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    A young woman learns to keep her heart steady as the familiar world of a quiet town tilts under the pressures of family, class, and change. Wives and Daughters, Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell’s final novel, opens in the unassuming rhythms of provincial life and then widens to reveal the forces—marriage, ambition, gossip, and science—that rearrange destinies. Its poise lies in how gently, and how truthfully, these forces touch ordinary people. Without melodrama, Gaskell composes a drama of everyday courage: how to remain kind when circumstances grow complicated, how to see others clearly, and how to grow up without losing tenderness or trust.

The book has earned classic status because it refines the great Victorian novel’s central task: to portray society in motion while honoring individual conscience. Like the best works of the period, it marries social breadth to moral delicacy, creating a world at once comprehensive and intimate. Its influence can be traced in later depictions of small-town life and the domestic novel’s subtle comedy, as well as in modern adaptations that realize its supple ensemble on screen. Readers and writers return to it for its balance of insight and warmth, its steady gaze, and its patient attention to the everyday as worthy drama.

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell wrote Wives and Daughters in the 1860s, and it was serialized in Cornhill Magazine from 1864 to 1866. The novel remained unfinished at her death in 1865, a fact that underscores its air of life continuing beyond the page. Set in the English provincial town of Hollingford, it centers on the daughter of a local doctor and the intricate relations that unfold when her father remarries. Gaskell, already renowned for socially engaged fiction, here turns to the textures of domestic experience, observing how households, friendships, and communities shape a young person’s sense of self and duty.

The premise is disarmingly simple: Molly Gibson, intelligent and sincere, grows up amid the routines and rituals of a country town. Her father’s second marriage introduces a new household dynamic and a stepsister whose charm and independence unsettle local expectations. Around them orbit neighbors, patrons, and the landed Hamley family, whose fortunes and anxieties mirror a society negotiating old hierarchies and new values. From this tapestry, Gaskell draws a coming-of-age story that is also a study of belonging—of how people fashion lives in the spaces between affection and ambition, tradition and curiosity, self-respect and the need to be loved.

Part of the work’s enduring appeal lies in Gaskell’s narrative poise. The third-person voice is compassionate without sentimentality, comic without cruelty, and exact about the little signs by which character reveals itself: a hesitation before speaking, a tactful silence, a misplaced vanity. Scenes move with conversational ease—visits, teas, village gatherings—yet each encounter carries moral consequence. She manages an ensemble with unshowy mastery, allowing secondary figures their own small arcs, and lets social settings—drawing rooms, schoolrooms, gardens—do the quiet work of shaping choices. The result is a novel that feels both expansive and close, panoramic in scope and intimate in feeling.

Wives and Daughters is a meditation on education in the broadest sense: how people learn tenderness, truthfulness, and tact. It examines class without caricature, showing the mutual dependencies of gentry and professionals and the costs of aspiration in a world still ruled by inherited custom. It explores women’s constraints and resourcefulness, the art of conversation as power, and the neighborly economies of debt and favor. It also weighs the ethics of sincerity against the allure of social performance. Under everything runs a question central to the Victorian imagination: how to balance self-advancement with duty to others, and at what hidden price.

Historically, the novel registers a moment when English society repositions itself between ancestral land and new professions. The Hamleys embody traditions rooted in estate, lineage, and rural stewardship, while Hollingford’s doctors, tradespeople, and educated daughters look toward merit and mobility. Gaskell also threads into this fabric the century’s growing fascination with science, particularly natural history, which brings the wider world into the parish and challenges parochial certainty. Without polemic, the narrative observes the forms of progress—ideas, institutions, polite manners—arriving in a community not wholly prepared for them, and considers the emotional negotiations that such progress demands of both young and old.

As a landmark of provincial fiction, Wives and Daughters converses with earlier social comedies while anticipating later realism that treats everyday life with serious curiosity. Its tactful irony and care for domestic nuance echo a tradition that includes older models of manners, yet Gaskell’s compassionate modernity—her attention to work, science, and women’s interiority—looks forward. The book’s structural elegance and humane observation have influenced writers and dramatists interested in ensembles rather than single heroes, in moral complexity rather than moralizing. Its legacy endures in the confidence with which it makes the ordinary luminous and grants quiet characters the dignity of center stage.

One of the novel’s most discussed features is its unfinished state, the consequence of Gaskell’s sudden death. Publication continued, and the narrative closes with an openness that feels less like incompletion than a faithful acknowledgement that lives do not resolve neatly. Generations of readers have found in this ending a kind of Victorian realism unscripted by design: a world so persuasively alive that it outlives its author. This circumstance has also heightened attention to Gaskell’s craft, since the existing chapters carry the full weight of thematic resolution through tone, pattern, and character development rather than a final, explicit tying of threads.

Gaskell’s characterization resists easy categories. The stepmother figure, socially ambitious and often comic, is treated with understanding as well as critique, and the stepsister’s mixture of charm and self-protection is presented with rare finesse. Fathers and sons contend with pride and vulnerability; friends misread one another and then learn; mentors guide without sermon. Even minor characters—neighbors, servants, clerics—register with distinct moral outlines. Gaskell trusts readers to notice small changes and draws sympathy by revealing the motives behind missteps. Her people are not types arranged around a thesis but individuals whose desires, fears, and loyalties create the story’s motion.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s relevance is immediate. It speaks to the complexities of blended families, the pressures of social performance, and the quiet labor of becoming oneself without losing kindness. Its attention to communal ties—how neighbors sustain or suffocate—feels timely, as does its interest in women’s education and the uses of knowledge. The book also offers a measured view of ambition, honoring curiosity and achievement while warning against vanity. Above all, it proposes a humane ethic: that clear seeing and gentle conduct are not naive postures but forms of strength in a world where status and feeling often pull in different directions.

Wives and Daughters endures because it invites readers into a complete moral ecosystem: a place where humor softens judgment, where choices matter, and where growth is measured in acts of consideration as much as in outward success. Written in the last phase of Gaskell’s career and published in the years around 1864–1866, it blends social history with intimate storytelling to create a living portrait of provincial England. Its themes—love, duty, class, education, and change—remain vital, and its tone is both generous and exact. To open the novel is to find companionship, and to leave it is to carry its wisdom forward.
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    Set in the provincial town of Hollingford in early Victorian England, Wives and Daughters follows Molly Gibson, the compassionate only child of a widowed country doctor. Raised quietly under her father’s affectionate yet practical care, Molly learns to navigate a close-knit community shaped by rank, reputation, and routine. Her world includes the nearby aristocratic Cumnor family, the genial Squire Hamley, and a circle of neighbors whose manners and expectations set the rhythm of daily life. The novel opens by establishing Molly’s observant nature, the steady pulse of rural society, and the gentle satire with which domestic ambitions and social hierarchies are portrayed.

Concerned for Molly’s future as she approaches womanhood, Mr. Gibson seeks a feminine household influence he cannot himself provide. A visit to Cumnor Towers, seat of the aristocratic Lord and Lady Cumnor, reconnects him with Miss Hyacinth Kirkpatrick, a graceful former governess whose polished manners appeal to society. Practical considerations and social convenience quickly gather into a proposal. Molly, loyal but uneasy, faces the disruption of a new mother and altered home. The marriage reshapes domestic routines and introduces ambitions beyond the modest habits Molly has known, setting in motion a series of encounters that widen her view of the wider world.

Hyacinth’s arrival brings elegance, performance, and an interest in appearances that contrasts with Mr. Gibson’s frank simplicity. Her daughter, Cynthia, soon joins the household, captivating Hollingford with wit, poise, and effortless charm. Molly welcomes a sister yet feels the strain of comparisons and the subtle demands of her stepmother’s social aspirations. Invitations, musicales, and teas multiply as the family navigates expectations from the Cumnors and local gentry. Through small frictions and shared confidences, Molly and Cynthia develop a bond tested by secrets, loyalties, and the unseen costs of admiration, while Mr. Gibson watches over both girls with a mixture of pride and professional reserve.

The Hamleys of Hamley Hall anchor another sphere of Molly’s life. Squire Hamley cherishes tradition and lineage, while his gentle wife offers Molly a maternal affection that steadies the girl’s heart. Their sons differ strikingly: Osborne, cultivated and poetic, is expected to fulfill grand hopes; Roger, curious and plain-spoken, pursues science and observation with unwavering honesty. Molly’s frequent visits place her at the crossroads of generational expectations and private dreams. She learns the textures of estate life, the pride and anxiety of an old family facing change, and the subtle measure of character revealed in quiet acts rather than public declarations.

As Cynthia’s radiance draws admiration, attention gathers from eligible men and opportunistic onlookers, sharpening the town’s appetite for talk. Mr. Preston, a capable but exacting estate steward, shows an interest that carries a troubling undertone. Others, more generous in spirit, also step forward. Among the Hamleys, Roger’s unpretending kindness becomes increasingly visible, even as ambitions and family duties press upon him. Molly, watching with sympathy, learns to separate popularity from integrity and first impressions from lasting worth. Friendships deepen, courtships flutter, and unspoken feelings begin to shape choices, all while propriety, money, and status quietly set the limits of possibility.

Past entanglements complicate Cynthia’s shining surface. An earlier understanding with Mr. Preston, sustained by letters and expectations, threatens to upset her present prospects. Molly, guided by compassion and a strong sense of fairness, intervenes to help untangle obligations that have grown coercive. The effort exposes her to rumor and misunderstanding, testing her reputation in a town quick to judge. Domestic tensions sharpen as Hyacinth manages appearances while Mr. Gibson insists on plain dealing. Through this crisis, Molly’s character gains definition: she chooses truth over comfort, discretion over display, and loyalty over convenience, even when those choices carry personal cost and social discomfort.

Meanwhile, the Hamleys confront reversals that unsettle hopes long invested in the future. Financial strain and paternal expectations weigh upon Osborne; misunderstandings widen the distance between father and son. Illness and sorrow visit the household, drawing Molly into acts of steady kindness that knit her more closely to their fortunes. Roger’s scientific promise opens opportunities beyond Hollingford, including a demanding expedition that tests duty, ambition, and attachment. In these shifting circumstances, Molly’s perceptions of love and honor grow clearer. She learns how private burdens lie behind public manners, and how endurance, more than ornament, sustains families through change.

Cynthia’s search for independence leads toward decisions that favor secure affection over glittering uncertainty. Engagements are weighed, revised, and finally aligned with her temperament and needs, even as her mother’s calculations collide with reality. Within Hollingford’s round of charity bazaars, garden parties, and assemblies, reputations recover or fade, and quieter virtues come to the fore. Roger departs to pursue research abroad, and Molly’s consistent goodness earns a deeper, if understated, regard among friends and neighbors. By now, the tale’s courtships have clarified character more than conquered obstacles, preparing the ground for futures that depend as much on growth as on romance.

The closing movement gathers these strands into a meditation on home, choice, and the education of the heart. Wives and Daughters traces how a young woman comes to understand herself amid the claims of family loyalty, class expectation, and the pull of new ideas. Science and tradition, candor and discretion, impulse and duty are weighed in scenes of everyday life. Though the novel remained unfinished at the author’s death, its direction is clear: constancy is rewarded, heedlessness corrected, and generosity honored. Molly stands poised between past and future, emblem of a society adjusting gently, and sometimes painfully, to change.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Wives and Daughters is set in the 1830s in the provincial English town of Hollingford, a fictional stand‑in for Knutsford in Cheshire, where Elizabeth Gaskell grew up. The decade straddles the late Georgian years of William IV (reigned 1830–1837) and the threshold of the Victorian era. The locale is a market town surrounded by farms and small estates, within reach of a great house called the Towers and the older, somewhat decaying Hamley Hall. The novel’s calendar sits before dense railway penetration, when stagecoaches and posting inns connected counties, and when county society still pivoted on the parish church, the magistracy, and the county ball.

The town and its hinterland present an ordered hierarchy: aristocratic peers resident at the Towers, old county gentry such as Squire Hamley, and an assertive professional middle class represented by Dr Gibson, apothecaries, attorneys, and merchants. Domestic servants, tenant farmers, and artisans form the base. Provincial rhythms follow the agricultural year, local assizes, and seasons of visiting. Education is classical and clerical in tone, with sons sent to Oxford or Cambridge if means allow. Scientific curiosity circulates through cabinets of shells and local societies. News arrives via newspapers, letters, and travelers, saturating a community acutely concerned with reputation, marriage alliances, patronage, and duty.

The long Industrial Revolution transformed the northwest counties framing Hollingford’s imagined world and is the central historical force shaping its tensions. Between 1801 and 1851 Manchester’s population rose from under 100,000 to over 300,000, driven by cotton spinning, steam power, and canal and railway infrastructure such as the Bridgewater Canal (opened 1761) and the Liverpool and Manchester Railway (opened 1830). New fortunes accumulated in mills, warehouses, banking, and machine shops, while agricultural incomes stagnated or fluctuated with grain prices. This shift rebalanced status: a trained professional or manufacturer might rival a squire; a surgeon could command deference once reserved for land. Parliamentary language now spoke of industry, improvement, and commerce as sources of national strength. The countryside near Cheshire felt these currents through land agents negotiating mortgages, through demand for foodstuffs to feed towns, and through local consumers buying factory cloth. Taxation, enclosure earlier in the century, and credit networks tied estates to urban markets. In this climate, Gaskell stages the unease of an indebted squire and the quiet authority of a competent provincial doctor. Although the book rarely enters a mill yard, its domestic plot mirrors a country adapting to urban modernity: the Hamley family’s financial fragility against a backdrop of falling agricultural margins; the Cumnor household’s ceremonial power offset by pragmatic reliance on professional expertise; young men like Roger imagining careers in science that align with the technological and commercial ethos of the age. The very courtesy traffic between the Towers, the market town, and the hall registers a recalibration of influence, where sociability and knowledge circulate beside lineage. Written in 1864–1866, after decades of rapid industrialization, the novel looks back to the 1830s to anatomize the first phase of that reordering, when deference to land still held but had begun, quietly and irrevocably, to yield to merit and money.

The Great Reform Act of 1832 restructured parliamentary representation in England and Wales by abolishing 56 rotten boroughs, reducing 30 more, and enfranchising new industrial towns such as Manchester, Birmingham, and Leeds. The electorate expanded from roughly 435,000 to about 652,000 male voters, with standardized ten pound household qualifications in boroughs. Counties like Cheshire saw a redistribution of influence from pocket patrons to broader rate‑paying constituencies. Though Wives and Daughters does not dramatize hustings, its social field reflects the post‑Reform recalibration: aristocratic patronage at the Towers remains potent, yet professional men and commercial wealth possess a political voice increasingly independent of hereditary landowners.

In 1829 the Roman Catholic Relief Act removed most civil disabilities on Catholics in the United Kingdom, permitting them to sit in Parliament and hold public office, while retaining certain restrictions. The act followed decades of agitation led by Daniel O’Connell and passed under the Duke of Wellington and Robert Peel. Social prejudice, however, persisted in counties and drawing rooms. Gaskell threads this atmosphere into the novel through Osborne Hamley’s secret marriage to a poor French Catholic wife and their child, concealed from an Anglican father fearful of disgrace. The plot registers emancipation’s legal success yet reveals enduring cultural suspicion toward Catholic ties and intermarriage.

Nineteenth‑century medicine underwent formal regulation and rising status. The Apothecaries Act of 1815 required apprenticeships and examinations for apothecaries in England and Wales, curbing unlicensed practice. The Anatomy Act of 1832 expanded lawful access to cadavers for teaching, replacing grave robbing scandals. Later, the Medical Act of 1858 established the General Medical Council and a national register. In the 1830s provincial practitioners often combined surgery, midwifery, and general medicine. Dr Gibson epitomizes this new professional authority: skilled, discreet, and socially mobile, he moves among gentry and poor with recognized expertise. His position marks the shift from deference to hereditary rank toward trust in credentialed competence.

The 1830s were a golden age for British natural history. The British Association for the Advancement of Science, founded at York in 1831, held early meetings at Oxford (1832), Cambridge (1833), and Edinburgh (1834), energizing provincial learned culture. Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830–1833) and Charles Darwin’s voyage on HMS Beagle (1831–1836) exemplified methodical observation and collection. Cambridge and Oxford circles fostered societies, museums, and specimen exchanges. Roger Hamley’s ambition as a naturalist, his field notebooks, and his later expeditionary work situate the novel within this science‑minded milieu. His meritocratic rise through scientific labor counters Osborne’s classical polish, mapping national enthusiasm for empirical inquiry.

British imperial exploration in West Africa intensified between the 1820s and 1840s. Hugh Clapperton’s journeys (1822–1827) and the Lander brothers’ 1830–1831 expedition traced the Niger River to the Atlantic, while the 1841 Niger Expedition, backed by anti‑slavery groups, suffered catastrophic mortality from malaria and yellow fever. Naval surveyors, missionaries, and naturalists gathered specimens, mapped coasts, and advanced commerce and abolitionist aims. In the novel, Roger Hamley accepts a scientific assignment to Africa, writes home about collecting, and falls ill with fever, reflecting the hazards recorded in expedition journals. His letters and delays embody the metropolitan hunger for colonial knowledge and the personal cost of empire.

The Corn Laws, enacted in 1815 to protect domestic grain producers by imposing tariffs on imported wheat, sustained agricultural incomes but kept bread prices high. Volatility in harvests and markets produced cycles of prosperity and distress. From 1838 the Anti‑Corn Law League, centered in Manchester and led by Richard Cobden and John Bright, pressed for repeal, achieved in 1846 under Sir Robert Peel amid Irish famine pressures. In Wives and Daughters, the financial anxieties of Squire Hamley, the mortgaging of land, and resentment at changing times echo an agricultural economy under strain. The laws’ political conflict sharpened the contrast between landed interest and urban commercial power.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 replaced parish‑based outdoor relief with union workhouses and a deterrent regime overseen by a central commission. It aimed to reduce costs and discourage dependency, provoking rural protest and sustained debate. Guardians elected by ratepayers administered relief; medical officers served the poor within tight budgets. Although the novel does not enter a workhouse, its Hollingford depicts parish elites and professionals negotiating charity, fees, and obligations to tenants and cottagers. Dr Gibson’s calls among the less affluent, and the Cumnor family’s ceremonial benevolence, mirror the era’s contested shift from customary, paternal relief to bureaucratic, rule‑bound assistance.

Elite education in the 1830s remained classical and Anglican. Oxford and Cambridge required religious subscription for degrees, a barrier not lifted fully until the Universities Tests Act of 1871. Scientific study existed through professorships and societies, but the Natural Sciences Tripos at Cambridge dates later, from 1848. Cambridge’s Philosophical Society (founded 1819) and museums fostered empirical work. In Gaskell’s world, Osborne’s classical expectations at Oxford and debts contrast with Roger’s scientific dedication, hinting at a generational curriculum shift. The different trajectories illustrate how a gentleman’s laurels could give way to careers built on observation, fieldwork, and institutional networks that extended beyond chapel and hall.

Marriage law and custom underwrote female dependence. Under coverture, a married woman’s property and legal identity were absorbed by her husband; substantial reforms arrived only with the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882. The Marriage Act of 1836 authorized civil marriages and nonconformist ceremonies in registered places, while the older Hardwicke Act of 1753 still shaped formalities and consent. Reputation governed prospects. In the novel, Cynthia’s secret engagement to Mr Preston creates leverage and near‑ruin; Mrs Gibson’s focus on advantageous matches is a rational strategy in a system that offered few alternatives. Osborne’s clandestine cross‑class, cross‑confession marriage illuminates risks that legal tolerance did not erase.

County governance in early nineteenth‑century England rested on aristocratic and gentry office holding. Lords Lieutenant commanded militias; justices of the peace administered local justice and licensing; High Sheriffs managed assizes. Great houses such as the Towers hosted gatherings that synchronized patronage, charity, and politics. The Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 reformed many borough councils, but county society still moved to aristocratic rhythms. In Wives and Daughters, the Cumnors’ presence confers prestige and access, yet their ceremonial authority depends on competent agents, stewards, and professionals. The depiction aligns with a historical moment when ritual power persisted while practical governance increasingly demanded expertise and accountability.

Before Rowland Hill’s postal reforms, British letter rates were high and complex, often charged by distance and sheet, with recipients paying. The Uniform Penny Post of 1840 and the Penny Black stamp democratized correspondence. In the 1830s setting, postage remained dear, and stagecoaches carried mail as well as passengers; ocean mails to Africa could take months. Wives and Daughters pivots on letters that bind and endanger: Osborne’s secret correspondence to his wife, Cynthia’s incriminating notes to Preston, and Roger’s reports from Africa. The slowness, cost, and material vulnerability of paper communications shape suspense and scandal in a society where a single sheet could determine a destiny.

The first cholera pandemic reached Britain in 1831–1832, killing tens of thousands and prompting the creation of temporary Boards of Health, quarantine measures, and public debates over miasma versus contagion. Typhus and smallpox remained endemic; vaccination followed Jenner’s 1796 discovery and the Vaccination Act of 1840, which made free vaccination available. Formal sanitary reform would come later with the 1848 Public Health Act. Dr Gibson’s practice unfolds within this transitional medical culture, balancing bedside observation, limited therapeutics, and public distrust of invasive measures. The novel’s attention to illness and recovery in households resonates with an era when disease could swiftly reorder family fortunes and social obligations.

Wives and Daughters functions as a quietly stringent social critique by anatomizing the claims of rank against the claims of merit in a provincial county. Through Squire Hamley’s debts and Osborne’s failures, Gaskell questions hereditary entitlement; through Roger’s diligence and Dr Gibson’s professional rectitude, she elevates competence over pedigree. The narrative observes how aristocratic courtesy at the Towers relies on networks of service and knowledge that it does not itself produce. By situating this scrutiny in the 1830s, she reveals the friction of a society negotiating Reform‑era pluralities, where old forms still command loyalty even as new forms of authority become indispensable.

The book also exposes gendered injustice embedded in law and custom. Coverture, the marriage market, and the policing of female reputation constrain choices for Molly, Cynthia, and Mrs Gibson, while men’s misjudgments generate risks women must absorb. Economic insecurity in agriculture and the lure of imperial and scientific careers render marriage strategies more anxious and transactional. Gaskell’s treatment of secrecy, letters, and rumor shows how surveillance substitutes for formal regulation, enforcing class and moral boundaries. The ideal of disinterested paternalism is tested and found wanting; the work instead affirms ethical responsibility grounded in sympathy, education, and work, and it quietly indicts the social costs of preserving appearances.
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    Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell (1810–1865) was an English novelist, short‑story writer, and biographer whose work helped define mid‑Victorian realism. Writing across industrial fiction, domestic comedy, historical romance, and the Gothic, she is best known for Mary Barton, Cranford, North and South, and Wives and Daughters, as well as her pioneering Life of Charlotte Brontë. Her fiction combined close observation of social conditions with a humane moral vision shaped by liberal Protestant culture. Publishing frequently in leading periodicals, including titles edited by Charles Dickens, she reached a broad readership and became a central voice in discussions of class, gender, and the human costs and possibilities of industrial modernization.

Born in London and raised largely in the Cheshire town of Knutsford, Gaskell received a boarding‑school education typical of the early nineteenth century, including time in Stratford‑upon‑Avon. Early reading, the ethos of Unitarian congregational life, and the textures of provincial communities informed her imagination. After settling in Manchester in the 1830s, she encountered the realities of a rapidly industrializing city—crowded housing, precarious labor, and philanthropic efforts to relieve poverty. These experiences supplied material and settings for her first fiction and instilled a commitment to depicting varied perspectives across class lines. Knutsford’s social rituals and close‑knit networks would later be reimagined in the affectionate vignettes of Cranford.

Gaskell’s career gained momentum in the late 1840s with Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life, published anonymously. The novel’s sympathetic portrayal of working‑class hardship and its frank treatment of industrial conflict drew immediate attention—admiration from readers who valued its compassion, and criticism from some manufacturers who disputed its representation of employers. Its success brought editorial invitations, and Gaskell began contributing stories and novellas to popular magazines. Periodical publication honed her sense of pacing and dialogue, while the urban North remained a central canvas. From the outset, she wrote with a reporter’s eye for detail and a novelist’s concern for moral complexity.

During the early to mid‑1850s she produced a diverse group of works that consolidated her reputation. Cranford offered a gently comic portrait of small‑town life, while Ruth addressed sexual double standards and social exclusion, provoking controversy as well as respect for its seriousness. North and South, serialized in a Dickens‑edited weekly, brought together a nuanced study of industrial relations, religious differences, and evolving class identities. Across these books, Gaskell developed an accessible, observant style, attentive to women’s interior lives and to the pressures reshaping Victorian society. Her narratives often balanced competing viewpoints, seeking reconciliation without understating structural inequalities.

In the later 1850s she turned to literary biography with The Life of Charlotte Brontë, written with access to correspondence and personal testimony. The book shaped Brontë’s posthumous image and generated debate, leading to revisions in subsequent editions. Alongside biographical work, Gaskell continued to publish shorter fiction—ghost stories and historical tales such as The Old Nurse’s Story, Lois the Witch, and The Grey Woman—demonstrating a versatile command of mood and genre. She also wrote longer fiction beyond the industrial novel, including Sylvia’s Lovers, set in an earlier historical period. The rhythms of serial publication encouraged layered plots and a keen sense of communal worlds.

The 1860s brought a final burst of achievement. Gaskell’s novellas Cousin Phillis and A Dark Night’s Work explored rural change, vocation, and moral consequence, while her last major novel, Wives and Daughters, appeared in monthly parts in a leading family magazine. She worked steadily despite increasing demands on her time, dividing attention between literary commitments and civic engagement. Gaskell died in 1865, leaving the concluding chapter of Wives and Daughters unwritten. Even so, the extant text displays her mature control of characterization and social observation, fusing the intimacy of domestic fiction with a broader understanding of how communities negotiate change.

Gaskell’s legacy rests on the range and depth of her social vision. Her industrial novels helped shape the English condition‑of‑England tradition, and Cranford established a lasting model for affectionate yet incisive regional portraiture. Critics and readers continue to value her interest in work, belief, and the everyday negotiations of class and gender. Renewed twentieth‑ and twenty‑first‑century scholarship has emphasized her narrative experimentation, sympathetic treatment of dissenting faith, and contributions to women’s writing. Her books remain widely read and frequently adapted for stage and screen, offering contemporary audiences humane, attentive studies of individuals embedded in the networks of Victorian life.
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[image: Illustration]o begin with the old rigmarole of childhood. In a country there was a shire, and in that shire there was a town, and in that town there was a house, and in that house there was a room, and in that room there was a bed, and in that bed there lay a little girl; wide awake and longing to get up, but not daring to do so for fear of the unseen power in the next room—a certain Betty, whose slumbers must not be disturbed until six o'clock struck, when she wakened of herself "as sure as clockwork," and left the household very little peace afterwards. It was a June morning, and early as it was, the room was full of sunny warmth and light.

On the drawers opposite to the little white dimity bed in which Molly Gibson lay, was a primitive kind of bonnet-stand on which was hung a bonnet, carefully covered over from any chance of dust with a large cotton handkerchief, of so heavy and serviceable a texture that if the thing underneath it had been a flimsy fabric of gauze and lace and flowers, it would have been altogether "scomfished[3]" (again to quote from Betty's vocabulary). But the bonnet was made of solid straw, and its only trimming was a plain white ribbon put over the crown, and forming the strings. Still, there was a neat little quilling inside, every plait of which Molly knew, for had she not made it herself the evening before, with infinite pains? and was there not a little blue bow in this quilling, the very first bit of such finery Molly had ever had the prospect of wearing?

Six o'clock now! the pleasant, brisk ringing of the church bells told that; calling every one to their daily work, as they had done for hundreds of years. Up jumped Molly, and ran with her bare little feet across the room, and lifted off the handkerchief and saw once again the bonnet; the pledge of the gay bright day to come. Then to the window, and after some tugging she opened the casement, and let in the sweet morning air. The dew was already off the flowers in the garden below, but still rising from the long hay-grass in the meadows directly beyond. At one side lay the little town of Hollingford, into a street of which Mr. Gibson's front door opened; and delicate columns, and little puffs of smoke were already beginning to rise from many a cottage chimney where some housewife was already up, and preparing breakfast for the bread-winner of the family.

Molly Gibson saw all this, but all she thought about it was, "Oh! it will be a fine day! I was afraid it never, never would come; or that, if it ever came, it would be a rainy day!" Five-and-forty years ago, children's pleasures in a country town were very simple, and Molly had lived for twelve long years without the occurrence of any event so great as that which was now impending. Poor child! it is true that she had lost her mother, which was a jar to the whole tenour of her life; but that was hardly an event in the sense referred to; and besides, she had been too young to be conscious of it at the time. The pleasure she was looking forward to to-day was her first share in a kind of annual festival in Hollingford.

The little straggling town faded away into country on one side close to the entrance-lodge of a great park, where lived my Lord and Lady Cumnor[1]: "the earl" and "the countess," as they were always called by the inhabitants of the town; where a very pretty amount of feudal feeling still lingered, and showed itself in a number of simple ways, droll enough to look back upon, but serious matters of importance at the time. It was before the passing of the Reform Bill[2], but a good deal of liberal talk took place occasionally between two or three of the more enlightened freeholders living in Hollingford; and there was a great Tory family in the county who, from time to time, came forward and contested the election with the rival Whig family of Cumnor. One would have thought that the above-mentioned liberal-talking inhabitants would have, at least, admitted the possibility of their voting for the Hely-Harrison, and thus trying to vindicate their independence. But no such thing. "The earl" was lord of the manor, and owner of much of the land on which Hollingford was built; he and his household were fed, and doctored, and, to a certain measure, clothed by the good people of the town; their fathers' grandfathers had always voted for the eldest son of Cumnor Towers, and following in the ancestral track, every man-jack in the place gave his vote to the liege lord, totally irrespective of such chimeras as political opinion.

This was no unusual instance of the influence of the great land-owners over humbler neighbours in those days before railways, and it was well for a place where the powerful family, who thus overshadowed it, were of so respectable a character as the Cumnors. They expected to be submitted to, and obeyed; the simple worship of the townspeople was accepted by the earl and countess as a right; and they would have stood still in amazement, and with a horrid memory of the French sansculottes who were the bugbears of their youth, had any inhabitant of Hollingford ventured to set his will or opinions in opposition to those of the earl. But, yielded all that obeisance, they did a good deal for the town, and were generally condescending, and often thoughtful and kind in their treatment of their vassals. Lord Cumnor was a forbearing landlord; putting his steward a little on one side sometimes, and taking the reins into his own hands now and then, much to the annoyance of the agent, who was, in fact, too rich and independent to care greatly for preserving a post where his decisions might any day be overturned by my lord's taking a fancy to go "pottering" (as the agent irreverently expressed it in the sanctuary of his own home), which, being interpreted, meant that occasionally the earl asked his own questions of his own tenants, and used his own eyes and ears in the management of the smaller details of his property. But his tenants liked my lord all the better for this habit of his. Lord Cumnor had certainly a little time for gossip, which he contrived to combine with the failing of personal intervention between the old land-steward and the tenantry. But, then, the countess made up by her unapproachable dignity for this weakness of the earl's. Once a year she was condescending. She and the ladies, her daughters, had set up a school; not a school after the manner of schools now-a-days, where far better intellectual teaching is given to the boys and girls of labourers and work-people than often falls to the lot of their betters in worldly estate; but a school of the kind we should call "industrial," where girls are taught to sew beautifully, to be capital housemaids, and pretty fair cooks, and, above all, to dress neatly in a kind of charity uniform devised by the ladies of Cumnor Towers;—white caps, white tippets, check aprons, blue gowns, and ready curtseys, and "please, ma'ams," being de rigueur.

Now, as the countess was absent from the Towers for a considerable part of the year, she was glad to enlist the sympathy of the Hollingford ladies in this school, with a view to obtaining their aid as visitors during the many months that she and her daughters were away. And the various unoccupied gentlewomen of the town responded to the call of their liege lady, and gave her their service as required; and along with it, a great deal of whispered and fussy admiration. "How good of the countess! So like the dear countess—always thinking of others!" and so on; while it was always supposed that no strangers had seen Hollingford properly, unless they had been taken to the countess's school, and been duly impressed by the neat little pupils, and the still neater needlework there to be inspected. In return, there was a day of honour set apart every summer, when with much gracious and stately hospitality, Lady Cumnor and her daughters received all the school visitors at the Towers, the great family mansion standing in aristocratic seclusion in the centre of the large park, of which one of the lodges was close to the little town. The order of this annual festivity was this. About ten o'clock one of the Towers' carriages rolled through the lodge, and drove to different houses, wherein dwelt a woman to be honoured; picking them up by ones or twos, till the loaded carriage drove back again through the ready portals, bowled along the smooth tree-shaded road, and deposited its covey of smartly-dressed ladies on the great flight of steps leading to the ponderous doors of Cumnor Towers. Back again to the town; another picking up of womankind in their best clothes, and another return, and so on till the whole party were assembled either in the house or in the really beautiful gardens. After the proper amount of exhibition on the one part, and admiration on the other, had been done, there was a collation for the visitors, and some more display and admiration of the treasures inside the house. Towards four o'clock, coffee was brought round; and this was a signal of the approaching carriage that was to take them back to their own homes; whither they returned with the happy consciousness of a well-spent day, but with some fatigue at the long-continued exertion of behaving their best, and talking on stilts for so many hours. Nor were Lady Cumnor and her daughters free from something of the same self-approbation, and something, too, of the same fatigue; the fatigue that always follows on conscious efforts to behave as will best please the society you are in.

For the first time in her life, Molly Gibson was to be included among the guests at the Towers. She was much too young to be a visitor at the school, so it was not on that account that she was to go; but it had so happened that one day when Lord Cumnor was on a "pottering" expedition, he had met Mr. Gibson, the doctor of the neighbourhood, coming out of the farm-house my lord was entering; and having some small question to ask the surgeon (Lord Cumnor seldom passed any one of his acquaintance without asking a question of some sort—not always attending to the answer; it was his mode of conversation), he accompanied Mr. Gibson to the out-building, to a ring in the wall of which the surgeon's horse was fastened. Molly was there too, sitting square and quiet on her rough little pony, waiting for her father. Her grave eyes opened large and wide at the close neighbourhood and evident advance of "the earl;" for to her little imagination the grey-haired, red-faced, somewhat clumsy man, was a cross between an arch-angel and a king.

"Your daughter, eh, Gibson?—nice little girl, how old? Pony wants grooming though," patting it as he talked. "What's your name, my dear? He's sadly behindhand with his rent, as I was saying, but if he's really ill, I must see after Sheepshanks, who is a hardish man of business. What's his complaint? You'll come to our school-scrimmage on Thursday, little girl—what's-your-name? Mind you send her, or bring her, Gibson; and just give a word to your groom, for I'm sure that pony wasn't singed last year, now, was he? Don't forget Thursday, little girl—what's-your-name?—it's a promise between us, is it not?" And off the earl trotted, attracted by the sight of the farmer's eldest son on the other side of the yard.

Mr. Gibson mounted, and he and Molly rode off. They did not speak for some time. Then she said, "May I go, papa?" in rather an anxious little tone of voice.

"Where, my dear?" said he, wakening up out of his own professional thoughts.

"To the Towers—on Thursday, you know. That gentleman" (she was shy of calling him by his title), "asked me."

"Would you like it, my dear? It has always seemed to me rather a tiresome piece of gaiety[4]—rather a tiring day, I mean—beginning so early—and the heat, and all that."

"Oh, papa!" said Molly, reproachfully.

"You'd like to go then, would you?"

"Yes; if I may!—He asked me, you know. Don't you think I may?—he asked me twice over."

"Well! we'll see—yes! I think we can manage it, if you wish it so much, Molly."

Then they were silent again. By-and-by, Molly said,—

"Please, papa—I do wish to go,—but I don't care about it."

"That's rather a puzzling speech. But I suppose you mean you don't care to go, if it will be any trouble to get you there. I can easily manage it, however, so you may consider it settled. You'll want a white frock, remember; you'd better tell Betty you're going, and she'll see after making you tidy."

Now, there were two or three things to be done by Mr. Gibson, before he could feel quite comfortable about Molly's going to the festival at the Towers, and each of them involved a little trouble on his part. But he was very willing to gratify his little girl; so the next day he rode over to the Towers, ostensibly to visit some sick housemaid, but, in reality, to throw himself in my lady's way, and get her to ratify Lord Cumnor's invitation to Molly. He chose his time, with a little natural diplomacy; which, indeed, he had often to exercise in his intercourse with the great family. He rode into the stable-yard about twelve o'clock, a little before luncheon-time, and yet after the worry of opening the post-bag and discussing its contents was over. After he had put up his horse, he went in by the back-way to the house; the "House" on this side, the "Towers" at the front. He saw his patient, gave his directions to the housekeeper, and then went out, with a rare wild-flower in his hand, to find one of the ladies Tranmere in the garden, where, according to his hope and calculation, he came upon Lady Cumnor too,—now talking to her daughter about the contents of an open letter which she held in her hand, now directing a gardener about certain bedding-out plants.

"I was calling to see Nanny, and I took the opportunity of bringing Lady Agnes the plant I was telling her about as growing on Cumnor Moss."

"Thank you, so much, Mr. Gibson. Mamma, look! this is the Drosera rotundifolia[5] I have been wanting so long."

"Ah! yes; very pretty I daresay, only I am no botanist. Nanny is better, I hope? We can't have any one laid up next week, for the house will be quite full of people,—and here are the Danbys waiting to offer themselves as well. One comes down for a fortnight of quiet, at Whitsuntide, and leaves half one's establishment in town, and as soon as people know of our being here, we get letters without end, longing for a breath of country air, or saying how lovely the Towers must look in spring; and I must own, Lord Cumnor is a great deal to blame for it all, for as soon as ever we are down here, he rides about to all the neighbours, and invites them to come over and spend a few days."

"We shall go back to town on Friday the 18th," said Lady Agnes, in a consolatory tone.

"Ah, yes! as soon as we have got over the school visitors' affair. But it is a week to that happy day."

"By the way!" said Mr. Gibson, availing himself of the good opening thus presented, "I met my lord at the Cross-trees Farm yesterday, and he was kind enough to ask my little daughter, who was with me, to be one of the party here on Thursday; it would give the lassie great pleasure, I believe." He paused for Lady Cumnor to speak.

"Oh, well! if my lord asked her, I suppose she must come, but I wish he was not so amazingly hospitable! Not but what the little girl will be quite welcome; only, you see, he met a younger Miss Browning the other day, of whose existence I had never heard."

"She visits at the school, mamma," said Lady Agnes.

"Well, perhaps she does; I never said she did not. I knew there was one visitor of the name of Browning; I never knew there were two, but, of course, as soon as Lord Cumnor heard there was another, he must needs ask her; so the carriage will have to go backwards and forwards four times now to fetch them all. So your daughter can come quite easily, Mr. Gibson, and I shall be very glad to see her for your sake. She can sit bodkin with the Brownings, I suppose? You'll arrange it all with them; and mind you get Nanny well up to her work next week."

Just as Mr. Gibson was going away, Lady Cumnor called after him, "Oh! by-the-by, Clare is here; you remember Clare, don't you? She was a patient of yours, long ago."

"Clare," he repeated, in a bewildered tone.

"Don't you recollect her? Miss Clare, our old governess," said Lady Agnes. "About twelve or fourteen years ago, before Lady Cuxhaven was married."

"Oh, yes!" said he. "Miss Clare, who had the scarlet fever here; a very pretty delicate girl. But I thought she was married!"

"Yes!" said Lady Cumnor. "She was a silly little thing, and did not know when she was well off; we were all very fond of her, I'm sure. She went and married a poor curate, and became a stupid Mrs. Kirkpatrick; but we always kept on calling her 'Clare.' And now he's dead, and left her a widow, and she is staying here; and we are racking our brains to find out some way of helping her to a livelihood without parting her from her child. She's somewhere about the grounds, if you like to renew your acquaintance with her."

"Thank you, my lady. I'm afraid I cannot stop to-day. I have a long round to go; I've stayed here too long as it is, I'm afraid."

Long as his ride had been that day, he called on the Miss Brownings in the evening, to arrange about Molly's accompanying them to the Towers. They were tall handsome women, past their first youth, and inclined to be extremely complaisant to the widowed doctor.

"Eh dear! Mr. Gibson, but we shall be delighted to have her with us. You should never have thought of asking us such a thing," said Miss Browning the elder.

"I'm sure I'm hardly sleeping at nights for thinking of it," said Miss Phœbe. "You know I've never been there before. Sister has many a time; but somehow, though my name has been down on the visitors' list these three years, the countess has never named me in her note; and you know I could not push myself into notice, and go to such a grand place without being asked; how could I?"

"I told Phœbe last year," said her sister, "that I was sure it was only inadvertence, as one may call it, on the part of the countess, and that her ladyship would be as hurt as any one when she didn't see Phœbe among the school visitors; but Phœbe has got a delicate mind, you see, Mr. Gibson, and all I could say she wouldn't go, but stopped here at home; and it spoilt all my pleasure all that day, I do assure you, to think of Phœbe's face, as I saw it over the window-blinds, as I rode away; her eyes were full of tears, if you'll believe me."

"I had a good cry after you was gone, Dorothy," said Miss Phœbe; "but for all that, I think I was right in stopping away from where I was not asked. Don't you, Mr. Gibson?"

"Certainly," said he. "And you see you are going this year; and last year it rained."

"Yes! I remember! I set myself to tidy my drawers, to string myself up, as it were; and I was so taken up with what I was about that I was quite startled when I heard the rain beating against the window-panes. 'Goodness me!' said I to myself, 'whatever will become of sister's white satin shoes, if she has to walk about on soppy grass after such rain as this?' for, you see, I thought a deal about her having a pair of smart shoes; and this year she has gone and got me a white satin pair just as smart as hers, for a surprise."

"Molly will know she's to put on her best clothes," said Miss Browning. "We could perhaps lend her a few beads, or artificials, if she wants them."

"Molly must go in a clean white frock," said Mr. Gibson, rather hastily; for he did not admire the Miss Brownings' taste in dress, and was unwilling to have his child decked up according to their fancy; he esteemed his old servant Betty's as the more correct, because the more simple. Miss Browning had just a shade of annoyance in her tone as she drew herself up, and said, "Oh! very well. It's quite right, I'm sure." But Miss Phœbe said, "Molly will look very nice in whatever she puts on, that's certain."

CHAPTER II.

A NOVICE AMONGST THE GREAT FOLK.
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At ten o'clock on the eventful Thursday the Towers' carriage began its work. Molly was ready long before it made its first appearance, although it had been settled that she and the Miss Brownings were not to go until the last, or fourth, time of its coming. Her face had been soaped, scrubbed, and shone brilliantly clean; her frills, her frock, her ribbons were all snow-white. She had on a black mode cloak that had been her mother's; it was trimmed round with rich lace, and looked quaint and old-fashioned on the child. For the first time in her life she wore kid gloves; hitherto she had only had cotton ones. Her gloves were far too large for the little dimpled fingers, but as Betty had told her they were to last her for years, it was all very well. She trembled many a time, and almost turned faint once with the long expectation of the morning. Betty might say what she liked about a watched pot never boiling; Molly never ceased to watch the approach through the winding street, and after two hours the carriage came for her at last. She had to sit very forward to avoid crushing the Miss Brownings' new dresses; and yet not too forward, for fear of incommoding fat Mrs. Goodenough and her niece, who occupied the front seat of the carriage; so that altogether the fact of sitting down at all was rather doubtful, and to add to her discomfort, Molly felt herself to be very conspicuously placed in the centre of the carriage, a mark for all the observation of Hollingford. It was far too much of a gala day for the work of the little town to go forward with its usual regularity. Maid-servants gazed out of upper windows; shopkeepers' wives stood on the door-steps; cottagers ran out, with babies in their arms; and little children, too young to know how to behave respectfully at the sight of an earl's carriage, huzzaed merrily as it bowled along. The woman at the lodge held the gate open, and dropped a low curtsey to the liveries. And now they were in the Park; and now they were in sight of the Towers, and silence fell upon the carriage-full of ladies, only broken by one faint remark from Mrs. Goodenough's niece, a stranger to the town, as they drew up before the double semicircle flight of steps which led to the door of the mansion.

"They call that a perron, I believe, don't they?" she asked. But the only answer she obtained was a simultaneous "hush." It was very awful, as Molly thought, and she half wished herself at home again. But she lost all consciousness of herself by-and-by when the party strolled out into the beautiful grounds, the like of which she had never even imagined. Green velvet lawns, bathed in sunshine, stretched away on every side into the finely wooded park; if there were divisions and ha-has between the soft sunny sweeps of grass, and the dark gloom of the forest-trees beyond, Molly did not see them; and the melting away of exquisite cultivation into the wilderness had an inexplicable charm to her. Near the house there were walls and fences; but they were covered with climbing roses, and rare honeysuckles and other creepers just bursting into bloom. There were flower-beds, too, scarlet, crimson, blue, orange; masses of blossom lying on the greensward. Molly held Miss Browning's hand very tight as they loitered about in company with several other ladies, and marshalled by a daughter of the Towers, who seemed half amused at the voluble admiration showered down upon every possible thing and place. Molly said nothing, as became her age and position, but every now and then she relieved her full heart by drawing a deep breath, almost like a sigh. Presently they came to the long glittering range of greenhouses and hothouses, and an attendant gardener was there to admit the party. Molly did not care for this half so much as for the flowers in the open air; but Lady Agnes had a more scientific taste, she expatiated on the rarity of this plant, and the mode of cultivation required by that, till Molly began to feel very tired, and then very faint. She was too shy to speak for some time; but at length, afraid of making a greater sensation if she began to cry, or if she fell against the stands of precious flowers, she caught at Miss Browning's hand, and gasped out—

"May I go back, out into the garden? I can't breathe here!"

"Oh, yes, to be sure, love. I daresay it's hard understanding for you, love; but it's very fine and instructive, and a deal of Latin in it too."

She turned hastily round not to lose another word of Lady Agnes' lecture on orchids, and Molly turned back and passed out of the heated atmosphere. She felt better in the fresh air; and unobserved, and at liberty, went from one lovely spot to another, now in the open park, now in some shut-in flower-garden, where the song of the birds, and the drip of the central fountain, were the only sounds, and the tree-tops made an enclosing circle in the blue June sky; she went along without more thought as to her whereabouts than a butterfly has, as it skims from flower to flower, till at length she grew very weary, and wished to return to the house, but did not know how, and felt afraid of encountering all the strangers who would be there, unprotected by either of the Miss Brownings. The hot sun told upon her head, and it began to ache. She saw a great wide-spreading cedar-tree upon a burst of lawn towards which she was advancing, and the black repose beneath its branches lured her thither. There was a rustic seat in the shadow, and weary Molly sate down there, and presently fell asleep.

She was startled from her slumbers after a time, and jumped to her feet. Two ladies were standing by her, talking about her. They were perfect strangers to her, and with a vague conviction that she had done something wrong, and also because she was worn-out with hunger, fatigue, and the morning's excitement, she began to cry.

"Poor little woman! She has lost herself; she belongs to some of the people from Hollingford, I have no doubt," said the oldest-looking of the two ladies; she who appeared to be about forty, though she did not really number more than thirty years. She was plain-featured, and had rather a severe expression on her face; her dress was as rich as any morning dress could be; her voice deep and unmodulated,—what in a lower rank of life would have been called gruff; but that was not a word to apply to Lady Cuxhaven, the eldest daughter of the earl and countess. The other lady looked much younger, but she was in fact some years the elder; at first sight Molly thought she was the most beautiful person she had ever seen, and she was certainly a very lovely woman. Her voice, too, was soft and plaintive, as she replied to Lady Cuxhaven,—

"Poor little darling! she is overcome by the heat, I have no doubt—such a heavy straw bonnet, too. Let me untie it for you, my dear."

Molly now found voice to say—"I am Molly Gibson, please. I came here with Miss Brownings;" for her great fear was that she should be taken for an unauthorized intruder.

"Miss Brownings?" said Lady Cuxhaven to her companion, as if inquiringly.

"I think they were the two tall large young women that Lady Agnes was talking about."

"Oh, I daresay. I saw she had a number of people in tow;" then looking again at Molly, she said, "Have you had anything to eat, child, since you came? You look a very white little thing; or is it the heat?"

"I have had nothing to eat," said Molly, rather piteously; for, indeed, before she fell asleep she had been very hungry.

The two ladies spoke to each other in a low voice; then the elder said in a voice of authority, which, indeed, she had always used in speaking to the other, "Sit still here, my dear; we are going to the house, and Clare shall bring you something to eat before you try to walk back; it must be a quarter of a mile at least." So they went away, and Molly sat upright, waiting for the promised messenger. She did not know who Clare might be, and she did not care much for food now; but she felt as if she could not walk without some help. At length she saw the pretty lady coming back, followed by a footman with a small tray.

"Look how kind Lady Cuxhaven is," said she who was called Clare. "She chose you out this little lunch herself; and now you must try and eat it, and you'll be quite right when you've had some food, darling—You need not stop, Edwards; I will bring the tray back with me."

There was some bread, and some cold chicken, and some jelly, and a glass of wine, and a bottle of sparkling water, and a bunch of grapes. Molly put out her trembling little hand for the water; but she was too faint to hold it. Clare put it to her mouth, and she took a long draught and was refreshed. But she could not eat; she tried, but she could not; her headache was too bad. Clare looked bewildered. "Take some grapes, they will be the best for you; you must try and eat something, or I don't know how I shall get you to the house."

"My head aches so," said Molly, lifting her heavy eyes wistfully.

"Oh, dear, how tiresome!" said Clare, still in her sweet gentle voice, not at all as if she was angry, only expressing an obvious truth. Molly felt very guilty and very unhappy. Clare went on, with a shade of asperity in her tone: "You see, I don't know what to do with you here if you don't eat enough to enable you to walk home. And I've been out for these three hours trapesing about the grounds till I'm as tired as can be, and missed my lunch and all." Then, as if a new idea had struck her, she said,—"You lie back in that seat for a few minutes, and try to eat the bunch of grapes, and I'll wait for you, and just be eating a mouthful meanwhile. You are sure you don't want this chicken?"

Molly did as she was bid, and leant back, picking languidly at the grapes, and watching the good appetite with which the lady ate up the chicken and jelly, and drank the glass of wine. She was so pretty and so graceful in her deep mourning, that even her hurry in eating, as if she was afraid of some one coming to surprise her in the act, did not keep her little observer from admiring her in all she did.

"And now, darling, are you ready to go?" said she, when she had eaten up everything on the tray. "Oh, come; you have nearly finished your grapes; that's a good girl. Now, if you will come with me to the side entrance, I will take you up to my own room, and you shall lie down on the bed for an hour or two; and if you have a good nap your headache will be quite gone."

So they set off, Clare carrying the empty tray, rather to Molly's shame; but the child had enough work to drag herself along, and was afraid of offering to do anything more. The "side entrance" was a flight of steps leading up from a private flower-garden into a private matted hall, or ante-room, out of which many doors opened, and in which were deposited the light garden-tools and the bows and arrows of the young ladies of the house. Lady Cuxhaven must have seen their approach, for she met them in this hall as soon as they came in.

"How is she now?" she asked; then glancing at the plates and glasses, she added, "Come, I think there can't be much amiss! You're a good old Clare, but you should have let one of the men fetch that tray in; life in such weather as this is trouble enough of itself."

Molly could not help wishing that her pretty companion would have told Lady Cuxhaven that she herself had helped to finish up the ample luncheon; but no such idea seemed to come into her mind. She only said,—"Poor dear! she is not quite the thing yet; has got a headache, she says. I am going to put her down on my bed, to see if she can get a little sleep."

Molly saw Lady Cuxhaven say something in a half-laughing manner to "Clare," as she passed her; and the child could not keep from tormenting herself by fancying that the words spoken sounded wonderfully like "Over-eaten herself, I suspect." However, she felt too poorly to worry herself long; the little white bed in the cool and pretty room had too many attractions for her aching head. The muslin curtains flapped softly from time to time in the scented air that came through the open windows. Clare covered her up with a light shawl, and darkened the room. As she was going away Molly roused herself to say, "Please, ma'am, don't let them go away without me. Please ask somebody to waken me if I go to sleep. I am to go back with Miss Brownings."

"Don't trouble yourself about it, dear; I'll take care," said Clare, turning round at the door, and kissing her hand to little anxious Molly. And then she went away, and thought no more about it. The carriages came round at half-past four, hurried a little by Lady Cumnor, who had suddenly become tired of the business of entertaining, and annoyed at the repetition of indiscriminating admiration.

"Why not have both carriages out, mamma, and get rid of them all at once?" said Lady Cuxhaven. "This going by instalments is the most tiresome thing that could be imagined." So at last there had been a great hurry and an unmethodical way of packing off every one at once. Miss Browning had gone in the chariot (or "chawyot," as Lady Cumnor called it;—it rhymed to her daughter, Lady Hawyot—or Harriet, as the name was spelt in the Peerage), and Miss Phœbe had been speeded along with several other guests, away in a great roomy family conveyance, of the kind which we should now call an "omnibus." Each thought that Molly Gibson was with the other, and the truth was, that she lay fast asleep on Mrs. Kirkpatrick's bed—Mrs. Kirkpatrick née Clare.

The housemaids came in to arrange the room. Their talking aroused Molly, who sat up on the bed, and tried to push back the hair from her hot forehead, and to remember where she was. She dropped down on her feet by the side of the bed, to the astonishment of the women, and said,—"Please, how soon are we going away?"

"Bless us and save us! who'd ha' thought of any one being in the bed? Are you one of the Hollingford ladies, my dear? They are all gone this hour or more!"

"Oh, dear, what shall I do? That lady they call Clare promised to waken me in time. Papa will so wonder where I am, and I don't know what Betty will say."

The child began to cry, and the housemaids looked at each other in some dismay and much sympathy. Just then, they heard Mrs. Kirkpatrick's step along the passages, approaching. She was singing some little Italian air in a low musical voice, coming to her bedroom to dress for dinner. One housemaid said to the other, with a knowing look, "Best leave it to her;" and they passed on to their work in the other rooms.

Mrs. Kirkpatrick opened the door, and stood aghast at the sight of Molly.

"Why, I quite forgot you!" she said at length. "Nay, don't cry; you'll make yourself not fit to be seen. Of course I must take the consequences of your over-sleeping yourself, and if I can't manage to get you back to Hollingford to-night, you shall sleep with me, and we'll do our best to send you home to-morrow morning."

"But papa!" sobbed out Molly. "He always wants me to make tea for him; and I have no night-things."

"Well, don't go and make a piece of work about what can't be helped now. I'll lend you night-things, and your papa must do without your making tea for him to-night. And another time don't over-sleep yourself in a strange house; you may not always find yourself among such hospitable people as they are here. Why now, if you don't cry and make a figure of yourself, I'll ask if you may come in to dessert with Master Smythe and the little ladies. You shall go into the nursery, and have some tea with them; and then you must come back here and brush your hair and make yourself tidy. I think it is a very fine thing for you to be stopping in such a grand house as this; many a little girl would like nothing better."

During this speech she was arranging her toilette for dinner—taking off her black morning gown; putting on her dressing-gown; shaking her long soft auburn hair over her shoulders, and glancing about the room in search of various articles of her dress,—a running flow of easy talk came babbling out all the time.

"I have a little girl of my own, dear! I don't know what she would not give to be staying here at Lord Cumnor's with me; but, instead of that, she has to spend her holidays at school; and yet you are looking as miserable as can be at the thought of stopping for just one night. I really have been as busy as can be with those tiresome—those good ladies, I mean, from Hollingford—and one can't think of everything at a time."

Molly—only
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