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    In a world where affection, ambition, and social expectation press upon every household decision, a young woman learns that growing up means reading hearts as carefully as manners. Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters stands among the great English novels because it joins the pleasures of domestic fiction to a remarkably observant study of character, class, and moral education. Its classic status rests not on sensational events but on the precision with which it renders ordinary lives under pressure. Readers return to it for its balance of wit and sympathy, its memorable social scenes, and its deep understanding of how family relationships shape identity and judgment.

First published in serial form in 1864 and 1865, Wives and Daughters was the last novel by Elizabeth Gaskell, one of the major Victorian writers. Gaskell had already established herself through works that explored industrial conflict, social inequality, and the lives of women within restrictive structures. In this later novel, she turned with particular richness to provincial society, bringing together comedy, pathos, and close psychological observation. The book remained unfinished at her death in 1865, a fact long associated with its publication history, yet its artistic achievement is unmistakable. Even in its incomplete state, it has secured a lasting place in the English literary canon.

The novel is set in a small English town and its surrounding rural world, a setting that allows Gaskell to examine the dense fabric of local relationships. At its center is Molly Gibson, the daughter of a widowed doctor, whose quiet life changes when her father remarries. That simple premise opens outward into a broad social panorama: stepfamily tensions, friendship, courtship, professional respectability, and the codes that govern behavior in a stratified community. Without depending on melodrama, Gaskell creates narrative movement from the ordinary turning points of domestic life, showing how subtle shifts in family structure can alter a young person’s entire moral and emotional landscape.

What gives Wives and Daughters unusual distinction is the steadiness of its attention. Gaskell notices not only what people say, but how they pause, defer, conceal, flatter, misread, and persuade. Such attentiveness makes the novel a landmark of realist fiction. Its characters are not arranged as simple moral examples; they are rendered with mixed motives, limitations, and capacities for kindness or vanity. This refusal of blunt simplification helped shape the development of the English social novel. Later writers interested in the drama of everyday life found in Gaskell a model for making the domestic sphere large enough to contain comedy, conflict, and ethical seriousness.

The title itself signals one of the novel’s governing concerns: the roles available to women, and the expectations attached to them. Gaskell studies daughters in relation to parents, wives in relation to husbands, and young women in relation to the marriage market and the judgments of society. Yet the novel is not merely a record of constraint. It is equally concerned with intelligence, tact, resilience, and moral perception, especially as these qualities emerge in settings where formal power is limited. Gaskell’s insight into female experience has helped sustain the book’s reputation, and it has invited generations of readers to see domestic life as a crucial arena of social meaning.

At the same time, Wives and Daughters is a novel deeply interested in class. Provincial England appears here as a network of distinctions both visible and delicate: between professional and landed status, between old family prestige and newer forms of influence, between gentility as performance and gentility as principle. Gaskell handles these differences with both irony and fairness. She understands the absurdities of social pretension, but she also recognizes that class codes shape opportunity, reputation, and even emotional expression. The novel’s realism depends on this layered social awareness, which gives its drawing rooms and dinner visits the tension of far larger contests over value and belonging.

Another source of the novel’s classic stature lies in its tonal range. Gaskell can be amused without cruelty, critical without hardness, and tender without sentimentality. She moves easily from social comedy to moments of loneliness or quiet disappointment, allowing the novel to register the full texture of ordinary existence. This tonal control makes the world of the book feel inhabited rather than arranged. Even secondary figures often carry the weight of recognizable life. Such amplitude of feeling and observation links Wives and Daughters to the finest Victorian fiction, where narrative pleasure and moral intelligence are not opposites but partners.

The novel also bears the marks of its historical moment. Written in the mid-nineteenth century and set in an earlier phase of that century, it looks at a society negotiating change while still governed by inherited hierarchies. Medicine, education, scientific interest, and patterns of social mobility all form part of the background. Gaskell does not turn these matters into abstract arguments; instead, she lets them enter the story through conversation, custom, and daily contact. This method gives the book historical value as well as literary power. It offers a vivid sense of how larger currents of Victorian life were experienced within homes, friendships, and local communities.

Gaskell’s influence has often worked through example rather than manifesto. Her humane realism, her skill with dialogue, and her ability to animate a whole social world from seemingly modest materials helped establish possibilities that later novelists would continue to explore. Writers concerned with provincial life, women’s inner development, and the moral intricacies of courtship and family owed much to the kind of narrative authority she exemplified. Wives and Daughters, in particular, demonstrates how a novel can be socially expansive without losing intimacy. Its importance lies not only in what it says about its own age, but in the durable narrative methods it passes forward.

Readers approaching the novel for the first time may be struck by how modern its emotional intelligence feels. Gaskell understands blended families, miscommunication, self-fashioning, and the pressure to perform an acceptable version of oneself before others. She also understands how young people come to moral knowledge not through lectures but through experience, error, observation, and patience. The narrative invites attention to nuance rather than haste to judgment. That quality has helped the book endure, because each generation can recognize in its situations something still familiar: the difficulty of seeing clearly when affection, pride, insecurity, and social display all compete for authority.

Its unfinished condition has never diminished the esteem in which it is held; if anything, the existing text has continued to impress readers by the fullness of its design, the vitality of its characters, and the confidence of its storytelling. Wives and Daughters is often cherished as one of Gaskell’s finest achievements because it gathers so many of her strengths into one work: social comedy, ethical seriousness, sympathy for the vulnerable, and a shrewd eye for pretension. It rewards casual reading with charm and attentive reading with depth. Few novels make the domestic sphere feel at once so particular to its time and so expansive in human significance.

For contemporary readers, the novel remains compelling because its concerns have not faded. Questions about how families are remade, how women are judged, how class shapes opportunity, and how character reveals itself under social pressure still resonate. Gaskell’s achievement is to treat these themes not as distant historical curiosities but as living experiences, embodied in people who feel complex, flawed, and recognizably real. That is why Wives and Daughters continues to attract admiration as both a Victorian masterpiece and a profoundly readable novel. Its lasting appeal lies in the union of historical specificity with emotional truth, rendered by a writer of exceptional clarity and compassion.
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    Elizabeth Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters, published in 1864–1866, is a Victorian domestic novel set largely in the small English town of Hollingford and its surrounding estates. The story begins with Molly Gibson, the thoughtful daughter of a widowed country doctor, whose quiet upbringing has made her observant, dutiful, and somewhat sheltered. Through Molly’s daily life, the novel introduces a tightly connected provincial society in which family position, social expectation, and personal character shape opportunity. Early chapters establish the habits and relationships that govern this world, while also suggesting how quickly a seemingly stable household can be altered by changes in marriage, friendship, and ambition.

Molly’s bond with her father, Dr. Gibson, forms one of the book’s emotional foundations. Practical, respected, and often abrupt in manner, he provides both security and an example of honest labor within a status-conscious community. Molly moves between home and visits to the local aristocratic family at the Towers, where she becomes acquainted with different levels of society and begins to understand the subtle distinctions that preoccupy those around her. Gaskell uses these encounters to contrast simplicity with display, sincerity with performance, and affection with calculation, while keeping attention fixed on the ways a young woman learns to read the motives and manners of others.

A major change occurs when Dr. Gibson decides to remarry, believing that his household needs a more conventional feminine presence. His choice brings into Molly’s life a new stepmother, Mrs. Gibson, and with her the lively, attractive Cynthia Kirkpatrick. The altered family arrangement immediately shifts the emotional and social balance of the novel. Molly must adjust not only to a transformed home but also to the demands of tact, patience, and self-command that accompany her new domestic circumstances. Gaskell presents this development without melodrama, instead tracing how competing temperaments and hidden priorities create strain beneath the surface of polite family life.

Cynthia’s arrival broadens the novel’s central contrast between inward steadiness and outward charm. More worldly and socially practiced than Molly, Cynthia attracts admiration easily and moves through local society with confidence. Her presence draws attention from several quarters and introduces a series of delicate personal complications. Molly, meanwhile, remains a figure of quiet reliability, often placed in the position of observer, helper, or confidante. Through the differences between the two young women, Gaskell explores how appearance, expectation, and gendered behavior influence judgment. The novel consistently asks how character is truly known and whether social success reflects moral worth or merely skill in pleasing others.

Another important thread centers on the Hamley family of Hamley Hall, representatives of an older landed order facing decline. Squire Hamley’s proud, traditional outlook contrasts with the changing world around him, while his sons, Osborne and Roger, embody different responses to duty, intellect, and personal desire. Molly’s growing closeness to the Hamleys deepens the emotional range of the story and ties private feeling to broader questions of inheritance, education, and class. Gaskell treats the family with sympathy but also with realism, showing how affection can coexist with misunderstanding, and how parental hopes may burden children whose lives do not fit inherited expectations.

Roger Hamley’s scientific interests introduce another significant dimension to the novel. His seriousness, intellectual discipline, and plans for travel connect the provincial setting to wider currents of Victorian inquiry and progress. These ambitions are set against the domestic concerns and romantic uncertainties unfolding in Hollingford, creating a balance between the intimate and the expansive. Gaskell does not turn the novel into a debate about science, but she uses Roger’s pursuits to suggest a society in transition, where older social hierarchies increasingly meet new forms of knowledge and merit. This strand also sharpens the contrast between genuine purpose and more superficial forms of accomplishment.

As relationships among the Gibsons, Kirkpatricks, and Hamleys become more entangled, misunderstandings and unspoken obligations accumulate. Molly frequently finds herself navigating situations shaped by secrecy, misplaced assumptions, and the pressure to preserve reputations. The novel’s tension arises less from sensational events than from the consequences of partial knowledge within a close community. Gaskell carefully follows how letters, visits, confidences, and silences alter perceptions from one household to another. In doing so, she reveals the vulnerability of women whose choices are constrained by convention, and the difficulty of acting honorably when honesty itself may expose others to social injury or personal pain.

Throughout, Wives and Daughters remains attentive to the textures of everyday life: meals, calls, illnesses, journeys, and conversations all carry moral and emotional weight. Gaskell’s method is patient and cumulative, allowing character to emerge through repeated contact rather than abrupt revelation. The novel is especially interested in how young women are educated not only by books but by experience, disappointment, and observation. Molly’s development is measured by her growing ability to understand complexity without surrendering generosity. Around her, older figures illustrate varied models of marriage, parenthood, and authority, suggesting that domestic life can nurture, constrain, or distort according to the values brought into it.

Because the novel was left unfinished at Gaskell’s death, it is often discussed both for its rich portrayal of character and for the unusual status of an incomplete major work. Even so, its enduring significance lies in the subtlety with which it examines family life, social ambition, moral perception, and emotional maturity. Wives and Daughters offers a broad yet intimate portrait of a community where rank and sentiment continually interact, and where acts of kindness or vanity may have lasting effects. In a spoiler-safe sense, its broader message concerns the importance of sincerity, patience, and humane judgment in a world often governed by appearances.
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    Elizabeth Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters is set in provincial England in the early nineteenth century, most plausibly during the 1820s to 1830s, and it was published serially much later, in 1864 to 1866. Its world is shaped by the parish church, the landed gentry, the professional middle class, and the household as the chief unit of social life. The novel’s action unfolds not in industrial Manchester, often associated with Gaskell, but in a small town and nearby country houses where rank, kinship, and reputation regulate opportunity. This setting allows Gaskell to examine national change through the intimate institutions of family, clergy, property, and local society.

The England reflected in the novel belongs to the long period after the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, when domestic stability and social order were highly valued by governing elites. After 1815, Britain experienced political anxiety about reform, class unrest, and rapid economic change, yet many provincial communities still operated through deference and paternalism. Wives and Daughters echoes this postwar culture in its attention to settled routines, inherited position, and the authority of local notables. At the same time, Gaskell subtly shows that this order is not fixed: younger characters move between classes and professions, and personal merit increasingly matters alongside birth, suggesting a society negotiating continuity and change.

One of the strongest historical frameworks of the novel is the structure of the English class system in the decades before the major Victorian reforms had fully reshaped it. Landed families retained prestige and political influence, but doctors, clergy, lawyers, and men of science formed a growing professional class with rising cultural authority. Gaskell places these groups in constant contact. The narrative observes distinctions of rank with precision, yet it also questions superficial snobbery by contrasting moral worth with social display. In doing so, the book reflects a broader nineteenth-century debate about whether character, education, and usefulness to society should count for more than inherited status alone.

The Church of England is another dominant institution in the world of the novel. Before the mid-Victorian erosion of ecclesiastical privilege, the parish church remained central to local identity, moral authority, and social organization, especially in smaller towns and villages. Clergymen often belonged to the educated middle or upper-middle ranks and moved within networks connecting county families and ordinary parishioners. Gaskell’s portrait of clerical society reflects this reality without idealizing it. Religious life appears less as doctrinal controversy than as a framework for manners, duty, and communal visibility. The novel thus captures how Anglican institutions structured everyday respectability even where private feeling and practical ethics mattered more than formal theology.

Marriage law and the legal dependence of women form an essential historical backdrop. In the early nineteenth century, married women in England generally had no separate legal identity under coverture: property and many legal rights were controlled by husbands, unless protected by special settlements among wealthier families. Respectable women also faced restricted access to paid professions and higher education. Wives and Daughters does not turn these facts into explicit legal argument, but it is deeply concerned with the limited paths available to women and the social pressure attached to marriage. By comparing different female temperaments, expectations, and domestic roles, Gaskell examines how a woman’s security and status depended heavily on family strategy and marital outcome.

The title itself points toward the importance of family structure in a period when remarriage, stepfamilies, and inheritance could reshape domestic power. Mortality rates were higher than in later centuries, and widowers and widows often remarried for companionship, household management, or economic necessity. Such marriages could create delicate relations among children, parents, and new spouses. Gaskell treats these arrangements with realism rather than melodrama. The novel reflects a society in which affection, authority, and self-interest coexist inside the home, and where domestic harmony is a public concern because the family was regarded as the foundation of moral order. In this way, private life becomes a lens on social history.

Medicine and science are central to the novel’s historical texture, especially through the figure of the provincial doctor and the attraction of natural history. In early nineteenth-century England, medicine was becoming more professionalized, though standards still varied and older divisions among physicians, surgeons, and apothecaries remained important. Country doctors often held wide practical responsibility and considerable local influence. Gaskell presents medical work as both socially useful and intellectually respectable, reflecting the rising prestige of trained expertise. This emphasis also helps explain shifting class boundaries: professional knowledge could command esteem outside the landed hierarchy. The doctor’s household in the novel therefore stands at the intersection of older social deference and newer forms of merit.

Natural history, especially interest in plants, animals, and comparative anatomy, gained prominence in Britain during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Learned societies, collecting, field observation, and expanding print culture brought scientific inquiry into both elite and middle-class life. By the 1830s and 1840s, debates about classification, species, and geology were increasingly visible, though before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 1859 many inquiries remained within older frameworks of natural theology or descriptive science. Wives and Daughters reflects this earlier culture of observation and collecting. Gaskell uses scientific interests not merely as decoration but as signs of curiosity, discipline, and widening horizons beyond local routine.

The novel also belongs to the age of improvement and mobility, when roads, coaches, and eventually railways transformed how people and information moved across Britain. In the period most closely reflected by the story, stagecoach travel still structured provincial connections, linking market towns, county centers, and London. The expansion of turnpike roads had already made travel more regular, though still costly and time-consuming for many. These transport conditions shaped courtship, visiting, news, and delay, all of which matter in Gaskell’s narrative world. The book captures a society not yet fully accelerated by rail, where distance still has social meaning, but where movement between town, countryside, and metropolis is becoming more frequent.

Economically, the novel represents a part of England less dominated by factories than by land, professional incomes, retail trade, and service relationships. Yet it was written by an author deeply aware of industrialization and class conflict, especially from her life in Manchester. That wider knowledge informs the book’s treatment of gentility and dependency. Even in quieter provincial settings, comfort rests on unequal resources, inherited property, and the labor of servants and tradespeople. Gaskell does not foreground economic theory, but she renders the gradations of income and status with care. The result is a historically grounded picture of how nonindustrial communities were nonetheless connected to broader patterns of wealth, consumption, and social change.

Education in the world of Wives and Daughters reflects early nineteenth-century gender divisions. Boys of the middle and upper ranks had clearer routes into grammar schools, universities, professions, or scientific training, while girls’ education often emphasized accomplishments, manners, language, and domestic suitability. Serious intellectual development for women depended greatly on family culture and private reading. Gaskell, who consistently valued women’s intelligence across her fiction, registers these limits by showing how knowledge and judgment may exist outside formal institutions. The novel mirrors a period when women could participate in conversation, observation, and moral reasoning, yet remained excluded from many recognized avenues of authority. This tension is one of the book’s most persistent social realities.

The culture of gentility is another key historical element. In early nineteenth-century England, gentility was not simply wealth; it involved manners, speech, dress, leisure, and the ability to avoid visibly commercial labor. Such codes were widely imitated because they offered social distinction in a society where class boundaries were being tested by new money and professional success. Gaskell examines this culture closely, especially its performative side. Characters are judged by visiting, dining, conversational tact, and attention to precedence. Yet the novel repeatedly exposes the insecurity behind social display. In historical terms, this reflects the period’s fascination with respectability and its anxiety about the difference between genuine breeding, moral substance, and fashionable pretension.

Inheritance and property customs also shape the narrative’s world. Although English property law was complex and varied by family arrangement, estates often passed through male lines, and younger children, especially daughters, depended on portions, settlements, or advantageous marriages. This legal and economic structure helps explain why kinship networks, patronage, and marital calculation mattered so much. Gaskell uses these realities not to endorse them but to show their emotional consequences. Family affection is often entangled with money, expectation, and rank. By keeping such pressures in view, the novel reflects the historical fact that domestic feeling in nineteenth-century Britain was inseparable from property arrangements and the unequal distribution of security within and between households.

As a serialized novel in the 1860s, Wives and Daughters also belongs to the mature Victorian culture of periodical publication, even though its setting looks backward a generation or more. Serialization encouraged close attention to conversation, social nuance, and gradual character development, while reaching a broad reading public through magazines. Gaskell published the work in the Cornhill Magazine, an influential monthly periodical associated with middle-class readers and domestic fiction. This publication context matters historically because it frames the novel as both retrospective and contemporary: it reconstructs an earlier provincial England for readers living amid railways, reform, and modern science, inviting them to compare the remembered social order with their own altered world.

Gaskell’s own life strongly informs this historical perspective. Born in 1810 and married to a Unitarian minister in Manchester, she lived amid both provincial and industrial England and wrote fiction attentive to class, gender, and moral complexity. By the 1850s and 1860s she was an established novelist, known for works that engaged labor conflict, domestic life, and regional society. In Wives and Daughters, one of her last novels, she turned to an earlier period with notable patience and breadth. The backward glance is not escapist. Rather, it reflects an experienced Victorian writer using historical distance to study how English society had been organized before many mid-century reforms and transformations.

Politically, the period evoked by the novel stands near the era of parliamentary reform but before democratic participation became substantially wider. The Reform Act of 1832 altered representation and enfranchised sections of the middle class, yet left most people without the vote and preserved strong local influence by property holders. In provincial communities, political power often remained informal as much as electoral, exercised through patronage, social standing, and control of institutions. Wives and Daughters does not center elections or legislation, but it reflects this political culture in its assumptions about authority and leadership. Gaskell shows a society where decision-making is personal and localized, and where public standing grows from family, profession, and reputation rather than broad civic equality.

Taken together, these historical elements make Wives and Daughters both a mirror and a critique of its era. It mirrors early nineteenth-century provincial England in its churches, households, courtship rituals, class gradations, and growing respect for professional and scientific knowledge. It critiques that world by exposing the fragility of gentility, the dependence imposed on women, and the moral shallowness of judging people chiefly by rank or display. Writing from the 1860s about an earlier generation, Gaskell preserves the textures of a changing social order while quietly measuring its costs. The novel’s historical power lies in this balance of sympathy and scrutiny, showing how ordinary domestic life reveals larger structures of English society.
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    Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell was an English novelist, short-story writer, and biographer of the Victorian era whose work helped define the social novel in mid-nineteenth-century Britain. Born in 1810 and active chiefly from the late 1840s until her death in 1865, she wrote fiction that combined close observation of everyday life with sustained attention to class, gender, religion, and industrial change. She is especially associated with Manchester, whose rapidly developing urban environment informed some of her best-known books. Gaskell’s writing ranges from industrial fiction and domestic realism to historical narrative, regional tales, ghost stories, and literary biography.

Gaskell was educated in a manner typical of a well-read middle-class woman of her time, and her literary formation drew on broad reading rather than formal scholarly training. Her work shows familiarity with English moral and social writing, Romantic and post-Romantic prose, and the developing realist tradition of the nineteenth-century novel. Publicly documented influences include the social conditions produced by industrialization and the religious culture of English Nonconformity, both of which shaped her moral concerns without reducing her fiction to simple argument. She also moved within literary circles that connected her to major Victorian debates about realism, reform, and the responsibilities of authorship.

Her literary career began in earnest with the publication of "Mary Barton" in 1848, a novel that immediately attracted attention for its treatment of conflict between workers and mill owners in an industrial city. The book established her as a serious interpreter of contemporary social problems and introduced themes that would recur throughout her writing: sympathy across class divisions, the pressures of urban poverty, and the limits of certainty in moral judgment. Early recognition brought further opportunities in periodical publication, an important avenue for Victorian writers, and Gaskell quickly became a versatile professional author able to address both popular and serious readerships.

In the 1850s she broadened her range with works that remain central to her reputation. "Cranford" offered a finely observed portrait of provincial life, notable for its wit, economy, and humane attention to social ritual. "Ruth" treated the position of a woman disgraced by sexual double standards, showing Gaskell’s willingness to engage difficult moral questions with compassion. "North and South" brought domestic fiction and industrial conflict into powerful relation, juxtaposing regional cultures and competing ideas of authority, labor, and responsibility. Together these books display her command of dialogue, setting, and multi-perspective characterization.

Gaskell also wrote extensively in shorter forms, contributing stories and novellas to Victorian magazines. Her shorter fiction includes Christmas pieces, regional sketches, historical tales, and supernatural narratives, demonstrating an adaptability often overlooked beside the major novels. She published "Sylvia’s Lovers," a historical novel set against the backdrop of the late eighteenth century, and later "Cousin Phillis," admired for its restraint and delicacy. Her final novel, "Wives and Daughters," was left unfinished at her death but has long been valued for its nuanced social observation. Across these forms, critics have often praised her balance of narrative momentum with ethical complexity.

A significant part of Gaskell’s public stature came from her connection with other writers of her age. She contributed to journals edited by Charles Dickens, though their professional relationship was not without tensions over editorial control and matters of tone. Her "The Life of Charlotte Brontë," published in 1857, became one of the most influential literary biographies of the century and did much to shape Brontë’s posthumous reputation. The book also showed Gaskell’s skill in biographical narrative, even as it prompted controversy. More broadly, her work reflects a reform-minded sensibility, especially in its concern for the poor, for women’s constrained choices, and for mutual understanding across social divisions.

In her later years Gaskell remained a respected and widely read author, continuing to publish fiction that refined rather than abandoned her central interests in community, conscience, and change. She died in 1865, leaving behind a body of work that has remained in print and in critical discussion. Modern scholarship values her not only as a chronicler of Victorian industrial society but also as a sophisticated artist whose narratives resist easy solutions. Her novels and stories continue to matter because they join social analysis to memorable character writing, and because they illuminate how private lives are shaped by wider economic, cultural, and moral forces.
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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" (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: "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[1], 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[2] 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[4]," 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—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[3] 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[5]), 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
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