-about at your absence, I can tell you.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Emma, very coldly indeed, ‘but, first, it was quite out of my power to be at such a place at such a time; and, secondly, I understood from you that the meet was to be on Wednesday, not on Monday.’


‘Oh, well, ay, that’s so, certainly, I found when I got home that it was at Larchbrook Spinneys this day, not Stanton Wood the day after tomorrow – but, nonetheless, we were deuced sorry not to see you there. Were we not, Osborne? By the bye, where is Howard? He was with us but now.’


‘He rid off,’ said Osborne. ‘He would not stay. He said my mother was expecting him. And that it was not a suitable time for a call at the parsonage.’


‘Ay, did he? Ay, that’s right; he suddenly fetched up some pettifogging reason why it would be best not to enter the parsonage—’


By this time Emma was heartily annoyed with herself that she had ever let the gentlemen into the house, and wondered how in the world to get them out again, when suddenly Penelope stepped forward.


‘Why – I do verily believe that it is Thomas Musgrave!’ Her voice was shrill and unfriendly, the smile she launched at Tom was like a javelin. ‘What a very singular coincidence – that you should choose to step into this house, just as I am come by on my wedding journey. Is not that laughably bizarre! But – dear me – how you have changed, Mr Musgrave! How you have – well, I can hardly say gone off, can I? That would not be civil! But you seem so much older than when I saw you last – indeed and truly had I met you in the street I would hardly have known you – nor here, indeed, had not my sister spoke your name. I would have thought that you were your own father – indeed I would! But now you must let me make my husband known to you – for I am no longer Miss Penelope Watson, I will have you know – my name is now Mrs Joseph Harding. And we shall soon be your neighbours, my husband and I – for we have bought Clissocks, and plan to settle there as soon as may be!’


Tom Musgrave seemed quite bemused by all this information, which was delivered in a high, breathless tone without any pauses. He stood rocking slightly back and forth, his countenance flushed and puzzled.


Dr Harding, almost equally at a loss, stood up, bowed, said, ‘Your servant, sir,’ and sat down again.


Mr Watson, exhausted, it was plain, by all this unexpected company, observed faintly to his daughter Elizabeth, ‘Eliza my dear, I think I must retire again to my chamber. All these strange voices fall too harshly on my ears. I believe I was informed just now that somebody had been married? Now who was that again? I would not wish to seem uncivil, but, indeed, I fear I must return to my chamber.’


He rose up and began to move with faltering steps towards the door.


Tom Musgrave, meanwhile, was gazing at Penelope in stupefaction.


‘Miss Penelope? Married, you say? Good God!’


Lord Osborne now acted with more propriety and good sense than he had shown hitherto.


‘Allow me to give you joy, ma’am! Come, Musgrave, we are in the way here, I believe. We had better follow Howard. You may recall, also, that Mr Watson likes to take his dinner at this hour.’


And he plucked at Tom’s arm, almost pulling him from the room. Tom at last allowed himself to be led out, muttering to himself, ‘Penelope Watson married? Married? Can I credit my ears? Did she really say that?’


‘Ay, old fellow, but come along; Rajah and Bendigo will take cold if we do not get them back to the stable within the next half-hour.’


‘And did I hear her say that they had bought Clissocks?’


Tom’s voice now came from outside the front door.


Lord Osborne’s reply was lost in the clatter of hoofs as the two gentlemen mounted their muddied steeds and rode away.


Penelope, pale with fury, was heard declaring to the world at large: ‘Well! Upon my word! Is this what country manners are coming to? I was never so shocked! I could hardly believe my eyes! Or my ears! If it were not for our strong wish to see my dear brother and sister later today—’


Emma, seizing a chance to slip away from this not unnatural indignation, assisted her father back up the stairs and hurriedly set and carried him a tray with some cold meat and a glass of negus to consume in peace at his own hearthside.


When she returned to the parlour she found that Elizabeth was endeavouring to placate her sister with the remains of the pigeon pie and some damson tartlets which had been intended for the company at dinner that evening.


Dr Harding still seemed a trifle confused, as if the recent inundatory flow of events had left him solitary and stranded in its aftermath. Emma sat by him and did her best to put him more at his ease by asking civil questions about the wedding.


‘Oh, ay, it was a very pretty ceremony; very pretty. Special licence, you know; no guests, except for my niece Miss Shaw, and my man of business, Percy Thickstaffe; and after the wedding breakfast we were soon on our way . . . And, do you know, my dear Penelope, I believe we must be running along, now,’ he added, with more of a collected manner than he had displayed hitherto. ‘If we are to reach the Pulteney before dusk, I reckon we should be taking our leave.’


Penelope was not pleased. She still, evidently, hoped to show off her rings to Jane and Margaret.


‘But our men have gone down to the inn,’ she objected.


‘I can soon send the garden boy for them,’ said Elizabeth, immensely relieved at the prospect of at least a short intermission between batches of guests.


And, when the Hardings had been seen off, with flutterings of handkerchiefs, and many promises from Penelope for a speedy reunion, ‘As soon as there is a bedroom at Clissocks fit to be slept in!’


Elizabeth heaved a huge sigh of deliverance, and said, ‘Do you know, Emma, I believe that still, with a little good luck and contrivance, we may be finished with our laundry before the others are returned from their round of visits. And old Nanny says she is well enough to get up and help us this evening, and Betsey King has promised to remain and wash the plates.’
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