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			PART ONE

			London

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The blackened shell of the house still stands on the edge of the moor. Ivy has crept over the rough stone, veiling the ugly marks of fire, blurring the stark squares of emptiness that once were doors and windows.

			In other times and other places there would be nothing left to mark the site except a roughness on the coarse, veiling grass. The stones would have been carried away by the villagers, to mend their walls and build sturdy byres for livestock. Cut stone of such quality is rare in the North Riding; but the walls of Greygallows stand untouched save by the elements. The wild animals of the moor shelter there—foxes and birds and badgers. Their calls and the sighing wind are the only sounds that break the silence. The villagers shun the spot. They call it accursed; and who am I to say that they are wrong?

			I have always avoided books that begin “I was born.” But here I sit, about to commit the same literary sin. I can plead some excuse, for in my case the phrase is not merely a conventional opening. It is significant that I was, in fact, born in the year eighteen hundred and twenty-six, seven years after the birth of her Majesty and eleven years before she ascended the throne of England. In the year of my birth, almost half the total land area of the realm was owned by five hundred nobles. Naturally the franchise was limited to members of the landowning classes. In 1826, it would be a quarter of a century before divorce was obtainable by any means other than a special act of Parliament; sixteen years before English law rescued tiny children from the lightless pits of the mines; and half a century before the Married Women’s Property Acts were passed.

			Such great impersonal issues might seem to have little bearing on the life of one young woman of good birth and fortune. Yet the bizarre fate that befell me was the result of the legal and social conditions of that time.

			I was happily unaware of these portentous matters, as I lay in my cradle sucking my coral and uttering infantile cries of protest, or later, as I sat my first pony under the fondly critical eyes of my father. I scarcely remember him, except as a tall, lordly form surmounted by a luxuriant crop of whiskers. Mama is an even dimmer memory—only a sweet scent and a silken rustle of skirts. They both died in an accident when I was seven. I was thrown from the carriage, or so I was told; I have no memory of the accident or of the days that followed. When I was restored to life, after weeks of illness, it was to find my familiar world turned upside down. My home, my nurseries, and my fat old nurse were exchanged for a cold, narrow room shared with three other little girls; and to take the place of Mother and Father, there was Miss Plum. Even my body had suffered a change. One of my lower limbs had been hurt in the fall, and though it healed with scarcely a scar, I could not walk without limping.

			My first weeks at Miss Plum’s school in Canterbury were a nightmare. Rebellious, sickly, bereaved, I fought all efforts to console me. Later, though, I came to love the school and its mistress. It was a good school, as schools went in those days; perhaps it communicated little in the way of knowledge, but it was a com-fortable, kindly place, and that was not always the case. As for Miss Plum . . .

			I can still see her in my mind’s eye, a rosy dumpling of a woman, almost as broad as she was tall. Her face was round and pink and usually damp with perspiration, for the good old lady loved rich foods and roaring fires. Her heavy opulent clothing added to her girth. She panted like a fat old spaniel; it was impossible for her to spy on us girls, for we could hear her coming yards away, gasping and wheezing and dragging her enormous petticoats.

			Not that she was ever a harsh mistress. Quite the contrary; she was too fond and sentimental to be a good disciplinarian, and she spoiled me abominably. I was a pretty child, with brown curls and dark eyes, and an unusually pale, translucent complexion. Miss Plum dressed me like the big china doll I rather resembled. There was plenty of money for clothing or for any delicacy I fancied. I took that for granted; it was many years before I realized that my status as Miss Plum’s pet depended to some extent on my position as an heiress. Orphaned and alone, I never left the school, not even for holidays. Miss Plum pitied me for that, and for my infirmity; instead of urging me to exercise and walk, she coddled me with warm fires and teased my feeble appetite with her favorite rich foods.

			It is no wonder that under this treatment I soon became a spoiled little prig. My schoolmates detested me as heartily as Miss Plum doted on me. I took no notice of their dislike until one day, my tenth birthday, when it was brought forcibly to my attention by one small guest whom I had been teasing in my usual fashion until, driven by exasperation, she threw her jam-filled cake straight into my face.

			Speechless with shock, I began licking jam off my spattered countenance; and suddenly the expression on Miss Plum’s face awoke a hitherto dormant sense of humor. I began to laugh, and the guests followed suit. I was more popular with the girls after that, especially when I was able to persuade Miss Plum to spare little Margaret the punishment she was scheduled to enjoy. It was not difficult to dissuade Miss Plum from whipping a student; no doubt we would all have been the better for it if she had resorted to corporal punishment more often.

			At sixteen I was the oldest student in the school; I had seen my friends leave to take their places in their family circles, or to make the marriages that had been arranged for them. It was in May of that year that Mr. Beam made his appearance.

			He was my father’s solicitor and one of my two guardians, my aunt being the other. Miss Plum had often mentioned his name, since it was through him that the arrangements for my fees and allowance were made; but he had never done me the honor of calling on me before, and my first sight of him was somewhat daunting. He was a tall, elderly man, as neat as a wax figure; every grizzled hair was in place, every fold of his old-fashioned garments looked as if they had been glued down. He was the kind of man whom it is impossible to visualize as a little boy; if he had ever had an emotion, it had died and been buried years before.

			Not until later, when I came to know him better, did I realize that under his stiff manner he was as uncomfortable with me as a great dignified mastiff would be faced with a kitten, or a butterfly—something small and insignificant and hopelessly frivolous. But he knew his duty; he sat for an hour in Miss Plum’s fussy, overheated parlor, interrogating me like the lawyer he was. Apparently he was satisfied with my progress, though he never said so; some weeks later came a letter from my aunt announcing her intention of removing me from school, since my education was complete.

			After nine years of comfort and love, I should have been reluctant to leave the school. At least I should have regretted leaving Miss Plum. Such, I am ashamed to say, was not the case. Sixteen is a selfish age, and I had outgrown my nest. The basket which is a cozy fit for a kitten will cramp a grown cat. For the year before my sixteenth birthday I had been aware of restless stirrings of body and of mind.

			Yet my emotions were not unmixed. My aunt, who was also my guardian and sole surviving relative, was an unknown quantity. Twice during the early years she had come to visit me. Her visits caused a great bustle in the school, for she was a lady of title. My memories of these events were not wholly pleasurable. They were mercifully short, for Lady Russell, the fashionable widow of a wealthy landowner, had more important things to do than call upon a gawky young niece. Her gilded coach would come dashing up amid a great jingle and clatter; the big footman, his white-stockinged calves bulging, would leap down to open the door and hand his mistress out. She was like the coach, gilded and jingling. She filled Miss Plum’s little parlor. I thought her quite beautiful, however, with her bright golden hair and whitened face. When she took me into her arms her scent almost overpowered me. Yet the embrace was not the soft, scented thing it should have been; under her ruffled garments was stiff hardness, and her hands were painfully strong. Another disconcerting feature of these visits was that she seldom looked at me directly. She sat nodding and smiling and sipping with poorly concealed distaste at Miss Plum’s home-made wine, while Miss Plum described my progress in the arts of embroidery, music, and Italian. Lady Russell was clearly bored by the whole business; after a decent interval she would rise, enfold me in another of those hard embraces, and sweep out as magnificently as she had come.

			So, as I sat in the parlor that summer day, waiting for my aunt to bear me away into the world, I had an uncertain future to contemplate. The two people who would henceforth control my life were strangers to me, and neither seemed to have a very high opinion of me. Mr. Beam, being a man and a bachelor, could not be expected to regard me with much favor. I was only another professional problem to him. But my childless aunt, as alone in the world as I was—might she not be expected to dote on her only niece, to visit her often, and shower her with affection? She had not done so; I could only conclude that there was some terrible flaw in myself that made me unlovable.

			It was no wonder, then, that my hands were damp and my heart was pounding heavily. Miss Plum’s training triumphed, however; I sat stiff and prim, showing no sign of my inner alarms. At least, I consoled myself, my appearance could not be criticized. Miss Plum had bought me a new traveling dress and bonnet, and had brushed my hair till it shone. If only the room were not so hot! Miss Plum must have a fire, even in August; and my aunt was late. When finally the coach could be heard approaching and I prepared to rise to greet her, a wave of dizziness came over me. I would have fallen if I had not surreptitiously caught hold of the heavy carved back of my chair.

			Then the remembered figure swept into the room and I stared, forgetting my nervousness in surprise. Where was the radiant beauty who had awed the little girl of ten? This was a wrinkled, fat old woman, with rice powder caking the lines in her sagging face. Her bright golden hair was obviously false. Her dress was cut too low, and the ample shoulders thus disclosed looked as pink and puffy as a sofa cushion. She was heavy, but not tall; I towered over her by several inches.

			Her little black eyes hardened as they met mine, and I realized that I was staring rudely; I swept into a quick and inelegant curtsy. When I rose from it she was staring at me, and her expression was decidedly unpleasant.

			Then a smile reorganized her wrinkles and she came forward with a great swoop of skirts and plumes.

			“Dear child!” she exclaimed, catching me in her arms. “You have grown up. What a great girl you are, to be sure!”

			Her stays bit into me as she squeezed me. Her scent was as sickeningly sweet as I remembered it, but it did not quite conceal another, more natural smell. Clearly Lady Russell agreed with Miss Plum on the dangers of too-frequent bathing.

			“So,” my aunt went on, turning to Miss Plum, “are we ready? Her boxes are packed, I trust?”

			“Yes, my lady, of course,” said Miss Plum, fluttering; one would not think a woman of her size could flutter, but she did. “As you directed, my lady. But will you not take some refreshment after your journey? My currant wine—”

			“Dear Miss Plum,” said my aunt, with a grimace that was probably meant to be a smile, “I am in such a tear, you would not believe. I have canceled three engagements to come to collect my little friend, and I must return in time for Lady Marlborough’s ball tomorrow night, she depends on me. So you must excuse us. Lucy . . . your boxes . . .?”

			The bustle and hurry were welcome; they left me no time for tears or prolonged farewells. When I looked back out of the coach window, I saw Miss Plum standing on the steps of the school. She was waving a white handkerchief, and the front of her dress was darkened by tears.

			A slight pang went through me; but my inclination to weep was checked by my aunt’s appearance. She had relaxed in the privacy of the coach and was sprawled across the opposite seat, her ruffled skirts filling it entirely. One beringed hand rested on her ample bosom, as if she were short of breath; and indeed she must have been, after compressing her girth into the iron-bound stays. The look on her face was unnerving. It was no more hostile than it was kindly; it held instead a cool appraisal, the sort of look I had seen on Miss Plum’s face as she tried to decide which dress material to purchase.

			After a long moment my aunt nodded slowly.

			“I suppose something can be made of you,” she said. “Your fortune, of course, will be a vast help.”

			“My fortune,” I repeated stupidly.

			“Come, child, don’t look so vacant. You must know you are an heiress. You should have known, from the way that fat old woman fawned on you.”

			“I knew there was enough money,” I said, resenting the reference to Miss Plum.

			“Enough!” My aunt’s laugh was like a dog’s bark, sharp and explosive. “Ten thousand a year is enough for most tastes, certainly.”

			“Ten thousand,” I said. “It sounds quite a lot.”

			“Indeed,” said my aunt, with a snap of her teeth, as if she wished to seize on the ten thousand like a bone. “Enough to enable you to be choosy. You can buy yourself a pretty husband in today’s market, with that amount.”

			“Buy—”

			My aunt emitted another barking laugh.

			“Bless the girl, must you repeat every word I say, like a parrot? Why did you think you were taken out of school? Why am I, do you suppose, inconveniencing myself to sponsor you this winter in London?”

			“I am too old, now, for school,” I said. “I thought perhaps you wished to form a family circle, since we are the only ones left.”

			If I had ever harbored such an illusion, I no longer did; every word, every look, of my aunt’s made her feelings painfully clear. I cannot say the realization came as any great shock to me, but deep in the back of my mind a wisp of hope had lingered through all the years of her neglect. I could not help wishing there were one person who loved me.

			To show my hurt would have been stupid. I was actually more angry than hurt. Though a boarding school is a comparatively innocent place, it is not without malice, and I had learned some things not in the course of study. I said, in my sweetest voice,

			“Now that you are elderly, Aunt, I had hoped to be a dutiful niece to you in your declining years.”

			My aunt contemplated me with an unchanged face.

			“It is truly remarkable,” she said softly, “how much you resemble your mother. My dear late sister.”

			Despite the softness of the words and the voice, a little shiver ran through me. My emotion must have shown in my face, for my aunt smiled maliciously.

			“No, my love, our present association is for your benefit, not mine. That old busybody Beam proposed it, but I must confess he was probably right; it is dangerous to put these things off too long. The possibility of scandal . . . Lud, there’s that vacant look again! You can’t be that innocent, surely; have there been no elopements, no flirtations, at that school of yours?”

			Chaperoned as we were, there had been flirtations. The tall, older girls walked at the end of the line when we went out. Thus placed, far from Miss Plum’s observation, they had opportunities for exchanges of glances and notes. But I had no intention of admitting these encounters, or of mentioning Margaret’s unfortunate affair with the curate. My aunt’s avid, amused expression filled me with disgust. So I remained silent, and after a time she went on,

			“Well, well, be innocent if you like, it is a desirable quality in a young girl. But you must have some suspicion of what goes on between men and women? You have heard tell of the institution of marriage? Don’t put on airs with me, miss; you must know the future intended for you, it is the only one possible for a girl of fortune and family. I’ve taken a house for the winter, in the West End—you won’t know it, provincial as you are, but it is the fashionable district—and if we can’t manage a spring wedding, it won’t be for lack of effort on my part.”

			“Your part,” I repeated; and felt myself flushing angrily as she grinned at me. “I have nothing to do with it, then?”

			“Not a great deal,” she said indifferently. With a frown she studied my new frock, which Miss Plum had selected so carefully. “To judge from what you are wearing, your wardrobe must be frightfully démodé. But that can be remedied. Not that your appearance matters, except to me; I cannot be embarrassed by appearing in public with a frump. You might be a blackamoor or a hunch-back, or both, but with ten thousand a year—”

			“I am coming to hate those words,” I interrupted rudely.

			“You would be very stupid to do so. They represent your position in the world.”

			“My father’s position.”

			“Not at all.” My aunt chuckled. I preferred her barking laugh; her chuckle was fat and cruel. “If your father had not regrettably passed away in his prime, you would have very little left. Fortunately for you, he died before he could squander the prize money he had won in the war, not to mention your mother’s sizable inheritance. You inherited also from your father’s elder brother, whose children all died in infancy, and from your grandparents. Yes,” she said, with ghoulish deliberation, “you are rich because many people died untimely deaths. A pretty thought, is it not, to found your fortune on a dozen graves?”

			II

			In that year of 1842, there were only a few hundred miles of railroad in all England, and people of fashion shunned the trains because of their dirt and discomfort. It was a long day’s drive by coach from Canterbury to London. The drive was not so unpleasant as I had feared. After her burst of spleen, my aunt relaxed and proved to be an entertaining companion. She regaled me with anecdotes about the great city and its inhabitants. Some of the stories were funny, some were dramatic; but all were malicious. I pretended a vast sophistication, which amused Lady Russell very much, but secretly I was shocked at some of her tales, especially those that criticized the young Queen.

			Miss Plum was devoted to her Majesty; the parlor was overcrowded with lithographs and sketches showing the sovereign’s pretty pouting face and dainty little figure. When she married her handsome cousin, Prince Albert, our school-girl hearts fluttered romantically, and we all swooned over the Prince’s delicate moustaches and tall, manly form. We welcomed the birth of each royal child with loyal enthusiasm. No one could say that the Queen shirked her duty; there were already two infants, one for each year of her marriage.

			After Miss Plum’s adulation, my aunt’s remarks struck me as blasphemous. She admitted that the Prince was a well-made fellow, but claimed he was a horrible prig. The court was already suffering from his dull, sanctimonious habits. As for her Majesty—I realized how carefully Miss Plum had censored the reports that filtered into our secluded world. For the first time I heard the nasty rumors about the Queen and her minister, Lord Melbourne. There were horrid little verses about “Mrs. Melbourne.” Other verses accused the Queen of being fat; of wearing the “britches,” as they put it; and of other qualities my aunt did not quite dare voice aloud. She repeated the lines, but camouflaged their significant words with a mumble and a leer. I can still recall one relatively innocuous couplet which concerned the effect on the Queen of those beautiful moustaches of Prince Albert’s:

			“. . . that dear moustache which caused her first to feel,

			And filled her bosom with pre-nuptial zeal!”

			I restrained the indignant comment that came to my lips, but my aunt saw my look of outrage, and it re-doubled her mirth. She guffawed till she was breathless.

			By midafternoon the effect of an ample luncheon overcame her enjoyment of baiting me, and she fell into a doze. She really was a hideous sight as she snored, open-mouthed and asprawl across from me. I concentrated my attention on the view from the window, but it was not until evening that I saw a sight that made me exclaim. My cry woke my aunt, who thrust her head out the window to see what had excited me.

			“Yes, yes,” she mumbled irritably. “It is St. Paul’s. Thank God we are almost there. I am half-dead with fatigue. Now, girl, don’t gawk. It is not modish.”

			I couldn’t have stopped myself from gawking if I had cared about being modish. I had heard of London for so long, from the lucky girls whose parents lived there, and who visited them on holidays. The metropolis of two million souls, the largest city in the world; with its amazing gas-lit streets and fine buildings, with pleasure gardens and palaces and magnificent churches. There were lions and tigers in the Surrey Zoo, and a tortoise so gigantic it could carry children on its back. I was too old for that now (there was a pang of regret in that admission); but I yearned to see the panorama that showed the Great Fire. Amelia had seen it; she had cried out and tried to run away, it looked so real, but her papa had laughed, and held her. And the Queen. Perhaps I might see the Queen . . .

			I must have spoken aloud. There was a vulgar snort from my aunt.

			“You’ll see her Majesty and your pretty Prince. And all the royal whelps as well. Lud, they say she is breeding again.”

			She condescended to comment on some of the sights as we passed through the crowded streets. The rattle of the wheels grew deafening as we passed from country roads to cobblestones, but it was the roar of voices that dizzied me. Everyone seemed to be shouting. I had never seen so many people together in all my life. And such people! There were servants in gilded liveries; young men with muttonchops whiskers and tall hats; workmen in shirt sleeves and little paper caps; vendors crying their various wares; beggars . . .

			I pulled my head back in the window, and my aunt, following my repelled gaze, laughed aloud.

			“You’ll see worse before you’ve been in London a day. What, are there no beggars in Canterbury?”

			“His face,” I whispered. “That great red . . . And his eye—the one eye—”

			“All false,” my aunt said cheerfully. “The scar washes off at night, you may be sure; if the fellow washes, which is not likely.”

			“And the man with no legs?”

			“Tucked up under him on that little platform and strapped tight to his body. Don’t be so gullible.”

			She pointed out a tall, melancholy-looking man in a blue swallow-tailed coat and tall hat and trousers which had once been white. He was harassed by a crowd of grinning urchins, whose comments I could not make out.

			“One of the Blue Devils,” my aunt remarked. “Lud, girl, haven’t you heard of Bobby Peel’s boys? He had great plans for putting down crime in the streets, but you can still have the shoes stolen right off your feet walking down Oxford Street.”

			I went back to my gawking. The streets were handsome, with beautiful houses and tall trees. The air rang with a din of hammering and pounding, and buildings were going up everywhere. When I commented on this, my aunt snorted. Every change in the city was a source of aggravation to her.

			“More and more people, more and more dirt and crime,” she grumbled. “The city was well enough fifty—that is, some years ago. Now they are destroying all the old landmarks just to make a mess. They’ve torn down the old Royal Mews for this new square, with Nelson’s Column, as it’s to be. The shops are fine, but—faugh, girl, get your head in and put up the window. The stench is enough to make you sick.”

			I obeyed without demur. We had come into a section of narrow streets whose old houses leaned on one another like crippled beggars. The smells were concentrated and remarkable. Miss Plum’s drains were not the best in the world, but I had never encountered anything like this.

			Gathering dusk and the dusty window made it hard to see out now, and after my initial glimpse I was not eager to do so.

			“Why do we come this way?” I asked my aunt, who was waving a bottle of scent fastidiously before her nose.

			“Oh, these sections are all around,” she said indifferently. “One can hardly avoid them.”

			“It is so dark. Where are the gaslights I have heard so much about?”

			“You don’t suppose they would waste them in this street, do you?”

			“This sort of street is where I would suppose they are most needed,” I retorted. “Crime flourishes best in darkness, surely, and the wealthy and wellborn do not commit crimes.”

			The dusk was deepening; my aunt was only a lumpish shadow across from me. I heard her laugh.

			“I must present you to my Lord Ashley,” she said mockingly.

			“A pretty husband, to be purchased for ten thousand a year?” I suggested, with equal asperity.

			“It would take more than ten thousand a year to buy the Earl of Shaftesbury’s heir, even if he were single,” my aunt replied coolly. “Lower your sights, my girl; our family blood is not distinguished enough for such gentlemen. But you would get on with him; Ashley is a fiery reformer, always ranting about the rights of the poor.”

			“I am no reformer.”

			“I trust not. It ill becomes a woman of breeding to take any stand on politics, much less such an unpopular stand as radicalism.”

			With a suddenness that made me blink we emerged from the dark alleys into a broad avenue. Here were the famous gas lamps; I had never seen anything like them, they made the night bright as day. And the shops! Great glass windows displayed a profusion of wares that made me stare greedily. Smaller gas jets within the show windows illumined the products on display: bonnets and gowns, magnificent jewelry, rolls of India muslin and cashmere, gloves and shawls and white satin slippers for evening . . . There were other commodities, of course; but these were the ones that caught my eye.

			“Regent Street is a fine sight,” said my aunt complacently, her civic pride touched by my exclamations of delight. “The shops and these new plate-glass windows, I own, are a kind of change I do not regret. Don’t fall out of the window,” she added, not unkindly. “You will have ample opportunity to go shopping.”

			With that promise, and the glittering sights before me, I thought London must be the finest place in the world. I had forgotten the foul alleys. I did not recognize them for what they were: a portent, and a warning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The following weeks were a bustle of milliners, dressmakers, and shops. I enjoyed it heartily. My aunt was in excellent spirits. She acquired several new frocks herself, and a cloak lined with fur. She even took me to see some of the sights of the city. We visited the zoo and the Tower, and one evening, escorted by a toothless old beau of hers, we went to watch the spectacles at Vauxhall. My aunt drank punch, but would not allow me to do so; she and Colonel Parker became very merry as the evening went on, and exchanged jokes that were incomprehensible to me, but at which they laughed very much. Many of these jokes seemed to refer to the young ladies who strolled along the leafy paths arm in arm with various gentlemen. They were lovely ladies, ruffled and jeweled and very pink of cheek. When I commented on their healthy complexions, and remarked that they must take much exercise, my aunt laughed so hard she fell into a fit of coughing, in the course of which she tumbled off her chair. She had to be helped to her coach by the Colonel, who was not in much better condition himself. By the time we arrived at our door the Colonel had fallen asleep and was snoring so loudly that the interior of the coach shook. My aunt was in better case by that time; with the assistance of the stalwart young coachman she made her way into the house, directing the driver to take the Colonel home and put him to bed.

			I had heard of gentlemen being the worse for wine, but it had never occurred to me that a lady might take too much to drink. That naïve ideal, like so many others, did not survive long after my arrival in London.

			When I was invited next morning to see my aunt, the room was in profound shadow, yet not so profound that I failed to note her color, which was very odd indeed. I was prepared to offer sympathy and tender ministrations; but she wanted none of that. She had summoned me for only one reason, to caution me not to speak of our Vauxhall visit to Mr. Beam. We were to pay a visit to the lawyer that afternoon. Neither of us was looking forward to it, and I suggested that perhaps we ought to put it off, if she felt so ill.

			“Curse the girl,” said my aunt violently. “Don’t you understand, Miss Innocent, that I would avoid the old fool if I possibly could? But we have overshot our allowance with all the things I was forced to buy for you, and we must have more money.”

			“Do you mean that Mr. Beam gives us money?” I asked. “I thought the money was mine.”

			My aunt groaned, and the maid handed her a glass. Lady Russell gulped down the liquid, shuddered violently, and sat up a little straighter.

			“That is better. The money is yours, but naturally you have no control over it. By the terms of your father’s will, Mr. Beam must approve all expenditures until your husband assumes that task. Hence our visit. For pity’s sake, guard your unfortunate tongue when we are with him, and let me do the talking. And in the meantime, go away, so that I may fortify myself for the ordeal.”

			Mr. Beam’s office was as gloomy and ancient as the man himself, but it was not nearly so clean. The stairs were very dark, and a peculiar musty smell pervaded the place. The outer office was almost as dark as the stairs, owing to the fact that the narrow windows had not been washed in goodness knows how long. It was filled with high desks and stools, each of the latter occupied by a stoop-shouldered man bent over a huge book and scribbling away for dear life. The scratching of the pens made an odd sound, like Miss Plum’s chickens scrabbling in the yard.

			An elderly man hopped down from his stool and addressed my aunt by name. To my surprise—for he did not seem the sort of man who would impress my aunt—she simpered and smiled at him.

			“My dear Lucy, let me present Mr. Beam’s chief clerk, a very competent clerk indeed—a man upon whom Mr. Beam depends”—with a significant glance at me—“Mr. Harkins.”

			Mr. Harkins bowed.

			“Mr. Beam is expecting you,” he began, and was about to continue, when the inner door burst open and a young man emerged.

			Perhaps “emerged” is the wrong word; he stopped where he was, in the doorway, his back turned to us, and continued a harangue which the closed door had hitherto kept us from hearing.

			“. . . one law for the rich and another for the poor! You, sir, and your fellows in the law, are like Belshazzar. The writing is plain upon the wall, and you cannot read it!”

			Harkins trotted across the room and tapped the speaker urgently on the shoulder.

			“The visitors, Mr. Jonathan,” he exclaimed. “The ladies! Your language, Mr. Jonathan, if you please!”

			I could not observe that Mr. Jonathan had said anything very shocking; I concluded that Harkins knew him well enough to anticipate the next part of the speech. The old man’s admonition was successful. The young man stopped speaking and turned, with the same violent energy that had marked his speech.

			He seemed the tallest, thinnest young man I had ever seen, with a head too large for his body and a shock of unkempt black hair. If his head was too heavy for his thin frame, his features were too large for his face: a great jutting beak of a nose, bristly black eyebrows that, like his hair, needed trimming, and a mouth which, being still open in the midst of his interrupted tirade, showed teeth as large and white as a wolf’s.

			My aunt, unperturbed and unimpressed, let out a loud, haughty “hem!”

			“Announce us, please,” she said; and, as the young man made no move to do so, but stared fixedly at us, she struck the floor sharply with her stick. “Sir! You stare!”

			A heavy tread sounded from within the inner office, and beyond the gaping young man I saw Mr. Beam’s grizzled head. He was scowling hideously, and my heart lurched; then I realized his anger was not directed at me.

			“You do indeed stare, Jonathan,” he said brusquely. “Where are your manners, sir? Step back at once and let the ladies come in. Lady Russell, I believe you have met Mr. Scott. Miss Cartwright, allow me to present my assistant, who is not always so ill-bred as he presently appears.”

			I think that with the speech Mr. Beam administered a sharp jab in the ribs to his assistant, for Mr. Scott started nervously. To my amusement, a wave of crimson rolled up from below his wrinkled cravat and swept grandly up his face, till it disappeared into the untidy jet hair on his brow. I had never in my life seen a man blush. But then I had not seen many men.

			Lady Russell swept forward, wielding her stick like a whisk broom and pulling me with her, passing me from her right hand to her left with the skill of a juggler. Clearly I was not to be contaminated by the slightest contact with Mr. Scott. He had withdrawn himself as much as possible; he was standing on tiptoe against the doorframe, with his chin pulled in and his shoulders pressed to the paneling. He looked so ridiculous that I couldn’t help giggling as I was dragged past; and I was delighted to see a second, even darker blush trace along the path of the first.

			He followed us into the office and, at Mr. Beam’s request, closed the door. He had regained something of his composure and in an attempt to make amends tried to set a chair for Lady Russell. She snatched it out of his hand and sat down, with a thud that shook the papers on the desk.

			After that inauspicious beginning, the interview did not go well. My aunt’s request for money was received with what would have been, in any other man, a cry of outrage. With Mr. Beam it took the form of a long rumbling sound and a series of alarming movements of his mouth.

			“You have already exceeded your allowance for the entire quarter,” he said severely. “You must cut expenses.”

			“Just like a man,” said my aunt, fluttering her scanty lashes at him. “Sir, I vow, you do not know the condition of this child’s—er—belongings. It was necessary to replace every item! And the house—and the servants—”

			“And the carriage,” Mr. Beam interrupted rudely. “And the enormous amounts of food and drink, madam—enough for a family of twelve. Do you entertain so much?”

			I had not realized that Mr. Beam went over our household bills. My aunt did not care for the reminder; her eyes narrowed wickedly, but she held on to her temper.

			“But of course I entertain. What is my function, after all? And what is the purpose of all this, but to entertain and be entertained?”

			Mr. Beam started to speak and then checked himself, with a glance at me.

			“Jonathan,” he said. “Miss Cartwright would like some refreshment. Take her into your office.”

			Mr. Jonathan’s room was smaller and in greater disorder than that of his superior. Such a chaos of books and papers and dust you cannot imagine; he had to clear a chair and wipe it with his pocket handkerchief before I could sit down. Leaning against the desk, with his hands shoved into his trouser pockets, he paid no attention to me but stood with his head cocked as if listening. Naturally the door was open. The door to Mr. Beam’s room had been firmly closed by that gentleman as we left, and I could hear only a murmur of voices from within. It was that sound which held Mr. Jonathan’s attention, and the sobriety of his expression suggested that he expected some difficulty.

			Since he was not looking at me, I felt quite free to observe him. In repose, his features were not so displeasing as I had thought. I came to the conclusion that his was the sort of face that would improve with maturity; his features were too severe for his age in life. Having reached this decision I had nothing more to do; and finding the silence tedious, I ventured to remark,

			“You appear, sir, to expect something to happen. Will my aunt and Mr. Beam come to blows, do you think?”

			“Mr. Beam would never strike a woman,” said Jonathan. “But in the case of Lady Russell, the provocation is extreme.”

			“You are speaking of my aunt.”

			“And you, of all people, must be aware of how provoking she can be.”

			I could not help smiling. Jonathan’s mouth twitched, but instead of returning my smile, he burst out.

			“It is all so stupid! Putting you out of the room as if you were an infant! It is your life they are planning in there, your fortune which is being spent.”

			“But it would be foolish of me to remain,” I said. “I have no understanding of business matters.”

			“Why not?”

			“Why,” I said, surprised, “why, because I do not . . . because I am . . .”

			“Young and ignorant,” said Jonathan. “But these defects can be cured.”

			“Really, sir,” I exclaimed. “I don’t want them to be cured! Business is tedious. I should never understand it. And why should I, when I have Mr. Beam—and you—to handle my affairs for me?”

			My flagrant compliment had no effect. Jonathan regarded me with disfavor, his hands still rudely in his pockets, his heavy brows drawn down.

			“You should understand your affairs because you are the one whom they concern. At least Mr. Beam is honest. Not all your advisers will have his integrity. And even he—”

			He checked himself, sensing the impropriety of criticizing his employer before I could have the pleasure of pointing it out.

			“He must have my interests at heart,” I said, hoping to bait him.

			I was successful; he was easily provoked.

			“How can he possibly comprehend your interests? He is a crusty old bachelor, with a very poor opinion of your sex. How can he understand the feelings, the emotions, of a beautiful young—”

			He was rescued, just in time, by the appearance of Mr. Harkins with refreshments. I was disappointed. I had prepared an exquisitely cutting retort, which I never had the chance to utter.

			Before long we were joined by my aunt and Mr. Beam. I concluded that the interview had been successful; my aunt had the smug look of a cat with a dish of cream, while Mr. Beam looked more forbidding than usual. My aunt, in high good spirits, declined refreshment and swept me out.

			In the carriage she settled back with the air of a general who has just emerged from a victorious battle.

			“Lord,” she exclaimed, fanning herself vigorously, “what a trial it is to haggle with that old wretch! He hates women. And he allows that young man far too much freedom. I hope, Lucy, you were distant with him and his impertinences.”

			“He was not impertinent,” I said, and then wondered why I had said so. Mr. Jonathan had certainly been free with his opinions.

			“No?” My aunt shot me a keen glance. “He gawked at you like a lovesick calf. Of course he knows you have ten—”

			“No,” I said sharply. I don’t know why the implications angered me so; imperceptibly I had come to accept my aunt’s tacit assumption that my fortune was the only thing that would attract a man to me. But in this case . . . I tried to master my annoyance. I was learning the necessity for concealment, and my aunt was watching me keenly.

			“You were attracted by him?” she asked softly.

			“Oh, desperately. You know how I adore bony young men with bad manners. Don’t you think he would make a pretty sort of husband?”

			“Your jokes are in poor taste,” my aunt grumbled; she was clearly relieved by my contemptuous tone. “His family is good enough, I admit, but there is no money at all. His father was an improvident wretch, who left his mother penniless; were it not for Mr. Beam’s charity, in taking on the son without the usual fees, he would have no chance for advancement. He will only be a solicitor, after all; hardly a fit mate for ten thousand—”

			“I may expect a lord, no less,” I snapped. “What is the price in today’s market for a title, Aunt?”

			“That need not concern you. And for the love of heaven, don’t speak so immodestly when we are in company. You shall have as good a husband as I can find for you.”

			“Delightful,” I muttered; then, as my aunt’s face settled back into its smug lines, I asked curiously,

			“Were you able to persuade Mr. Beam to advance more money? I don’t understand how it is paid. Is there a fixed allowance, or does he—”

			“Good heavens,” my aunt said, in honest surprise. “What has gotten into you today, to ask such absurd questions? It is really none of your concern. Oh, I almost forgot; we must stop by the dressmaker’s. Lady Arbuthnot’s ball is on Friday and your gown is not ready.”

			She leaned forward and gave directions to the coachman. But even the thought of my new gown, which was of pale-blue satin trimmed with rosebuds of pink silk, did not rouse me from an odd discontent. Mr. Jonathan’s rough words had found a crevice in my mind and lodged there. Was it really so absurd that I should want to have some decision in how I spent my money, and my life?

			In the growing activity of the season I forgot that brief doubt. Ball followed ball, and the days were filled with calls, dinner parties, and drives. Our lives fell into a pattern; normally I slept late, after the fatigue of evening parties, and had a languid breakfast in bed. My aunt and I entertained for dinner, or went out, almost every day.

			On the days when we had no engagements I remedied the flaws in my education. My aunt had reviewed my accomplishments and declared herself satisfied with almost all. I knew enough Italian and German to translate the little songs I sang, and my drawings and needlework were good enough to display to the uncritical gentlemen who nightly filled our drawing room. But my music! That, according to my aunt, was an essential accomplishment. How else was the company to be entertained but by the performances, on pianoforte and harp, of the unmarried girls in the group? I had my little repertoire of songs for the pianoforte, and sang them in a pleasant enough voice, but my aunt was sadly disappointed by my performance on the harp. As she remarked, the harp was such a splendid thing for showing off graceful arms and soft white hands; the piano was nothing to it. I must have more lessons, and at once, so that I could use the great gilded instrument she had rented—at enormous cost, as she frequently reminded me—which occupied a prominent position by the long windows in the drawing room. Against the heavy crimson velvet drapes, my white hands and light gowns would look elegant as I bent gracefully over the string.

			That was how I met Ferdinand.

			He said his name was really Fernando, but he did not look at all Italian. He reminded me of the Prince, with his dainty moustaches. I fancied he had the same handsome mouth as his Highness. He was not so tall, but he was divinely slim and graceful.

			I told him, naïvely, that I thought all Italians were dark and swarthy. He explained that he came from the north of Italy, where many people were as fair as he. From the first we found it easy to talk together; only too easy. It must be confessed that my skill with the harp did not improve as rapidly as my aunt desired. How could I concentrate on notes and scales with Fernando’s fingers brushing over mine as he bent over me to correct my touch?

			I did not see him often; our lives were too busy. As November wore on, we began to prepare for the greatest social event of the season. With great difficulty and slyness my aunt had managed to get an invitation to a ball at the palatial home of Lady S——, one of London’s noblest ladies and most distinguished hostesses. The invitations were prominently displayed, and my aunt went daily to rearrange the card tray to make sure they were visible.

			My gown was new, and so lovely I didn’t mind the tedious hours of fitting necessary. It was of rose-colored silk, lavish with lace and cut daringly low to display my shoulders and a good deal of my bosom. I could hardly wait to wear it.

			Two days before the ball my aunt called me into her room. That morning, contrary to her usual custom, she ordered the curtains to be opened, and as the bleak winter sunshine shone into the room I thought she looked like a frog that had been too long under a stone, with her protuberant eyes and yellow, pouchy face.

			Her expression, as she studied me, was critical.

			“Good Lord, girl, you look like a fish. I thought last evening that you were pale. This will never do. A certain degree of languor is not unbecoming, but with her Majesty getting plumper and pinker every week, pallor is not in fashion. How long has it been since you went out?”

			“Why, only yesterday, Aunt. We called on Mrs. Sherbourne, and left cards with—”

			“Yes, yes, I recall. They say a good brisk canter in the park is good for the complexion, but I have never favored these modern notions about fresh air. In any case, it is too late for such remedies. A little paint will do as well. But, however, it will not hurt you to take more air. Mr. Pomeroy has asked us to go driving this afternoon.”

			“I have a lesson.”

			“The harp can wait.”

			“I detest Mr. Pomeroy,” I grumbled.

			Actually I had nothing against that unfortunate young man except that his face and figure showed the effects of too many sweets. He was inordinately fond of bonbons, and brought us a box whenever he came. The fact that he ate most of them himself did not annoy me; he was so tongue-tied in my presence that he had to do something with his mouth to conceal the fact that he had nothing to say.

			“You had better not detest him,” said my aunt. “He is an only son, and his father is sure to be knighted one day.”

			“The fact that he has no conversation and no wit and altogether too much figure has no bearing on the case?”

			“None at all. Do you prefer Sir Richard?”

			“Oh, Aunt, he is at least sixty! And I know he pads his calves. Why will he not wear pantaloons, like the other gentlemen?”

			“He had a fine figure in his youth,” said my aunt, with a malicious grin. “His legs were much admired.”

			“At least he is more interesting than Mr. Fox,” I admitted. “When he calls he will not sit for fear of spoiling the fit of his trousers, and he does nothing but suck on the head of his cane.”

			“Mr. Fox has four thousand—”

			“Ginger hair and no chin,” I interrupted. “Why should I care how much money he has? As you tell me so often, I have enough for two.”

			“Well, well,” said my aunt, with unusual tolerance—she had just taken her first cup of chocolate. “We need not decide just yet. The year has barely begun. I have great hopes for the ball this week. Your gown . . .”

			The conversation passed on to matters pertaining to the ball. I knew my music lesson was lost for that day; I knew, also, that it caused me a pang quite incommensurate with my love of music.

			The drive was pleasant, after all. I wore my new pelisse trimmed with ermine, and Mr. Pomeroy was moved by it to a flight of poetic fancy that quite amazed both of us. He informed me that I looked like a flower in the snow. The compliment pleased him so much he repeated it every half hour. But however, despite my aunt’s disdain for fresh air, the cold bright weather refreshed me. I had not realized how tired I was of stale air and late nights.

			In one of the narrow back streets we passed a dancing bear being led along on a chain by a swarthy man in ragged clothing. Mr. Pomeroy ordered the chaise stopped at once, and commanded the man to make the bear perform. The dark, dirty rascal was all flashing white teeth; he expected, and received, a sizable tip. The bear was a great shabby brown beast, and it was comical to watch it lumber about in a poor imitation of dancing. Its owner kept jerking at its collar, which would set it off balance, and my aunt burst into laughter to see its clumsy attempts to keep its feet.

			For some reason I did not enjoy the performance as I should have done. I had seen the brute’s eyes as it stumbled. I knew it was only a dumb beast, without feelings; as Mr. Pomeroy said, it probably quite enjoyed being made to perform. But something in that look, from eyes as dull as unpolished pebbles, made me uncomfortable.

			I dreamed of the bear that night, and woke feeling quite low. I could not recall exactly what I had dreamed. The chain, and certain rough, bare patches in the bear’s dry fur were part of it, though, and then there was something about a chain on my neck. I made myself forget it; the ball was only a day away. So it was a surprise to me when, in the course of my music lesson that afternoon, I suddenly burst into tears.

			Ferdinand went pale. His long white hands fluttered like birds, not daring to touch, but hovering all about me. Misunderstanding my distress, he thought he had said something to offend me; and as my tears subsided a trifle, I recalled enough of my feeble Italian to realize that his attempts at consolation were too warm for propriety.

			“Cara . . . mio tesoro . . . bellissima . . .”

			I straightened. I had flung myself picturesquely across the harp, and although it was a pretty pose, the frame made an uncomfortable dent in my body.

			“Don’t distress yourself,” I said, sniffing. “You did nothing. I don’t know why—I think it was seeing that nasty animal.”

			I told him about the bear. I didn’t think it was the cause of my tears, but I had to say something to relieve his anxieties. As he listened, his blue eyes flooded with tears. He was a very emotional man.

			“You are all heart,” he exclaimed, “all tenderness. To subject you to such a sight! Ah, these cold calloused Englishmen, they do not understand such a heart as yours. Do not weep”—for his sympathy had brought me a fresh flood of tears—“ah, do not weep, carissima. I cannot bear your tears . . .”

			We were both weeping, copiously, so his admonition went disregarded. Our overflowing eyes met; I saw him through a watery blur, and something very strange happened inside me. Slowly I rose to my feet; slowly his slim white hands reached out. In the next moment we were in each other’s arms.

			It was the first time a man had held me close. My knees grew weak. I had never imagined it would be so pleasurable. I clung to him . . .

			In the hallway beyond the closed doors of the drawing room, a servant dropped a tray. We sprang apart as though pushed by unseen hands. Shaken now by a storm of vastly different emotion, I stared wildly. My handsome Ferdinand dropped to his knees.

			“Oh get up, I beg you,” I exclaimed, in an agony of apprehension. “What if someone should come!”

			Ferdinand got to his feet. Giving me a look of wild despair, he flung himself across the pianoforte, his face hidden in his arms. From between the black coat sleeves a voice, muffled by emotion and broadcloth, exclaimed,

			“Ah, what have I done? To dare to touch . . .” He stood upright, a frozen statue of despair. “I will destroy myself!”

			His tears made his eyes look bigger and bluer; he was one of those fortunate people who can weep without leaving any disfiguring swelling or redness. I knew from past experience that I was not so fortunate, and I was suddenly conscious of my swollen eyes. That awareness, and another sound from the hall, destroyed every emotion except consternation.

			“Please,” I stuttered. “Don’t talk so. Think of me!”

			“Ah!” Ferdinand drew himself up to his full height and clutched his bosom. He looked so handsome. “I think of nothing else! That is my tragedy, my despair . . . But I must be strong. I must live and endure this agony. And you—you would grieve, just a little, for the poor music master, you who shed your lovely tears for a poor dumb beast?”

			“Oh,” I breathed rapturously. It was just like a scene in a novel, I thought—one of those books from the lending library my aunt had forbidden me to read, but into which I had, of course, dipped, since she left them lying all about the house.

			Ferdinand struck another pose, more graceful than the last.

			“I go,” he said deeply. “There are limits to my strength. I can endure no more. My adored one—farewell!”

			He strode to the door. His hand on the knob, he turned. He gave me one long, burning look, a sob shook his frame, and he was gone.

			I sank into the nearest chair.

			We had no company that day. My aunt had decreed an early night, in anticipation of the ball next day. This was fortunate, for I doubt if I could have framed an intelligible sentence. I was dreaming of Fernando. (I had decided to call him Fernando; it sounded so much more romantic.) My aunt was too preoccupied to notice my state, except for a testy “Drat the girl,” when I handed her her fan instead of the newspaper she had requested, and when I dreamily offered her a bowl of potpourri at tea. I was reliving that heavenly moment when his arms enfolded me; when his lips touched my cheek and moved slowly toward my mouth . . . At that point a long, delicious shiver ran through me, and my aunt inquired suspiciously whether I was catching a chill.

			Alone at last in my bed, I did not find my thoughts so pleasant. I needed no one to tell me that Our Love—for so I called it, in capital letters—was hopeless. Indeed, it required no imaginative effort to picture my aunt’s face as it would look if she ever discovered what had happened; pop-eyed and purple-cheeked, she would probably have a seizure. “A penniless music master and—ten thousand a year!” That hateful phrase!

			Wealth meant nothing to me; with the inaccurate enthusiasm of youth, I saw myself cooking (I had never boiled a pot of water in my life) and ironing my husband’s shirts—though I would not have recognized a flatiron if I had seen one. I had never seen poverty either, not with my eyes open and observing; but I was unaware of the ironies in my pretty picture of vine-covered cottages and dainty suppers. No, I told myself, I could endure poverty for him; but I could not condemn my darling to a life of poverty for my sake. I was under age. My guardian could pursue us and tear us apart, with the help of that Law to which Mr. Beam was such a loyal servant.

			I began to see some point in Mr. Jonathan’s suggestion that I find out about my financial affairs. Not that it would do any good if I wished to find out, I thought despairingly; Mr. Beam would tolerate no such request. He was as cruel and worldly as my aunt; my love was doomed to die an untimely death.

			With melancholy pleasure I decided to cry myself to sleep, but dropped off before I had done more than dampen the pillow. I was disgusted next morning to find there was no trace upon it of my tragic love. But my tears of the previous afternoon had left me looking as wan and languid as I felt, and my aunt’s disapproval was openly expressed.

			It was only noon, but she and Mary, my maid, were hard at work. The ball was an important affair; she had great hopes of it and was determined to spare no effort to make me look my best. I sat at my dressing table with the two of them hovering over me like vultures, patting and brushing and pushing me.

			“Your eyes look like a pig’s,” said my aunt, with her usual tact. “Mary, get that little bottle of belladonna. And the box—you know the one—I keep in the locked drawer of my cupboard.”

			I knew the box, too; it was an open secret in the house. Any observer of my aunt’s suspiciously blooming cheeks would have known they did not come from nature.

			“I don’t want paint on my face,” I said sullenly. “Nor the drops. Mrs. Brown says belladonna is bad for the eyes.”

			“You must soak them first, to reduce the puffiness,” said my aunt, ignoring my complaint. “What is wrong with you? If I didn’t know better, I would swear you had been bawling.”
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