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“What a woman—oh, what a woman!”
—The King of Bohemia, in “A Scandal in Bohemia”
by Arthur Conan Doyle




INTRODUCTION
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Agatha Christie is undoubtedly the world’s best-selling mystery author, hailed as the “Queen of Crime,” with sales in the billions and more translations than any other author. Her books, according to her estate, have outsold any other than the Bible and Shakespeare. Christie burst onto the literary scene in 1920, with The Mysterious Affair at Styles, introducing the Belgian detective Hercule Poirot; her last novel was published in 1976, a career longer than even Conan Doyle’s forty-year span. The indefatigable Miss Marple, who starred in Christie’s last book, first appeared in 1927. Yet as late as 1929, Dorothy Sayers, in her classic introduction to the 1929 Omnibus of Crime, could write, “But the really brilliant woman detective has yet to be created.” And prior to Christie, only Anna Katharine Green, discussed below, had achieved any real recognition as a crime writer.


In the nineteenth century, Arthur Conan Doyle dominated the genre, along with William Godwin, Eugène Vidoc, Edgar Allan Poe, Émile Gaboriau, Fergus Hume, and Wilkie Collins—all notably male. It is also the common view that in the nineteenth century, crime writing was a spasmodic enterprise, with occasional bursts of popularity of the mystery stories of Poe or Gaboriau, but not really established until the overwhelming success of Sherlock Holmes in the 1890s.* But there were earlier notable contributions to the genre, by women writers in England, the United States, Australia, and Europe, throughout the period from 1850 to 1890, and even after Holmes came to predominate the model of the detective, women writers were traveling different roads.


Crime writing was not an invention of the nineteenth century. Bruce Cassiday, in Roots of Detection: The Art of Deduction before Sherlock Holmes (1983), includes examples of deductive reasoning applied to crime from Herodotus, the apocryphal Scriptures, The Arabian Nights, Voltaire’s Zadig, E. T. Hoffmann, and Edward Bulwer-Lytton. In America, sermons often told horrifying tales of crimes and repentant criminals. Gothic novels were populated with mysterious deaths and terrifying villains, and the widely sold Newgate Calendars focused on crimes, criminals, and their capture. However, stories of detection did not flourish until mid-century, with the rise of the professional police force.


The first great writer of tales of criminal detection was the Frenchman Eugène Vidocq (1775–1857), whose memoirs and novels found a ready audience. Vidocq, a reformed criminal, was appointed in 1813 to be the first head of the Sûreté Nationale, the outgrowth of an informal detective force created by Vidocq and adopted by Napoleon as a supplement to the police. His 1828 memoirs recounted his adventures in the detection and capture of criminals, often involving disguises and wild flights. Later books told of his criminal career, and sensational novels published under his name (probably written by others) capitalized on his reputation as a bold detective.


While Vidocq’s stories captivated the public, they were hardly original tales of detective fiction. The first great purveyor of fictional stories about a detective was Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849), whose Chevalier Auguste Dupin set the standard for a generation to come. The cerebral Dupin first appeared in Poe’s short story “Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841). At the same time, Poe introduced another staple of detective fiction, the partner and chronicler (nameless in Poe’s tales) who is less intelligent than the detective but serves as a sounding board for the detective’s brilliant deductions. In each of the three Dupin stories (the other two are “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” [1842] and “The Purloined Letter” [1844], the detective outwits the police and shows them to be ineffective crime fighters and problem solvers. Yet Poe apparently lost interest in the notion, and his detective “series” ended in 1844.


Another Frenchman, Emile Gaboriau, created the detective known as Monsieur Lecoq, drawing heavily on Vidocq as his model. First appearing in L’ffaire Lerouge (1866), Lecoq was a minor police detective who rose to fame in six cases, appearing between 1866 and 1880. Although Sherlock Holmes describes Lecoq as a “miserable bungler,” Gaboriau’s works were immensely popular, and Fergus Hume, English author of the best-selling detective novel of the nineteenth century The Mystery of a Hansom Cab (1886), which sold over 500,000 copies worldwide, explained that Gaboriau’s financial success inspired his own work.


Memoirs of police officers and detectives were another important stream of stories. Richmond; or, Scenes in the Life of a Bow Street Officer: Drawn Up from His Private Memoranda, published anonymously in 1827, purported to be true tales of criminal detection (though now thought to be largely fictional). Also in England, “Waters’s” Recollections of a Detective Police-Officer appeared in 1856, and Revelations of a Lady Detective in 1864.† James M’Govan’s Brought to Bay, or Experiences of a City Detective, which was issued by the Edinburgh Publishing Company in 1878, was a great success, leading to two more volumes of these (fictional) stories of an Edinburgh detective.


In America, Detective Sketches [by a New York Detective] appeared in 1881 in the format of a “dime novel.” These were cheap, pulp editions, usually published anonymously or by fictitious authors, first popularized in England as “shilling shockers” or “penny dreadfuls,” featuring highwaymen, pirates, and other criminals, ghosts, vampires (Varney the Vampyre first seeing the light of day, so to speak, in this format), and other shocking subjects. Ellery Queen estimates that between 1860 and 1928, more than six thousand different detective dime novels were published in the United States, including female detectives such as Lady Bess, Lizzie Lasher (the Red Weasel), and Lucilla Lynx.


In England, criminals and detectives peopled Charles Dickens’s tales as well. While not widely regarded as an author of detective fiction, Dickens created Inspector Bucket, the first significant detective in English literature. When Bucket appeared in Bleak House (1852–1853), he became the prototype of the official representative of the police department: honest, diligent, stolid, and confident, albeit not very colorful, dramatic, or exciting. Wilkie Collins, author of two of the greatest novels of suspense of the nineteenth century, The Woman in White (1860) and The Moonstone (1868), contributed a similar character, Sergeant Cuff, who appears in The Moonstone. Cuff is known as the finest police detective in England, who solves his cases with perseverance and energy, rather than genius. Sadly, after The Moonstone, he is not heard from again.


The first female detective probably was Mrs. G. in The Female Detective (1864) by Andrew J. Forrester Jr.‡ However, the first female crime writer is probably the British writer Caroline Clive, whose novel Paul Ferroll (1855), published under the pseudonym “V.,” is clearly a murder mystery, albeit one without a detective figure. Spoiler alert: Twenty years after the murder, the title character, whose wife was the victim, admits to the killing. Clive (1801–1873) also wrote a handful of short stories, a half-dozen volumes of poetry, and some other novels, including a “prequel” to Paul Ferroll in which she explored the husband’s motives, but none achieved the success of her first venture into crime writing.


In America, the New England–based Harriet Prescott Spofford began to write stories about women in contemporary American society. The author of hundreds of stories, essays, poems, and children’s tales, she also began to focus on crime writing. Her first crime story was “In a Cellar,” published in 1859, which she submitted under an assumed name, causing the editors to think that it was a translation of Dumas or Balzac. In “Mr. Furbush” (1865), included in this volume, she created the first “series” detective character. Furbush appears again in “In the Maguerriwock” (1868). However, after this story, Spofford apparently bowed to the public’s demand for more realistic narratives and returned to writing New England sketches.


Oline Keese was the penname of Caroline Woolmer Leakey (1827–1881), an Australian gentlewoman whose novel The Broad Arrow (1859) is the first depiction of convict oppression and brutality in Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania), focusing on the plight of a woman, Maida Gwynnham, who has been wrongly convicted. It precedes by fifteen years the better-known For the Term of His Natural Life by Marcus Clarke, also set in Tasmania and also telling the story of an innocent character. While Leakey’s novel is full of Christian righteousness, it is also indignant about the corrupt and corrupting convict system. Leakey also wrote moral tales but with no crime element.


Although Ellen Davitt (ca. 1812–1879) only wrote for three years, 1865 to 1868, she was a significant contributor to Australian crime writing. Educated in England, she relocated to Victoria in the 1850s. Davitt was the elder sister of Anthony Trollope’s wife, though she never spoke of the connection. Her novel Force and Fraud was serialized in the Australian Journal in 1865, and that journal also published her novel-length serials “Black Sheep: A Tale of Australian Life” and “Uncle Vincent; or Love and Hatred,” subtitled “A Romance of Modern Times.” Her last serial was “The Wreck of Atalanta, which appeared in the Journal in 1867. Force and Fraud is the first murder mystery published in Australia and the first “whodunnit,” drawing on the developing genre of British mystery fiction. However, there is no detective figure, and the police fare badly in Davitt’s view. Perhaps as a result and certainly in part by reason of its Australian setting, it was largely ignored outside Australia.


Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–1865) was a close friend of Charlotte Brontë and therefore quite naturally became her biographer. Gaskell produced seven novels, four novella, and over forty short stories, and the longer works generally focused on historical, domestic, and social themes. In her short fiction, however, she anonymously wrote sensationalized, Gothic stories. Gaskell was certainly interested in cirme writing: She was enthusiastic about and recommended Caroline Clive’s Paul, Ferroll and her novella “Dark Night’s Work” (1863) and her novel Mary Barton (1848) both incoprorate crime. Her story “The Grey Woman” (1861) also includes crime, though it can hardly be called crime writing, but “Disappearances” (1851) is listed in Barzun and Taylor’s Catalogue of Crime as is “The Squire’s Tale,” included in this volume.


Although well-known later in her career as a prolific author of “sensation” fiction, Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1835–1915) also wrote an important crime novel, The Trail of the Serpent (1860). Originally titled Three Times Dead; or, The Secret of the Heath, it focuses on Jabez North (Emphraim East in the original verison), a criminal who changes his identity three times, and Mr. Peters, a unrelenting but highly unusual police detective. She also incorporated crime into some of her better-known work: Richard Audley functions as a detective in her well-remembered Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), and Eleanor’s Victory (1863) also includes a proto-detective. Although Braddon would never identify herself as a “crime writer,” her fiction did much to advance the genre.


Mrs. Henry (Ellen) Wood (1814–1887) began publishing her novel East Lynne in the same year as Braddon’s Trail of the Serpent. Wood’s story included crime elements, though no detective, but in 1862, her novel Mrs. Halliburton’s Troubles featured police detective Sergeant Delves. In addition to dozens of novels, Wood penned six volumes of stories about Johnny Ludlow, a young man who lives in a rural community. All of the stories appeared in the Argosy magazine, which Wood owned and edited. Many of the stories feature crimes of all types, and Johnny is an unusually observant lad, though certainly not a detective. The first Ludlow story was published in 1868, and over the next 23 years, 89 more tales appeared. The first series was collected in 1874, and the stories were not identified as written by Wood, perhaps because she wanted to conceal that virtually the entire contents of some Argosy issues were from her pen. The secret was concealed until the second series appeared in collected form in 1880. Very popular at their inception, as the mystery genre developed in England, by 1885, when the third collection of Ludlow tales was published, their style was being left behind. “[T]hese chronicles of petty crime and misadventure at the best but painted photographs which do not deserve the name of works of art,” wrote the Saturday Review. Nonetheless, the stories were an important transition to the stylized detection of the era of Sherlock Holmes.


An American writer not normally associated with crime writing is Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888). However, between 1863 and 1869, primarily under the name A. M. Barnard, she wrote a number of lesser-known shorter works—she referred to them as her “blood-and-thunder” stories—with themes including drug use, ghosts, violence, revenge, murder, insanity, and mental abberations. Though little remembered, her best-known are “Pauline’s Passion and Punishment” (1863), “The Abbot’s Ghost” (1866), “Behind a Mask” (1866), “Long Fatal Love Chase” (1866), and “The Mysterious Key” (1867). With the success of Little Women in 1868, however, she abandoned the genre.


In 1866–1867, the first crime novel written by a woman in America was published, The Dead Letter: An American Romance.§ Its author was the remarkable Metta Victoria Fuller Victor (1831–1885), writing under the name of “Seely Regester.” Victor had written and would continue to write dozens of other works, including novels, short stories, dime novels, poetry, and housewives’ manuals that included boys’ adventures, westerns, juvenile fiction, and humor. For purposes of this survey, most noteworthy were her two other tales written under “Seely Regester,” a novel titled The Figure Eight; or, The Mystery of Meredith Place (serialized in The Illuminated Western World, 1869) and “The Skeleton at the Banquet.”¶ All of these featured detectives: In The Dead Letter, there is both a police detective, Mr. Burton, and an amateur, Richard Redfield (who is training to be a lawyer). In The Figure Eight and “The Skeleton at the Banquet,” the detectives are amateurs. The Dead Letter was published both as a serial dime novel and in book form, and it was successful enough to be pirated by Cassell’s Magazine and reprinted in England in 1866–1867. Kate Watson concludes that Victor’s work “both contributed to and made possible that of her more famous sister-in-crime, Anna Katharine Green.”#


Mary Fortune, who touchingly styled herself “Waif Wander” on some of her fiction, was the most prolific female crime writer of the nineteenth century. Born in Ireland, she moved to Canada with her father and married Joseph Fortune in 1851. Nothing is known of his fate, but Mary Fortune migrated with her father to Australia in 1855, where three years later she married a mounted trooper, Percy Rollo Brett. She began to write, and her first stories appeared in 1865 as part of the “Memoirs of an Australian Police Officer” series, thus predating the work of Metta Victor. Michael Sims, in The Dead Witness: A Connoisseur’s Guide to Victorian Detective Stories,** terms Fortune the author of “the first known detective story written by a woman.” In 1868, Fortune initiated the “Detective’s Album” casebook series, eventually including over 500 stories, written between 1868 and 1908. All of her stories were published anonymously or pseudonymously during her lifetime, and it was not until 1987 that a scholar, Lucy Sussex, with the aid of a collector, John Kinmont Moir, identified the body of her work. Fortune, assesses Kate Watson, “was an innovative writer who challenged literary, generic and gender boundaries and conventions. . . . [S]he was genuinely ground-breaking, producing narratives which can with confidence be called crime and detective fiction.”††


With the exception of Edgar Allan Poe, Anna Katharine Green (1846–1935) is the best-known American writer of mystery fiction before Mary Roberts Rinehart, whose 1908 novel The Circular Staircase became the fountainhead of an enormous body of modern American crime writers. Rinehart herself acknowledged Green as her direct ancestor: When it came to selecting a publisher to which to submit The Circular Staircase, Rinehart stated that she merely looked at who had published Green’s latest work. Michael Sims, in The Dead Witness, credits Green as the first woman to write a “full-fledged” detective novel, discounting Metta Fuller Victor’s The Dead Letter as dependent on the psychic visions of the detective’s young daughter—“thus rejecting the underlying rational basis of detection.”‡‡ Green, the daughter of a lawyer, wrote The Leavenworth Case (featuring New York police detective Ebenezer Gryce) after college, though it was not published until 1878. It was an instant bestseller and led to another twenty-eight mystery novels, countless short stories, and books in other genres. Though Gryce was the lead detective in three novels, it was the character of Amelia Butterworth, a nosy society spinster, that was her great innovation—Butterworth was undoubtedly the inspiration for Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. Green also can be credited as inspiring the Nancy Drew series of girls’ mysteries: Her young society debutante, Violet Strange, appeared in a series of nine stories (one is included in this volume), solving crimes in order to earn enough money to support a disinherited sister.


Mrs. George (Elizabeth) Corbett (1846–1930) is a fascinating English writer. Many of her books were written in serial form and are currently unavailable. Initially, Corbett was regarded as a mystery writer, ranked as high as Conan Doyle. Her novels The Missing Note (1881) and Pharisees Unveiled: The Adventures of an Amateur Detective (1889) set this tone, though the latter is more science fiction than mystery, about a doctor who develops an invisibility potion. Today, Corbett is best remembered for her feminist novel New Amazonia: A Foretaste of the Future (1889). However, she also wrote the important crime novel When the Sea Gives Up Its Dead (1894), featuring a young woman, Annie Cory, who is an able amateur detective seeking to clear the reputation of her man. In the course of her detection, she works in disguise, including dressing as a man (in the manner of Doyle’s Irene Adler). This book may well be the first appearance of a female detective written by a woman. Corbett also wrote short stories, and her volume Secrets of a Private Inquiry Office, published in 1890, collects fifteen tales of Bob White, one of the co-owners of the Bell & White Agency; his partner, the narrator, who is an man named Bell (no first name given); and a silent partner whom they term “Jones,” irrelevant to this matter. Corbett wrote additional stories about the agency, but their publication history is confused, and no copies of collections of these stories is extant.


With the success of writers like Anna Katharine Green in America, L. T. Meade, C. L. Pirkis, the Baroness Orczy, and Mrs. George Corbett in England, and Mary Fortune (albeit anonymously) in Australia, the sluice gates were finally open for women crime writers.


Women who followed them, such as Mignon Eberhart, Patricia Wentworth, Dorothy Sayers, and of course Agatha Christie would not have thrived without the bold, fearless work of their predecessors, and the genre would be much poorer for their absence. Today, women are an irremovable part of the tapestry of mystery fiction. So, while Agatha Christie may still reign as the “Queen of Crime,” it is important to remember that she did not ascend that throne except on the shoulders of women who came before her, too many of whom have been lost in her shadow.


—Leslie S. Klinger


 


* Sayers herself expressed this view in Omnibus of Crime, though she does mention Anna Katharine Green’s Violet Strange (see p. 247, below) and Baroness Orczy’s Lady Molly (see below, p. 181) in a footnote.


† The latter book was published anonymously, and based on an erroneous auction catalog, Ellery Queen claimed that the book first appeared in 1861 under the title Experiences of a Lady Detective, its author was “Anonyma,” the author/principal character of a series of shilling shockers, and the 1864 Revelations volume was a sequel. However, Queen later corrected this claim, clarifying that the book was reissued in 1884 with a subtitle of “Experiences of a Lady Detective,” causing the confusion. Most scholars now identify the author as William Stephens (or Stevens) Hayward (1835–1870), who frequently wrote books for the Revelations publisher George Vickers.


‡ The critic Stephen Knight has suggested that “Andrew Forrester” is the same “Mrs. Forrester” who wrote a romance novel Fair Women in 1867 and is likely to be a woman who concealed her gender to write in two genres. Crime Fiction 1800–2000: Detection, Death, Diversity (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004). However, in the 2010 edition of his book, now titled Crime Fiction since 1800: Detection, Death, Diversity, Knight seems to have abandoned this suggestion, positing instead that “Andrew Forrester” was two brothers, John and Daniel, who were engaged in investigative work. Knight’s original view is adopted in Watson, Kate, Women Writing Crime Fiction, 1860–1880: Fourteen American, British and Australian Authors (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company (2012).


§ Catherine Ross Nickerson goes further, crediting Victor as “the first writer, male or female, to produce full-length detective novels in the United States.” Introduction, The Dead Letter and The Figure Eight by Metta Fuller Victor (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003).


¶ The story first appeared in the anthology Stories and Sketches by Our Best Authors (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1867).


# Women Writing Crime Fiction, 1860–1880, p. 117.


** New York: Walker & Company, 2012, p. 179.


†† Women Writing Crime Fiction, 1860–1880, p. 184.


‡‡ The Dead Witness, p. xxvii.
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Catherine Crowe (1800–1876) was an English playwright, author, and poet, who also wrote for children. Her novel Adventures of Susan Hopley; or Circumstantial Evidence, first published in 1841 and later republished with the subtitle “Adventures of a Maid Servant,” is one of the earliest crime novels. Originally published anonymously, it became a highly successful stage play. The titular heroine discovers a murder and skillfully sifts the evidence and discovers the criminal, qualifying her as probably the first female detective. Crowe also wrote many short stories, and her most popular book was Night-Side of Nature (1848), a collection of stories of the supernatural. The following, combining a crime and a revengeful spirit, first appeared in the magazine Household Words for June 22, 1850, without identification of the author.




THE ADVOCATE’S WEDDING DAY


CATHERINE CROWE
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Antoine de Chaulieu was the son of a poor gentleman of Normandy, with a long genealogy, a short rent-roll, and a large family. Jacques Rollet was the son of a brewer, who did not know who his grandfather was; but he had a long purse, and only two children. As these youths flourished in the early days of liberty, equality, and fraternity* and were near neighbors, they naturally hated each other. Their enmity commenced at school, where the delicate and refined De Chaulieu, being the only gentilhomme† amongst the scholars, was the favorite of the master (who was a bit of an aristocrat in his heart), although he was about the worst dressed boy in the establishment, and never had a sou to spend; whilst Jacques Rollet, sturdy and rough, with smart clothes and plenty of money, got flogged six days in the week, ostensibly for being stupid and not learning his lessons,—which he did not,—but in reality for constantly quarrelling with and insulting De Chaulieu, who had not strength to cope with him.


When they left the academy, the feud continued in all its vigor, and was fostered by a thousand little circumstances, arising out of the state of the times, till a separation ensued, in consequence of an aunt of Antoine de Chaulieu’s undertaking the expense of sending him to Paris to study the law, and of maintaining him there during the necessary period.


With the progress of events came some degree of reaction in favor of birth and nobility; and then Antoine, who had passed for the bar, began to hold up his head, and endeavor to push his fortunes; but fate seemed against him. He felt certain that if he possessed any gift in the world, it was that of eloquence, but he could get no cause to plead; and his aunt dying inopportunely, first his resources failed, and then his health. He had no sooner returned to his home than, to complicate his difficulties completely, he fell in love with Miss Natalie de Bellefonds, who had just returned from Paris, where she had been completing her education. To expatiate on the perfections of Mademoiselle Natalie would be a waste of ink and paper; it is sufficient to say that she really was a very charming girl, with a fortune which, though not large, would have been a most desirable addition to De Chaulieu, who had nothing. Neither was the fair Natalie indisposed to listen to his addresses; but her father could not be expected to countenance the suit of a gentleman, however well-born, who had not a ten-sous piece in the world, and whose prospects were a blank.


Whilst the ambitious and love-sick barrister was thus pining in unwelcome obscurity, his old acquaintance, Jacques Rollet, had been acquiring an undesirable notoriety. There was nothing really bad in Jacques; but having been bred up a democrat, with a hatred of the nobility, he could not easily accommodate his rough humor to treat them with civility when it was no longer safe to insult them. The liberties he allowed himself whenever circumstances brought him into contact with the higher classes of society, had led him into many scrapes, out of which his father’s money had in one way or another released him; but that source of safety had now failed. Old Rollet, having been too busy with the affairs of the nation to attend to his business, had died insolvent, leaving his son with nothing but his own wits to help him out of future difficulties; and it was not long before their exercise was called for.


Claudine Rollet, his sister, who was a very pretty girl, had attracted the attention of Mademoiselle de Bellefonds’s brother, Alphonse; and as he paid her more attention than from such a quarter was agreeable to Jacques, the young men had had more than one quarrel on the subject, on which occasion they had each, characteristically, given vent to their enmity, the one in contemptuous monosyllables, and the other in a volley of insulting words. But Claudine had another lover, more nearly of her own condition of life; this was Claperon, the deputy-governor of the Rouen jail, with whom she had made acquaintance during one or two compulsory visits paid by her brother to that functionary. Claudine, who was a bit of a coquette, though she did not altogether reject his suit, gave him little encouragement, so that, betwixt hopes and fears and doubts and jealousies, poor Claperon led a very uneasy kind of life.


Affairs had been for some time in this position, when, one fine morning, Alphonse de Bellefonds was not to be found in his chamber when his servant went to call him; neither had his bed been slept in. He had been observed to go out rather late on the previous evening, but whether he had returned nobody could tell. He had not appeared at supper, but that was too ordinary an event to awaken suspicion; and little alarm was excited till several hours had elapsed, when inquiries were instituted and a search commenced, which terminated in the discovery of his body, a good deal mangled, lying at the bottom of a pond which had belonged to the old brewery.


Before any investigation had been made, every person had jumped to the conclusion that the young man had been murdered, and that Jacques Rollet was the assassin. There was a strong presumption in favor of that opinion, which further perquisitions‡ tended to confirm. Only the day before, Jacques had been heard to threaten Monsieur de Bellefonds with speedy vengeance. On the fatal evening, Alphonse and Claudine had been seen together in the neighborhood of the now dismantled brewery; and as Jacques, betwixt poverty and democracy, was in bad odor with the respectable part of society, it was not easy for him to bring witnesses to character or to prove an unexceptionable alibi. As for the Bellefonds and De Chaulieus, and the aristocracy in general, they entertained no doubt of his guilt; and finally, the magistrates coming to the same opinion, Jacques Rollet was committed for trial at the next assizes, and as a testimony of good-will, Antoine de Chaulieu was selected by the injured family to conduct the prosecution.


Here, at last, was the opportunity he had sighed for. So interesting a case, too, furnishing such ample occasion for passion, pathos, indignation! And how eminently fortunate that the speech which he set himself with ardor to prepare would be delivered in the presence of the father and brother of his mistress, and perhaps of the lady herself. The evidence against Jacques, it is true, was altogether presumptive; there was no proof whatever that he had committed the crime; and for his own part, he stoutly denied it. But Antoine de Chaulieu entertained no doubt of his guilt, and the speech he composed was certainly well calculated to carry that conviction into the bosom of others. It was of the highest importance to his own reputation that he should procure a verdict, and he confidently assured the afflicted and enraged family of the victim that their vengeance should be satisfied.


Under these circumstances, could anything be more unwelcome than a piece of intelligence that was privately conveyed to him late on the evening before the trial was to come on, which tended strongly to exculpate the prisoner, without indicating any other person as the criminal. Here was an opportunity lost. The first step of the ladder on which he was to rise to fame, fortune, and a wife was slipping from under his feet.


Of course so interesting a trial was anticipated with great eagerness by the public; the court was crowded with all the beauty and fashion of Rouen, and amongst the rest, doubly interesting in her mourning, sat the fair Natalie, accompanied by her family.


The young advocate’s heart beat high; he felt himself inspired by the occasion; and although Jacques Rollet persisted in asserting his innocence, founding his defence chiefly on circumstances which were strongly corroborated by the information that had reached De Chaulieu the preceding evening, he was nevertheless convicted.


In spite of the very strong doubts he privately entertained respecting the justice of the verdict, even De Chaulieu himself, in the first flush of success, amidst a crowd of congratulating friends and the approving smiles of his mistress, felt gratified and happy; his speech had, for the time being, not only convinced others but himself; warmed with his own eloquence, he believed what he said. But when the glow was over, and he found himself alone, he did not feel so comfortable. A latent doubt of Rollet’s guilt now pressed strongly on his mind, and he felt that the blood of the innocent would be on his head. It was true there was yet time to save the life of the prisoner; but to admit Jacques innocent, was to take the glory out of his own speech, and turn the sting of his argument against himself. Besides, if he produced the witness who had secretly given him the information, he should be self-condemned, for he could not conceal that he had been aware of the circumstance before the trial.


Matters having gone so far, therefore, it was necessary that Jacques Rollet should die; and so the affair took its course; and early one morning the guillotine was erected in the courtyard of the gaol, three criminals ascended the scaffold, and three heads fell into the basket, which were presently afterward, with the trunks that had been attached to them, buried in a corner of the cemetery.


Antoine de Chaulieu was now fairly started in his career, and his success was as rapid as the first step toward it had been tardy. He took a pretty apartment in the Hôtel Marbœuf, Rue Grange Batelière, and in a short time was looked upon as one of the most rising young advocates in Paris. His success in one line brought him success in another; he was soon a favorite in society, and an object of interest to speculating mothers; but his affections still adhered to his old love, Natalie de Bellefonds, whose family now gave their assent to the match,—at least prospectively,—a circumstance which furnished such additional incentive to his exertions, that in about two years from his first brilliant speech he was in a sufficiently flourishing condition to offer the young lady a suitable home.


In anticipation of the happy event, he engaged and furnished a suite of apartments in the Rue de Helder; and as it was necessary that the bride should come to Paris to provide her trousseau, it was agreed that the wedding should take place there, instead of at Bellefonds, as had been first projected,—an arrangement the more desirable, that a press of business rendered Monsieur de Chaulieu’s absence from Paris inconvenient.


Brides and bridegrooms in France, except of the very high classes, are not much in the habit of making those honeymoon excursions so universal in this country. A day spent in visiting Versailles, or St. Cloud, or even the public places of the city, is generally all that precedes the settling down into the habits of daily life. In the present instance, St. Denis was selected, from the circumstance of Natalie’s having a younger sister at school there, and also because she had a particular desire to see the Abbey.


The wedding was to take place on a Thursday; and on the Wednesday evening, having spent some hours most agreeably with Natalie, Antoine de Chaulieu returned to spend his last night in his bachelor apartments. His wardrobe and other small possessions had already been packed up, and sent to his future home; and there was nothing left in his room now but his new wedding suit, which he inspected with considerable satisfaction before he undressed and lay down to sleep.


Sleep, however, was somewhat slow to visit him, and the clock had struck one before he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, it was broad daylight, and his first thought was, had he overslept himself? He sat up in bed to look at the clock, which was exactly opposite; and as he did so, in the large mirror over the fireplace, he perceived a figure standing behind him. As the dilated eyes met his own, he saw it was the face of Jacques Rollet. Overcome with horror, he sank back on his pillow, and it was some minutes before he ventured to look again in that direction; when he did so, the figure had disappeared.


The sudden revulsion of feeling which such a vision was calculated to occasion in a man elate with joy may be conceived. For some time after the death of his former foe, he had been visited by not infrequent twinges of conscience; but of late, borne along by success and the hurry of Parisian life, these unpleasant remembrances had grown rarer, till at length they had faded away altogether. Nothing had been further from his thoughts than Jacques Rollet when he closed his eyes on the preceding night, or when he opened them to that sun which was to shine on what he expected to be the happiest day of his life. Where were the high-strung nerves now, the elastic frame, the bounding heart?


Heavily and slowly he arose from his bed, for it was time to do so; and with a trembling hand and quivering knees he went through the processes of the toilet, gashing his cheek with the razor, and spilling the water over his well-polished boots. When he was dressed, scarcely venturing to cast a glance in the mirror as he passed it, he quitted the room and descended the stairs, taking the key of the door with him, for the purpose of leaving it with the porter; the man, however, being absent, he laid it on the table in his lodge, and with a relaxed hand and languid step he proceeded to the carriage which quickly conveyed him to the church, where he was met by Natalie and her friends.


How difficult it was now to look happy, with that pallid face and extinguished eye!


“How pale you are! Has anything happened? You are surely ill?” were the exclamations that assailed him on all sides.


He tried to carry the thing off as well as he could, but he felt that the movements he would have wished to appear alert were only convulsive, and that the smiles with which he attempted to relax his features were but distorted grimaces. However, the church was not the place for further inquiries; and whilst Natalie gently pressed his hand in token of sympathy, they advanced to the altar, and the ceremony was performed; after which they stepped into the carriages waiting at the door, and drove to the apartments of Madame de Bellefonds, where an elegant déjeuner§ was prepared.


“What ails you, my dear husband?” inquired Natalie, as soon as they were alone.


“Nothing, love,” he replied; “nothing, I assure you, but a restless night and a little overwork, in order that I might have today free to enjoy my happiness.”


“Are you quite sure? Is there nothing else?”


“Nothing, indeed, and pray don’t take notice of it; it only makes me worse.”


Natalie was not deceived, but she saw that what he said was true,—notice made him worse; so she contented herself with observing him quietly and saying nothing; but as he felt she was observing him, she might almost better have spoken; words are often less embarrassing things than too curious eyes.


When they reached Madame de Bellefonds’ he had the same sort of scrutiny to undergo, till he grew quite impatient under it, and betrayed a degree of temper altogether unusual with him. Then everybody looked astonished; some whispered their remarks, and others expressed them by their wondering eyes, till his brow knit, and his pallid cheeks became flushed with anger.


Neither could he divert attention by eating; his parched mouth would not allow him to swallow anything but liquids, of which he indulged in copious libations; and it was an exceeding relief to him when the carriage which was to convey them to St. Denis, being announced, furnished an excuse for hastily leaving the table.


Looking at his watch, he declared it was late; and Natalie, who saw how eager he was to be gone, threw her shawl over her shoulders, and bidding her friends good morning they hurried away.


It was a fine sunny day in June; and as they drove along the crowded boulevards and through the Porte St. Denis, the young bride and bridegroom, to avoid each other’s eyes, affected to be gazing out of the windows; but when they reached that part of the road where there was nothing but trees on each side, they felt it necessary to draw in their heads, and make an attempt at conversation.


De Chaulieu put his arm round his wife’s waist, and tried to rouse himself from his depression; but it had by this time so reacted upon her, that she could not respond to his efforts; and thus the conversation languished, till both felt glad when they reached their destination, which would, at all events, furnish them something to talk about.


Having quitted the carriage and ordered a dinner at the Hôtel de l’Abbaye, the young couple proceeded to visit Mademoiselle de Bellefonds, who was overjoyed to see her sister and new brother-in-law, and doubly so when she found that they had obtained permission to take her out to spend the afternoon with them.


As there is little to be seen at St. Denis but the Abbey, on quitting that part of it devoted to education, they proceeded to visit the church with its various objects of interest; and as De Chaulieu’s thoughts were now forced into another direction, his cheerfulness began insensibly to return. Natalie looked so beautiful, too, and the affection betwixt the two young sisters was so pleasant to behold! And they spent a couple of hours wandering about with Hortense, who was almost as well informed as the Suisse, till the brazen doors were open which admitted them to the royal vault.


Satisfied at length with what they had seen, they began to think of returning to the inn, the more especially as De Chaulieu, who had not eaten a morsel of food since the previous evening, confessed to being hungry; so they directed their steps to the door, lingering here and there as they went to inspect a monument or a painting, when happening to turn his head aside to see if his wife, who had stopped to take a last look at the tomb of King Dagobert, was following, he beheld with horror the face of Jacques Rollet appearing from behind a column. At the same instant his wife joined him and took his arm, inquiring if he was not very much delighted with what he had seen. He attempted to say yes, but the word died upon his lips; and staggering out of the door, he alleged that a sudden faintness had overcome him.


They conducted him to the hotel, but Natalie now became seriously alarmed; and well she might. His complexion looked ghastly, his limbs shook, and his features bore an expression of indescribable horror and anguish. What could be the meaning of so extraordinary a change in the gay, witty, prosperous De Chaulieu, who, till that morning, seemed not to have a care in the world? For, plead illness as he might, she felt certain, from the expression of his features, that his sufferings were not of the body, but of the mind; and unable to imagine any reason for such extraordinary manifestations, of which she had never before seen a symptom, but a sudden aversion to herself, and regret for the step he had taken, her pride took the alarm, and, concealing the distress she really felt, she began to assume a haughty and reserved manner toward him, which he naturally interpreted into an evidence of anger and contempt.


The dinner was placed upon the table, but De Chaulieu’s appetite, of which he had lately boasted, was quite gone; nor was his wife better able to eat. The young sister alone did justice to the repast; but although the bridegroom could not eat, he could swallow champagne in such copious draughts that erelong the terror and remorse which the apparition of Jacques Rollet had awakened in his breast were drowned in intoxication.


Amazed and indignant, poor Natalie sat silently observing this elect of her heart, till, overcome with disappointment and grief, she quitted the room with her sister, and retired to another apartment, where she gave free vent to her feelings in tears.


After passing a couple of hours in confidences and lamentations, they recollected that the hours of liberty, granted as an especial favor to Mademoiselle Hortense, had expired; but ashamed to exhibit her husband in his present condition to the eyes of strangers, Natalie prepared to reconduct her to the Maison Royal herself. Looking into the dining-room as they passed, they saw De Chaulieu lying on a sofa, fast asleep, in which state he continued when his wife returned. At length the driver of their carriage begged to know if monsieur and madame were ready to return to Paris, and it became necessary to arouse him.


The transitory effects of the champagne had now subsided; but when De Chaulieu recollected what had happened, nothing could exceed his shame and mortification. So engrossing, indeed, were these sensations, that they quite overpowered his previous ones, and, in his present vexation, he for the moment forgot his fears. He knelt at his wife’s feet, begged her pardon a thousand times, swore that he adored her, and declared that the illness and the effect of the wine had been purely the consequences of fasting and overwork.


It was not the easiest thing in the world to reassure a woman whose pride, affection, and taste had been so severely wounded; but Natalie tried to believe, or to appear to do so, and a sort of reconciliation ensued, not quite sincere on the part of the wife, and very humbling on the part of the husband. Under these circumstances it was impossible that he should recover his spirits or facility of manner; his gayety was forced, his tenderness constrained; his heart was heavy within him; and ever and anon the source whence all this disappointment and woe had sprung would recur to his perplexed and tortured mind.


Thus mutually pained and distrustful, they returned to Paris, which they reached about nine o’clock. In spite of her depression, Natalie, who had not seen her new apartments, felt some curiosity about them, whilst De Chaulieu anticipated a triumph in exhibiting the elegant home he had prepared for her. With some alacrity, therefore, they stepped out of the carriage, the gates of the hotel were thrown open, the concierge rang the bell which announced to the servants that their master and mistress had arrived; and whilst these domestics appeared above, holding lights over the balusters, Natalie, followed by her husband, ascended the stairs.


But when they reached the landing-place of the first flight, they saw the figure of a man standing in a corner, as if to make way for them. The flash from above fell upon his face, and again Antoine de Chaulieu recognized the features of Jacques Rollet.


From the circumstance of his wife preceding him, the figure was not observed by De Chaulieu till he was lifting his foot to place it on the top stair: the sudden shock caused him to miss the step, and without uttering a sound, he fell back, and never stopped until he reached the stones at the bottom.


The screams of Natalie brought the concierge from below and the maids from above, and an attempt was made to raise the unfortunate man from the ground; but with cries of anguish he besought them to desist.


“Let me,” he said, “die here. O God! what a dreadful vengeance is thine! Natalie, Natalie,” he exclaimed to his wife, who was kneeling beside him, “to win fame, and fortune, and yourself, I committed a dreadful crime. With lying words I argued away the life of a fellow-creature, whom, whilst I uttered them, I half believed to be innocent; and now, when I have attained all I desired and reached the summit of my hopes, the Almighty has sent him back upon the earth to blast me with the sight. Three times this day—three times this day! Again! Again! Again!” And as he spoke, his wild and dilated eyes fixed themselves on one of the individuals that surrounded him.


“He is delirious,” said they.


“No,” said the stranger, “what he says is true enough, at least in part.” And, bending over the expiring man, he added, “May Heaven forgive you, Antoine de Chaulieu! I am no apparition, but the veritable Jacques Rollet, who was saved by one who well knew my innocence. I may name him, for he is beyond the reach of the law now: it was Claperon, the jailer, who, in a fit of jealousy, had himself killed Alphonse de Bellefonds.”


“But—but there were three,” gasped Antoine.


“Yes, a miserable idiot, who had been so long in confinement for a murder that he was forgotten by the authorities, was substituted for me. At length I obtained, through the assistance of my sister, the position of concierge in the Hôtel Marbœuf, in the Rue Grange Bateliere. I entered on my new place yesterday evening, and was desired to awaken the gentleman on the third floor at seven o’clock. When I entered the room to do so, you were asleep; but before I had time to speak, you awoke, and I recognized your features in the glass. Knowing that I could not vindicate my innocence if you chose to seize me, I fled, and seeing an omnibus starting for St. Denis, I got on it with a vague idea of getting on to Calais and crossing the Channel to England. But having only a franc or two in my pocket, or indeed in the world, I did not know how to procure the means of going forward; and whilst I was lounging about the place, forming first one plan and then another, I saw you in the church, and, concluding that you were in pursuit of me, I thought the best way of eluding your vigilance was to make my way back to Paris as fast as I could; so I set off instantly, and walked all the way; but having no money to pay my night’s lodging, I came here to borrow a couple of livres of my sister Claudine, who is a brodeuse¶ and resides au cinquième.”#


“Thank Heaven!” exclaimed the dying man, “that sin is off my soul. Natalie, dear wife, farewell! Forgive—forgive all.”


These were the last words he uttered; the priest, who had been summoned in haste, held up the cross before his failing sight; a few strong convulsions shook the poor bruised and mangled frame; and then all was still.


 


* That is, in the early days of the French Revolution (which first exploded in 1789).


† Gentleman.


‡ Searches.


§ Lunch.


¶ An embroiderer.


# On the fifth floor (or in the fifth apartment).




Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell (1810–1865), popularly known as Mrs. Gaskell, was influenced by Jane Austen and in mid-life became a prolific English novelist and short story writer. Her novels generally focus on the lives of women caught up in the Industrial Revolution, and she penned a popular biography of Charlotte Brontë. Despite extensive critical praise in the nineteenth century, her writing has generally been relegated to the dustbin of history. Many of her short stories incorporated crimes or gothic, supernatural, or sensational elements and were published anonymously, perhaps because she was concerned that such works would affect sales of her more conventional novels. The following, which appeared in Household Words for Christmas 1853, is told by an anonymous “squire” about small-town life and recounts how an “old maid” and a magistrate came to identify a cold-blooded murderer.




THE SQUIRE’S STORY


ELIZABETH CLEGHORN GASKELL
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In the year 1769 the little town of Barford was thrown into a state of great excitement by the intelligence that a gentleman (and quite the gentleman, said the landlord of the George Inn) had been looking at Mr. Clavering’s old house. This house was neither in the town nor in the country. It stood on the outskirts of Barford, on the roadside leading to Derby. The last occupant had been a Mr. Clavering—a Northumberland gentleman of good family—who had come to live in Barford while he was but a younger son; but when some elder branches of the family died, he had returned to take possession of the family estate. The house of which I speak was called the White House, from its being covered with a greyish kind of stucco. It had a good garden to the back, and Mr. Clavering had built capital stables, with what were then considered the latest improvements. The point of good stabling was expected to let the house, as it was in a hunting county; otherwise it had few recommendation. There were many bedrooms; some entered through others, even to the number of five, leading one beyond the other; several sitting-rooms of the small and poky* kind, wainscoted round with wood, and then painted a heavy slate colour; one good dining-room, and a drawing-room over it, both looking into the garden, with pleasant bow-windows.


Such was the accommodation offered by the White House. It did not seem to be very tempting to strangers, though the good people of Barford rather piqued themselves on it, as the largest house in the town; and as a house in which townspeople and county people had often met at Mr. Clavering’s friendly dinners. To appreciate this circumstance of pleasant recollection, you should have lived some years in a little country town, surrounded by gentlemen’s seats. You would then understand how a bow or a courtesy from a member of a county family elevates the individuals who receive it almost as much, in their own eyes, as the pair of blue garters fringed with silver did Mr. Bickerstaff’s ward. They trip lightly on air for a whole day afterwards. Now Mr. Clavering was gone, where could town and county mingle?


I mention these things that you may have an idea of the desirability of the letting of the White House in the Barfordites’ imagination; and to make the mixture thick and slab,† you must add for yourselves the bustle, the mystery, and the importance which every little event either causes or assumes in a small town; and then, perhaps, it will be no wonder to you that twenty ragged little urchins accompanied the gentleman aforesaid to the door of the White House; and that, although he was above an hour inspecting it, under the auspices of Mr. Jones, the agent’s clerk, thirty more had joined themselves on to the wondering crowd before his exit, and awaited such crumbs of intelligence as they could gather before they were threatened or whipped out of hearing distance. Presently, out came the gentleman and the lawyer’s clerk. The latter was speaking as he followed the former over the threshold. The gentleman was tall, well-dressed, handsome; but there was a sinister cold look in his quick-glancing, light blue eye, which a keen observer might not have liked. There were no keen observers among the boys, and ill-conditioned gaping girls. But they stood too near; inconveniently close; and the gentleman, lifting up his right hand, in which he carried a short riding-whip, dealt one or two sharp blows to the nearest, with a look of savage enjoyment on his face as they moved away whimpering and crying. An instant after, his expression of countenance had changed.


“Here!” said he, drawing out a handful of money, partly silver, partly copper, and throwing it into the midst of them. “Scramble for it! fight it out, my lads! come this afternoon, at three, to the George, and I’ll throw you out some more.” So the boys hurrahed for him as he walked off with the agent’s clerk. He chuckled to himself, as over a pleasant thought. “I’ll have some fun with those lads,” he said; “I’ll teach ’em to come prowling and prying about me. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll make the money so hot in the fire-shovel that it shall burn their fingers. You come and see the faces and the howling. I shall be very glad if you will dine with me at two; and by that time I may have made up my mind respecting the house.”


Mr. Jones, the agent’s clerk, agreed to come to the George at two, but, somehow, he had a distaste for his entertainer. Mr. Jones would not like to have said, even to himself, that a man with a purse full of money, who kept many horses, and spoke familiarly of noblemen—above all, who thought of taking the White House—could be anything but a gentleman; but still the uneasy wonder as to who this Mr. Robinson Higgins could be, filled the clerk’s mind long after Mr. Higgins, Mr. Higgins’s servants and Mr. Higgins’s stud had taken possession of the White House.


The White House was re-stuccoed (this time of a pale yellow colour), and put into thorough repair by the accommodating and delighted landlord; while his tenant seemed inclined to spend any amount of money on internal decorations, which were showy and effective in their character, enough to make the White House a nine days’ wonder to the good people of Barford. The slate-colored paints became pink, and were picked out with gold; the old-fashioned banisters were replaced by newly gilt ones; but, above all, the stables were a sight to be see. Since the days of the Roman Emperor never was there such provision made for the care, the comfort, and the health of horses. But every one said it was no wonder, when they were led through Barford, covered up to their eyes, but curving their arched and delicate necks, and prancing with short high steps, in repressed eagerness. Only one groom came with them; yet they required the care of three men. Mr. Higgins, however, preferred engaging two lads out of Barford; and Barford highly approved of his preference. Not only was it kind and thoughtful to give employment to the lounging lads themselves, but they were receiving such a training in Mr. Higgins’s stables as might fit them for Doncaster or Newmarket. The district of Derbyshire in which Barford was situated was too close to Leicestershire not to support a hunt and a pack of hounds. The master of the hounds was a certain Sir Harry Manley, who was aut a huntsman aut nullus.‡ He measured a man by the length of his fork,§ not by the expression of his countenance, or the shape of his head. But as Sir Harry was wont to observe, there was such a thing as too long a fork, so his approbation was withheld until he had seen a man on horseback; and if his seat there was square and easy, his hand light, and his courage good, Sir Harry hailed him as a brother.


Mr. Higgins attended the first meet of the season, not as a subscriber but as an amateur. The Barford huntsmen piqued themselves on their bold riding; and their knowledge of the country came by nature; yet this new strange man, whom nobody knew, was in at the death,¶ sitting on his horse, both well breathed and calm, without a hair turned on the sleek skin of the latter, supremely addressing the old huntsman as he hacked off the tail of the fox; and he, the old man, who was testy even under Sir Harry’s slightest rebuke, and flew out on any other member of the hunt that dared to utter a word against his sixty years’ experience as stable-boy, groom, poacher, and what not—he, old Isaac Wormeley, was meekly listening to the wisdom of this stranger, only now and then giving one of his quick, up-turning, cunning glances, not unlike the sharp o’er-canny looks of the poor deceased Reynard, round whom the hounds were howling, unadmonished by the short whip, which was now tucked into Wormeley’s well-worn pocket. When Sir Harry rode into the copse—full of dead brushwood and wet tangled grass—and was followed by the members of the hunt, as one by one they cantered past, Mr. Higgins took off his cap and bowed—half deferentially, half insolently—with a lurking smile in the corner of his eye at the discomfited looks of one or two of the laggards. “A famous run, sir,” said Sir Harry. “The first time you have hunted in our country; but I hope we shall see you often.”


“I hope to become a member of the hunt, sir,” said Mr. Higgins.


“Most happy—proud, I am sure, to receive so daring a rider among us. You took the Copper-gate, I fancy; while some of our friends here”—scowling at one or two cowards by way of finishing his speech. “Allow me to introduce myself—master of the hounds.” He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket for the card on which his name was formally inscribed. “Some of our friends here are kind enough to come home with me to dinner; might I ask for the honour?”


“My name is Higgins,” replied the stranger, bowing low. “I am only lately come to occupy the White House at Barford, and I have not as yet presented my letters of introduction.”


“Hang it!” replied Sir Harry; “a man with a seat like yours, and that good brush in your hand, might ride up to any door in the county (I’m a Leicestershire man!), and be a welcome guest. Mr. Higgins, I shall be proud to become better acquainted with you over my dinner-table.”


Mr. Higgins knew pretty well how to improve the acquaintance thus begun. He could sing a good song, tell a good story and was well up in practical jokes; with plenty of that keen worldly sense, which seems like an instinct in some men, and which in this case taught him on whom he might play off such jokes, with impunity from their resentment, and with a security of applause from the more boisterous, vehement or prosperous. At the end of twelve months Mr. Robinson Higgins was, out-and-out, the most popular member of the Barford hunt; had beaten all the others by a couple of lengths, as his first patron, Sir Harry, observed one evening, when they were just leaving the dinner-table of an old hunting squire in the neighbourhood.


“Because you know,” said Squire Hearn, holding Sir Harry by the button—“I mean, you see, this young spark is looking sweet upon Catherine; and she’s a good girl, and will have ten thousand pounds down, the day she’s married, by her mother’s will; and, excuse me, Sir Harry, but I should not like my girl to throw herself away.”


Though Sir Harry had a long ride before him, and but the early and short light of a new moon to take it in, his kind heart was so much touched by Squire Hearn’s trembling, tearful anxiety, that he stopped and turned back into the dining-room to say, with more asseverations than I care to give,—


“My good Squire, I may say, I know that man pretty well by this time; and a better fellow never existed. If I had twenty daughters he should have the pick of them.”


Squire Hearn never thought of asking the grounds for his old friend’s opinion of Mr. Higgins; it had been given with too much earnestness for any doubts to cross the old man’s mind as to the possibility of its not being well founded. Mr. Hearn was not a doubter, or a thinker, or suspicious by nature; it was simply his love for Catherine, his only daughter, that prompted his anxiety in this case; and, after what Sir Harry had said, the old man could totter with an easy mind, though not with very steady legs, into the drawing-room, where his bonny, blushing daughter Catherine and Mr. Higgins stood close together on the hearth-rug; he whispering, she listening with downcast eyes. She looked so happy, so like her dead mother had looked when the squire was a young man, that all his thought was how to please her most. His son and heir was about to be married, and bring his wife to live with the squire; Barford and the White House were not distant an hour’s ride; and, even as these thoughts passed through his mind, he asked Mr. Higgins if he could stay all night—the young moon was already set—the roads would be dark—and Catherine looked up with a pretty anxiety, which, however, had not much doubt in it, for the answer.


With every encouragement of this kind from the old squire, it took everybody rather by surprise when, one morning, it was discovered that Miss Catherine Hearn was missing; and when, according to the usual fashion in such cases, a note was found, saying that she had eloped with the man of her heart, and gone to Gretna Green, no one could imagine why she could not quietly have stopped at home and been married in the parish church. She had always been a romantic, sentimental girl; very pretty and very affectionate, and very much spoiled, and very much wanting in common sense. Her indulgent father was deeply hurt at this want of confidence in his never-varying affection; but when his son came, hot with indignation from the baronet’s (his future father-in-law’s house, where every form of law and of ceremony was to accompany his own impending marriage), Squire Hearn pleaded the cause of the young couple with imploring cogency, and protested that it was a piece of spirit in his daughter, which he admired and was proud of. However, it ended with Mr. Nathaniel Hearn’s declaring that he and his wife would have nothing to do with his sister and her husband. “Wait till you’ve seen him, Nat!” said the old Squire, trembling with his distressful anticipations of family discord. “He’s an excuse for any girl. Only ask Sir Harry’s opinion of him.” “Confound Sir Harry! So that a man sits his horse well, Sir Harry cares nothing about anything else. Who is this man—this fellow? Where does he come from? What are his means? Who are his family?”
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