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Chapter 1: The book in the tea-room

Fifty guineas were laid that Miss Henrietta Ashfield would be ruined by Whitsun, and on the evening of the first spring assembly she sat before the glass in Sparhawk Street, not knowing it, and let Tovell take forty minutes over her hair, as Tovell had taken forty minutes over it every assembly evening for three seasons. There was no hurrying Tovell. She had dressed Mrs Ashfield’s hair for her wedding and had opinions about pins which she did not share, and she worked with her mouth full of them, so that conversation was in any case impossible, and Henrietta, who had long ago ceased to mind, used the time to think.

The plait went first, wound round the knot high at the back of her head; then the bandeau, which was white satin to answer the gloves; then the curls over each ear, which were the real labour of the business and had to be taken up from the papers one at a time and coaxed and set and looked at sideways. In the glass, by the two candles, the hair had gone the colour it always went at night, a dimmer and more ordinary gold than it showed by day, when it had that cool greenish clearness her father used to say was like hock held up to the window. By candlelight it was merely fair. She did not mind that either. Nobody at an assembly saw anything by daylight.

The rose silk lay over the chair-back behind her, and the gloves on the dressing-table beside it, long white kid with a little row of buttons at the wrist, folded together like a pair of hands at prayer.

She had once, in her second season, sat down and reckoned up what an assembly was worth, in the manner of her father’s ledgers, and had arrived at a figure she had never told anybody. An evening at the Rooms yielded, on a good night, nine or ten dances, as many partners, a great deal of conversation about the weather and the floor, two or three compliments of which one might be original, and the agreeable certainty of being looked at by a hundred and twenty people. Against this was to be set the forty minutes of Tovell, the cost of the silk, a pair of gloves that would not survive more than three wearings, and the obligation to want nothing in particular from any of it. That last was the heavy item. A beauty might have anything the room could offer, provided she did not appear to choose it; the moment she chose, the room began to wonder why, and the wondering was a debt that ran at interest. She had understood this at seventeen. By twenty-two she understood it so well that she sometimes found it tedious, which was not a thing she would have said aloud to her mother, or indeed to Tovell, who would only have put another pin in.

“There, miss,” said Tovell, when the last pin was in.

Henrietta turned her head one way and then the other. The curls held. The knot held. Below it, at the nape of her neck, where the hair was drawn up hard and the skin was white and a little cold from the open window, there was nothing to be seen at all, which was as it should be.

“Thank you, Tovell. It is very well.”

“It is better than very well,” said Tovell, who allowed herself one remark a night, and went to fetch the silk.

Her mother was in the lilac, with the amethysts, and was a little quiet in the carriage; but Mrs Ashfield was often quiet in the carriage, collecting herself for whist, and Henrietta thought nothing of it. Sparhawk Street was short and the evening was fine. The light was only beginning to go off the Abbey gate as they came round onto Angel Hill, and the sashes of the Assembly Rooms were up, so that the music came out to meet them across the green, and the second fiddle could be heard, as he could be heard every assembly in the year, tuning his A string between the sets as though it had personally offended him.

There were hunt men at the street door. There always were, in May, when the season was done and they had nothing to ride and came in to Bury to be bored in company. She knew most of them by their coats and all of them by their laughs: young Mr Brettingham, who had become a member at Christmas and had not yet got over it, and two of the Livermere set, and a large gentleman from Ixworth whom she could never place. They stood aside for Mrs Ashfield, and bowed, and she gave them the small nod that a girl in her third season gives to men who are in the way; and she was past them and on the stair before she heard it — not a word, nothing she could have repeated, only a laugh that began a moment after she had gone by and was a shade too low, as if somebody had reminded somebody else of something.

She went up the stair without turning her head. One did not turn one’s head on a stair.

At the top Mr Ludgate was at his post by the doorway, stout and pink and scrupulous in his knee-breeches, and he bowed to her mother and then to her. He bowed to her mother a degree lower, as he had always done, because a chaperone was owed it. Henrietta returned the courtesy and could not, then or afterwards, find a single thing wrong with it. It was the most correct bow she had ever received. It was so correct that she found herself, as she walked on into the long room on her mother’s arm, examining it as one might examine a coin that had been handed over the counter with especial care, and wondering why it should have been.

The room was full, and very bright. The chandeliers had been lit early, because it was the first assembly of the spring and the committee liked to be seen spending, and the chalk was fresh on the boards. The floor ran downhill to the windows, as it always had; the dancers would drift toward the window end all evening and nobody would remark it. The Miss Haggitts were in the line of chairs. The Corders were already standing up. Her mother, with the faint inward sigh of a woman about to be happy, went off to the card-tables at the window end, and Henrietta was left where she was always left, three chairs from the gallery end, under the clock, to be asked.

She was asked. That was the curious thing, and she turned it over for the whole of the first two dances without arriving anywhere. She was asked for every dance, as she was always asked; there was no gap in her card, no interval in which she must sit and be pitied. But the asking was slow. It was a fraction slow — not enough for anybody else to see, only enough for a woman who had been asked for everything for three years to feel the difference, as one feels a stair that is a half-inch lower than its fellows. Mr Wenyeve, who had danced with her at every assembly since she came out, came to her chair by way of the Miss Haggitts, and stopped to speak to them first, and was a long time over it. The young curate from St Mary’s asked her for the third set with an air of having made up his mind to something. And the partners, when she had them, were very attentive and looked a good deal past her, at the room, as though checking that the room was still there.

In the second figure of the fourth dance she went down the set and, at the bottom, where the couples turned and one had a view of the far end, she saw Mr Jermy.

He stood in the card-room doorway with his shoulder against the jamb. He was not playing and did not appear to mean to play; he had a glass of negus in one hand which he did not drink. He was a big fair man, high in the colour, very well looking in a heavy way, and she had refused to dance with him twice in the winter for no better reason than that she did not like him, which she had every right to do, and which had been laughed at — not by her — at more dinners than she cared to think of. He was looking at her. There was nothing in that; a great many people were looking at her. But he was looking at her as a man looks at a horse he has a bet on, coming into the last furlong, with a patient, private, appraising interest, and he did not look away when she saw him.

She completed the figure. She smiled at her partner. She did not look at the card-room door again for the rest of the dance, and was aware of it the whole time, as one is aware of a draught.

After the sixth dance there was tea. The tea-room opened off the long room by its wide doorway near the card-room, and she went in with the stream of people and took her cup from the woman at the urn and was immediately joined, as she had rather supposed she would be, by the younger Miss Gosnold.

The younger Miss Gosnold was nineteen, and plain, and had a quality that Henrietta had always privately admired: an interest in everything that went forward, bright, unhurried and entirely without malice, as though the whole of Bury were a play that had been put on for her particular instruction. Her mother’s turban could be seen above the crowd at the far side of the room, purple, nodding; her mother’s voice could be heard telling somebody about a lying-in at Hengrave. The younger Miss Gosnold stood at Henrietta’s elbow and drank her tea and looked at her with great kindness and attention.

“You do not know,” she said. It was not a question.

“I know that something is the matter,” said Henrietta. “I have been an hour finding out that I do not know what.”

“Then I had better tell you, for nobody else will, and you will only hear it in a shop.” The younger Miss Gosnold lowered her voice, not very much; she had her mother’s lungs, if not her mother’s habit of using them. “It is in the hunt’s book. At the Angel — the subscription room, where they dine. Mr Plampin keeps it. They write their bets in it, you know, and settle them at the Whit Monday dinner, and the steward enters them in his own hand so that there can be no dispute.”

“I know what a betting book is.”

“Then you will like to know what is in it.” And the younger Miss Gosnold, who had plainly had it from her brother, who had plainly had it from somebody who had seen the page, gave it to her word for word, in the flat careful voice of a girl repeating a lesson: “R.J. bets C.H. fifty guineas that Miss A. is ruined by Whitsun. To be declared and settled at the Whit Monday dinner. The twenty-second of April. There were eleven gentlemen in the room.”

The tea was very hot. Henrietta held the cup quite still and looked at the surface of it.

It is a peculiar thing to hear one’s own ruin proposed as a sporting event. She had expected, when she let herself expect anything, that the feeling would be one of shame, or of fright; she was surprised to find that it was neither, at first, but something much colder and more exact, like the moment in a game of chess when one perceives that one’s opponent has been playing a different game altogether. Fifty guineas. That was what the town supposed her virtue worth, at the odds offered. She thought, absurdly, that it was not very much, and then that it was a great deal more than she had ever been allowed to spend on anything at one time, and then that neither thought was of the least use.

“R.J.,” she said.

“Mr Jermy. Of course.”

“Of course.” She did not look toward the card-room. “And C.H.?”

Here the younger Miss Gosnold, for the first time, hesitated, not from delicacy but from the pleasure of a thing well placed.

“That is the odd part,” she said. “Nobody would take him. My brother says they all sat and looked at the table. And then a gentleman who was there as somebody’s guest — Mr Brettingham’s guest — said done, quite short, as though it were nothing; and so it was written down against him. Mr Hensby. Of Oakes’s bank.”

Henrietta knew Mr Hensby as she knew everybody in Bury, which was to say that she could have described his coat and could not have said one thing he thought. He was Mr Oakes’s new partner, a year in the town, from somewhere on the coast and before that from London. He lodged over the bank. He danced seldom and correctly and talked to the chaperones. He had handed her mother a dividend warrant once across the counter in Guildhall Street, and had looked, she remembered, like a man adding up.

“Then Mr Hensby,” she said slowly, “has bet fifty guineas that I shall not be ruined.”

“Yes. Which is either very gallant,” said the younger Miss Gosnold, with interest, “or very much the reverse, and my brother cannot decide which, and nor can I. For you see if you are not ruined, he wins. So he has a stake in it too. Everybody has been talking of it for a fortnight. Mamma says it is disgraceful and that she will not repeat it, and has repeated it at four houses.” She looked over Henrietta’s shoulder, out through the wide doorway into the long room. “He is there. By the window. He has been there since nine.”

Henrietta turned her head, slowly, as one turns it to look at nothing.

He was at the window end, by the card-tables, standing beside Mr Oakes’s chair. Mr Oakes had his glass up and his bob-wig a little askew, and was talking with great energy; and Mr Hensby, spare and straight in a black coat and a white waistcoat, with his dark hair brushed back plain from his forehead, was bent a little to listen and was answering him. She could not hear a word. She could see, from the movement of his hand, that he was making some distinction — laying one thing down here, and another thing there, and showing the space between them. It was the gesture of a man explaining money. She had heard, vaguely, that there was a committee sitting in London about the Bank and whether the notes should be paid in gold again, and that the bankers were in a taking about it; she supposed that this was what he and Mr Oakes were about. He looked entirely absorbed in it. He had the long, serious, attentive face of a man who did not find a hundred and twenty people dancing at all interesting by comparison.

She watched him for perhaps half a minute — longer than she had ever in her life watched a man she had not been introduced to across a full room, and she knew precisely how long, because she knew to a second what a look was worth in that room and how soon it began to cost. He did not glance up. He did not glance toward the tea-room, nor toward the line of chairs where she ought to have been sitting, nor anywhere at all but at Mr Oakes’s hand and his own. Every other gentleman in the room, she now understood, had been looking at her all evening because of the book. Mr Hensby, who was in the book, was the only one who was not looking at her at all.

She found that this interested her a great deal more than it ought.

“Thank you,” she said to the younger Miss Gosnold. “You are very good to have told me.”

“I thought you would rather know,” said the younger Miss Gosnold, “than be the only one who did not,” and went away, with the air of a girl who had done her duty and enjoyed every particle of it, to find her mother.

Henrietta finished her tea. She gave the cup back to the woman at the urn. She went back into the long room and danced the seventh dance, and the eighth, and the last, with partners who were attentive and a fraction slow, and she smiled at all of them, and she did not once look at the window end, which required more discipline than anything she had done that season.



In the carriage going home her mother said nothing.

That was not, in itself, remarkable. But Henrietta, who had been silent herself on the stair and under the Abbey gate and all the way round into Sparhawk Street, sitting very upright in the rose silk with her gloved hands in her lap, waited for her mother to speak — to ask her whom she had danced with, as she always asked; to say that Mrs Gosnold’s turban had got larger, as she generally said; to remark on the curate — and her mother did not. Mrs Ashfield sat in her corner with her reticule on her knee and looked out at the dark shop-fronts going past, and her silence was not the silence of a woman collecting herself for whist, nor of one tired after it. It was the silence of somebody waiting to be asked a question, and hoping very much that it would not be tonight.

Henrietta looked at her mother’s profile against the window, at the lace of the cap and the small set mouth, and understood, quite suddenly and quite completely, that her mother had known.

Not since tonight. Not since this week. She thought of the past fortnight — of her mother declining Mrs Haggitt’s card party with a headache she had not seemed to have; of her mother’s insistence on walking with her to the circulating library, which she had not done since Henrietta was seventeen; of a conversation in the hall that had stopped when she came down the stairs. A fortnight. Her mother had known for a fortnight what was written in a book at the Angel about her daughter, and had said nothing, and had had her hair dressed for forty minutes and had brought her to the Rooms in the rose silk, to be looked at.

She did not ask the question. It was not, she thought, the moment; and besides, she wanted first to know what she herself thought, and she found, as the carriage drew up and the step was let down and Tovell’s candle appeared in the fanlight, that she did not yet know.

She knew only two things with any certainty. That every man in Bury who had laughed at the door tonight would be watching her until Whitsun to see whether she fell. And that the only one who had taken her side of the question had not looked at her once.




Chapter 2: “Done,” to shut it up

The London papers came in by the afternoon coach, and Hensby, who could not read them in banking hours without Mr Oakes asking him what the Government meant to do and then explaining it to him, read them at night. It was past one when he let himself in at the side door from the lane, and the counting-house was dark and smelt, as it always smelt at that hour, of cold ink and the coal that had gone out in the grate at six. He lit one candle at the desk. He did not go up to his rooms. He took off his gloves, finger by finger, and laid them on the ledger-rest, and spread the Courier flat under the candle where the committee’s evidence was printed in a type so small that it seemed to have been chosen by somebody who did not wish it to be read.

He meant to read it. He had meant to read it since the coach came in. The committee had sat through the spring with Mr Peel in the chair, and had examined everybody in London who could be got to sit still, and the substance of it, so far as he could make out, was that the Bank of England was to pay its notes in gold again, not tomorrow, nor next year, but by stages, against a day already decided upon; and that every country bank in England which had spent twenty years issuing its own paper on the comfortable supposition that nobody would ever ask for gold would find, one market morning, that somebody had. Oakes’s bank had eleven thousand pounds of its own notes out about Bury and the Hundreds. It had, in the iron chest in the back parlour and with its agents in Lombard Street, a reserve that Mr Oakes considered handsome and that Hensby, who had stood at a Lombard Street counter on the day in 1814 when a Norfolk house stopped, considered a great deal less than handsome; and they had been disagreeing about it, civilly, since Christmas.

He read a column. He found he was arguing with Oakes again, in Oakes’s own voice — the farmers will not want gold, Hensby, they never have; a farmer wants a note he can fold — and he answered him, as he always answered him, that farmers did not want gold until the day they heard their neighbour wanted it, after which they wanted nothing else; and he got so far as to take up his pen to put a figure in the margin, and set it down again without putting one.

It was no use. He had been at the Rooms from nine until the last dance, standing beside Mr Oakes’s chair at the window end, and the Rooms were still in him, as a long drive stays in the legs after one has got down.

He had not looked at her. He had been at some trouble about that and did not think it had been noticed. He had placed himself so that the card-tables lay between him and the line of chairs under the clock, and had attended to Mr Oakes, who wished to talk about Mr Ricardo’s notion of paying in bars of bullion rather than coin and thought it very ingenious and very likely to ruin everybody; and he had answered about bullion, and about the Mint price, and about the old Restriction of ninety-seven, with what he believed was perfect composure, and had known throughout, as one knows the position of a fire in a room without facing it, that she was dancing. He knew that she had worn rose-colour. He knew that she had gone into the tea-room after the sixth dance and come out of it after the seventh had begun, and that she had come out with a particular evenness of step, like a woman carrying something full to the brim. He did not know how he knew this, since he had not looked. He supposed that a hundred and twenty people had been looking for him.

The candle wanted snuffing. He snuffed it, and sat back in the clerk’s high chair, and gave up the Courier, and let the other thing come in, since it was evidently determined to.

The twenty-second of April had been a Thursday, and young Mr Brettingham had asked him to dine.

There was nothing remarkable in that. Brettingham’s father banked with Oakes, and Brettingham himself had lately come into a little money and a great deal of advice about it, and had taken it into his head that a junior partner who had been seven years in Lombard Street was the man to tell him what to do with eight hundred pounds. Hensby had not wished to dine with the hunt. He kept no horse and had no opinion of foxes. But a banker who refuses a client’s dinner is a banker who will be asked why, and so he had gone, in his black coat, up the stair at the Angel to the subscription room where the hunt dined on its own account: a low room at the front, very hot, with the members’ brushes mounted in a row along the wainscot and a great many bottles on the cloth, and eleven men round the table, of whom he knew perhaps four.

He remembered the room with a disagreeable exactness, as a man remembers a ledger in which he has once found an error of his own. He remembered the brushes. He remembered the steward, Mr Plampin, a dry little gentleman with a high collar and a reputation for having never once lost a paper, sitting at the foot of the table with the book at his elbow — a quarto, bound in green calf, with a brass clasp — because it was the custom of the room that the steward kept it and wrote in it, and that a wager once in the book stood until it was settled at the Whit Monday dinner, or until both parties struck it through before the members, and that there was no third way. Brettingham had explained all this to him over the soup with the pride of a man who had been a member since Christmas.

And he remembered Jermy, who had been talking for some time about his hunter’s off-fore and the iniquity of the Ixworth farrier, and who had then, apropos of nothing that Hensby could afterwards discover, begun to talk of Miss Ashfield.

He had not said anything gross. That was what had made it impossible to answer at the time. He had only said, in his large, easy, carrying voice, that it was a great pity about Miss Ashfield; that a girl who refused every honest man in the county two winters running must be holding out for something; that he had seen it before, in a mare, and it generally ended the same way; and that he would lay fifty guineas, there and then, to any gentleman in the room, that she was ruined by Whitsun.

Nobody laughed. Hensby gave the room that much credit, then and since. The bottles stood on the cloth, and the brushes hung on the wainscot, and eleven men looked at the table; and the silence went on, not long, five seconds or six, but long enough for him to perceive what it was. It was not disgust. It was a room in which nobody wished to be the man who took the bet and nobody wished to be the man who told Jermy to hold his tongue, and in which, accordingly, the offer would simply lie there on the table among the walnuts, unanswered, and grow. He had seen a rumour on a country bank grow in exactly that manner, out of nobody’s saying anything to it.

So he had said, “Done.”

He had said it quite shortly, without looking up, in the voice in which he would have closed a small piece of business at the counter, because he wished the thing answered and dropped; because a vulgar proposition that is taken up flatly by a stranger is generally laughed off by its maker and forgotten, and a vulgar proposition that is left hanging is repeated at every table in the county for a month. That had been the whole of his reasoning. It had taken him less than a second. He had expected Jermy to stare, and colour, and say something about bankers, and turn back to the off-fore; and he had expected the room to be grateful to him, in a small way, for having made the silence stop.

Jermy had stared. And then Mr Plampin, at the foot of the table, without a word and without any expression at all, had unclasped the green book and dipped his pen.

Hensby could see the hand now, if he shut his eyes, which he did not. R.J. bets C.H. A small neat steward’s hand, the kind of hand he would have engaged without a second thought as a clerk. Fifty guineas that Miss A. is ruined by Whitsun. And Jermy leaning back in his chair with the look of a man who has been offered better sport than he expected; and Brettingham, beside him, very red, saying under his breath, “Oh, I say, Hensby — I say,” which was all Brettingham had to say about anything.

Fifty guineas was fifty-two pounds ten shillings. It was nearly a sixth part of his share of the profits for a year. He had worked that out on the stair going down, being a man who could not help it, and had then gone home along Abbeygate Street in the dark and sat at this desk, as he was sitting now, and understood that the money was the least part of it. He had meant to stop a thing being said. He had instead caused it to be written, in a book that would be read aloud at the Whit Monday dinner, with his own initials against hers. He had made himself the man who stood to gain if she was not ruined: which meant, in the arithmetic of every drawing-room in Bury, the man who had an interest in her virtue — and there was no way of having an interest in a young woman’s virtue that the town would not think either comic or a great deal worse.

He had kept away from her since. It was the only course he could find. He had not been introduced to her and did not intend to be. He had handed her mother a dividend warrant across the counter once, in the winter, before any of this, and had seen the daughter waiting by the door in a fur tippet with her face turned to the street; and that was the sum of his acquaintance with Miss Ashfield, and he meant it to remain the sum until the Whit Monday dinner was eaten and the book was closed for the year.

He found that he had taken up one of his gloves from the ledger-rest and was turning it over in his hands. He put it down.

At a quarter to three he took the candle up to bed, and left the Courier where it lay, unread past its second column, which he could not remember ever having done before with anything Mr Peel had a hand in.



Mr Oakes came in at ten, which was early for Mr Oakes, and came through the counting-house past Brundish’s stool with a bundle of papers under his arm tied with faded red tape, and said, “Hensby. The parlour, if you please,” in the tone of a man who has made up his mind on the stairs and wishes to have it over before he can unmake it.

The back parlour at that hour had only the morning light from the yard, grey and level, lying along the long table. The fire had been lit and was sulking. The iron chest stood in its corner with its two keys out of it, one on Oakes’s chain and one on Hensby’s. Oakes put the bundle on the table, sat down at the head of it, put up his glass, and looked through it at Hensby as though Hensby were a signature he had some doubts about.

“You will know what this is,” he said.

Hensby looked at the docket on the outside of the bundle. Ashfield. Trust of Will. £5,000 3 p.ct. Consols. In Oakes’s own round hand, a long time ago.

“I know what it was,” he said. “I take it Mr Lufkin’s death has made it something else.”

“Lufkin,” said Oakes, “died at Lady Day, very inconsiderately, at Ipswich, without telling anybody he meant to, and his executors have only now troubled to inform me of it. So the stock stands in my sole name by survivorship, and I am the only trustee of Miss Ashfield’s fortune, and the power of attorney we have had at the Bank since her father died is no more use than a dead man’s signature generally is, being the joint act of two trustees of whom one is in Ipswich churchyard. There is a dividend due on the fifth of July. Seventy-five pounds. If there is not a fresh power lodged at the Bank by then, our agents cannot receive it, and Mrs Ashfield will want to know why, and I do not propose to tell her that I forgot to have a dead man replaced.” He untied the tape, with some difficulty, and pushed the papers apart. “The will gives a power to appoint a new trustee. The surviving trustee appoints, with the consent in writing of the lady for life. That is Miss Ashfield. So there is a deed to be drawn, and a new man found who will act, and the young lady’s consent to be had, and her signature, and the power to be executed and sent up, and the stock receipts to be gone through and the dividend account made fair. All before July.” He let the glass fall on its ribbon. “You will do it.”

Hensby did not touch the papers.

“Sir,” he said, “you know where my name is written.”

“I know where your name is written. Everybody in Bury knows where your name is written. Mrs Gosnold knows, which is the same thing as everybody.” Oakes looked at him without the glass, which was worse. “And I know you wrote nothing yourself and meant nothing by it, because I have known you thirteen months and you have never yet in that time meant anything you did not first add up. I am not concerned with the hunt’s book.”

“The town will be.”

“The town,” said Oakes, “will be concerned with whatever it likes. It always is.” He tapped the will with one blunt finger. “Hensby, I have Mr Peel. You have been telling me since Christmas that I am to have Mr Peel, and now I have him; the report is out, and the resolutions will be in the House before the month’s end, and every farmer in the Hundred who holds a note of ours will hear of it at the corn-hall by Wednesday. I am going to spend the whole of May with the reserve book and with letters to Lombard Street, and you will kindly let me, since it was your idea. I have not the time to be a trustee as well as a banker this month. You are a partner in this house. The Ashfield trust is this house’s business. And a partner who declines this house’s business because some fool at the Angel has put his initials in a betting book is a partner who has let the fool decide what this house does.” He pushed the bundle the last few inches across the table, until it touched Hensby’s hand. “I will not take them back.”

There was nothing to be said to that, because it was true; and Hensby, who disliked being in the wrong almost as much as he disliked having nothing to say, said nothing, and drew the bundle toward him.

The will was on top. He knew Mr Ashfield’s attorney’s hand; half the old wills in Bury had passed under it. He turned the sheets, and found the
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