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PART ONE
   









I


To Mr Henry Ward, a gentleman of very moderate means residing at Bythorn Lodge in the county of Huntingdon, it was a matter of some mortification that he had only seven thousand pounds to give his daughter Maria when she was so fortunate as to capture the affections of a baronet, Sir Thomas Bertram, possessor of a handsome estate not far off in the neighbouring county of Northamptonshire. Mr Ward’s other daughters were, subsequently, to fare even worse: due to a diminution of her father’s fortune, the eldest Miss Ward, Agnes, could take only two thousand with her when, six years after her sister’s wedding, she was able to contract a respectable, if undistinguished, alliance with Mr Norris, a middle-aged clerical protégé of her brother-in-law. More grievous still, at a time when the family was in some distraction, the third sister, Miss Frances, made a runaway match with a lieutenant of marines in Portsmouth. For the rest of her life this daughter would therefore be referred to as ‘poor Fanny’ with a mixture of distaste and condemnation by her elder sisters – particularly by Mrs Norris. And, to cap it all, the youngest Miss Ward, Harriet, allowed her life to take such an un-looked-for and outrageous turn that she, among the family, was never referred to at any time (except of course by Mrs Norris).


It is an account of her history and misfortunes, with a rebuttal of all false assertions and calumnies that the present narrative sets out to provide.


The youngest Miss Ward, Harriet, or Hatty as she was most frequently referred to did not, at the age of twelve when this journal commences, seem destined for a career of infamy.


From the first, she had been her mother’s favourite, and spent much time in Mrs Ward’s boudoir with that lady (who became bed-ridden three years after Hatty’s birth) reading her lessons, books, and poetry or singing in a soft but true little voice with a small compass.


Good looks had been very unevenly distributed by Providence among the Ward sisters. Two of them, Maria and Frances, resembled their handsome father: they were the fortunate possessors of dazzlingly fair complexions, large blue eyes, and fine, tall, well-formed figures; they were generally acknowledged to be among the finest young women in the county.


The other two sisters, Agnes and Hatty, took after their mother, who had brought breeding to the family, but neither money nor beauty; she had been a Miss Isabel Wisbech, a distant connection of the Duke of Dungeness, and although clever, kind-hearted and elegant, she was unimposing, short and slight in stature, dark-eyed and pale-skinned, with very little countenance; this, as well as her gentle manner and complete lack of animation, caused neighbourhood gossip to assert that she had not been happy in her marriage.


Agnes and Hatty had both inherited their mother’s small stature and dark colouring, but not her lack of animation; Hatty in particular had inherited her mother’s elegance, and a sweetness in her countenance that would always recommend her to the notice of discerning strangers. For Agnes, the eldest Miss Ward, had a sharp, bustling and overbearing nature, while Hatty, quick-witted, playful and original in her cast of mind, had always been obliged to provide her own amusements, since two of her elder sisters were too phlegmatic to comprehend her jokes and imaginings, while the third was too short-tempered.


Mr Ward, amid this household of women, had become a disappointed man. His chief and lifelong ambition was to be appointed Master of Foxhounds, for he was greatly addicted to the chase, and would have hunted every day of his life had such a pursuit been possible, and had dissipated the larger part of his fortune on high-bred hunters. At the time of his marriage he had hoped that a connection with Colonel Frederick Wisbech, his wife’s second cousin, who was the younger son of the Duke of Dungeness, and reputed, furthermore, to be a very shrewd investor in the City, would bring him both social and pecuniary advantage. But neither of these blessings had come about. Colonel Wisbech thought Mr Ward a dead bore, and kept his distance, while the foxhounds remained under the negligent care of the Duke’s brother-in-law.


But Mr Ward’s worst and grinding disappointment lay in regard to his estate, which was entailed in the male line and would, in default of an heir, pass to one of his brother Philip’s sons. Mr Philip Ward was an attorney in Portsmouth, of no social consequence whatsoever in his brother’s estimate; the two brothers rarely communicated and had met but once in the course of eighteen years. It was a continual vexation to Mr Ward that this unimportant family should have the right to inherit his property simply on account of some piece of legal barratry. And life for a man of small fortune, such as himself, who lived on the fringe, but never in the company of titled connections, could never be easy.


Four daughters had the unfortunate Mrs Ward brought into the world by the age of thirty-one, and after the fourth her medical attendant pronounced without the slightest hesitation that a fifth child would indubitably kill her. Mr Ward was outraged at this news. He had taken little notice of the first three daughters; the fourth one he utterly ignored. From the delivery of Hatty, after which she was stricken by a severe birth fever, Mrs Ward’s health steadily declined, and by the time of Miss Maria’s wedding she had been bed-ridden for eight or nine years.


Preparations for a sufficiently handsome nuptial celebration due to the future Lady Bertram were plainly going to be beyond her power to set in train.


‘Why should we not invite my cousin Ursula Fowldes to help us?’ she therefore hesitantly suggested to her husband. ‘Ursula might, I believe, be prepared to come and stay here, for a few days before the wedding, and take care of all the details; I fancy there is no one so knowledgeable, so capable as she, when it comes to matters of that kind. She has had ample experience, as you may recall, with the weddings of two of her sisters. And, for the marriage of our dear Maria to Sir Thomas Bertram, we would not wish anything to be done improperly or negligently.’


Mr Ward thought very well of this suggestion. Lady Ursula Fowldes, eldest daughter of the Duke’s brother-in-law, the fox-hunting Earl of Elstow, had seen two of her younger sisters, the Lady Mary and the Lady Anne, suitably married off; she must by now be thoroughly acquainted with all the correct minutiae of etiquette and procedure. (Why Lady Ursula had never married was a subject of conjecture and rumour in the neighbourhood; there had been talk of a broken romance some years before.) At this time she was twenty-seven years of age, and, by now, hopes of her contracting a matrimonial alliance had, for numerous reasons, long been relinquished.


‘I believe Cousin Ursula might be willing to come and advise us‚’ repeated Mrs Ward, ‘although it is a long time since I have seen her. She and I had a great kindness for one another, when we were younger. If you will supply me with pen and paper, Hatty dear, I will write to her directly.’


Hatty obeyed, but she did so with a sigh as she brought the writing materials. Among the Ward girls, Cousin Ursula was by no means a favourite, for she cherished very high notions as to her own position in society and (perhaps as a legacy of that legendary romantic attachment) bore herself in a stiff, acidic, superior manner and maintained a ramrod-straight deportment which tended to cast a gloom over any social gathering in which she took part. Her nose, her chin, her eyebrows were perpetually elevated in astonished condemnation; no one was ever so speedy to depress vulgar pretensions or to snub upstart impertinence as Lady Ursula.


‘Ay, ay, your cousin Lady Ursula will certainly be the properest person to oversea Maria’s affair‚’ agreed Mr Ward, quite satisfied for once.


At this period of the family’s fortunes, since Maria had been able to contract such a gratifyingly eligible alliance with Sir Thomas Bertram, Mr Ward’s frame of mind concerning his future prospects still remained reasonably sanguine. It was to be supposed that Maria’s future connections might well achieve satisfactory matches for the younger girls as well. And he was entirely pleased with the notion of persuading Lady Ursula to visit his modest residence, Bythorn Lodge. For up to now, despite the family connection, there had been but few dealings between the Ward family and that of Lord Elstow at Underwood Priors. ‘Our cousins, the Fowldes’‚ ‘Our cousin, Lady Ursula’ echoed pleasantly through the mind of Mr Ward; during the forthcoming wedding festivities, this, he felt, would make a most satisfactory counterbalance to the titled connections of the bridegroom, Sir Thomas.


Abandoning his customary disparaging, not to say surly, manner towards the generality of the female sex, Mr Ward, for the duration of the nuptial celebrations, was prepared to treat Lady Ursula with distinction, cordiality and even with an approach to gallantry which would amaze his daughters.


There were, however, various domestic problems to be overcome before the arrival of the wedding guests. An elderly aunt of Mr Ward, Mrs Winchilsea from Somerset, had been invited for the occasion, and Bythorn Lodge possessed only a single guest chamber. One of the four girls must, therefore, move out of her bedroom to accommodate Lady Ursula. Plainly Maria, the bride, could not be thus displaced; the obvious choice would be one of the two younger girls, Hatty or Frances; but their quarters were inferior.


‘Agnes must give up her room‚’ decreed Mr Ward, when the matter came to his adjudication. ‘Agnes has the largest room of the three, with a view over the meadow; it is by far the most suitable, the only chamber proper for Lady Ursula who is, after all, devoting time and solicitude to our affairs; we should neglect no attention that can contribute to her comfort. Agnes must move in with Frances.’


Agnes was by no means pleased with this decision. Further to inflame her sense of injury, Maria had selected her younger, not her elder sister as an escort on the forthcoming bridal tour to Bath and Wells. Frances, not Agnes, had been preferred for a travelling companion. This choice was not particularly surprising to anyone in the family, for Frances and Maria, resembling one another in nature as in looks, had always been each other’s best friend, leaving Agnes, the eldest, and Hatty, the youngest – separated in age by thirteen years and in disposition by every possible incompatibility – to get along as best they could during the lack of any other companionship.


But Agnes now felt this exclusion most severely. It was in her nature to resent all such slights, whether real or fancied, and the present instance was in no way mitigated by Maria – soon to be Lady Bertram – remarking in her usual calm, languid tone, ‘After all, sister, it is your plain duty to remain in the house and look after Mama, when Frances and I are gone off on my wedding journey with Sir Thomas. I have heard you say, I do not know how many times, that you are the only person in the family who is fit to take proper care of our mother, that Fanny is by far too feather-pated to be entrusted with the housekeeping, and Hatty, of course, too young. So everybody will be suited; and I think you had best move yourself into Hatty’s bedroom, for there will be a great deal of confusion in Fanny’s chamber while she packs up her things to come away with me. Fanny is so scatter-brained. When we are gone off, you know, you may take your pick between my room and Fanny’s – if Lady Ursula remains – since I daresay Fanny may stop with me and Sir Thomas for a number of months, once we are settled at his house in Mansfield Park.’


All this was bitter as gall to the irritable spirit of Agnes, the more so since it was based on completely reasonable arguments and thoroughly incontrovertible facts. In the end Agnes did choose to move in with Hatty (much to the latter’s dismay) for two reasons: first, because the room was closer to her own; and second, because Hatty, being the youngest, was most subject to her elder’s jurisdiction and could be ordered to carry armfuls of garments and other articles from one chamber to the other.


From this minor household displacement followed a mishap which would have repercussions that continued for many years to come.


Maria’s wedding was to take place in the month of June. That year the early weeks of summer had been peculiarly close and oppressive, with heavy grey skies and a continual threat of thunder. The invalid Mrs Ward had found the warm and airless atmosphere especially trying, and had begged for as many doors and windows as possible to be kept open at all times. It so happened, therefore, that the front door of Bythorn Lodge was standing wide open when the chaise-and-four arrived that brought Lady Ursula from Underwood Priors. This was several hours earlier than expected. Lady Ursula had never been known to consult the convenience of others in her comings and goings, and since she considered that she was conferring a signal favour by this visit, she felt not the least scruple in advancing the suggested arrival time by half a day.


The household was already in some confusion, with preparations for the other visitor and the nuptial festivities, and no footman chanced to be stationed in the hall at the moment when Lady Ursula, tall, grim and disapproving, stepped through the open front doorway. She rapped smartly with her cane on the flagged floor, looked around her, and called out loudly in her high, commanding voice: ‘Hollo, there! Where is everybody? Let me be attended to, if you please!’


Fanny Ward, running down the steep stair with a bundle of household linen in her arms was almost petrified with alarm at the sight of this daunting apparition.


‘Oh, my gracious! Cousin Ursula! I – I h-had no notion that you was expected quite so soon! I – I am afraid Papa is down at the s-stables—’


Down at the stables was where Mr Ward invariably spent the hours of daylight when there was no hunting to occupy him.


‘That is not of the least consequence‚’ said Lady Ursula coldly. ‘You will escort me to your mother, if you please. Frances, is it not?’


‘Yes – yes, of course—’ Desperately, Fanny tugged at a bell rope, and when the flustered housekeeper appeared, gave equally flustered directions. ‘Direct Jenny and my sister Harriet to prepare Lady Ursula’s room immediately!’


‘Escort me, pray, to your mother‚’ repeated Lady Ursula, a lifting note in her voice suggesting that she was not in the habit of being obliged to repeat her requests.


‘Of course, certainly, Cousin Ursula – if you will step this way – I am just not sure that Mama is – but if you will follow me – and if you will just—’


Lady Ursula’s expression conveyed that she was not used to being left waiting in passage-ways. A small upstairs hall had an armchair beside a french window leading on to a balcony, but Fanny’s hopeful gesture towards the armchair failed to have any effect on the visitor, who continued to follow close behind her nervous guide.


Mrs Ward’s bedroom door, like the front entrance, stood wide and thus revealed the scene within, which, to most observers, would have been a pleasing and touching one.


To afford her as much relief as possible from the sultry and oppressive closeness of the atmosphere, the invalid lady was half-lying, half-seated in bed, reclined against a mass of pillows and swathed in layers of the lightest possible gauze and cambric. Slight and thin even in the best of health, Mrs Ward now looked frail as a cobweb. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head, for ease in the heat, and covered with a wisp of lace. To the startled eyes of Lady Ursula her face, small and pointed, and at this moment somewhat smoothed from its habitual lines of pain, looked exactly as it had twelve years before. And the face of the child, holding a book, curled beside the bed in a slipper-chair, was its precise replica. But the expressions of each were at wide variance. That of the child held nothing but dismay; that of the sick woman brightened into joy and recognition.


‘Ursie! My dear, dear Ursie! This is such a pleasure! We had not expected you until dinner-time!’


‘So I had apprehended from the lack of preparation‚’ glacially replied the visitor, but mitigated her reproof by approaching and momentarily resting her cheek alongside that of the sick woman. The child, meanwhile, had nervously, like some small wild creature, started away from the bedside.


Lady Ursula hardly glanced at her, but Mrs Ward said softly, stretching out an attenuated hand, ‘Dearie, we will continue with our Shakespeare reading at a later time. Soon, I promise. For we had reached such an exciting point! Mind you do not cheat and read on by yourself – I put you on your honour! I trust you! Now, as you may guess, Cousin Ursula and I have many years of conversation to catch up – and you, I know, will help Fanny prepare Ursula and Aunt Winchilsea’s chambers – and pick each of them a sweet-scented posy from the garden. Hatty’s posies are always the best‚’ Mrs Ward told her visitor, indicating the lavender, Southernwood and geranium nosegay on her bed-table with a quick, hopeful smile as the child came closer and brushed her cheek against the outstretched hand.


But Lady Ursula, with hardly a glance at her young cousin, gave brusque orders: ‘Run along, child, do; you are not wanted here. Your mother and I have private matters to discuss – run away, make haste, go along with you. And shut the door behind you as you go.’


Mrs Ward opened her mouth to protest against this, but then closed it again. She said gently, ‘Sit down, my dear Ursie. Find yourself a comfortable chair. It is so good to see you, after all this time. You must tell me all about your sisters’ weddings. And your Mama. And your Papa – Uncle Owen – how is he?’


‘Very ill‚’ replied Lady Ursula shortly. ‘He is drunk more often than sober, when at home. And when in London – which is where he spends the greater part of his time – my mother prefers not to inquire too closely into his doings. And she – she is hardly in this world at all. We will not waste time talking about them‚ if you please.’


With an air of disgust she pushed away the slipper-chair from the bedside and, looking around, chose an upright one more suited to her habitual posture. Seating herself upon it, she glanced frowningly at her hostess and said, ‘You should not allow that child to tire you so. One of her sisters could surely oversee her studies.’


‘Oh, but my dear Ursie, we enjoy such happy hours together. She is now my only – one of my chief pleasures. Pray do not scold me, Ursie! I hope you have not come here to do that! I have hoped to see you for so long! Why did you stay away?’


Mrs Ward stretched out a caressing hand and took that of her visitor.


‘Come! Let us pretend that we are back in the schoolroom at Underwood. How are Barbara and Drusilla? How is my cousin Fred Wisbech? And my uncle the Duke, is he well? And – and my cousin Harry?’


‘I have not the least idea‚’ replied Lady Ursula in a cold, remote tone. ‘Our paths do not cross. Nor is it at all desirable that they should.’


‘Oh, Ursie!’ Mrs Ward’s tone was hardly above a sigh, but it held all the sorrow and sympathy in the world. Now she held the visitor’s hand in both of hers and softly, condolingly, stroked it. ‘Oh, my dear, dear Ursie! Why, why have you never come to see me before this?’


‘What occasion was there to do so?’


Lady Ursula’s tone was cold, and her expression forbidding, but she let her hand remain where it lay. She sat immobile, like a large armoured vessel, held at the dockside only by the very slightest of mooring cables.


*


Darkness fell early on that hot, oppressive day. The provision of a more elaborate dinner than usual, in honour of the arrival of Lady Ursula and Mrs Winchilsea, had overtaxed the resources of the inefficient household, and, at the fall of dark, Hatty and one of the servant-maids were still running to and fro upstairs with bundles of gowns, cloaks, petticoats and toilet utensils which were being transferred from one bedroom to another. The most direct route for them lay across the head of the main stairway which led down to the entrance hall.


As sometimes occurs at the commencement of a storm, a sudden terrific gust of wind swept across the garden to break the sultry calm of the evening. The front door, which still stood open, blew shut with a reverberating crash, and all the hall candles were extinguished in the draught. Hatty, who at that moment had been crossing the upstairs landing with a heavy trayload of pieces from her eldest sister’s bureau, was so startled that she missed her footing in the unexpected dark and tumbled headlong down the stair, accompanied by a clatter of breaking chinaware and a strong waft of spilled lavender-water.


‘Oh, mercy on us, Miss Hatty!’ cried out Jenny the maid, who had been but a few paces behind her. ‘Oh, my laws, are ye killed? Whatever’s come to ye?’


Mr Ward heard the crash of the front door slamming, Hatty’s downfall, and Jenny’s subsequent outcry.


‘What in the world is going on here?’ he demanded irascibly, issuing from his study, candle in hand. ‘Not so much noise, if you please! Remember your poor mistress, lying ill in her chamber.’


Indeed, faint requests for information could be heard emanating from Mrs Ward’s chamber, while Agnes, Maria and Frances all made their way, bearing candles, to the scene of the accident, Agnes at a hasty pace, the others more leisurely.


‘Careless, abominable girl!’ exclaimed Agnes in a tone of strong reprobation. ‘Look what she has done to my things!’


Fragments of broken pottery, glass, ivory and lacquer lay widely strewn over the flagged hall floor.


‘But Miss Hatty, Miss Hatty!’ wailed Jenny. ‘She’s surely dead – she’s killed!’


‘Do not create such a foolish commotion, girl‚’ pronounced Mr Ward, in a voice of severe displeasure. ‘You will unnecessarily alarm Mrs Ward. Of course the girl is not dead, she has merely knocked herself senseless.’


‘But may she not have broken some bones‚ sir?’ suggested the housekeeper, Mrs Ayling, a calm, sensible woman who now arrived upon the scene. ‘Should not Mr Jones have a look at her?’


Mr Jones, Mrs Ward’s physician, lived not far away and paid frequent visits to the house. Hastily summoned, he pronounced that Miss Hatty had no bones broke, but was suffering from a severe concussion and must remain in her bed for several days.


Due to these circumstances, Hatty was obliged to miss the wedding ceremony and attendance on her sister at the church, besides the various festivities. She also missed meeting most of the guests. Her state of mind for the first few days after the accident remained somewhat confused, so she felt no particular regret at her exclusion from the service.


Afterwards her chief memory of the occasion was to be a visit to her bedside paid by Lady Ursula. The immensely tall, thin figure glided into her chamber and stood looking down at the invalid, it seemed, from a terrifying height. Lady Ursula’s face seemed to poor Hatty like that of some bird of prey, the nose aquiline, the mouth drooping in a disdainful curve, the eyes deeply hooded. The visitor’s hair, pulled straight back beneath a black lace cap, already showed strands of grey. Her hands were long, bony and emphatic, as she shook an admonishing finger at Hatty.


‘Tiresome child! You have caused great trouble, inconvenience and loss to your poor sister Agnes. What a ridiculous, unnecessary mishap! It was a thoroughly childish thing to do, and most unladylike, besides!’


‘Indeed, Cousin Ursula, I could not help it. I missed my footing in the sudden dark‚’ pleaded Hatty faintly, staring up at the long, severe face. To her still feverish fancy it was like some piece of marble statuary that had come stalking in from the garden.


‘Tush. Fiddle, child! A lady should always have complete control of her limbs. If you had learned such essential control, you would have stood still when the light blew out – not tumbled down in that clumsy maladroit hoydenish manner. Your poor sister Agnes has lost some of her most cherished possessions.’


‘I know, I know it‚’’ whispered Hatty forlornly. ‘How can I possibly replace them? Her ivory mirror – her silver brooch—’


The catalogue of losses sustained by Agnes had been the first information fed into Hatty’s unhappy mind as soon as she began to recover consciousness. Agnes, eldest of the Ward sisters, had been particularly proud of the treasures accumulated on her toilet table, the chief of these being an ivory brush, comb and hand-mirror bequeathed to her by old Mrs Wisbech, her maternal grandmother, when that lady died. They had the initial W engraved on the back which, of course, served for Ward as well as for Wisbech. And now the glass in the mirror was shattered, the comb broken in two, the hairbrush badly bent. Besides this, a cherished little lacquer box was irretrievably smashed, a Venetian vial cracked, so that it would no longer hold aromatic vinegar, and several other articles dented or bent beyond repair. Since her life had hitherto been barren of friends or lovers, Agnes set immense store by such possessions as she had contrived to acquire, and the loss of them was a bitter grievance, which she made no attempt to make light of or pass over. Hatty was obliged to hear the detailed tally of her bereavement several times a day.


Indeed this episode permanently impaired the relations between Hatty and her eldest sister, which had never, at best, been particularly warm or cordial; and it soon led on to the formation of a scheme that was to affect the whole of Hatty’s subsequent career. Up to this juncture Mrs Ward, though bed-ridden, had given Hatty all her lessons, since Mr Ward latterly begrudged the salary of Miss Tomkyns, the governess who had instructed Agnes, Maria and Fanny. Mother and daughter had both taken pleasure in the quiet reading of history, French, Latin, Greek and Italian, besides plays, essays and poetry; music continued to be taught by a master who came once a week and instructed the younger girls, since Mr Ward considered music a necessary female accomplishment if they were to catch husbands.


But it was becoming evident that, as Mrs Ward daily grew feebler, this regime could not long be continued; and Lady Ursula, with whom Mr Ward discussed the matter, was strongly of the opinion that Hatty should now be sent away from home to live with another family. This plan was also eagerly promoted by Agnes, who had never liked her youngest sister, and could think of a thousand good reasons why her departure was desirable.


‘She makes too much noise about the house for my poor mother; she is not receiving the requisite education – for her fortune and expectations in life, coming as she does at the end of the family, cannot be high, she must look to be obliged to support herself, most probably as a governess; I have not the time to see after her, so occupied as I am with the housekeeping and care of Mama; as we have just seen, she is becoming most regrettably careless and uncontrollable; by residing with another family she will learn better deportment and greater respect for her elders.’


The other family in question was that of Mr Philip Ward, their uncle the attorney in Portsmouth.


Mr Ward favoured the plan for two additional reasons, neither of which did he divulge to his family; the first being that some fifteen years previously, when his own fortunes were in better trim and his brother was still a struggling attorney in the early stages of his profession, Mr Ward had lent Mr Philip Ward five hundred pounds. Their situations were now reversed and Mr Ward had reason to believe that his brother might without any great difficulty have returned the sum, but for one reason or another, it was never forthcoming. ‘Obliged to wait until some rents were come in . . . clients were very tardy in paying their fees . . . shocking outgoings about the house – and Mrs Pauline Ward had many medical expenses connected with the birth of the twins.’ At least, reflected Mr Ward to himself, if Hatty were sent to live with the Portsmouth family, taking into account the subtraction of her board and pin money from his own budget, in the course of five years or so an equal sum might be saved. Moreover, set down among her cousins, was it not at least possible that the girl – though at present she had no particular attractions that her unloving father could discern – might, after the lapse of time and through sheer proximity, capture the affections of one of the boys and so be the means of retrieving the lost estate? At the present time this seemed wholly unlikely, but such improbable things did occur; certainly no harm could ensue from sending her to live with her uncle’s family.


Accordingly, letters were exchanged about the matter, an agreement was reached, and, half a year later, Mr Ward walked into his wife’s boudoir one morning, where she and Hatty were peaceably reading Twelfth Night together, to announce: ‘So, it is all arranged. Harriet leaves this house on Thursday next to make her home with my brother Philip and his family in Portsmouth. By great good fortune Mr and Mrs Laxton, the vicar’s cousins, are to make the journey to Portsmouth by stage that day, and will be pleased to escort our daughter.’


Two paper-white faces, two open mouths, received this news. Mrs Ward, indeed, fainted dead away, but since she had suffered from a number of fainting-fits during recent weeks, this was considered nothing out of the common.


‘When – when shall I come back from visiting my uncle Philip?’ whispered Hatty, through trembling lips, after her mother had been revived with aromatic vinegar and smelling salts.


‘Why, not until you are grown up, child. If then. But it can make no difference to you. You are sure of a comfortable home in either place. And you will have your cousins for company.’


Mr Philip Ward’s family, at this time, consisted of three sons – Sydney, Thomas and Edward – and a pair of twin girls, Eliza and Sophy, who were considerably younger.


Hatty absolutely dared not ask her mother if she approved of the plan; she could see that even discussing it would be too taxing for Mrs Ward’s enfeebled state. And, in any case, discussion would be useless: Mr Ward, Lady Ursula and Agnes had firm hold of the matter. Opposition would be vain.


By means of a mental and moral struggle far beyond what might have been expected of her years, Hatty managed to accept the dictum without argument or protest.


‘If – if Mama were to grow w-worse – if she should express a wish to see me – you would send for me, you would allow me to come home then‚ Papa?’ she ventured, with imploring, tear-filled eyes.


Agnes broke out indignantly, ‘Why, what use in the world would you be, if my mother should take a turn for the worse? All these years she has taken such pains with you – it will be a great relief to her, and a great rest, let me tell you, when she no longer has the burden of your instruction. Most likely she will improve in health when you are gone from here. And you must not be thinking that Papa can afford to pay your fare on the stage in order that you may come home for any trifling pretext – no, indeed! Is it not so, sir?’


‘No, of course not‚’ he said impatiently. ‘Do not ask foolish questions, child.’


‘Can I take Simcox – can I take my cat with me?’ Hatty asked forlornly.


But that evidently went under the heading of foolish questions; her father left the room without making any reply. And Agnes said sharply, ‘Certainly not! Your cousins will for sure not want another animal in the house. Besides, cats cannot be transferred from one house to another – they always make their way back to where they have come from. Now you had better go and begin packing up your things. You can take a pot of my damson preserve to our Aunt Polly; it kept so well that we have several pots left from last year which are hardly mouldy at all. I daresay she has nothing near so good. And you may as well write farewell notes to Fanny and Maria, since you will not be seeing them until who knows when; Mr Challis is going to Bath soon and has promised to take messages from us to Sir Thomas and your sisters.’


Hatty crept away to her chamber – Agnes had moved back into her own room as soon as Lady Ursula returned to Underwood Priors – but she made no immediate attempt to begin packing. She sat motionless on the floor, with her head resting against the bed.


Grieving words filled her mind, but she brushed them away.


Not now. Another time.










II


Bythorn Lodge, Mr Henry Ward’s home, was not a large house, but could be held to merit the status of a comfortable gentleman’s residence, standing apart, as it did, from the village of Bythorn, in its own tolerably extensive pleasure-grounds, with lawn, shrubbery, carriage-sweep, and a vista of woods and meadows on every side.


His brother Mr Philip Ward’s abode, in Lombard Street, Portsmouth, might also be considered handsome enough, for a town residence; it had two bow windows, on either side of the porch, was protected by substantial white posts and chains, and approached by three wide stone steps leading up to a handsome front door. It boasted also a substantial plot of garden-land at the rear, abutting on to a disused graveyard, besides stables, outbuildings, and a large and somewhat ramshackle conservatory.


Mr Ward had removed to Portsmouth from London several years earlier. Ostensibly the family migration had been for the sake of his wife’s health, she having been somewhat thrown down by the birth of the twins. At the time, Mr Ward’s business associates considered this move to be a grave sacrifice of professional connections, but in fact one of his chief clients, the Duke of Dungeness, and the Duke’s eldest son, Lord Camber, both owned large tracts of land in Hampshire. The transfer had brought Mr Ward a great deal more of their affairs to manage, besides that of their acquaintance and connections in the country round about, and, as a result of the move, he had gained far more business than he had lost. Mrs Ward’s health benefited from the Portsmouth sea-breezes, and the boys lost no time in finding their way on to the ramparts and into the Dockyard. They thought the change of dwelling a vast improvement on High Holborn.


But to Hatty, fresh from the silent green woods and meadows of Huntingdonshire, a transfer to Portsmouth must be a very different matter. Lombard Street, where Mr Ward’s house stood, was a busy thoroughfare. Instead of green peace and country silence, she had to hear and endure the constant rattle and clatter of carts, horses, drays and carriages racketing over the cobbles, the shouts of market men and nightwatchmen, the chime of clocks, near and far, and, in the distance, the shrieks of seagulls and the staccato whirr and echo of musket practice. Although the house was a large one, as town houses go, Hatty found it almost unbearably cramped, close and noisy, compared with the rural silence to which she had been used hitherto. At night the din of traffic and the shouts of the watch disturbed her sleep; by day, outside of school hours, her boy cousins were continually racing up and down the four flights of stairs, slamming doors, and shouting to one another from top to bottom of the house (Mr Ward, who would soon have put a stop to this, being absent for a large part of the day at his attorney’s office). While the youngest members of the family, the twins, Eliza and Sophy, were so sickly, pale, whiney and cantankerous that their peevish voices were to be heard, day and night, raised in perpetual complaint. Hatty could not conceive how so lugubrious a pair could ever have been born to a fat, merry high-coloured woman like her aunt Polly.


‘It was that excessively wet, dismal summer of seventy-eight‚’ Mrs Philip Ward explained cheerfully as they sat hemming shirts. ‘Or was it seventy-nine? Bless me! I remember it so clearly. There was not a decent strawberry to be had in the whole of London, though Mr Ward, your uncle Philip, sent as far afield as Blackheath and Barnet – since, my dear, when I am increasing I entertain such a craving for strawberries as you cannot imagine. La! I should not be talking to you in this way, but I can see that you are such a sage, sensible little creature – most unlike some of my pupils in the past, I can tell you! Lady Susan and Lady Louisa Wisbech – now there were a pair! Tease, tease and up to their tricks all day long – though, mind you, not a whisker of harm in either of them, dear girls, and both well settled now, I am happy to say. And as for their cousins the Fowldes – but we will not speak of them. Now you, my dear, I can see that you are old beyond your experience, and have been your Mama’s comfort, I know, these any number of years. There, there! Do not cry, child! Life for us females is a continuous succession of hard, hard trials, and the quicker we settle down and accept that fact, the better we are able to come to terms with it. Lord save us! The trouble I have had with those twins. It is a wonder to all my acquaintance that I have succeeded in rearing them up to this day, and if it were not for Burnaby and her lotions and potions, I do not for one moment believe that I could have done so, and if you, my dear Hatty, can devise any means of rendering them less excitable and sulky, I shall be for ever in your debt!’


‘I shall be happy to, ma’am – if Burnaby will permit it . . .’


‘Ay, ’tis true, Burnaby’s temper is not the easiest in the world – and it will not do to set her back up, for I depend on her very completely in the management of those twins . . . you must set about it little by little, Hatty my love, inch your way in slowly so she won’t take a pet; I am sure you will know how to manage her. (For your sister Agnes is just such another, is she not? Fond of her own way and quick to take offence if she feels that her position is being assailed.)’


‘Yes, that is so, ma’am. Well, I will try to make friends with the twins, if – if Burnaby will at least let me into the nursery.’


‘Do‚ child. For, to tell truth, the thought of their future has me quite in a worry. I am half-ashamed to admit it, but I cannot find the way to reach their comprehension. My former pupils were so easy in comparison! Dear, sweet-tempered little things. But – in short – those twins put me out of all patience. I begin to suffer from such severe heartburn, such tremblings and hot flushes and palpitations if I am in their company for more than ten minutes, that your uncle has positively forbidden me to fatigue myself with them any more, but tells me to leave them quite entirely in Burnaby’s care. Is not that singular? The dear boys never taxed me so, no matter how naughty and high-spirited. Ay, ay, Hatty my dear, I think it a fine thing that you have come to live among us, for your uncle Mr Ward dislikes your father as heartily as one brother can hate another, thinks Henry so puffed-up in his pretensions that my husband would never willingly have paid off that five-hundred-pound debt, though nowadays, to be sure, it would be the easiest matter in the world for him to do so, prospering and thriving as he does, with half the nobility and peerage on his books; whereas your unfortunate Pa, by all that’s heard, has hardly a feather to fly with; but – one way and another – I dare swear you will be better away from your poor dear mother in her last months. Lord! My dear, I know you do not think so now, but, just the same, it is kindest you are spared some such painful memories as would doubtless torment you lifelong; and since, as I hear, the household is now under the rule of your sister Agnes and her crony, Lady Ursula Fowldes – a pair of gorgons if ever the name was deserved – and Lady Ursula, moreover, set to fix her talons on your Papa, the very instant you are all out of your blacks, if what I hear from Cousin Letty Pentecost is to be trusted—’


A tide of ice seemed to run backward through Hatty’s veins.


‘What, ma’am? What can you mean? Mama is not going to die?’


‘Ah, my love, there’s no good blinking facts when they stare you in the face like bulldogs. The wonder is that the poor lady has endured as long as she has to this present. And as for that Lady Ursula, who used to be your Mama’s great, great friend, we all know that your Pa will do anything that lies within his power to keep the entail of Bythorn Lodge away from our poor boy Sydney (though Sydney is as sweet and smart a lad as ever tied a cravat – if he does not end up as Lord Chancellor I’ll be mighty surprised) – and, with Lady Ursula ready and eager to have your father, besides having been at her last prayers these five years, you may lay the knot will be tied between ’em so soon as it is decent to do so. Philip – your uncle – is wild angry about it, but there’s no way he can see to throw an impediment in their path; wasn’t your Papa doing the pretty to Lady Ursula as hard as he could lay it on at your sister Maria’s wedding to Sir Thomas? Cousin Letty told me his civilities at that time were marked by many (your Pa not being, in the common way, over free with his gallantries and compliments to ladies). Though – mind what I say – whether such a union as that would take would be quite another kettle of eels. I’d not wager my Sunday bonnet on any issue from that pair excepting, perhaps, another girl-child; for that Fowldes stock seem all bred out – five skinny daughters, poor Lady Elstow bore (Lady Ursula’s mother, that is, the countess) just the same case as your poor dear Ma, and though I say it as shouldn’t, one of them, at least, only sixpence in the shilling – and who’s to wonder, bred up in a damp dungeon like Underwood Priors.’


Aunt Polly had been for a number of years governess, mentor and much-loved guide to the daughters of the Duke of Dungeness, after the early death of their mother. She had, of course, while carrying out her duties in this family, been privy to many matters regarding their cousins, the family of Lord Elstow, and it was owing to her connection with the two groups that Mr Philip Ward had met, wooed and won her when visiting Bythorn Chase on ducal business.


Now Hatty stared at her aunt in deep dismay, only half comprehending this torrent of information. It would take hours, days, weeks to assimilate it fully.


‘Ay, ay, my dearie, as I say, I think it an excellent thing for my dear boys that you have come among us. Your uncle would have it that one or other of the lads would fall in love with you, there would be sweethearting, if not rivalry and fisticuffs. But, lord, no! my love, said I, there’s not the least risk of that in the world, she will be just the same as a sister to the dear fellows, and she will be daily improving their manners by her example and leading them into milder, more gentlemanlike ways. And so I am sure it will be. Ah, now, here is your uncle, come home from business.’


Mr Philip Ward was a thin, waspish man with a leaden complexion, from being generally within doors. The pressure of his business was now so great that he daily brought home large bundles of documents from his office in the town, and also made use of a room on the first floor of his house, which held a desk, and shelves of law books and many cupboards where he kept the more important of his titled clients’ papers and archives. He was sharp and curt in his demeanour, in that respect not so different from his red-faced, fox-hunting brother, and Hatty, never quite easy in his company, was hastily rising to withdraw, feeling that he did not welcome her presence, when he halted her by an inquiry.


‘Well, miss! Has any word come yet from your sister – from the new Lady Bertram? Humph! She did a great deal better for herself there than might have been expected – a very great deal! Ten thousand a year! I did not reckon her above two. It is a fortunate thing for her sisters – they may well have cause to be grateful to her. Well, child?’


‘No, sir‚’ said Hatty, faltering. ‘At least, my sister Maria has not written to me. But then she would not be very likely to do so. I – I suppose she may have written to Mama and Papa. I have not heard.’


‘Very well, very well. Run along, child.’


Her aunt’s kinder glance seconding this dismissal, Hatty hastily left the room. Avoiding the schoolroom, noisy haunt of her boy cousins when lessons were over, she repaired to her own little attic bedroom, but found it in process of cleansing by an irritable housemaid, who declared that the new arrival had set her all behind in her tasks. Deprived of this sanctuary, at a loss, Hatty made irresolutely for the haven known as the book room, her uncle’s study, knowing that he was still talking over the day’s affairs with his wife in the parlour. To Hatty’s dismay, she found her cousin Ned, the youngest of the three boys, walking up and down in front of the window-seat, mumbling to himself:


‘A‚ ab‚ absque‚ coram‚ de, 


Palam, clam‚ cum‚ ex, and e 


Tenus, sine . . .’


‘Pro, in, prae,’ Hatty prompted him.


He gave her a glance of pure astonishment.


The ages of Hatty’s cousins at this time were respectively: Sydney, sixteen, Tom, fifteen, Ned, eleven, and the twin girls, Sophy and Eliza, four years. Hatty’s father had frequently sneered at his brother’s parsimony in not sending away the elder boys to Eton or Westminster, conveniently forgetting that, from first to last, he had expended remarkably little money on his own daughters’ education. But Mr Philip Ward had declared that the only thing the boys would pick up at public schools would be expensive habits and a taste for fashionable frippery associates; they could just as well get themselves a good plain education in Portsmouth and in due course, if need be, acquire a bit of polish at some university. Sydney was destined to follow his father into the attorney’s office; Tom and Ned, respectively, were intended for the army and navy.


Tom and Ned had grumbled a great deal at being required to master Latin.


‘It is all very well for Syd, who will need lawyers’ Latin – but what is the need for a dead-and-gone language in the services?’ Tom, a fat, slow-witted boy, had great difficulty in learning anything, and Ned, though naturally brighter, tended to follow his next brother’s lead and echo his sentiments.


Hatty had formed no very favourable impression of her boy cousins. The elder pair were rough, loud-voiced, unaccustomed to the company of girls, and wholly lacking in curiosity about any of the things that interested her; but Ned, the youngest, was at least unlike his elders in appearance. Ned was smallish, compact, with dark-brown hair, bright brown eyes and a nut-shaped head. Though younger than Hatty, he overtopped her in height, but not by a great deal. She had already guessed that, left to himself, his natural talents would soon cause him to overtake his brother Tom in schooling.


‘You know Latin‚ Cousin Hatty? How is that?’ he demanded wonderingly.


‘My mother has been teaching it to me. I have been learning it these great many years.’


‘But why? What need for a girl to learn Latin? And how did my Aunt Isabel come to learn Latin?’


‘Her father, my grandfather, was a bishop. He thought girls should be able to read the bible in Latin.’


Ned stared at such a notion. ‘Glory! I am glad he was not my grandfather! What else did your Mama teach you?’


‘Oh – Greek delectus and the irregular verbs, and Euclid and Wood’s algebra. But I did not get on with the algebra at all.’


‘No more don’t I‚’ said Ned with feeling. ‘But a sailor has to have algebra, for calculating positions, you know, and that sort of stuff. But what I detest most of all is the history. All those kings and queens and popes. What use are they‚ I’d like to know?’


‘Oh, but history is so exciting!’ cried Hatty. ‘There are so many heroes! Richard Coeur de Lion, and Roland, and Charlemagne, and Hereward – and – and Bonnie Prince Charlie—’


Ned’s mouth opened wider and wider. He stared at his cousin Hatty as if she were a conjuror making birds fly out of her ears.


He said: ‘You know about all of those?’


‘Oh dear, yes! And the Greeks – the Spartans, you know, at Thermopylae, and Ulysses – and Marathon – and the battle of Lake Regillus and – and Robin Hood – I used to play at being Robin Hood—’


She came to a sudden stop, blushing. And then added, lamely, ‘But I could never make myself a proper bow and arrow. You need yew wood, of course, for a bow, and there are no yew trees in the garden at Bythorn Lodge.’


Ned said, his eyes sparkling, ‘I know where there are some yew trees, Cousin Hatty!’


*


Hatty’s position in the house of her uncle Philip Ward would always, in some degree, resemble a trading-post in hostile, savage territory. She had a few friends – her aunt, her cousin Ned – and she had goods to exchange, valuable goods to those who valued them. But her status was at all times precarious, sometimes perilous.


The boys’ tutor, Mr Haxworth, a dour man, and a severe disciplinarian, at first regarded Hatty with considerable distrust, which deepened to outrage when he learned that the instruction of this small, insignificant, uncomely female was to be added on to his duties with the Ward boys.


However, in the course of a few weeks, Mr Haxworth was bound to acknowledge that the presence of their girl-cousin at lesson-times had no adverse effect on the Ward boys, quite the reverse; her questioning mind, her serious attention to instruction, her industry in preparing her lessons, exercised a decidedly beneficial effect on her cousins who, whether out of emulation, shame or simply increased interest, showed a general improvement in their studies that he found quite startling. Tom, the middle boy, it was true, was heard to grumble about the higher standards, the increased amount of work, the more diligent application that was now expected of him.


‘In the old days‚’ he complained, ‘I could sleep through half old Hacky’s lessons, or whittle a top; now it is talk, talk, and questions. You have to be alert and on the go all the time or he loads you down with tasks and impositions and a lot of deucid extra stuff you have to learn by rote.’


Hatty, the boys considered, possessed a wholly unfair aptitude for learning by heart, doubtless from all the poems she had put to memory to recite to her mother.


So, by degrees, as the weeks and then the months went by, Mr Haxworth was brought to accept Mr Ward’s niece with a qualified approval.


*


Hatty found, however, an inveterate enemy and ill-wisher in Burnaby, the attendant and nurse to the twins Eliza and Sophy. The little girls, as their mother told Hatty, had from their earliest years been of a sickly and lethargic disposition. Their natures were querulous and selfish, and this temperament in them was aggravated by the constant care of a nurse – a close, quiet, hard-featured woman – who saw that, in her oppressive bond with her charges, lay a considerable degree of power for herself in the household. After the difficult birth of the twins, Mrs Ward had at first been obliged to relinquish the larger part of their care to this woman, and later became relieved to have done so, for, as she herself admitted, she greatly preferred her three high-spirited sons to the doleful and demanding infants.


When Hatty first came to Portsmouth, Mrs Ward said to the nurse: ‘Now, Burnaby, I know how hard-pressed you are with the care of those sad, ailing children, but I intend that Miss Hatty shall share some of your burden in keeping them company and tending them. She has, you know, been much occupied about her mother, my poor invalid sister-in-law, so she is well accustomed to the fretful ways of sick persons and, if you instruct her, she can be of real use to you in sharing the task and giving you some hours of freedom.’


Burnaby’s apparent agreement masked an internal resolve that she would never, while she drew breath, relinquish her two peevish dependants to the care of a little upstart newcomer of no more than thirteen years.


‘I thank ye, miss, but I’ve no need of ye at present‚’ was her invariable response whenever Hatty tapped at the nursery door and looked in at the two melancholy little creatures captive in their high chairs, either sucking on their coral comforters or wailing dismally for succour. By the age of four they had probably swallowed more physic than any grown person in the British Isles.


Hatty had no wish to make trouble between her aunt Polly and the person who had been selected, presumably with careful thought, by her uncle Philip, to look after her afflicted cousins; but she did feel that Burnaby’s regime was not calculated to help or develop the unfortunate twins.


Very likely, if no one takes notice of them soon, they will just die of discouragement, she thought in pity.


Hatty wrote copious letters to her mother from Portsmouth. She received very few in return, but she understood sadly that this must be so, because of Mrs Ward’s weakness. One of the few she did receive, indited in a very shaky hand, and enclosed in a cover addressed in an unfamiliar hand – perhaps that of Lady Ursula – said:


My dearest H. It is a joy to hear from you. I believe you can help those children. Only by aiding others can we ourselves go forward. Try S.P.S! . . . I miss you with every breath I draw. Not many now perhaps. We shall meet after – Yr loving M.


Hatty wept and puzzled over this letter for weeks. True, she could have written back to Mrs Ward and asked what S.P.S. meant – but her mother was so ill, so frail, that it seemed almost heartlessly slow-witted not to be able to grasp what the letters stood for, to trouble her over such a trifle.


Instead, she consulted her cousin Ned.


Ned, in gratitude for some covert, tactful assistance with his Latin grammar, had, once the boys had grown accustomed to her presence in the family, made his cousin privy to a secret which had never been revealed to his elder brothers. In the grounds of the house were a stable-yard, outbuildings, a flower garden, and, beyond that, a vegetable plot and walled orchard. To the elder boys, the flower garden was unsatisfactory for any games of bilbo-catch or bat-and-ball; in their free time they generally betook themselves to the shore, or the ramparts, or the Dockyard. But Ned was something of a gardener; he had his own small patch where he grew cresses and radishes and marigolds; and, now and then, when his brothers sallied forth to Dockyard or beach, he would announce that he preferred to stay at home in the garden.


‘My little oddity‚’ Mrs Ward called him. ‘My little quiddity. But, lord bless me! the radishes he grows are twice the size of any that Martha brings home from the market.’ He was her favourite among the boys.


But Ned had another recourse of which his family were wholly unaware.


‘Come and I’ll show you something, Hatty‚’ he said one Saturday afternoon when she had been residing in Lombard Street for some months, and his brothers were safely out of the house.


He led his cousin across the walled flower garden behind the house, and through the door in the wall to the kitchen garden and orchard. Beyond the fruit trees rose a further wall, this one covered with espaliered plum and peach trees. These had been somewhat neglected, for the garden required more work than Mr Philip Ward was prepared to finance, and vegetables for the table were his prime requirement. Deakin the gardener could manage no more. Untrimmed currant and gooseberry bushes had grown into a jungle at the end of the plot, surrounding a large leaden water-tank supported on wooden beams, under the drooping branches of a mighty pear tree.


‘Look here‚’ said Ned and led the way along a narrow track among the currant bushes to the back of the water-tank where, half hidden among creepers, a door in the wall could just be seen. ‘This is my secret door‚’ said Ned; and, with some trouble, for the hinges were rusty and the ground piled deep with dead leaves and twigs, he pushed the door open a very little way. ‘There is just room to creep through. It is luck that you are not a chubby one, Cousin Hatty‚’ said Ned. ‘My brother Tom could never get by.’


On the far side of this wall lay a small, derelict graveyard. It was triangular in shape. Six large yew trees and a great lime overshadowed the toppled, crooked, untended, lichened gravestones, and the grass and nettles grew waist-high, save where Ned had beaten out narrow runways.


‘What a strange, strange hidden place!’ breathed Hatty, looking all around her. For a moment she forgot her sorrow and home-sickness. ‘Why, Ned, it is like a secret kingdom, all of your own.’


‘Is it not!’ said Ned, pleased with her. ‘Now, look here!’ And he showed her his tree-house, a platform constructed of half-rotten logs and planks that he had piled up in the crotch of the great lime-tree. It was reached by a rope-ladder.


Hatty was deeply impressed by all his arrangements, and even more so by the fact that he had kept the hiding-place a complete secret from his brothers.


‘How long have you been coming here, Ned?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. A long time‚’ he said vaguely.


Even the traffic of Portsmouth seemed a great way off.


Perched in the tree-house, sniffing at the sharp fragrance of a pale green lime-flower, Hatty said hesitantly, after long thought, ‘Cousin Ned, do you think that it hurts to die?’


His answer was positive. ‘No. Not a bit. It is like falling asleep. I had an old spaniel, Rust, who died last year. I was by him at the time, he had been ill for weeks. He was asleep when it happened. He just stopped breathing . . .’


After that another long peaceful silence fell between the two. Then Hatty said, ‘Ned, I have been puzzled by something in the last letter I had from Mama.’


And she told him of her question about the twins, and her mother’s answer: ‘Try S.P.S’. ‘What do you think she can have meant?’


‘Why‚’ he said at once, ‘she must have meant Scissors Paper Stone.’


‘Of course she did!’ cried Hatty, suddenly illuminated. ‘How very slow-witted of me not to have thought of that for myself. Thank you, thank you, Ned! I will try it on the twins the next time that old dragon of a Burnaby lets me in to the nursery.’


‘I wonder that you should think the twins worth troubling yourself over‚’ said Ned. ‘They are a dismal little pair.’


‘But so would you have been, I daresay,’ Hatty pointed out, ‘if nobody had ever taken any pains with you.’


‘Oh well – perhaps. Hatty, you will never, ever tell any other person about my secret place, will you?’


‘Oh, no, Cousin Ned, you can trust me absolutely . . . If it were not a graveyard,’ said Hatty, ‘we could some day build a little house here, when we are grown, and have it just for our own. I should dearly, dearly like that – a little house of my very own.’


‘We had best go back now,’ said Ned. ‘I never stay in here for very long, in case people begin to wonder where I am gone.’


After that, Hatty was an accepted visitor in the lime-tree sanctuary.


*


Next week, having ascertained which was Burnaby’s afternoon off, Hatty determinedly made her way into the nursery. Sue, the under-housemaid was there, mending a torn curtain, indifferent to the twins who sat, immobilized as usual, in their high chairs, whining for they knew not what.


‘I’ll play with them for a while, Sue.’


‘Bless ye, miss, no play will cheer that pair,’ said Sue, but she departed, willingly enough, to the kitchen.


Hatty planted herself on a stool between the two high chairs. The twins eyed her in a lachrymose, lacklustre manner. They were a plain pair, sallow, like their father, with scanty, straw-coloured hair, bulging foreheads and washed-out blue eyes. Their freckled faces were usually smeared with tears or snuffle. They had identical birthmarks.


‘Look,’ said Hatty, addressing them both, ‘this is a stone.’ She clenched her fist. ‘And this is a pair of scissors.’ She snapped her forefingers open and shut. ‘And this is a sheet of paper.’ She spread her hand flat. ‘So: do you understand? Make a stone, like mine.’ She clenched her hand again.


One small grimy fist, that of Sophy, was slowly clenched. After a moment Eliza’s followed.


‘Good. Very good. Now make scissors – like this, snap-snap.’


The small fingers snapped. Creases of concentration appeared on the bulging foreheads. For once, the twins had lost their look of apathetic woe.


‘Good. Now make the paper. Flat, like this.’


Their hands were spread flat, short fingers curling upwards like grubby petals.


‘Now, attend: scissors can beat paper, because they can cut.’


The creases on their brows deepened, as they followed this chain of reasoning.


‘Right? Scissors can cut paper. Snap, snap. Do you see?’


They did not nod, but their eyes were fixed attentively on her face.


‘But paper can beat stone, because paper wraps round stone.’


Hatty demonstrated, wrapping one hand round the other fist.


The four staring eyes were now trained on Hatty’s hands.


‘You see? And now – stone can beat scissors, because stone can smash scissors. Like this – smash!’ Hatty drove her fist between two open fingers.


‘Smash!’ breathed both twins ecstatically. ‘Smash!’


‘So, now I play a game. First with Sophy. You shake your fist three times – like this: shake, shake, shake – then you do scissors. Or paper. Or stone. Which ever one you choose. And I do it too. And we see who beats. Are you ready? Shake, shake, shake – now!’


Sophy did scissors. Hatty did paper.


‘You win, Sophy. Scissors beats paper, because scissors can cut paper.’


Sophy let out a crow of total triumph. Eliza’s mouth was wide open with participation.


‘Right. Now Eliza’s turn.’


Eliza did scissors. Hatty did stone.


‘I win that time. Now you do it with each other.’


They played – scissors and stone – and Eliza won. She laughed with pure joy. Hatty wondered whether she had ever laughed in her life before. They played again, and this time Sophy won.


‘Now you can play with each other whenever you want,’ said Hatty. The twins ignored her. They were utterly concentrated on each other. Hatty sat watcing them for half an hour. When Sue presently returned, with bowls of broth and biscuits, Hatty calculated that they must have played over a hundred and sixty games, and had each won about an equal number. Sometimes they would have long spells of both presenting the same object – two stones, two scissors – but this did not frustrate them, it made them chuckle.


‘Bless us, Miss Hatty!’ said Sue. ‘I’ve ne’er seen ’em so quiet and biddable. Miss Burnaby should be pleased.’


Predictably, Burnaby was not.


The moment they had finished their meal, the twins recommenced playing and Hatty slipped away and wrote a letter to her mother.


But whether her vivid account of the proposal’s triumphant success was ever read by its intended recipient, Hatty did not discover. She received no answer to her letter.


And some months later, word came to Portsmouth of Mrs Ward’s death.


*


‘May I not go home for the funeral?’ Hatty asked her aunt Polly, who had considerately broken the sorrowful news to her niece in private, summoning her from lessons with Mr Haxworth.


‘My dear, your sister Agnes (who writes this letter) recommends that you do not make the journey. And your cousin Ursula Fowldes, who has returned temporarily to Bythorn Lodge (where, Agnes says, she has been a great help during the sad and trying months of your Mama’s decline), is strongly of the same opinion. And furthermore – I fear – your father expressly forbids it.’


‘But – but – then – may I not go home now? Altogether? Not just for the funeral – to live? I – I was s-sent away so as not to be a trouble to – to M-Mama – now she is gone, may I not return there?’ Hatty faltered.


Mrs Ward’s gaze was not unsympathetic. She said, ‘My child, I know how forlorn you must feel. But consider. Your Mama is what you chiefly miss, and she will not be there. Ever again. Of what avail are empty rooms, if the person you wish to see does not dwell in them any more? Your father does not wish for you and would be no comfort to you. In my opinion a block of granite would be a great deal more use,’ she added as a corollary to this, but she spoke under her breath. ‘Your sister Agnes and cousin Ursula seem quite bent on preventing your return, so you would certainly receive no welcome from them.’


‘Will my sisters Fanny and Maria be at the funeral?’


‘Agnes does not say so in her letter. Doubtless it depends on Sir Thomas Bertram’s parliamentary duties as to whether he can escort them, if Fanny still remains at Mansfield. But, depend upon it, my dear, you do far better to stay with us here, where you have friends. (What you are achieving with those twins passes the bounds of belief.) No, my love, you and I will sit together on Wednesday and read the burial service, and then you may have the afternoon free from lessons and perhaps, if it is fine, walk round the ramparts with your crony Ned. Will not that be more consoling than travelling a day’s journey to a home where nobody wishes for you? I grieve to put it so harshly – but so it is.’


‘Yes, ma’am. Th-thank you, Aunt Polly,’ faltered Hatty, and crept away to weep her heart out in seclusion. One phrase of Mrs Ward’s rang in her ears. ‘Of what avail are empty rooms if the person you wish to see does not dwell in them?’


Shall I ever, she wondered, shall I ever possess a house of my own? A roof and rooms where I shall lead my own life with the person I love?


*


Embarrassed and nonplussed by their cousin’s bereavement the boys, in their different ways, did their best to show sympathy. Sydney, now aged sixteen and admitted to a junior post in his father’s legal office before commencing law studies in London, bought her a jet mourning brooch. Tom whittled her a top. ‘It will soothe you by its spinning,’ he said. Hatty was touched. Tom, fat, good-natured and slow-witted, was sometimes capable of giving one a surprise of this kind. Ned said: ‘Cousin Hatty, let us teach the twins to play chess. That will take your mind off your sadness.’


Ned’s receipt for consolation turned out to be the best of the three. Teaching chess to the twins proved an arduous but rewarding task.


‘It is like climbing among brambles,’ gasped Hatty, after a particularly fractious half-hour.


‘Queen on her own colour,’ mumbled Sophy, planting a grimy, sticky white queen on the appropriate square.


‘Thank you, Miss Hatt, Master Ned, I’ll be obliged for the use of my nursery,’ snapped Burnaby, coming in, grim-faced, with a can of hot water and a jug of senna-pods. The twins set up wails of protest.


‘Pawn to King’s four!’ shouted Eliza and received from Burnaby a look which made her cower.


Ned and Hatty, knowing there was nothing to be done, left the scene.


‘Next I am going to try to teach them to read,’ said Hatty, ‘with gingerbread letters.’


‘I think you will find it a mighty slow business.’


‘But at least they will have something to think about in bed. When I think what my poems have been to me . . . It is like a river running through one’s mind.’


Ned stared at his cousin with affectionate incomprehension.
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