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NO NAME

WILKIE COLLINS was born in London in 1824, the eldest son of the landscape painter William Collins. In 1846, having spent five years in the tea business, he was entered to read for the bar at Lincoln’s Inn, where he gained the legal knowledge that was to give him much material for his writing. From the early fifties, he was a friend of Charles Dickens, acting with him, contributing to Household Words, travelling with him on the Continent. Dickens produced and acted in two melodramas written by Collins, The Lighthouse (1855) and The Frozen Deep (1857). Of his novels, Collins is best remembered for The Woman in White (1860), No Name (1862), Armadale (1866) and The Moonstone (1868), which T. S. Eliot called ‘the first, the longest, and the best of modern English detective novels’. Wilkie Collins, who braved Victorian morals by living with one mistress and maintaining another in a separate establishment, died in 1889.

MARK FORD was born in 1962. He has a BA and a D.Phil. in English Literature from Oxford University. His publications include the poetry collections Landlocked (1992) and Soft Sift (2001), and a critical biography of the French writer Raymond Roussel, Raymond Roussel and the Republic of Dreams (2000). He is currently a lecturer in English Literature at University College London. He has also edited Charles Dickens’s Nicholas Nickleby for Penguin Classics.
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INTRODUCTION

No Name (1862) is the second, and perhaps the least characteristic, of the four great novels published by Wilkie Collins during the 1860s. It was written at the height of his popularity; his previous book, The Woman in White (1860), had proved a runaway bestseller, and Collins suddenly found himself at ‘the top of the tree,’1 as he gleefully remarks to his mother in a letter of 1861 detailing the results of some typically shrewd negotiations with his publishers. In addition to the £1,600 he had been paid for serialization rights, Collins received £3,000 from Sampson Low for book publication of No Name (‘The most liberal price that has ever been given for the re-printing of a work already published periodically’2), while its successor, Armadale (1866), he pre-sold to Smith and Elder for the even more outlandish sum of £5,000. ‘Nobody but Dickens,’ he notes proudly, ‘has made as much.’

It is generally agreed that The Woman in White inaugurated the genre of the Sensation Novel which so dominated the fiction market of the ensuing decade, during which writers such as Mrs Henry Wood, Mary Braddon, Charles Reade and Sheridan Le Fanu all achieved impressive sales with variations of the essential Collins theme – the grisly skeleton lurking in the highly respectable cupboard. ‘To Mr Collins,’ as Henry James pointed out in a review of Mary Braddon’s Aurora Floyd in 1865, ‘belongs the credit of having introduced into fiction those most mysterious of mysteries, the mysteries that are at our own doors.’3

Collins was determined, however, to avoid simply repeating the winning formula of The Woman in White. In the preface to No Name he draws the reader’s attention explicitly to the new novel’s divergence from its predecessor:

It will be seen that the narrative related in these pages has been constructed on a plan, which differs from the plan followed in my last novel, and in some other of my works published at an earlier date… In trying this new ground, I am not turning my back in doubt on the ground which I have passed over already. My one object in following a new course, is to enlarge the range of my studies in the art of writing fiction, and to vary the form in which I make my appeal to the reader, as attractively as I can.

Charles Dickens, for one, was particularly impressed by this aspect of his protégé’s inventiveness: ‘I find in the book every quality that made the success of the Woman in White without the least sign of holding on to that success or being taken in tow by it,’4 he commented enthusiastically in a letter to Collins shortly before serialization began in Dickens’s own magazine, All the Year Round.

The suspense generated by No Name is of a quite different kind from that which mesmerizes the reader of The Woman in White, Armadale or The Moonstone (1868). The book features no mysterious apparitions, foreboding dreams, Shivering Sands, or exotic Orientals. Combe-Raven, where the story begins, is a placid, utterly commonplace country residence which Collins takes pains to evoke in the opening pages in the most realistic of ways: details such as the ticking clock, the red-nosed housemaid, the snoring dog, the cook with her rheumatism, the kindly twinkling head of the family taking his Scottish terrier for an early morning walk, combine to create a reassuring tableau of stability and ordinariness. Subliminally – and because this is a Wilkie Collins novel – one intuits everything is about to go horribly wrong, but the subtly suffused aura of impending catastrophe is all the more disturbing for being so hard to locate.

Whereas in most Collins novels the narrative is determined by the characters’ attempts to follow a series of clues that lead them to the truth about some mysterious event in the past, in No Name, conversely, it is the disclosure of the book’s single secret early on which initiates its main action. ‘From that point,’ as Collins explains in the Preface, ‘all the main events of the story are purposely foreshadowed, before they take place – my present design being to rouse the reader’s interest in following the train of circumstances by which these foreseen events are brought about.’ Despite his meticulous researches, Collins’s fictions often contain turns of event so zany they leave even the most credulous staggering – one thinks particularly of Poor Miss Finch (1872), in which the blind heroine first recovers her sight, then loses it again, while the hero has dark blue skin as a result of the medicine he takes to cure his epileptic fits! – but in No Name Collins barely flouts the laws of probability. The revelation of the Vanstone daughters’ illegitimacy, and their consequent loss of social status and all inheritance rights, is distressingly believable, and, more importantly, it opens the novel out towards all sorts of compelling moral, social and legal issues. Even the dour lawyer Mr Pendril is provoked into a growl of dismay when he contemplates the sisters’ plight:

I am far from defending the law of England, as it affects illegitimate offspring. On the contrary, I think it a disgrace to the nation. It visits the sins of the parents on the children; it encourages vice by depriving fathers and mothers of the strongest of all motives for making the atonement of marriage; and it claims to produce these two abominable results in the names of morality and religion.

Collins himself was later to father three illegitimate children, who, one imagines, might well have agreed with the lawyer’s outburst.

No Name is not at all, though, a protest novel concerned with the single issue of illegitimacy, any more than Dickens’s Little Dorrit (1857) is about debtors’ prisons or Bleak House (1853) about the iniquities of Chancery. Collins’s interest in the dilemma of namelessness is part of his life-long preoccupation with the means by which a social identity is constructed, and, equally, how it may be borrowed, invented, dismantled or buried. Similarly, his fascination with the narrative possibilities of doubles and disguise can be seen as embodying his sense of the arbitrariness and artificiality of Victorian social codes: ‘Shall I tell you what a lady is? A lady is a woman who wears a silk gown, and has a sense of her own importance. I shall put the gown on your back, and the sense in your head,’ Magdalen caustically explains to her maid Louisa, when, at the nadir of her fortunes, she begins hatching the last of her plots to regain her lost inheritance. This kind of awareness of the problems society has in distinguishing between the genuine and the counterfeit – hence its vulnerability to the contrivances of a clever trickster like Captain Wragge – is at its most impishly acute throughout No Name.

Much of the pious censure heaped by contemporary critics on the Sensation Novel, and on Wilkie Collins in particular, was incited by the genre’s refusal to sanction the moral absolutes or notions of divine justice on which Establishment values were founded. No Name’s ambivalence over such matters proved especially controversial. The disinheritance of the Vanstone sisters is flagrantly unfair, yet Magdalen’s exhilarating quest to reclaim her own by whatever means necessary generated conflicting feelings among Collins’s contemporaries. Alexander Smith, for instance, complained in the North British Review that the novel ‘enchains you, but you detest it while it enchains… the repulsiveness of the matter disturbs the pleasure of the reader’,5 while Mrs Oliphant focused her outrage on Collins’s leniency towards his heroine:

The Magdalen of No Name does not go astray after the usual fashion of erring maidens in romance. Her pollution is decorous, and justified by law; and after all her endless deceptions and horrible marriage, it seems quite right to the author that she should be restored to society, and have a good husband and a happy home.6

Collins must have anticipated such criticisms, but perhaps thought to pre-empt them with his frequent portentous references to the battle of Good and Evil taking place in Magdalen’s soul. In fact, though, these titanic inner struggles have no effect whatsoever on the actual course of the narrative, which, as so often in Collins, is the medium of his most potent meanings.

To modern readers Magdalen is interesting less for her anguish over the rights and wrongs of her great ‘Purpose’, than for the spiritedness and ingenuity with which she responds to each setback. While the older Norah meekly submits to her altered prospects, slipping almost without complaint into the grimly circumscribed life of a governess, Magdalen’s courageous quest to recover her lost social position and identity makes her into one of Victorian fiction’s most radical subversives. Many Sensation Novels feature dauntless heroines engaged in desperate enterprises, but few behave quite as uninhibitedly or unscrupulously as Magdalen. It is also worth remembering, when considering her imaginatively devious machinations, that the very concept of an active woman at the centre of a novel constituted something of a challenge to convention. This was a point the Victorian critic E.S. Dallas made when he turned his attention to the Sensation genre in his encyclopedic critical study, The Gay Science (1866): ‘It is not wrong to make a sensation,’ he concedes; ‘but if the novelist depends for his sensation upon the action of a woman, the chances are that he will attain his end by unnatural means.’7

Magdalen is Collins’s most active and resourceful heroine, an archschemer who shares with her inventor an understanding of the theatrical nature of all social roles. Many of Collins’s plots intertwine the conflicting motivations of a variety of characters, but No Name’s narrative drive proceeds really only from one source – Magdalen herself. Accordingly Collins invests her, in his introductory portrait in Chapter One, not only with tremendous sensuous vitality (‘She bloomed in the full physical maturity of twenty years or more – bloomed naturally and irresistibly, in right of her matchless health and strength’) but with the mercurial flexibility of a born actress. Her countenance is particularly striking in its ‘extraordinary mobility’: ‘all varieties of expression followed each other over the plastic, ever-changing face, with a giddy rapidity which left sober analysis far behind in the race’. She is a ‘self-contradictory girl’: her hair is ‘soft and plentiful’ but also ‘dull and dead’; her eyes should be dark, but are in fact ‘incomprehensibly and discordantly light’; her lips and cheeks are delicately feminine, but her mouth is ‘too large and firm, the chin too square and massive for her sex and age’. Collins obviously realized from the outset that his plot required Magdalen to be at once energetic, Protean and anomalous.

Overall No Name propounds a rather gloomy view of generational decline from which only Magdalen – who bears ‘no recognizable resemblance to either of her parents’ – is exempt. Norah is compared unfavourably with her mother, whose beauty she inherits, yet whose refinement and nobility she lacks. ‘May we not observe,’ Collins asks, ‘that the moral force of character and the higher intellectual capacities in parents seem often to wear out mysteriously in the course of transmission to children?’ Magdalen’s impossibly weak and pettish fiancé, Frank Clare, is an even more attenuated product of once ‘stout old family stock’, endued with more ‘of the shadow of his ancestors than of the substance’, and the invalid Noel Vanstone similarly illustrates the second generation’s inferiority to the first. Old Michael Vanstone, for all his mean-spiritedness, was at least a bold financial speculator, but his son is a mere miser deficient in all will or initiative. ‘His heart,’ his housekeeper Mrs Lecount explains, suffers from ‘no positive disease; there is only a chronic feebleness – a fatty degeneration – a want of vital power in the organ itself. Magdalen, on the other hand, seems infused with all the freedom, vigour and powers of self-transformation that the other characters lack.

Her difference from all around her is made particularly vivid during the episode of Miss Marrable’s home theatricals. As a consequence of a series of disasters that befall this amateur production of Sheridan’s The Rivals (1775), Magdalen finds herself doubling up in the completely opposed roles of the scheming maid-servant Lucy, and the passive Julia, patient martyr to the fits of the tormented Falkland. Magdalen, it quickly transpires, is a stage natural, and she scores resounding hits with the audience in both parts, but it is a triumph that alienates her from both her class peers and her family. Miss Marrable and her entourage are aghast to find themselves completely upstaged, and consider Magdalen’s success the ‘crowning misfortune’ of the whole ill-fated business. More significantly, Magdalen upsets her sister by appropriating for her performance of Julia many of Norah’s habits of manner and speech. Norah’s distress is interesting because it so clearly illustrates society’s aversion to having what it likes to believe is natural and unique revealed to be conditioned and imitable.

Theatrical metaphors are pervasive throughout No Name. The book is divided up into eight scenes, with relevant letters and chronicles grouped together in sections entitled ‘Between the Scenes’. Collins was himself a keen participator in amateur drama, and he wrote numerous plays, some of which were produced on the professional stage. Though few of these melodramas are particularly worth exhuming, the importance of the theatre to Collins’s fictions is everywhere apparent, as he readily acknowledged. In the ‘Letter of Dedication’ to the most effective of his early novels, Basil: a Story of Modern Life (1852), he formally declares his credo that ‘the Novel and the Play are twin-sisters in the family of Fiction… the one is a drama narrated, as the other is a drama acted’.8

In No Name Collins exploits this kinship between fiction and the drama more consciously than in Basil, or indeed than in any of his other novels. Banished from the idyll of Combe-Raven, Magdalen boldly decides to exploit her thespian talents, and, aided and abetted – and cheated – by Captain Wragge, she soon earns enough money from her ‘Entertainment’ to set about seeking redress from the usurping Vanstones. Her actual plots also involve extensive use of the theatrical: the various disguises she assumes – Miss Garth in Vauxhall Walk, Julia Bygrave in Aldborough, the parlour-maid Louisa at St Crux – literally convert all the world into a stage. It is this running dramatic motif which allows Collins to make some of his most trenchant points about contemporary mores. As a ‘vagabond public performer’ Magdalen is roundly condemned by pillars of respectability such as Mr Pendril and Miss Garth, but having acted her way into the most bogus role of all, that of a ‘respectable married woman’, she instantly achieves a legitimate name and place in the world. ‘Even the law,’ she points out in a bitter letter to her ex-governess, ‘which is the friend of all you respectable people, has recognized my existence, and has become my friend too!’

Her accomplice, Captain Wragge, is even more adept at the arts of impersonation. He carries around with him a book entitled Skins to Jump Into, which furnishes him with a series of ready-made characters to be assumed as his career as con-man demands. Wragge is wholly open about, even proud of, his achievements as a professional trickster, or rather as a ‘moral agriculturist; a man who cultivates the field of human sympathy’. He justifies his philosophy most eloquently to Magdalen when they first meet in York:

Narrow-minded mediocrity, envious of my success in my profession, calls me a Swindler. What of that? The same low tone of mind assails men in other professions in a similar manner – calls great writers, scribblers – great generals, butchers – and so on. It entirely depends on the point of view.

With his differently coloured eyes, one bilious green, one bilious brown, Wragge is himself particularly skilful at adopting whatever point of view happens best to suit his own ends. In this he is, as much as Count Fosco in The Woman in White, an archetypal representative of the amoral, relativistic world of the Sensation Novel, but he may also be interpreted as a caricature of the hypocrisies of Victorian capitalism. His entrepreneurial spirit (‘I respect independence of character, wherever I find it’), business-like account books recording his ‘transactions’, and his final apotheosis into a ‘Grand Financial Fact’, all serve to demonstrate, how easily may be blurred the distinctions between the commercially respectable and low-life cheats and hucksters. And whereas Dickens habitually contrived some poetically just comeuppance for his rogues, Collins’s small-time villains like Captain Wragge or the more sinister Doctor Downward and Mother Oldershaw in Armadale, are less likely to be brought to book. ‘Don’t think me mercenary – I merely understand the age I live in,’ Wragge proclaims, and this understanding finally fulfils its monetary potential through his outrageous advertising campaign for his Pill – a placebo that he promises can cure all ills known to man.

Wragge surely attempts his most daring impostures, though, during his thrilling duel of wits with Mrs Lecount at Aldborough. Here Collins pits his two wiliest protagonists against each other, and their constant guessing and double-guessing, their sudden perplexities and decisive manoeuvres, are as intriguing as a perfectly balanced game of chess. Though deadly serious, their jousting also has moments worthy of a comedy of high manners – particularly during the excursion to Dunwich sands when they are left alone together; Wragge stretches himself romantically at Lecount’s feet, and the two sworn enemies drift into ‘as easy and pleasant a conversation, as if they had been friends of twenty years’ standing’.

Lecount offers, like Wragge, a good example of Collins’s facility for adapting stock figures to his own purposes. As is the case for so many of his women characters, from Lydia Gwilt of Armadale to Valerian Macallan of The Law and the Lady (1875), Mrs Lecount depends for her survival on her ability to manipulate men yet also to keep them unconscious of the fact that they are being manipulated. Before her visit in disguise to Vauxhall Walk, Magdalen expects Noel Vanstone’s housekeeper to be an ‘ill-favoured, insolent old woman’, but is confronted instead by ‘a lady of mild ingratiating manners; whose dress was the perfection of neatness, taste and matronly simplicity; whose personal appearance was little less than a triumph of physical resistance to the deteriorating influence of time’. By linking the extent of her control over Noel Vanstone so explicitly to the ‘smooth amiability’ of her appearance, Collins seems to be suggesting that only through polished manners and expert dress sense can a woman in her dependent position gain any kind of power. That there is something degrading and inhuman in this is made clear in the ensuing interview, during which Magdalen’s emotions are always threatening to boil over and ruin her disguise, while Lecount is as self-possessed as her pet toad. ‘I wonder whose blood runs coldest,’ Magdalen whispers at it through clenched teeth, ‘yours, you little monster, or Mrs Lecount’s?… You hateful wretch, do you know what your mistress is? Your mistress is a devil!’

But Mrs Lecount is not a devil, and her behaviour is not even so very reprehensible. She too understands the age she lives in. As with Magdalen’s use of Norah’s mannerisms in The Rivals, it is the deliberateness of her conduct which renders it so disconcerting. There is, as well, a certain pathos in the extremes to which she – again like Magdalen – is driven in her attempts to extract her rightful legacy out of Noel Vanstone. One marvels less at her reptilian sang-froid than at the patience with which she coddles her debilitated yet avaricious and self-important employer; and the novel itself hardly endorses any less punishing means by which its women characters may achieve even a measure of autonomy.

Certainly neither Norah, with her dutiful trust in the ways of Providence, nor the sturdy Miss Garth, who functions as the book’s unheeded voice of reason, constitute particularly persuasive alternatives to the life of strategic campaigning embraced by a Magdalen or Mrs Lecount. In the early chapters Collins goes out of his way to stress the negative aspects of Norah’s conventionality – her ‘unconquerable reserve’ that verges on ‘pride, or sullenness’ – but after the cataclysm allows her to develop more or less unhindered into a standard icon of patience and goodness. She – along with Captain Kirke at the helm of his ship Deliverance – becomes part of the frankly allegorical dimension of the narrative, an aspect of Collins’s art which seems unlikely to win many admirers today.

Collins composed the closing sections of the novel in both great pain and desperate anxiety over publishers’ deadlines. Much of his life he was plagued by ‘rheumatic gout’, for which he was prescribed progressively larger doses of laudanum. During the fraught closing months of 1862 his symptoms worsened alarmingly, and in a letter of 10 October to his doctor Francis Carr Beard, to whom No Name is dedicated, he produces a formidable list of ailments:

My stomach and nerves are terribly out of order again. Yesterday at 1 o’clock I had to give up work with a deadly ‘all-overish’ faintness which sent me to the brandy-bottle. No confusion in my brains – but a sickness, faintness, and universal trembling – startled by the slightest noise – more nervous twittering last night – little sleep… my nerves want soothing and fortifying at the same time.9

On hearing of Collins’s prostration, Dickens characteristically offered ‘to come to London straight, and do your work. I am quite confident that, with your notes, and a few words of explanation, I could take it up at any time and do it… so like you as that no one should find out the difference.’10 Collins, needless to say, refused, struggling on through the pain to the book’s conclusion, hovered over by Beard who acted for a time as both physician and amanuensis.

Many, however, have found No Name’s last chapters unsatisfactory. That Magdalen’s brave odyssey should collapse into such a morass of clichés – rescue by a seafaring strong man, a penitential illness and a sickbed conversion – seems a frustrating elision of the many powerful questions the novel has hitherto posed; though to such as Mrs Oliphant, even this dramatic reversion to the ideals of hearth and home was too little too late.

In a piece for the Athenaeum the critic H.F. Chorley reported No Name to be ‘deservedly a great success, if not altogether a sound one’.11 In fact it never became nearly as popular as its predecessor. The first print run of 4,000 was sold out on publication day (31 December 1862, only a week after Collins finished writing it on Christmas Eve), but most of the copies bought were part of a prearranged bulk order from Mudie’s Circulating Library – another instance of Collins’s hard head for marketing. Reviews ranged from the lukewarm to the condemnatory, and sales were on the whole disappointing.

A clue to the distrustful reception accorded No Name may perhaps be found in Collins’s next novel, Armadale, in which the shameless Dr Downward explains what books he considers suitable reading matter for the inmates of his sanatorium:

Nothing painful, ma’am! There may be plenty that is painful in real life – but for that very reason, we don’t want it in books. The English novelist who enters my house (no foreign novelist will be admitted) must understand his art as the healthy-minded English reader understands it in our time. He must know that our purer modern taste, our higher modern morality, limits him to doing exactly two things for us, when he writes a book. All we want of him is – occasionally to make us laugh, and invariably to make us comfortable.12

No Name certainly wouldn’t make it into Dr Downward’s library. For it is, overall, a highly unsettling novel; it expands an investigation into the concept of legitimacy into one of Victorian fiction’s sharpest, most wide-ranging critiques of the society’s prevailing codes and structures, and the moral values that supposedly underpin them. And though today the ideal of legitimacy has lost much of its force, Collins’s exposure of the strategic manoeuvring and manipulations of identity that determine the social battle for survival is pertinent and disturbing as ever. No Name may occasionally make us laugh, but it won’t make us comfortable.
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CHRONOLOGY

1824 8 January: Born at 11 New Cavendish Street, St Marylebone, London to William John Thomas Collins, RA (1788–1847), painter, and Harriet Collins, née Geddes (1790–1868).

1826 Family moves to Pond Street, Hampstead.

1828 25 January: Brother, Charles Allston Collins, born (d. 1873).

1829 Family moves to Hampstead Square.

1830 Family moves to Porchester Terrace, Bayswater.

1835 13 January: Attends Maida Hill Academy.

1836 19 September–15 August 1838: Family visits France and Italy.

1838 August: Family moves to 20 Avenue Road, Regents Park; attends Mr Cole’s private boarding school, Highbury Place.

1840 Summer: Family moves to 85 Oxford Terrace, Bayswater; December: leaves Mr Cole’s school.

1841 January: Apprenticed to Edmund Antrobus, tea merchant of the Strand.

1842 June – July: Visits Scotland with his father.

1843 August: First published fiction, ‘The Last Stage Coachman’, Illuminated Magazine.

1844 Writes Iólani; Or Tahiti as it was, a Romance, which remains unpublished until 1999.

1845 January: Submits Iólani to Chapman and Hall; is rejected in March.

1846 17 May: Enters Lincoln’s Inn to study law.

1847 17 February: Death of father.

1848 Summer: Family moves to 38 Blanford Square; November: first book, Memoirs of the Life of William Collins, Esq., RA, published by Chapman and Hall.

1849 Exhibits a painting, The Smuggler’s Retreat, at the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition.

1850 26 February: First play, A Court Duel, an adaptation of J. P. Simon and Edmond Badon’s Monsieur Lockroy, staged at the Soho Theatre, Dean Street; 27 February: first novel, Antonina; or the Fall of Rome, published by Richard Bentley; Summer: moves with mother to 17 Hanover Terrace; July – August: walking tour of Cornwall with Henry Brandling, artist.

1851 30 January: Rambles Beyond Railways, a travel book on Cornwall, published by Bentley; March: meets Charles Dickens; first contribution to Bentley’s Miscellany, ‘The Twin Sisters’; 16 May: acts with Dickens in Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Not So Bad as We Seem; 27 September: first article for Edward Pigott’s socialist newspaper, Leader, 21 November: called to the Bar; 17 December: Mr Wray’s Cash-Box published by Bentley.

1852 24 April: First contribution to Household Words, ‘A Terribly Strange Bed’; 16 November: Basil: A Story of Modern Life published by Bentley.

1853 July–September: Stays with Dickens in Boulogne; October–December: tours Switzerland and Italy with Dickens and Augustus Egg.

1854 Joins the Garrick Club; 6 June: Hide and Seek published by Bentley: July–August: stays with Dickens in Boulogne.

1855 16 June: First play, The Lighthouse, performed at Tavistock House by Dickens’s theatrical company; September: sails to Scilly Isles with Pigott.

1856 February: First collection of short stories, After Dark, published by Smith, Elder; 1–29 March: A Rogue’s Life serialized in Household Words; September: Moves to 2 Harley Place; October: becomes staff writer on Household Words.

1857 3 January: The Dead Secret begins serialization in Household Words and (from 24 January) in Harper’s Weekly; 6 January: The Frozen Deep performed at Tavistock House; June: The Dead Secret published in volume form by Bradbury and Evans; 10 August: The Lighthouse opens at the Olympic Theatre; September: tours Cumberland, Lancashire and Yorkshire with Dickens; 3–31 October: they describe the trip in The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, published in Household Words; December: collaborates with Dickens on ‘The Perils of Certain English Prisoners’.

1858 First French translation, The Dead Secret; July–August: first visit to Broadstairs, Kent; September: resigns from the Garrick club, in protest at the expulsion of his friend Edmund Yates; 11 October: The Red Vial is produced at the Olympic Theatre, and flops.

1859 January–February: Lives with Mrs Caroline Graves at 124 Albany Street; apart from one short interlude, they remain together until his death; May–December: lives at 2a Cavendish Square; October: The Queen of Hearts published by Hurst and Blackett; 26 November–25 August 1860: The Woman in White serialized in All the Year Round; December: moves to 12 Harley Street.

1860 17 July: Charles Allston Collins marries Kate Dickens; August: The Woman in White published in volume form by Sampson Low; 22 August: opens bank account at Coutts.

1861 January: Resigns from All the Year Round; 16 April: joins the Athenaeum club; August: visits Whitby, Yorkshire, with Caroline Graves.

1862 15 March–17 January 1863: No Name serialized in All the Year Round; 31 December: published in volume form by Sampson Low.

1863 August: Visits the Isle of Man with Caroline and her daughter, Harriet; November: a collection of journalism, My Miscellanies, published by Sampson Low.

1864 November–June 1866: Armadale serialized in the Cornhill Magazine; December: moves to 9 Melcombe Place, Dorset Square.

1865 Chair of the Royal General Theatrical Fund.

1866 May: Armadale published in volume form by Smith, Elder; October: visits Italy with Pigott; 27 October: The Frozen Deep opens at the Olympic Theatre.

1867 September: Moves to 90 Gloucester Place; December: collaborates with Dickens on short story ‘No Thoroughfare’; 24 December: theatrical adaptation produced, Adelphi Theatre.

1868 Finds lodgings for Martha Rudd, his second mistress, at 33 Bolsover Street, Portland Place; she uses the name ‘Mrs Dawson’; 4 January–8 August: The Moonstone serialized in All the Year Round; 19 March: his mother dies; July: The Moonstone published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers; 29 October: witnesses the marriage of Caroline Graves to Joseph Charles Clow.

1869 29 March: Black and White, written in collaboration with the actor Charles Fechter, opens at the Adelphi Theatre; 4 July: daughter, Marian Dawson, born to Collins and Martha Rudd; 20 November–30 July 1870: Man and Wife serialized in Cassell’s Magazine.

1870 June: Man and Wife published in volume form by F.S. Ellis; 9 June: Death of Dickens.

1871 April: Caroline Graves returns to live with Collins in Gloucester Place; 14 May: second daughter, Harriet Constance Dawson, born to Collins and Martha Rudd at 33 Bolsover Street; 9 October: The Woman in White opens at the Olympic; 2 September–24 February 1872: Poor Miss Finch serialized in Cassell’s Magazine.

1872 26 January: Poor Miss Finch published in volume form by Bentley; October–July 1873: The New Magdalen serialized in Temple Bar.

1873 17 January: Miss or Mrs? And Other Stories published by Bentley; 22 February: Man and Wife opens at the Prince of Wales Theatre; 9 April: Charles Allston Collins dies; 17 May: The New Magdalen published in volume form by Bentley; 19 May: stage version of The New Magdalen opens at the Olympic; 25 September: arrives in New York for reading tour of America; 10 November: The New Magdalen opens in New York.

1874 Martha Rudd moves to 10 Taunton Place, Regents Park; 7 March: Collins leaves Boston for England; 26 September–13 March 1875: The Law and the Lady serialized in the Graphic, 2 November: The Frozen Deep and Other Stories published by Bentley; 25 December: son, William Charles Collins Dawson, born to Collins and Martha Rudd at Taunton Place.

1875 Copyright for Collins’s work acquired by Chatto and Windus, who remain his publishers until his death; February: The Law and the Lady published in volume form by Chatto and Windus.

1876 January–September: The Two Destinies serialized in Temple Bar, 15 April: Miss Gwilt, a dramatic version of Armadale, opens at the Globe Theatre; August: The Two Destinies published in volume form.

1877 29 August: The Dead Secret opens at the Lyceum Theatre; 17 September: The Moonstone opens at the Olympic Theatre; December: ‘My Lady’s Money’ published in the Illustrated London News.

1878 June–November: The Haunted Hotel published in Belgravia Magazine; published in volume form in November.

1879 1 January–23 July: The Fallen Leaves – First Series serialized in World; 7 April: A Rogue’s Life published in volume form; July: The Fallen Leaves – First Series published in volume form; 13 September–30 January 1880: Fezebel’s Daughter serialized in the Bolton Weekly Times and other regional newspapers owned by William Tillotson.

1880 March: Fezebel’s Daughter published in volume form; 2 October–26 March 1881: The Black Robe serialized in the Sheffield and Rotheram Independent and other Tillotson titles.

1881 April: The Black Robe published in volume form; December: A. P. Watt becomes Collins’s literary agent.

1882 22 July–13 January 1883: Heart and Science serialized in the Manchester Weekly Times and other regional newspapers; August–June 1883: Heart and Science serialized in Belgravia Magazine.

1883 April: Heart and Science published in volume form; 9 June: Rank and Riches opens at the Adelphi Theatre, and is a failure; 15 December–12 July 1884: ‘I Say No’ serialized in the Glasgow Weekly Herald and other regional newspapers.

1884 January–December: ‘I Say No’ serialized in London Society; October: ‘I Say No’ published in volume form.

1885 28 August: Tommie, Collins’s dog, dies; 30 October: The Evil Genius performed once at the Vaudeville Theatre for copyright reasons; 11 December–30 April 1886: The Evil Genius serialized in the Leigh Journal and Times and other Tillotson titles.

1886 September: The Evil Genius published in volume form; 15 November: The Guilty River published in volume form.

1887 May: Little Novels, a collection of short stories, published in volume form.

1888 February: Moves to 82 Wimpole Street with Caroline Graves; 17 February–29 June: The Legacy of Cain serialized in the Leigh Journal and Times and other Tillotson titles; November: The Legacy of Cain published in volume form.

1889 30 June: Suffers a stroke; 6 July–28 December: Blind Love serialized in the Illustrated London News, completed by Walter Besant after Collins’s death; 23 September: dies at 82 Wimpole Street; 27 September: funeral at Kensal Green Cemetery; 24 October: auction of furniture and effects.

1890 January: Blind Love published in volume form; 20 January: auction of library and manuscripts; 22 February: auction of pictures and drawings; February: The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices published in volume form by Chapman and Hall.

1895 June: Caroline Graves dies and is buried with Collins.

1919 Death of Martha Rudd.




A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The holograph manuscript of No Name is owned by King’s School, Canterbury, Kent, as part of the Hugh Walpole bequest. It consists of 571 leaves, written on recto only, bound into a single quarto volume. Some of the leaves have emendations pasted on to them. The manuscript differs extensively from the published version in minor stylistic respects, but reveals no major changes.

No Name was first published serially in forty-four episodes in All the Year Round (edited by Charles Dickens) between 15 March 1862 and 17 January 1863. It was first published in book form in three volumes by Sampson Low on 31 December 1862.

There are few differences of any substance between the serial and book versions. The most significant is the naming of the officer who aids the young Andrew Vanstone as Major Kirke.

A ‘new edition’ published by Sampson Low in 1863 in three volumes was simply a reprint of the 1862 edition. In 1864 Sampson Low published a one-volume edition which corrects many printer’s errors from the first edition, but there is no evidence of authorial revision.

This edition is based on the 1864 one-volume edition, a copy of which exists in the British Library. This text was the basis of all nineteenth-century reprints of No Name, and contains fewer errors either than the Sampson Low three-volume edition, or the Harpers American edition of 1863. I have silently corrected a number of minor errors for this edition.

Volume breaks occurred at the end of the Second Scene (p. 189), and at the end of Chapter Eleven in the Fourth Scene (p. 388). Instalment breaks in the serial version occurred on the following pages: 20, 35, 50, 61, 72, 82, 92 (after ‘The servant opened the door; and Mr Pendril went in’), 105 (after ‘ “Yes: on Michael Vanstone” ’), 118, 134, 147, 161, 175, 189, 202, 216, 228, 240, 250, 265, 281, 294, 304, 318, 331, 344, 355, 369, 380, 392, 409, 421, 438, 450, 463, 478, 491, 509, 522, 537, 552 (after ‘and found herself face to face with old Mazey’), 566, 583, 596.
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PREFACE

The main purpose of this story is to appeal to the reader’s interest in a subject, which has been the theme of some of the greatest writers, living and dead – but which has never been, and can never be, exhausted, because it is a subject eternally interesting to all mankind. Here is one more book that depicts the struggle of a human creature, under those opposing influences of Good and Evil, which we have all felt, which we have all known. It has been my aim to make the character of ‘Magdalen’, which personifies this struggle, a pathetic character even in its perversity and its error; and I have tried hard to attain this result by the least obtrusive and the least artificial of all means – by a resolute adherence, throughout, to the truth as it is in Nature. This design was no easy one to accomplish; and it has been a great encouragement to me (during the publication of my story in its periodical form) to know, on the authority of many readers, that the object which I had proposed to myself, I might, in some degree, consider as an object achieved.

Round the central figure in the narrative, other characters will be found grouped, in sharp contrast – contrasts, for the most part, in which I have endeavoured to make the element of humour mainly predominant. I have sought to impart this relief to the more serious passages in the book, not only because I believed myself to be justified in doing so by the laws of Art – but because experience has taught me (what the experience of my readers will doubtless confirm) that there is no such moral phenomenon as unmixed tragedy to be found in the world around us. Look where we may, the dark threads and the light cross each other perpetually in the texture of human life.

To pass from the Characters to the Story, it will be seen that the narrative related in these pages has been constructed on a plan, which differs from the plan followed in my last novel, and in some other of my works published at an earlier date. The only Secret contained in this book, is revealed midway in the first volume. From that point, all the main events of the story are purposely foreshadowed, before they take place – my present design being to rouse the reader’s interest in following the train of circumstances by which these foreseen events are brought about. In trying this new ground, I am not turning my back in doubt on the ground which I have passed over already. My one object in following a new course, is to enlarge the range of my studies in the art of writing fiction, and to vary the form in which I make my appeal to the reader, as attractively as I can.

There is no need for me to add more to these few prefatory words than is here written. What I might otherwise have wished to say in this place, I have endeavoured to make the book itself say for me.

Harley Street,
November, 1862.




NO NAME

THE FIRST SCENE

COMBE-RAVEN, SOMERSETSHIRE

Chapter One

The hands on the hall-clock pointed to half-past six in the morning. The house was a country residence in West Somersetshire, called Combe-Raven. The day was the fourth of March, and the year was eighteen hundred and forty-six.1

No sounds but the steady ticking of the clock, and the lumpish snoring of a large dog stretched on a mat outside the dining-room door, disturbed the mysterious morning stillness of hall and staircase. Who were the sleepers hidden in the upper regions? Let the house reveal its own secrets; and, one by one, as they descend the stairs from their beds, let the sleepers disclose themselves.

As the clock pointed to a quarter to seven, the dog woke and shook himself. After waiting in vain for the footman, who was accustomed to let him out, the animal wandered restlessly from one closed door to another on the ground floor; and, returning to his mat in great perplexity, appealed to the sleeping family, with a long and melancholy howl.

Before the last notes of the dog’s remonstrance had died away, the oaken stairs in the higher regions of the house creaked under slowly-descending footsteps. In a minute more the first of the female servants made her appearance, with a dingy woollen shawl over her shoulders – for the March morning was bleak; and rheumatism and the cook were old acquaintances.

Receiving the dog’s first cordial advances with the worst possible grace, the cook slowly opened the hall door, and let the animal out. It was a wild morning. Over a spacious lawn, and behind a black plantation of firs, the rising sun rent its way upward through piles of ragged grey cloud; heavy drops of rain fell few and far between; the March wind shuddered round the corners of the house, and the wet trees swayed wearily.

Seven o’clock struck; and the signs of domestic life began to show themselves in more rapid succession.

The housemaid came down – tall and slim, with the state of the spring temperature written redly on her nose. The lady’s-maid followed – young, smart, plump and sleepy. The kitchen-maid came next – afflicted with the face-ache, and making no secret of her sufferings. Last of all, the footman appeared, yawning disconsolately; the living picture of a man who felt that he had been defrauded of his fair night’s rest.

The conversation of the servants, when they assembled before the slowly-lighting kitchen fire, referred to a recent family event, and turned at starting on this question: Had Thomas, the footman, seen anything of the concert at Clifton, at which his master and the two young ladies had been present on the previous night? Yes; Thomas had heard the concert; he had been paid for to go in at the back; it was a loud concert; it was a hot concert; it was described at the top of the bills as Grand; whether it was worth travelling sixteen miles to hear by railway, with the additional hardship of going back nineteen miles by road, at half-past one in the morning – was a question which he would leave his master and the young ladies to decide; his own opinion, in the mean time, being unhesitatingly, No. Further inquiries, on the part of all the female servants in succession, elicited no additional information of any sort. Thomas could hum none of the songs, and could describe none of the ladies’ dresses. His audience accordingly gave him up in despair; and the kitchen small-talk flowed back into its ordinary channels, until the clock struck eight, and startled the assembled servants into separating for their morning’s work.

A quarter-past eight, and nothing happened. Half-past – and more signs of life appeared from the bedroom regions. The next member of the family who came downstairs was Mr Andrew Vanstone, the master of the house.

Tall, stout and upright – with bright blue eyes, and healthy florid complexion – his brown plush shooting-jacket carelessly buttoned awry; his vixenish little Scotch terrier barking unrebuked at his heels; one hand thrust into his waistcoat pocket, and the other smacking the banisters cheerfully as he came downstairs humming a tune – Mr Vanstone showed his character on the surface of him freely to all men. An easy, hearty, handsome, good-humoured gentleman, who walked on the sunny side of the way of life, and who asked nothing better than to meet all his fellow-passengers in this world on the sunny side, too. Estimating him by years, he had turned fifty. Judging him by lightness of heart, strength of constitution and capacity for enjoyment, he was no older than most men who have only turned thirty.

‘Thomas!’ cried Mr Vanstone, taking up his old felt hat and his thick walking-stick from the hall table. ‘Breakfast, this morning, at ten. The young ladies are not likely to be down earlier after the concert last night. – By-the-by, how did you like the concert, yourself, eh? You thought it was Grand? Quite right; so it was. Nothing but Crash-Bang, varied now and then by Bang-Crash; all the women dressed within an inch of their lives; smothering heat, blazing gas, and no room for anybody – yes, yes, Thomas: Grand’s the word for it, and Comfortable isn’t.’ With that expression of opinion, Mr Vanstone whistled to his vixenish terrier; flourished his stick at the hall door in cheerful defiance of the rain; and set off through wind and weather for his morning walk.

The hands, stealing their steady way round the dial of the clock, pointed to ten minutes to nine. Another member of the family appeared on the stairs – Miss Garth, the governess.

No observant eyes could have surveyed Miss Garth without seeing at once that she was a north-countrywoman. Her hard-featured face; her masculine readiness and decision of movement; her obstinate honesty of look and manner, all proclaimed her border birth and border training. Though little more than forty years of age, her hair was quite grey; and she wore over it the plain cap of an old woman. Neither hair nor headdress was out of harmony with her face – it looked older than her years: the hard handwriting of trouble had scored it heavily at some past time. The self-possession of her progress down the stairs, and the air of habitual authority with which she looked about her, spoke well for her position in Mr Vanstone’s family. This was evidently not one of the forlorn, persecuted, pitiably dependent order of governesses. Here was a woman who lived on ascertained and honourable terms with her employers – a woman who looked capable of sending any parents in England to the right-about, if they failed to rate her at her proper value.

‘Breakfast at ten?’ repeated Miss Garth, when the footman had answered the bell, and had mentioned his master’s orders. ‘Ha! I thought what would come of that concert last night. When people who live in the country patronize public amusements, public amusements return the compliment by upsetting the family afterwards for days together. You’re upset, Thomas, I can see – your eyes are as red as a ferret’s, and your cravat looks as if you had slept in it. Bring the kettle at a quarter to ten – and if you don’t get better in the course of the day, come to me, and I’ll give you a dose of physic. That’s a well-meaning lad, if you only let him alone,’ continued Miss Garth, in soliloquy, when Thomas had retired; ‘but he’s not strong enough for concerts twenty miles off. They wanted me to go with them last night. Yes: catch me!’

Nine o’clock struck; and the minute hand stole on to twenty minutes past the hour, before any more footsteps were heard on the stairs. At the end of that time, two ladies appeared, descending to the breakfast-room together – Mrs Vanstone and her eldest daughter.

If the personal attractions of Mrs Vanstone, at an earlier period of life, had depended solely on her native English charms of complexion and freshness, she must have long since lost the last relics of her fairer self. But her beauty, as a young woman, had passed beyond the average national limits; and she still preserved the advantage of her more exceptional personal gifts. Although she was now in her forty-fourth year; although she had been tried, in bygone times, by the premature loss of more than one of her children, and by long attacks of illness which had followed those bereavements of former years – she still preserved the fair proportion and subtle delicacy of feature, once associated with the all-adorning brightness and freshness of beauty, which had left her never to return. Her eldest child, now descending the stairs by her side, was the mirror in which she could look back, and see again the reflection of her own youth. There, folded thick on the daughter’s head, lay the massive dark hair, which, on the mother’s, was fast turning grey. There, in the daughter’s cheek, glowed the lovely dusky red which had faded from the mother’s to bloom again no more. Miss Vanstone had already reached the first maturity of womanhood: she had completed her six-and-twentieth year. Inheriting the dark majestic character of her mother’s beauty, she had yet hardly inherited all its charms. Though the shape of her face was the same, the features were scarcely so delicate, their proportion was scarcely so true. She was not so tall. She had the dark-brown eyes of her mother – full and soft, with the steady lustre in them which Mrs Vanstone’s eyes had lost – and yet there was less interest, less refinement and depth of feeling in her expression: it was gentle and feminine, but clouded by a certain quiet reserve, from which her mother’s face was free. If we dare to look closely enough, may we not observe, that the moral force of character and the higher intellectual capacities in parents seem often to wear out mysteriously in the course of transmission to children? In these days of insidious nervous exhaustion and subtly-spreading nervous malady, is it not possible that the same rule may apply, less rarely than we are willing to admit, to the bodily gifts as well?

The mother and daughter slowly descended the stairs together – the first dressed in dark brown, with an Indian shawl thrown over her shoulders; the second more simply attired in black, with a plain collar and cuffs, and a dark orange-coloured ribbon over the bosom of her dress. As they crossed the hall, and entered the breakfast-room, Miss Vanstone was full of the all-absorbing subject of the last night’s concert.

‘I am so sorry, mamma, you were not with us,’ she said. ‘You have been so strong and so well ever since last summer – you have felt so many years younger, as you said yourself–that I am sure the exertion would not have been too much for you.’

‘Perhaps not, my love – but it was as well to keep on the safe side.’

‘Quite as well,’ remarked Miss Garth, appearing at the breakfast-room door. ‘Look at Norah (good morning, my dear) – look, I say, at Norah. A perfect wreck; a living proof of your wisdom and mine in staying at home. The vile gas, the foul air, the late hours – what can you expect? She’s not made of iron, and she suffers accordingly. No, my dear, you needn’t deny it. I see you’ve got a headache.’

Norah’s dark, handsome face brightened into a smile – then lightly clouded again with its accustomed quiet reserve.

‘A very little headache; not half enough to make me regret the concert,’ she said, and walked away by herself to the window.

On the far side of a garden and paddock, the view overlooked a stream, some farm-buildings which lay beyond, and the opening of a wooded rocky pass (called, in Somersetshire, a Combe), which here cleft its way through the hills that closed the prospect. A winding strip of road was visible, at no great distance, amid the undulations of the open ground; and along this strip the stalwart figure of Mr Vanstone was now easily recognizable, returning to the house from his morning walk. He flourished his stick gaily, as he observed his eldest daughter at the window. She nodded and waved her hand in return, very gracefully and prettily – but with something of old-fashioned formality in her manner, which looked strangely in so young a woman, and which seemed out of harmony with a salutation addressed to her father.

The hall-clock struck the adjourned breakfast-hour. When the minute-hand had recorded the lapse of five minutes more, a door banged in the bedroom regions – a clear young voice was heard singing blithely – light rapid footsteps pattered on the upper stairs, descended with a jump to the landing, and pattered again, faster than ever, down the lower flight. In another moment, the youngest of Mr Vanstone’s two daughters (and two only surviving children) dashed into view on the dingy old oaken stairs, with the suddenness of a flash of light; and clearing the last three steps into the hall at a jump, presented herself breathless in the breakfast-room, to make the family circle complete.

By one of those strange caprices of Nature, which science leaves still unexplained, the youngest of Mr Vanstone’s children presented no recognizable resemblance to either of her parents. How had she come by her hair? how had she come by her eyes? Even her father and mother had asked themselves those questions, as she grew up to girlhood, and had been sorely perplexed to answer them. Her hair was of that purely light-brown hue, unmixed with flaxen, or yellow, or red – which is oftener seen on the plumage of a bird than on the head of a human being. It was soft and plentiful, and waved downward from her low forehead in regular folds – but, to some tastes, it was dull and dead, in its absolute want of glossiness, in its monotonous purity of plain light colour. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were just a shade darker than her hair, and seemed made expressly for those violet-blue eyes, which assert their most irresistible charm when associated with a fair complexion. But it was here exactly that the promise of her face failed of performance in the most startling manner. The eyes, which should have been dark, were incomprehensibly and discordantly light: they were of that nearly colourless grey, which, though little attractive in itself, possesses the rare compensating merit of interpreting the finest gradations of thought, the gentlest changes of feeling, the deepest trouble of passion, with a subtle transparency of expression which no darker eyes can rival. Thus quaintly self-contradictory in the upper part of her face, she was hardly less at variance with established ideas of harmony in the lower. Her lips had the true feminine delicacy of form, her cheeks the lovely roundness and smoothness of youth – but the mouth was too large and firm, the chin too square and massive for her sex and age. Her complexion partook of the pure monotony of tint which characterized her hair – it was of the same soft warm creamy fairness all over, without a tinge of colour in the cheeks, except on occasions of unusual bodily exertion, or sudden mental disturbance. The whole countenance – so remarkable in its strongly-opposed characteristics – was rendered additionally striking by its extraordinary mobility. The large, electric, light-grey eyes were hardly ever in repose; all varieties of expression followed each other over the plastic, ever-changing face, with a giddy rapidity which left sober analysis far behind in the race. The girl’s exuberant vitality asserted itself all over her, from head to foot. Her figure – taller than her sister’s, taller than the average of woman’s height; instinct with such a seductive, serpentine suppleness, so lightly and playfully graceful, that its movements suggested, not unnaturally, the movements of a young cat – her figure was so perfectly developed already that no one who saw her could have supposed that she was only eighteen. She bloomed in the full physical maturity of twenty years or more – bloomed naturally and irresistibly, in right of her matchless health and strength. Here, in truth, lay the mainspring of this strangely-constituted organization. Her headlong course down the house stairs; the brisk activity of all her movements; the incessant sparkle of expression in her face; the enticing gaiety which took the hearts of the quietest people by storm – even the reckless delight in bright colours, which showed itself in her brilliantly-striped morning dress, in her fluttering ribbons, in the large scarlet rosettes on her smart little shoes – all sprang alike from the same source; from the overflowing physical health which strengthened every muscle, braced every nerve, and set the warm young blood tingling through her veins, like the blood of a growing child.

On her entry into the breakfast-room, she was saluted with the customary remonstrance which her flighty disregard of all punctuality habitually provoked from the long-suffering household authorities. In Miss Garth’s favourite phrase, ‘Magdalen was born with all the senses – except a sense of order’.

Magdalen! It was a strange name to have given her? Strange, indeed; and yet, chosen under no extraordinary circumstances. The name had been borne by one of Mr Vanstone’s sisters, who had died in early youth; and, in affectionate remembrance of her, he had called his second daughter by it – just as he had called his eldest daughter Norah, for his wife’s sake. Magdalen! Surely, the grand old Bible name – suggestive of a sad and sombre dignity; recalling, in its first association, mournful ideas of penitence and seclusion2 – had been here, as events had turned out, inappropriately bestowed? Surely, this self-contradictory girl had perversely accomplished one contradiction more, by developing into a character which was out of all harmony with her own Christian name!

‘Late again!’ said Mrs Vanstone, as Magdalen breathlessly kissed her.

‘Late again!’ chimed in Miss Garth, when Magdalen came her way next. ‘Well?’ she went on, taking the girl’s chin familiarly in her hand, with a half-satirical, half-fond attention which betrayed that the youngest daughter, with all her faults, was the governess’s favourite – ‘Well? and what has the concert done for you? What form of suffering has dissipation inflicted on your system, this morning?’

‘Suffering!’ repeated Magdalen, recovering her breath, and the use of her tongue with it. ‘I don’t know the meaning of the word: if there’s anything the matter with me, I’m too well. Suffering! I’m ready for another concert to-night, and a ball to-morrow, and a play the day after. Oh,’ cried Magdalen, dropping into a chair and crossing her hands rapturously on the table, ‘how I do like pleasure!’

‘Come! that’s explicit at any rate,’ said Miss Garth. ‘I think Pope must have had you in his mind, when he wrote his famous lines:

‘“Men some to business, some to pleasure take,

But every woman is at heart a rake.”’3

‘The deuce she is!’ cried Mr Vanstone, entering the room while Miss Garth was making her quotation, with the dogs at his heels. ‘Well; live and learn. If you’re all rakes, Miss Garth, the sexes are turned topsy-turvy with a vengeance; and the men will have nothing left for it, but to stop at home and darn the stockings. – Let’s have some breakfast.’

‘How-d’ye-do, papa?’ said Magdalen, taking Mr Vanstone as boisterously round the neck, as if he belonged to some larger order of Newfoundland dog, and was made to be romped with at his daughter’s convenience. ‘I’m the rake Miss Garth means; and I want to go to another concert – or a play, if you like – or a ball, if you prefer it – or, anything else in the way of amusement that puts me into a new dress, and plunges me into a crowd of people, and illuminates me with plenty of light, and sets me in a tingle of excitement all over, from head to foot. Anything will do, as long as it doesn’t send us to bed at eleven o’clock.’

Mr Vanstone sat down composedly under his daughter’s flow of language, like a man who was well used to verbal inundation from that quarter. ‘If I am to be allowed my choice of amusements next time,’ said the worthy gentleman, ‘I think a play will suit me better than a concert. The girls enjoyed themselves amazingly, my dear,’ he continued, addressing his wife. ‘More than I did, I must say. It was altogther above my mark. They played one piece of music which lasted forty minutes. It stopped three times by the way; and we all thought it was done each time, and clapped our hands, rejoiced to be rid of it. But on it went again, to our great surprise and mortification, till we gave it up in despair, and all wished ourselves at Jericho. Norah, my dear! when we had Crash-Bang for forty minutes, with three stoppages by the way, what did they call it?’

‘A Symphony, papa,’ replied Norah.

‘Yes, you darling old Goth, a Symphony by the great Beethoven!’ added Magdalen. ‘How can you say you were not amused? Have you forgotten the yellow-looking foreign woman, with the unpronounceable name? Don’t you remember the faces she made when she sang? and the way she curtseyed and curtseyed, till she cheated the foolish people into crying encore? Look here, mamma – look here, Miss Garth!’

She snatched up an empty plate from the table, to represent a sheet of music, held it before her in the established concert-room position, and produced an imitation of the unfortunate singer’s grimaces and curtseyings, so accurately and quaintly true to the original, that her father roared with laughter; and even the footman (who came in at that moment, with the post-bag) rushed out of the room again, and committed the indecorum of echoing his master audibly on the other side of the door.

‘Letters, papa. I want the key,’ said Magdalen, passing from the imitation at the breakfast-table to the post-bag on the sideboard, with the easy abruptness which characterized all her actions.

Mr Vanstone searched his pockets and shook his head. Though his youngest daughter might resemble him in nothing else, it was easy to see where Magdalen’s unmethodical habits came from.

‘I dare say I have left it in the library, along with my other keys,’ said Mr Vanstone. ‘Go and look for it, my dear.’

‘You really should check Magdalen,’ pleaded Mrs Vanstone, addressing her husband, when her daughter had left the room. ‘Those habits of mimicry are growing on her; and she speaks to you with a levity which it is positively shocking to hear.’

‘Exactly what I have said myself, till I am tired of repeating it,’ remarked Miss Garth. ‘She treats Mr Vanstone as if he was a kind of younger brother of hers.’

‘You are kind to us in everything else, papa; and you make kind allowance for Magdalen’s high spirits – don’t you?’ said the quiet Norah, taking her father’s part and her sister’s, with so little show of resolution on the surface, that few observers would have been sharp enough to detect the genuine substance beneath it.

‘Thank you, my dear,’ said good-natured Mr Vanstone. ‘Thank you, for a very pretty speech. As for Magdalen,’ he continued, addressing his wife and Miss Garth, ‘she’s an unbroken filly. Let her caper and kick in the paddock to her heart’s content. Time enough to break her to harness, when she gets a little older.’

The door opened, and Magdalen returned with the key. She unlocked the post-bag at the sideboard and poured out the letters in a heap. Sorting them gaily in less than a minute, she approached the breakfast-table with both hands full; and delivered the letters all round with the business-like rapidity of a London postman.

‘Two for Norah,’ she announced, beginning with her sister. ‘Three for Miss Garth. None for mamma. One for me. And the other six all for papa. You lazy old darling, you hate answering letters, don’t you?’ pursued Magdalen, dropping the postman’s character, and assuming the daughter’s. ‘How you will grumble and fidget in the study! and how you will wish there were no such things as letters in the world! and how red your nice old bald head will get at the top with the worry of writing the answers; and how many of the answers you will leave until tomorrow after all! The Bristol Theatre’s open, papa,’ she whispered, slily and suddenly in her father’s ear; ‘I saw it in the newspaper when I went to the library to get the key. Let’s go to-morrow night!’

While his daughter was chattering, Mr Vanstone was mechanically sorting his letters. He turned over the first four, in succession, and looked carelessly at the addresses. When he came to the fifth, his attention, which had hitherto wandered towards Magdalen, suddenly became fixed on the post-mark of the letter.

Stooping over him, with her head on his shoulder, Magdalen could see the post-mark as plainly as her father saw it: NEW ORLEANS.

‘An American letter, papa!’ she said. ‘Who do you know at New Orleans?’

Mrs Vanstone started, and looked eagerly at her husband, the moment Magdalen spoke those words.

Mr Vanstone said nothing. He quietly removed his daughter’s arm from his neck, as if he wished to be free from all interruption. She returned accordingly to her place at the breakfast-table. Her father, with the letter in his hand, waited a little before he opened it; her mother looking at him, the while, with an eager expectant attention, which attracted Miss Garth’s notice, and Norah’s, as well as Magdalen’s.

After a minute or more of hesitation, Mr Vanstone opened the letter.

His face changed colour the instant he read the first lines; his cheeks fading to a dull, yellow-brown hue, which would have been ashy paleness in a less florid man; and his expression becoming saddened and overclouded in a moment. Norah and Magdalen, watching anxiously, saw nothing but the change that passed over their father. Miss Garth alone observed the effect which that change produced on the attentive mistress of the house.

It was not the effect which she, or any one, could have anticipated. Mrs Vanstone looked excited rather than alarmed. A faint flush rose on her cheeks – her eyes brightened – she stirred the tea round and round in her cup in a restless impatient manner which was not natural to her.

Magdalen, in her capacity of spoilt child, was, as usual, the first to break the silence.

‘What is the matter, papa?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ said Mr Vanstone, sharply, without looking up at her.

‘I’m sure there must be something,’ persisted Magdalen. ‘I’m sure there is bad news, papa, in that American letter.’

‘There is nothing in the letter that concerns you,’ said Mr Vanstone.

It was the first direct rebuff that Magdalen had ever received from her father. She looked at him with an incredulous surprise, which would have been irresistibly absurd under less serious circumstances.

Nothing more was said. For the first time, perhaps, in their lives, the family sat round the breakfast-table in painful silence. Mr Vanstone’s hearty morning appetite, like his hearty morning spirits, was gone. He absently broke off some morsels of dry toast from the rack near him, absently finished his first cup of tea – then asked for a second, which he left before him untouched.

‘Norah,’ he said, after an interval, ‘you needn’t wait for me. Magdalen, my dear, you can go when you like.’

His daughters rose immediately; and Miss Garth considerately followed their example. When an easy-tempered man does assert himself in his family, the rarity of the demonstration invariably has its effect; and the will of that easy-tempered man is Law.

‘What can have happened?’ whispered Norah, as they closed the breakfast-room door, and crossed the hall.

‘What does papa mean by being cross with Me?’ exclaimed Magdalen, chafing under a sense of her own injuries.

‘May I ask what right you had to pry into your father’s private affairs?’ retorted Miss Garth.

‘Right?’ repeated Magdalen. ‘I have no secrets from papa – what business has papa to have secrets from me! I consider myself insulted.’

‘If you considered yourself properly reproved for not minding your own business,’ said the plain-spoken Miss Garth, ‘you would be a trifle nearer the truth. Ah! you are like all the rest of the girls in the present day. Not one in a hundred of you knows which end of her’s uppermost.’

The three ladies entered the morning-room; and Magdalen acknowledged Miss Garth’s reproof by banging the door.

Half an hour passed, and neither Mr Vanstone nor his wife left the breakfast-room. The servant, ignorant of what had happened, went in to clear the table – found his master and mistress seated close together in deep consultation – and immediately went out again. Another quarter of an hour elapsed before the breakfast-room door was opened, and the private conference of the husband and wife came to an end.

‘I hear mamma in the hall,’ said Norah. ‘Perhaps she is coming to tell us something.’

Mrs Vanstone entered the morning-room as her daughter spoke. The colour was deeper on her cheeks, and the brightness of half-dried tears glistened in her eyes; her step was more hasty, all her movements were quicker than usual.

‘I bring news, my dears, which will surprise you,’ she said, addressing her daughters. ‘Your father and I are going to London to-morrow.’

Magdalen caught her mother by the arm in speechless astonishment; Miss Garth dropped her work on her lap; even the sedate Norah started to her feet, and amazedly repeated the words, ‘Going to London!’

‘Without us?’ added Magdalen.

‘Your father and I are going alone,’ said Mrs Vanstone. ‘Perhaps, for as long as three weeks – but not longer. We are going’ – she hesitated – ‘we are going on important family business. Don’t hold me, Magdalen. This is a sudden necessity – I have a great deal to do to-day – many things to set in order before to-morrow. There, there, my love, let me go.’

She drew her arm away; hastily kissed her youngest daughter on the forehead; and at once left the room again. Even Magdalen saw that her mother was not to be coaxed into hearing or answering any more questions.

The morning wore on, and nothing was seen of Mr Vanstone. With the reckless curiosity of her age and character, Magdalen, in defiance of Miss Garth’s prohibition and her sister’s remonstrances, determined to go to the study, and look for her father there. When she tried the door, it was locked on the inside. She said, ‘It’s only me, papa;’ and waited for the answer. ‘I’m busy now, my dear,’ was the answer. ‘Don’t disturb me.’

Mrs Vanstone was, in another way, equally inaccessible. She remained in her own room, with the female servants about her, immersed in endless preparations for the approaching
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