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    This volume assembles three complete novels by Thomas Hardy—Desperate Remedies (1871), The Hand of Ethelberta (1876), and A Laodicean (1881)—presented together as a coherent, illustrated trilogy of themes and methods rather than a continuous narrative sequence. Composed across a formative decade, these works chart Hardy’s movement from early experiments with sensational plotting to mature reflections on society and change. The purpose of gathering them is to offer readers a focused panorama of Hardy’s prose art at a moment when he was defining his imaginative territory and sharpening his technical resources. The illustrations are included to enhance scene, setting, and character without altering the original texts.

Although Hardy wrote verse throughout his career, the selections here are uniformly novels, long-form narratives that reveal his command of plot, setting, and tone. Together they traverse adjacent subgenres: the tension and secrecy associated with sensation fiction; the social observation and wit of a comedy of manners; and the contemporary problem-novel concerned with modernization. Readers will therefore encounter not only romance and courtship, but also contract, property, inheritance, and mobility—subjects that Hardy treats with sober realism enlivened by dramatic set-pieces. The collection does not include short stories, poems, or essays; instead, it concentrates on sustained fictional architectures that test character over time.

What unites these books is Hardy’s sustained interest in how private desire collides with public circumstance. Chance meetings, timely letters, and ambiguous signals propel action, yet outcomes reveal the pressures of class aspiration, gendered expectation, and economic necessity. Secrecy—whether self-protective or coercive—structures relationships, and performance becomes a strategy for advancement and survival. Across rural estates, towns, and half-ruined strongholds, Hardy probes the ethics of concealment and disclosure, and the costs of calculated self-presentation. The trilogy also traces the friction between entrenched custom and emergent forms of life, particularly where new technologies and professions unsettle older hierarchies and habits.

Stylistically, these novels display Hardy’s hallmark blend of descriptive precision and narrative irony. Landscapes and interiors are rendered with architectural clarity, while the narrator’s measured perspective keeps human motives in steady view. Hardy orchestrates coincidence not as a trick but as an instrument for examining contingency—how small choices, delays, or misread cues can redirect a life. Dialogue moves between the formal and the idiomatic, and scenes are often staged with a dramatist’s attention to entrances, props, and perspective. The result is a prose that is at once pictorial and analytical, attentive to the weather of places and the weather of minds.

Desperate Remedies, Hardy’s first published novel of the 1870s, begins with a young woman’s abrupt loss of security and her employment in a country household where past attachments and present ambitions intersect. Drawn into a sphere governed by secrecy, she encounters an employer whose history is obscure and a suitor whose circumstances are conflicted. The novel adopts the tempo of a suspense narrative—keys, letters, locked rooms, and competing testimonies play consequential roles—while remaining alert to the social negotiations behind every intrigue. Its intricate design inaugurates Hardy’s exploration of how power gathers around property, knowledge, and the capacity to shape a story.

The Hand of Ethelberta, subtitled A Comedy in Chapters, turns to the theatrical world of polite society and the ingenuity required to move within it. Ethelberta Petherwin, a gifted storyteller with modest origins, manages a complex web of duties while circulating among fashionable audiences who value charm, novelty, and discretion. Suitors and patrons observe, admire, and conjecture, but the narrative’s interest lies in Ethelberta’s management of appearances and the pressures exerted by family dependence. Hardy’s wit accompanies his social intelligence here: performance is both livelihood and mask, and the comedy arises from the delicate calibration of reputation, secrecy, and self-command.

A Laodicean, issued as A Story of To-Day, places a modern-minded heiress at the junction of an inherited estate and a world transformed by engineering, communication, and commerce. Paula Power weighs the claims of restoration against innovation, of ancestral prestige against contemporary capacity. Architecture becomes a vocabulary for choice, and instruments of the new—surveying, photography, telegraphy—help organize the plot’s pressures and attractions. Hardy studies hesitation without caricature: poised between romance and practicality, between old lineages and professional competence, his heroine embodies an age testing its own commitments. The result is a novel of modernity that still listens carefully to the past.

Across the trilogy, Hardy’s heroines—Cytherea Graye, Ethelberta Petherwin, and Paula Power—stand at the center of decision-making, though not always in positions of formal authority. They strategize, compromise, and sometimes retreat, each negotiating the boundaries set by class, propriety, and opportunity. Hardy neither idealizes nor condemns their calculations; he delineates the conditions under which judgment must be exercised and shows how dignity can persist amid constraint. The men around them, whether rivals, allies, or would-be protectors, are drawn with similar attention to competing loyalties. Character in these novels is less an essence than a sequence of choices made under pressure.

Setting is never mere backdrop in Hardy’s fiction, and these novels are exemplary in that regard. Country houses with long memories, urban parlors attuned to gossip, and half-modernized estates that creak between epochs shape the possibilities available to their inhabitants. Weather, time of day, and topography influence action as surely as temperament does. The passage from private room to public road, from threshold to open heath, is narratively consequential. In such environments, a letter may take just long enough to arrive, a meeting may occur in the precise light that unsettles perception, and a building’s design can suggest a life-plan or its revision.

Hardy’s narrative method balances panoramic oversight with close interior attention. He moves readily from the contour of a landscape to the contour of a doubt, allowing readers to feel the drag of custom as well as the lure of novelty. Irony, often gentle but exact, clarifies the distance between what characters desire and what circumstances permit. The prose favors clarity over flourish, yet accommodates sudden intensities when pivotal scenes demand them. These qualities make the novels especially receptive to illustration: images can echo Hardy’s visual sensitivity, while the text maintains interpretive authority, guiding us through motives too fine to reduce to a single tableau.

Situated between Hardy’s earliest experiments and the later, widely known tragedies, these three novels record a writer refining his instruments. They anticipate the social critique and psychological reach of subsequent works while demonstrating an openness to contemporary forms—comic, sensational, and topical alike. Readers who know Far from the Madding Crowd, The Mayor of Casterbridge, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, or Jude the Obscure will recognize seeds of those later achievements here: the testing of vocation and marriage, the burden of reputation, the meaning of place. The trilogy’s lasting significance lies in its candid engagement with change and the ethics of adaptation.

This edition’s arrangement encourages several approaches. One may read chronologically to observe Hardy’s shifting emphases, or thematically to compare how concealment, ambition, and modernity unfold across different milieus. The illustrations, chosen to accompany rather than interpret, aim to clarify scene and setting, inviting the eye to linger where Hardy’s descriptive strength resides. What remains constant throughout is the author’s commitment to humane scrutiny: he attends to motive without haste, and he gives social forces their due weight without diminishing individual resolve. Brought together, these complete novels offer an integrated portrait of Hardy’s craft at a pivotal moment in his career.
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    Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was an English novelist and poet whose work bridges late Victorian realism and the early stirrings of modernism. Writing largely about a fictionalized rural southwest England he called Wessex, he explored how landscape, custom, and social power shape human lives. His novels combine exact observation with moral ambiguity and an often tragic sense of chance. Later, he became a major poet, extending his themes in verse. Across genres he examined class, gender, belief, and the pressures of modernization. The three novels in this collection—Desperate Remedies, The Hand of Ethelberta, and A Laodicean—show his range from sensation to social comedy to cultural inquiry.

Hardy grew up in rural Dorset and trained as an architect, first in Dorchester and then in London during the 1860s. Architectural practice sharpened his eye for structure, proportion, and the minute features of buildings and landscapes that later animate his fiction. In the capital he encountered a wide spectrum of ideas and debates circulating in periodicals, lecture halls, and clubs. Contemporary science, especially evolutionary thought, and the era’s biblical criticism encouraged a skeptical, secular cast of mind. Equally important were classical tragedy and English poetry, which offered models of patterned fate, irony, and cadence that Hardy would adapt to prose narrative.

While pursuing architecture, Hardy began writing fiction, drafting early attempts before finding a publisher. Desperate Remedies appeared in 1871 and introduced him as a novelist unafraid of bold plotting and moral complexity. Drawing on the popular sensation tradition, the book employs coincidence, disguise, and a tense, almost theatrical pace, yet it also reveals his penchant for exact settings and occupational detail. Its reception was modest but encouraging, giving Hardy confidence to continue. The novel’s intricate design, with secrets nested inside social conventions, anticipates his later interest in how seemingly private decisions are entangled with the constraints of class, gender, and place.

Among the novels that followed, The Hand of Ethelberta (1876) and A Laodicean (1881) show Hardy experimenting with tone and subject. Ethelberta, subtitled “A Comedy in Chapters,” studies social performance and mobility, as its resourceful heroine navigates fashionable circles while guarding humble origins. A Laodicean considers a young heiress drawn between inherited traditions and modern technologies, using architecture, photography, and engineering as motifs of change. Both works examine how identity is staged and contested, and how shifting beliefs unsettle relationships. Their emphasis on negotiation—between sincerity and strategy, old and new—extends Hardy’s inquiry beyond rural custom into the cultural debates of his day.

These books sit within a larger career that moved from early experiments to widely read Wessex novels and, finally, to poetry. Works such as Far from the Madding Crowd, The Mayor of Casterbridge, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and Jude the Obscure broadened his audience and sharpened controversy over his treatment of morality, marriage, and social law. Hardy is often described as an agnostic observer of a universe indifferent to human wishes, yet deeply attentive to sympathy and justice in human relations. Chance events, institutional pressures, and the shaping force of place recur across his fiction, where architectural solidity contrasts with fragile intention.

After strong criticism of Jude the Obscure in the mid-1890s, Hardy ceased writing novels and devoted himself to poetry, a form he had practiced privately for years. Over subsequent decades he published lyrics, sequences, and dramatic verse, including the vast Napoleonic panorama The Dynasts. He also revised his prose for collected editions, shaping the geography and nomenclature of Wessex with unusual care. Living mainly in Dorset, he maintained an exacting daily routine of composition and revisitation of earlier materials. By the end of his life he was celebrated for a dual achievement: the remaking of regional fiction and a substantial, distinctive body of verse.

Hardy’s legacy endures in classrooms, scholarship, and adaptations, but also in the vocabulary of readers for whom “Wessex” names a moral and imaginative landscape. Novelists and poets across the twentieth century drew on his unsentimental depictions of rural life, his probing of social constraint, and his blend of irony with compassion. The three novels gathered here trace the development of that sensibility: from the taut experiment of Desperate Remedies to the social theater of The Hand of Ethelberta and the cultural crossroads of A Laodicean. Their concerns—identity, mobility, belief, and change—remain current, sustaining Hardy’s relevance in contemporary debates about modernity.
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    Thomas Hardy’s career unfolded across the high and late Victorian decades, when Britain underwent intense social, economic, and intellectual change. The three novels gathered here—Desperate Remedies (1871), The Hand of Ethelberta (1876), and A Laodicean (1881)—span the years between the post-Crimean, mid-Victorian confidence and the more unsettled, late-century mood. They participate in an expanding literary marketplace of serial publication, three-volume editions, and a rapidly growing readership. Each work reflects the pressures of modernization upon class, gender, and belief, yet they do so through differing literary modes: sensation fiction, society comedy, and a technologically inflected romance of old versus new, respectively.

Hardy’s early training and employment as an architect before turning fully to fiction formed an important historical backdrop. In the 1860s he worked in London under the ecclesiastical architect Arthur Blomfield, amid the Gothic Revival’s energetic program of church building and restoration. Architectural debates about authenticity, style, and preservation were public controversies, with architects, clergy, and critics participating. This professional milieu gave Hardy technical familiarity with plans, restorations, and historic fabric, knowledge later evident in his detailed settings. The built environment—churches, manor houses, and castles—becomes a principal arena for dramatizing social and temporal change, most explicitly in A Laodicean.

Desperate Remedies emerged when “sensation fiction” captivated British readers. Popularized in the 1860s by writers such as Wilkie Collins and Mary Elizabeth Braddon, the mode combined domestic settings with secrets, legal ambiguities, and abrupt reversals. Its rise coincided with an expanding press, high-profile criminal cases, and curiosity about the new detective apparatus. Hardy’s participation in this vogue situated his first published novel within a broader cultural conversation about respectability, surveillance, and the vulnerability of property and reputation. The book’s intricate plotting aligns with a historical moment when legal reforms and bureaucratic record-keeping reshaped private life’s exposure to public scrutiny.

Rapid technological change significantly informs the trilogy’s historical setting. By the 1870s Britain’s railway network linked resort towns and market centers, enabling mobility for work and leisure; the electric telegraph accelerated commercial and personal communication. Photography matured from studio portraiture to broader uses, including documentation and manipulation. These innovations altered how Victorians perceived distance, time, and truth. A Laodicean explicitly stages conflicts in which telegraphy, engineering, and visual technologies intersect with older aristocratic symbols. The Hand of Ethelberta exploits railway-enabled movement between coastal resorts and London. Even the atmosphere of Desperate Remedies is shaped by a world newly connected and increasingly legible.

Political reforms reshaped civic life during the decades covered by these novels. The Second Reform Act (1867) broadened the male electorate in boroughs, and the Ballot Act (1872) introduced secret voting. These measures diluted traditional patterns of deference and patronage, with consequences for local power structures and social aspiration. Hardy’s fiction often registers such shifts obliquely, through characters negotiating status and influence in changing communities. Marriage choices, employment, and the management of estates unfold against a backdrop where public authority was being redistributed and subject to new scrutiny, a climate that informs the negotiation of rank and respectability in all three works.

Concurrently, legal changes affecting family life reshaped Victorian notions of marriage and property. The Matrimonial Causes Act (1857) made civil divorce more accessible, and the Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882) incrementally allowed married women to hold and control their own earnings and property. Guardianship rules, settlements, and inheritance customs continued to constrain women, but the legal landscape was shifting. Hardy’s novels from this period repeatedly dramatize the stakes of marriage as a contract entangled with money, legitimacy, and social mobility. The tension between personal choice and legal constraint forms an essential historical context for courtship and secrecy across the trilogy.

The period also witnessed the rise of a powerful “contractor class” of engineers and railway entrepreneurs who accumulated wealth through infrastructure projects at home and abroad. Their success unsettled older hierarchies of land and title. A Laodicean centers on the legacy of such industrial fortunes, juxtaposing a newly acquired estate with a neighboring, long-established lineage to probe status, taste, and legitimacy. This social recalibration had economic underpinnings: post-1873 downturns and changing agricultural prices eroded some landed incomes while industrial capital expanded. The novels portray, in varied keys, how money’s sources and the display of cultural capital influence courtship, alliance, and belonging.

Urban entertainment and literary culture were transforming as well. Public readings, recitation societies, and salons flourished, with celebrity authors’ performances—most famously Dickens’s—setting precedents for literary display. Theatres Act reforms earlier in the century and the expanding press nurtured a culture of publicity and sociability. The Hand of Ethelberta draws on this milieu by exploring storytelling as performance, highlighting how voice, tact, and presentation could broker entry into elite spaces. The novel’s attention to metropolitan taste and the management of a public persona reflects a historical moment when authorship itself could be a social performance subject to market pressures.

Rural Britain was simultaneously changing. The later 1870s marked the beginning of a prolonged agricultural depression, while mechanization and competition redirected labor and livelihoods. Hardy’s fiction engages the social geography of southwestern counties that he would collectively label “Wessex,” a literary construct mapping onto real Dorset, Somerset, and adjoining shires. Although the full Wessex schema crystallized later, these novels already stage tensions between traditional rural communities and external forces—capital, law, and transport—that reorder space and opportunity. Estate management, cottage economies, and the pull of towns and resorts provide historically grounded pressures on characters’ movements and decisions.

Religious debate formed another defining Victorian context. Scientific developments, especially Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), alongside Essays and Reviews (1860), unsettled many inherited certainties. The era saw vigorous disputes between Evangelical, Broad Church, and Ritualist Anglicans, culminating in measures like the Public Worship Regulation Act (1874). A Laodicean, titled from the Book of Revelation’s “lukewarm” Laodicea, registers contemporary unease about indecision and belief under modern pressures. Across the trilogy, questions of ceremony, conscience, and the social uses of religion arise within communities negotiating both skepticism and the practical needs of parish life.

Architecture and heritage controversies provided concrete arenas for these disputes. Ruskin’s writings and, later, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (founded 1877) criticized aggressive restorations that compromised medieval fabric, while other reformers pursued orderly modernization. Hardy’s professional experience with church works informed his sensitivity to restorative zeal and historical layering. A Laodicean turns architecture into argument: crumbling structures, proposed renovations, and stylistic choices become proxies for broader questions about continuity and rupture. The novels’ careful placement of staircases, towers, and precincts reflects a century fascinated by cataloging, repairing, and reimagining its built inheritance.

Expansions in policing and legal administration also shaped the culture of secrecy and detection that suffuse Desperate Remedies. The Metropolitan Police had formed a Detective Department by the 1840s, reorganized as the Criminal Investigation Department in 1878, while the press amplified interest in trials and forensic developments. Notorious cases—such as the 1860 Road murder—fueled fascination with domestic crime and hidden transgression. Sensation fiction capitalized on this climate, staging the exposure of private wrongs through documents, coincidences, and procedural innovations. Hardy’s plotting in Desperate Remedies operates within a world increasingly ordered by records, timetables, and institutional surveillance.

The production and circulation of fiction in these decades relied on periodicals and circulating libraries. The Hand of Ethelberta first appeared in the Cornhill Magazine (1875–76), a leading venue that shaped tone and pacing. A Laodicean ran with illustrations in The Graphic (London) and simultaneously in Harper’s (New York) in 1880–81, reflecting transatlantic markets and the importance of visual accompaniment. Desperate Remedies, issued as a multi-volume novel, was likewise bound to the economics of the lending libraries that favored the three-decker format. Editorial preferences, illustration programs, and installment schedules all influenced how readers first encountered these narratives.

Education reforms and literacy growth expanded Hardy’s audience. The Elementary Education Act (1870) initiated nationwide provision for basic schooling in England and Wales, accelerating the spread of reading among the working and lower-middle classes. Cheap editions, railway bookstalls, and family magazines diversified venues for fiction. The Hand of Ethelberta’s engagement with elocution, language, and self-presentation speaks to contemporary anxieties and opportunities produced by mass literacy: the “correct” voice could function as cultural capital. Meanwhile, the novels’ scenes of letter-writing, newspapers, and public noticeboards reflect an informational environment in which print mediated status and reputation.

The coastal resort boom offers another pertinent frame. Bournemouth, expanded by mid-century health tourism and reached by railway in 1870, exemplified seaside modernity with villas, promenades, and fashionable society. Hardy’s “Sandbourne” corresponds to Bournemouth in his fictional topography, and The Hand of Ethelberta draws on the social choreography of such resorts—seasonal visitors, hospitality trades, and the mingling of classes under leisure’s polite conventions. Resorts showcased new consumption patterns, from photography studios to music rooms, enabling narratives about performance, concealment, and reinvention that echo across the trilogy’s variations on mobility and social display.

Hardy’s literary trajectory during these years was one of experiment and consolidation. After Desperate Remedies tested the sensation mode, Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) secured a wider reputation, and The Hand of Ethelberta ventured into society comedy, while A Laodicean probed technological modernity’s aesthetic and ethical questions. Periodical contexts sometimes required adjustments in length or emphasis; illustrations in The Graphic and Harper’s promoted scene-setting and visual motifs. Collectively, these works document Hardy’s flexible engagement with readers’ evolving tastes and the industry’s conventions, even as he continued developing the regional and philosophical concerns that would define his later reputation.

Taken together, the novels trace recurring Victorian preoccupations: the marriage market under shifting property laws; the uneasy fit between inherited rank and industrial wealth; and the negotiation of privacy amid growing bureaucratic and media scrutiny. Desperate Remedies dramatizes the legal and affective risks bound up with guardianship and legitimacy; The Hand of Ethelberta considers the performative labor required to navigate stratified urban and resort milieus; A Laodicean tests the viability of synthesis between tradition and innovation. Their historical force lies less in prophecy than in close registration of contemporaneous pressures as they bore upon intimate choices and public identities in a modernizing society.
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    Desperate Remedies
Hardy’s foray into sensation fiction follows a young woman who, after family misfortune, takes a post in a country household and becomes entangled with an exacting mistress and a charismatic steward. Secrets, deceptions, and sudden reversals tighten around employment, romance, and survival, forcing difficult choices about loyalty and self-respect. The tone blends Gothic suspense with psychological scrutiny, probing class vulnerability, chance, and the moral ambiguities of respectability.
The Hand of Ethelberta
This social comedy traces a resourceful poet-storyteller who supports her large family while navigating the attentions of several suitors and the expectations of fashionable society. By staging performances and carefully managing appearances, she tests the limits of class mobility and female agency without revealing all of her past. The tone is witty and strategic rather than tragic, turning Hardy’s eye to performance, marriage economics, and the theater of reputation.
A Laodicean
Centered on Paula Power, a modern heiress torn between a medieval inheritance and the promise of engineering progress, the novel follows how an architect and an aristocratic rival contend for her allegiance and ideals. New technologies of communication and image-making complicate courtship and truth, setting personal hesitation against the crumbling stones of tradition. The tone is meditative and contemporary to its milieu, examining modernity versus heritage, influence versus conviction, and the hazards of indecision.
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  The following story, the first published by the author, was written nineteen years ago, at a time when he was feeling his way to a method. The principles observed in its composition are, no doubt, too exclusively those in which mystery, entanglement, surprise, and moral obliquity are depended on for exciting interest; but some of the scenes, and at least one of the characters, have been deemed not unworthy of a little longer preservation; and as they could hardly be reproduced in a fragmentary form the novel is reissued complete — the more readily that it has for some considerable time been reprinted and widely circulated in America. January 1889.


  To the foregoing note I have only to add that, in the present edition of ‘Desperate Remedies,’ some Wessex towns and other places that are common to the scenes of several of these stories have been called for the first time by the names under which they appear elsewhere, for the satisfaction of any reader who may care for consistency in such matters.


  This is the only material change; for, as it happened that certain characteristics which provoked most discussion in my latest story were present in this my first — published in 1871, when there was no French name for them it has seemed best to let them stand unaltered.


  T.H. February 1896.


1. The Events of Thirty years
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1. December and January, 1835–36

In the long and intricately inwrought chain of circumstance which renders worthy of record some experiences of Cytherea Graye, Edward Springrove, and others, the first event directly influencing the issue was a Christmas visit.

In the above-mentioned year, 1835, Ambrose Graye, a young architect who had just begun the practice of his profession in the midland town of Hocbridge, to the north of Christminster, went to London to spend the Christmas holidays with a friend who lived in Bloomsbury. They had gone up to Cambridge in the same year, and, after graduating together, Huntway, the friend, had taken orders.

Graye was handsome, frank, and gentle[1q]. He had a quality of thought which, exercised on homeliness, was humour; on nature, picturesqueness; on abstractions, poetry. Being, as a rule, broadcast, it was all three.

Of the wickedness of the world he was too forgetful. To discover evil in a new friend is to most people only an additional experience: to him it was ever a surprise.

While in London he became acquainted with a retired officer in the Navy named Bradleigh, who, with his wife and their daughter, lived in a street not far from Russell Square. Though they were in no more than comfortable circumstances, the captain’s wife came of an ancient family whose genealogical tree was interlaced with some of the most illustrious and well-known in the kingdom.

The young lady, their daughter, seemed to Graye by far the most beautiful and queenly being he had ever beheld. She was about nineteen or twenty, and her name was Cytherea. In truth she was not so very unlike country girls of that type of beauty, except in one respect. She was perfect in her manner and bearing, and they were not. A mere distinguishing peculiarity, by catching the eye, is often read as the pervading characteristic, and she appeared to him no less than perfection throughout — transcending her rural rivals in very nature. Graye did a thing the blissfulness of which was only eclipsed by its hazardousness. He loved her at first sight.

His introductions had led him into contact with Cytherea and her parents two or three times on the first week of his arrival in London, and accident and a lover’s contrivance brought them together as frequently the week following. The parents liked young Graye, and having few friends (for their equals in blood were their superiors in position), he was received on very generous terms. His passion for Cytherea grew not only strong, but ineffably exalted: she, without positively encouraging him, tacitly assented to his schemes for being near her. Her father and mother seemed to have lost all confidence in nobility of birth, without money to give effect to its presence, and looked upon the budding consequence of the young people’s reciprocal glances with placidity, if not actual favour.

Graye’s whole impassioned dream terminated in a sad and unaccountable episode. After passing through three weeks of sweet experience, he had arrived at the last stage — a kind of moral Gaza — before plunging into an emotional desert. The second week in January had come round, and it was necessary for the young architect to leave town.

Throughout his acquaintanceship with the lady of his heart there had been this marked peculiarity in her love: she had delighted in his presence as a sweetheart should do, yet from first to last she had repressed all recognition of the true nature of the thread which drew them together, blinding herself to its meaning and only natural tendency, and appearing to dread his announcement of them. The present seemed enough for her without cumulative hope: usually, even if love is in itself an end, it must be regarded as a beginning to be enjoyed.

In spite of evasions as an obstacle, and in consequence of them as a spur, he would put the matter off no longer. It was evening. He took her into a little conservatory on the landing, and there among the evergreens, by the light of a few tiny lamps, infinitely enhancing the freshness and beauty of the leaves, he made the declaration of a love as fresh and beautiful as they.

‘My love — my darling, be my wife!’

She seemed like one just awakened. ‘Ah — we must part now!’ she faltered, in a voice of anguish. ‘I will write to you.’ She loosened her hand and rushed away.

In a wild fever Graye went home and watched for the next morning. Who shall express his misery and wonder when a note containing these words was put into his hand?

‘Good-bye; good-bye for ever. As recognized lovers something divides us eternally. Forgive me — I should have told you before; but your love was sweet! Never mention me.’

That very day, and as it seemed, to put an end to a painful condition of things, daughter and parents left London to pay off a promised visit to a relative in a western county. No message or letter of entreaty could wring from her any explanation. She begged him not to follow her, and the most bewildering point was that her father and mother appeared, from the tone of a letter Graye received from them, as vexed and sad as he at this sudden renunciation. One thing was plain: without admitting her reason as valid, they knew what that reason was, and did not intend to reveal it.

A week from that day Ambrose Graye left his friend Huntway’s house and saw no more of the Love he mourned. From time to time his friend answered any inquiry Graye made by letter respecting her. But very poor food to a lover is intelligence of a mistress filtered through a friend. Huntway could tell nothing definitely. He said he believed there had been some prior flirtation between Cytherea and her cousin, an officer of the line, two or three years before Graye met her, which had suddenly been terminated by the cousin’s departure for India, and the young lady’s travelling on the Continent with her parents the whole of the ensuing summer, on account of delicate health. Eventually Huntway said that circumstances had rendered Graye’s attachment more hopeless still. Cytherea’s mother had unexpectedly inherited a large fortune and estates in the west of England by the rapid fall of some intervening lives. This had caused their removal from the small house in Bloomsbury, and, as it appeared, a renunciation of their old friends in that quarter.

Young Graye concluded that his Cytherea had forgotten him and his love. But he could not forget her.

2. from 1843 to 1861

Eight years later, feeling lonely and depressed — a man without relatives, with many acquaintances but no friends — Ambrose Graye met a young lady of a different kind, fairly endowed with money and good gifts. As to caring very deeply for another woman after the loss of Cytherea, it was an absolute impossibility with him. With all, the beautiful things of the earth become more dear as they elude pursuit; but with some natures utter elusion is the one special event which will make a passing love permanent for ever.

This second young lady and Graye were married. That he did not, first or last, love his wife as he should have done, was known to all; but few knew that his unmanageable heart could never be weaned from useless repining at the loss of its first idol.

His character to some extent deteriorated, as emotional constitutions will under the long sense of disappointment at having missed their imagined destiny. And thus, though naturally of a gentle and pleasant disposition, he grew to be not so tenderly regarded by his acquaintances as it is the lot of some of those persons to be. The winning and sanguine receptivity of his early life developed by degrees a moody nervousness, and when not picturing prospects drawn from baseless hope he was the victim of indescribable depression. The practical issue of such a condition was improvidence, originally almost an unconscious improvidence, for every debt incurred had been mentally paid off with a religious exactness from the treasures of expectation before mentioned. But as years revolved, the same course was continued from the lack of spirit sufficient for shifting out of an old groove when it has been found to lead to disaster.

In the year 1861 his wife died, leaving him a widower with two children. The elder, a son named Owen, now just turned seventeen, was taken from school, and initiated as pupil to the profession of architect in his father’s office. The remaining child was a daughter, and Owen’s junior by a year.

Her christian name was Cytherea, and it is easy to guess why.

3. October the Twelfth, 1863

We pass over two years in order to reach the next cardinal event of these persons’ lives. The scene is still the Grayes’ native town of Hocbridge, but as it appeared on a Monday afternoon in the month of October.

The weather was sunny and dry, but the ancient borough was to be seen wearing one of its least attractive aspects. First on account of the time. It was that stagnant hour of the twenty-four when the practical garishness of Day, having escaped from the fresh long shadows and enlivening newness of the morning, has not yet made any perceptible advance towards acquiring those mellow and soothing tones which grace its decline. Next, it was that stage in the progress of the week when business — which, carried on under the gables of an old country place, is not devoid of a romantic sparkle — was well-nigh extinguished. Lastly, the town was intentionally bent upon being attractive by exhibiting to an influx of visitors the local talent for dramatic recitation, and provincial towns trying to be lively are the dullest of dull things.

Little towns are like little children in this respect, that they interest most when they are enacting native peculiarities unconscious of beholders. Discovering themselves to be watched they attempt to be entertaining by putting on an antic, and produce disagreeable caricatures which spoil them.

The weather-stained clock-face in the low church tower standing at the intersection of the three chief streets was expressing half-past two to the Town Hall opposite, where the much talked-of reading from Shakespeare was about to begin. The doors were open, and those persons who had already assembled within the building were noticing the entrance of the new-comers — silently criticizing their dress — questioning the genuineness of their teeth and hair — estimating their private means.

Among these later ones came an exceptional young maiden who glowed amid the dulness like a single bright-red poppy in a field of brown stubble. She wore an elegant dark jacket, lavender dress, hat with grey strings and trimmings, and gloves of a colour to harmonize. She lightly walked up the side passage of the room, cast a slight glance around, and entered the seat pointed out to her.

The young girl was Cytherea Graye; her age was now about eighteen. During her entry, and at various times whilst sitting in her seat and listening to the reader on the platform, her personal appearance formed an interesting subject of study for several neighbouring eyes.

Her face was exceedingly attractive, though artistically less perfect than her figure, which approached unusually near to the standard of faultlessness. But even this feature of hers yielded the palm to the gracefulness of her movement, which was fascinating and delightful to an extreme degree.

Indeed, motion was her speciality, whether shown on its most extended scale of bodily progression, or minutely, as in the uplifting of her eyelids, the bending of her fingers, the pouting of her lip. The carriage of her head — motion within motion — a glide upon a glide — was as delicate as that of a magnetic needle. And this flexibility and elasticity had never been taught her by rule, nor even been acquired by observation, but, nullo cultu, had naturally developed itself with her years. In childhood, a stone or stalk in the way, which had been the inevitable occasion of a fall to her playmates, had usually left her safe and upright on her feet after the narrowest escape by oscillations and whirls for the preservation of her balance. At mixed Christmas parties, when she numbered but twelve or thirteen years, and was heartily despised on that account by lads who deemed themselves men, her apt lightness in the dance covered this incompleteness in her womanhood, and compelled the self-same youths in spite of resolutions to seize upon her childish figure as a partner whom they could not afford to contemn. And in later years, when the instincts of her sex had shown her this point as the best and rarest feature in her external self, she was not found wanting in attention to the cultivation of finish in its details.

Her hair rested gaily upon her shoulders in curls and was of a shining corn yellow in the high lights, deepening to a definite nut-brown as each curl wound round into the shade. She had eyes of a sapphire hue, though rather darker than the gem ordinarily appears; they possessed the affectionate and liquid sparkle of loyalty and good faith as distinguishable from that harder brightness which seems to express faithfulness only to the object confronting them.

But to attempt to gain a view of her — or indeed of any fascinating woman — from a measured category, is as difficult as to appreciate the effect of a landscape by exploring it at night with a lantern — or of a full chord of music by piping the notes in succession. Nevertheless it may readily be believed from the description here ventured, that among the many winning phases of her aspect, these were particularly striking:—


During pleasant doubt, when her eyes brightened stealthily and smiled (as eyes will smile) as distinctly as her lips, and in the space of a single instant expressed clearly the whole round of degrees of expectancy which lie over the wide expanse between Yea and Nay.




During the telling of a secret, which was involuntarily accompanied by a sudden minute start, and ecstatic pressure of the listener’s arm, side, or neck, as the position and degree of intimacy dictated.




When anxiously regarding one who possessed her affections.



She suddenly assumed the last-mentioned bearing in the progress of the present entertainment. Her glance was directed out of the window.

Why the particulars of a young lady’s presence at a very mediocre performance were prevented from dropping into the oblivion which their intrinsic insignificance would naturally have involved — why they were remembered and individualized by herself and others through after years — was simply that she unknowingly stood, as it were, upon the extreme posterior edge of a tract in her life, in which the real meaning of Taking Thought had never been known. It was the last hour of experience she ever enjoyed with a mind entirely free from a knowledge of that labyrinth into which she stepped immediately afterwards — to continue a perplexed course along its mazes for the greater portion of twenty-nine subsequent months.

The Town Hall, in which Cytherea sat, was a building of brown stone, and through one of the windows could be seen from the interior of the room the housetops and chimneys of the adjacent street, and also the upper part of a neighbouring church spire, now in course of completion under the superintendence of Miss Graye’s father, the architect to the work.

That the top of this spire should be visible from her position in the room was a fact which Cytherea’s idling eyes had discovered with some interest, and she was now engaged in watching the scene that was being enacted about its airy summit. Round the conical stonework rose a cage of scaffolding against the blue sky, and upon this stood five men — four in clothes as white as the new erection close beneath their hands, the fifth in the ordinary dark suit of a gentleman.

The four working-men in white were three masons and a mason’s labourer. The fifth man was the architect, Mr. Graye. He had been giving directions as it seemed, and retiring as far as the narrow footway allowed, stood perfectly still.

The picture thus presented to a spectator in the Town Hall was curious and striking. It was an illuminated miniature, framed in by the dark margin of the window, the keen-edged shadiness of which emphasized by contrast the softness of the objects enclosed.

The height of the spire was about one hundred and twenty feet, and the five men engaged thereon seemed entirely removed from the sphere and experiences of ordinary human beings. They appeared little larger than pigeons, and made their tiny movements with a soft, spirit-like silentness. One idea above all others was conveyed to the mind of a person on the ground by their aspect, namely, concentration of purpose: that they were indifferent to — even unconscious of — the distracted world beneath them, and all that moved upon it. They never looked off the scaffolding.

Then one of them turned; it was Mr. Graye. Again he stood motionless, with attention to the operations of the others. He appeared to be lost in reflection, and had directed his face towards a new stone they were lifting.

‘Why does he stand like that?’ the young lady thought at length — up to that moment as listless and careless as one of the ancient Tarentines, who, on such an afternoon as this, watched from the Theatre the entry into their Harbour of a power that overturned the State.

She moved herself uneasily. ‘I wish he would come down,’ she whispered, still gazing at the skybacked picture. ‘It is so dangerous to be absent-minded up there.’

When she had done murmuring the words her father indecisively laid hold of one of the scaffold-poles, as if to test its strength, then let it go and stepped back. In stepping, his foot slipped. An instant of doubling forward and sideways, and he reeled off into the air, immediately disappearing downwards.

His agonized daughter rose to her feet by a convulsive movement. Her lips parted, and she gasped for breath. She could utter no sound. One by one the people about her, unconscious of what had happened, turned their heads, and inquiry and alarm became visible upon their faces at the sight of the poor child. A moment longer, and she fell to the floor.

The next impression of which Cytherea had any consciousness was of being carried from a strange vehicle across the pavement to the steps of her own house by her brother and an older man. Recollection of what had passed evolved itself an instant later, and just as they entered the door — through which another and sadder burden had been carried but a few instants before — her eyes caught sight of the south-western sky, and, without heeding, saw white sunlight shining in shaft-like lines from a rift in a slaty cloud. Emotions will attach themselves to scenes that are simultaneous — however foreign in essence these scenes may be-as chemical waters will crystallize on twigs and wires. Even after that time any mental agony brought less vividly to Cytherea’s mind the scene from the Town Hall windows than sunlight streaming in shaft-like lines.

4. October the Nineteenth

When death enters a house, an element of sadness and an element of horror accompany it. Sadness, from the death itself: horror, from the clouds of blackness we designedly labour to introduce.

The funeral had taken place. Depressed, yet resolved in his demeanour, Owen Graye sat before his father’s private escritoire, engaged in turning out and unfolding a heterogeneous collection of papers — forbidding and inharmonious to the eye at all times — most of all to one under the influence of a great grief. Laminae of white paper tied with twine were indiscriminately intermixed with other white papers bounded by black edges — these with blue foolscap wrapped round with crude red tape.

The bulk of these letters, bills, and other documents were submitted to a careful examination, by which the appended particulars were ascertained:—


First, that their father’s income from professional sources had been very small, amounting to not more than half their expenditure; and that his own and his wife’s property, upon which he had relied for the balance, had been sunk and lost in unwise loans to unscrupulous men, who had traded upon their father’s too open-hearted trustfulness.




Second, that finding his mistake, he had endeavoured to regain his standing by the illusory path of speculation. The most notable instance of this was the following. He had been induced, when at Plymouth in the autumn of the previous year, to venture all his spare capital on the bottomry security of an Italian brig which had put into the harbour in distress. The profit was to be considerable, so was the risk. There turned out to be no security whatever. The circumstances of the case tendered it the most unfortunate speculation that a man like himself — ignorant of all such matters — could possibly engage in. The vessel went down, and all Mr. Graye’s money with it.




Third, that these failures had left him burdened with debts he knew not how to meet; so that at the time of his death even the few pounds lying to his account at the bank were his only in name.




Fourth, that the loss of his wife two years earlier had awakened him to a keen sense of his blindness, and of his duty by his children. He had then resolved to reinstate by unflagging zeal in the pursuit of his profession, and by no speculation, at least a portion of the little fortune he had let go.



Cytherea was frequently at her brother’s elbow during these examinations. She often remarked sadly —

‘Poor papa failed to fulfil his good intention for want of time, didn’t he, Owen? And there was an excuse for his past, though he never would claim it. I never forget that original disheartening blow, and how that from it sprang all the ills of his life — everything connected with his gloom, and the lassitude in business we used so often to see about him.’

‘I remember what he said once,’ returned the brother, ‘when I sat up late with him. He said, “Owen, don’t love too blindly: blindly you will love if you love at all, but a little care is still possible to a well-disciplined heart. May that heart be yours as it was not mine,” father said. “Cultivate the art of renunciation.” And I am going to, Cytherea.’

‘And once mamma said that an excellent woman was papa’s ruin, because he did not know the way to give her up when he had lost her. I wonder where she is now, Owen? We were told not to try to find out anything about her. Papa never told us her name, did he?’

‘That was by her own request, I believe. But never mind her; she was not our mother.’

The love affair which had been Ambrose Graye’s disheartening blow was precisely of that nature which lads take little account of, but girls ponder in their hearts.

5. from October the Nineteenth to July the Ninth

Thus Ambrose Graye’s good intentions with regard to the reintegration of his property had scarcely taken tangible form when his sudden death put them for ever out of his power.

Heavy bills, showing the extent of his obligations, tumbled in immediately upon the heels of the funeral from quarters previously unheard and unthought of. Thus pressed, a bill was filed in Chancery to have the assets, such as they were, administered by the Court.

‘What will become of us now?’ thought Owen continually.

There is in us an unquenchable expectation, which at the gloomiest time persists in inferring that because we are ourselves, there must be a special future in store for us, though our nature and antecedents to the remotest particular have been common to thousands. Thus to Cytherea and Owen Graye the question how their lives would end seemed the deepest of possible enigmas. To others who knew their position equally well with themselves the question was the easiest that could be asked —‘Like those of other people similarly circumstanced.’

Then Owen held a consultation with his sister to come to some decision on their future course, and a month was passed in waiting for answers to letters, and in the examination of schemes more or less futile. Sudden hopes that were rainbows to the sight proved but mists to the touch. In the meantime, unpleasant remarks, disguise them as some well-meaning people might, were floating around them every day. The undoubted truth, that they were the children of a dreamer who let slip away every farthing of his money and ran into debt with his neighbours — that the daughter had been brought up to no profession — that the son who had, had made no progress in it, and might come to the dogs — could not from the nature of things be wrapped up in silence in order that it might not hurt their feelings; and as a matter of fact, it greeted their ears in some form or other wherever they went. Their few acquaintances passed them hurriedly. Ancient pot-wallopers, and thriving shopkeepers, in their intervals of leisure, stood at their shop-doors — their toes hanging over the edge of the step, and their obese waists hanging over their toes — and in discourses with friends on the pavement, formulated the course of the improvident, and reduced the children’s prospects to a shadow-like attenuation. The sons of these men (who wore breastpins of a sarcastic kind, and smoked humorous pipes) stared at Cytherea with a stare unmitigated by any of the respect that had formerly softened it.

Now it is a noticeable fact that we do not much mind what men think of us, or what humiliating secret they discover of our means, parentage, or object, provided that each thinks and acts thereupon in isolation. It is the exchange of ideas about us that we dread most; and the possession by a hundred acquaintances, severally insulated, of the knowledge of our skeleton-closet’s whereabouts, is not so distressing to the nerves as a chat over it by a party of half-a-dozen — exclusive depositaries though these may be.

Perhaps, though Hocbridge watched and whispered, its animus would have been little more than a trifle to persons in thriving circumstances. But unfortunately, poverty, whilst it is new, and before the skin has had time to thicken, makes people susceptible inversely to their opportunities for shielding themselves. In Owen was found, in place of his father’s impressibility, a larger share of his father’s pride, and a squareness of idea which, if coupled with a little more blindness, would have amounted to positive prejudice. To him humanity, so far as he had thought of it at all, was rather divided into distinct classes than blended from extreme to extreme. Hence by a sequence of ideas which might be traced if it were worth while, he either detested or respected opinion, and instinctively sought to escape a cold shade that mere sensitiveness would have endured. He could have submitted to separation, sickness, exile, drudgery, hunger and thirst, with stoical indifference, but superciliousness was too incisive.

After living on for nine months in attempts to make an income as his father’s successor in the profession — attempts which were utterly fruitless by reason of his inexperience — Graye came to a simple and sweeping resolution. They would privately leave that part of England, drop from the sight of acquaintances, gossips, harsh critics, and bitter creditors of whose misfortune he was not the cause, and escape the position which galled him by the only road their great poverty left open to them — that of his obtaining some employment in a distant place by following his profession as a humble under-draughtsman.

He thought over his capabilities with the sensations of a soldier grinding his sword at the opening of a campaign. What with lack of employment, owing to the decrease of his late father’s practice, and the absence of direct and uncompromising pressure towards monetary results from a pupil’s labour (which seems to be always the case when a professional man’s pupil is also his son), Owen’s progress in the art and science of architecture had been very insignificant indeed. Though anything but an idle young man, he had hardly reached the age at which industrious men who lack an external whip to send them on in the world, are induced by their own common sense to whip on themselves. Hence his knowledge of plans, elevations, sections, and specifications, was not greater at the end of two years of probation than might easily have been acquired in six months by a youth of average ability — himself, for instance — amid a bustling London practice.

But at any rate he could make himself handy to one of the profession — some man in a remote town — and there fulfil his indentures. A tangible inducement lay in this direction of survey. He had a slight conception of such a man — a Mr. Gradfield — who was in practice in Budmouth Regis, a seaport town and watering-place in the south of England.

After some doubts, Graye ventured to write to this gentleman, asking the necessary question, shortly alluding to his father’s death, and stating that his term of apprenticeship had only half expired. He would be glad to complete his articles at a very low salary for the whole remaining two years, provided payment could begin at once.

The answer from Mr. Gradfield stated that he was not in want of a pupil who would serve the remainder of his time on the terms Mr. Graye mentioned. But he would just add one remark. He chanced to be in want of some young man in his office — for a short time only, probably about two months — to trace drawings, and attend to other subsidiary work of the kind. If Mr. Graye did not object to occupy such an inferior position as these duties would entail, and to accept weekly wages which to one with his expectations would be considered merely nominal, the post would give him an opportunity for learning a few more details of the profession.

‘It is a beginning, and, above all, an abiding-place, away from the shadow of the cloud which hangs over us here — I will go,’ said Owen.

Cytherea’s plan for her future, an intensely simple one, owing to the even greater narrowness of her resources, was already marked out. One advantage had accrued to her through her mother’s possession of a fair share of personal property, and perhaps only one. She had been carefully educated. Upon this consideration her plan was based. She was to take up her abode in her brother’s lodging at Budmouth, when she would immediately advertise for a situation as governess, having obtained the consent of a lawyer at Aldbrickham who was winding up her father’s affairs, and who knew the history of her position, to allow himself to be referred to in the matter of her past life and respectability.

Early one morning they departed from their native town, leaving behind them scarcely a trace of their footsteps.

Then the town pitied their want of wisdom in taking such a step. ‘Rashness; they would have made a better income in Hocbridge, where they are known! There is no doubt that they would.’

But what is Wisdom really? A steady handling of any means to bring about any end necessary to happiness.

Yet whether one’s end be the usual end — a wealthy position in life — or no, the name of wisdom is seldom applied but to the means to that usual end.


  2. The Events of a Fortnight
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  1. The Ninth of July


  The day of their departure was one of the most glowing that the climax of a long series of summer heats could evolve. The wide expanse of landscape quivered up and down like the flame of a taper, as they steamed along through the midst of it. Placid flocks of sheep reclining under trees a little way off appeared of a pale blue colour. Clover fields were livid with the brightness of the sun upon their deep red flowers. All waggons and carts were moved to the shade by their careful owners, rain-water butts fell to pieces; well-buckets were lowered inside the covers of the well-hole, to preserve them from the fate of the butts, and generally, water seemed scarcer in the country than the beer and cider of the peasantry who toiled or idled there.


  To see persons looking with children’s eyes at any ordinary scenery, is a proof that they possess the charming faculty of drawing new sensations from an old experience — a healthy sign, rare in these feverish days — the mark of an imperishable brightness of nature.


  Both brother and sister could do this; Cytherea more noticeably. They watched the undulating corn-lands, monotonous to all their companions; the stony and clayey prospect succeeding those, with its angular and abrupt hills. Boggy moors came next, now withered and dry — the spots upon which pools usually spread their waters showing themselves as circles of smooth bare soil, over-run by a net-work of innumerable little fissures. Then arose plantations of firs, abruptly terminating beside meadows cleanly mown, in which high-hipped, rich-coloured cows, with backs horizontal and straight as the ridge of a house, stood motionless or lazily fed. Glimpses of the sea now interested them, which became more and more frequent till the train finally drew up beside the platform at Budmouth.


  ‘The whole town is looking out for us,’ had been Graye’s impression throughout the day. He called upon Mr. Gradfield — the only man who had been directly informed of his coming — and found that Mr. Gradfield had forgotten it.


  However, arrangements were made with this gentleman — a stout, active, grey-bearded burgher of sixty — by which Owen was to commence work in his office the following week.


  The same day Cytherea drew up and sent off the advertisement appended:—


  
    ‘A YOUNG LADY is desirous of meeting with an engagement as governess or companion. She is competent to teach English, French, and Music. Satisfactory references — Address, C. G., Post–Office, Budmouth.’

  


  It seemed a more material existence than her own that she saw thus delineated on the paper. ‘That can’t be myself; how odd I look!’ she said, and smiled.


  2. July the Eleventh


  On the Monday subsequent to their arrival in Budmouth, Owen Graye attended at Mr. Gradfield’s office to enter upon his duties, and his sister was left in their lodgings alone for the first time.


  Despite the sad occurrences of the preceding autumn, an unwonted cheerfulness pervaded her spirit throughout the day. Change of scene — and that to untravelled eyes — conjoined with the sensation of freedom from supervision, revived the sparkle of a warm young nature ready enough to take advantage of any adventitious restoratives. Point-blank grief tends rather to seal up happiness for a time than to produce that attrition which results from griefs of anticipation that move onward with the days: these may be said to furrow away the capacity for pleasure.


  Her expectations from the advertisement began to be extravagant. A thriving family, who had always sadly needed her, was already definitely pictured in her fancy, which, in its exuberance, led her on to picturing its individual members, their possible peculiarities, virtues, and vices, and obliterated for a time the recollection that she would be separated from her brother.


  Thus musing, as she waited for his return in the evening, her eyes fell on her left hand. The contemplation of her own left fourth finger by symbol-loving girlhood of this age is, it seems, very frequently, if not always, followed by a peculiar train of romantic ideas. Cytherea’s thoughts, still playing about her future, became directed into this romantic groove. She leant back in her chair, and taking hold of the fourth finger, which had attracted her attention, she lifted it with the tips of the others, and looked at the smooth and tapering member for a long time.


  She whispered idly, ‘I wonder who and what he will be?


  ‘If he’s a gentleman of fashion, he will take my finger so, just with the tips of his own, and with some fluttering of the heart, and the least trembling of his lip, slip the ring so lightly on that I shall hardly know it is there — looking delightfully into my eyes all the time.


  ‘If he’s a bold, dashing soldier, I expect he will proudly turn round, take the ring as if it equalled her Majesty’s crown in value, and desperately set it on my finger thus. He will fix his eyes unflinchingly upon what he is doing — just as if he stood in battle before the enemy (though, in reality, very fond of me, of course), and blush as much as I shall.


  ‘If he’s a sailor, he will take my finger and the ring in this way, and deck it out with a housewifely touch and a tenderness of expression about his mouth, as sailors do: kiss it, perhaps, with a simple air, as if we were children playing an idle game, and not at the very height of observation and envy by a great crowd saying, “Ah! they are happy now!”


  ‘If he should be rather a poor man — noble-minded and affectionate, but still poor —’


  Owen’s footsteps rapidly ascending the stairs, interrupted this fancy-free meditation. Reproaching herself, even angry with herself for allowing her mind to stray upon such subjects in the face of their present desperate condition, she rose to meet him, and make tea.


  Cytherea’s interest to know how her brother had been received at Mr. Gradfield’s broke forth into words at once. Almost before they had sat down to table, she began cross-examining him in the regular sisterly way.


  ‘Well, Owen, how has it been with you today? What is the place like — do you think you will like Mr. Gradfield?’


  ‘O yes. But he has not been there today; I have only had the head draughtsman with me.’


  Young women have a habit, not noticeable in men, of putting on at a moment’s notice the drama of whosoever’s life they choose. Cytherea’s interest was transferred from Mr. Gradfield to his representative.


  ‘What sort of a man is he?’


  ‘He seems a very nice fellow indeed; though of course I can hardly tell to a certainty as yet. But I think he’s a very worthy fellow; there’s no nonsense in him, and though he is not a public school man he has read widely, and has a sharp appreciation of what’s good in books and art. In fact, his knowledge isn’t nearly so exclusive as most professional men’s.’


  ‘That’s a great deal to say of an architect, for of all professional men they are, as a rule, the most professional.’


  ‘Yes; perhaps they are. This man is rather of a melancholy turn of mind, I think.’


  ‘Has the managing clerk any family?’ she mildly asked, after a while, pouring out some more tea.


  ‘Family; no!’


  ‘Well, dear Owen, how should I know?’


  ‘Why, of course he isn’t married. But there happened to be a conversation about women going on in the office, and I heard him say what he should wish his wife to be like.’


  ‘What would he wish his wife to be like?’ she said, with great apparent lack of interest.


  ‘O, he says she must be girlish and artless: yet he would be loth to do without a dash of womanly subtlety, ’tis so piquant. Yes, he said, that must be in her; she must have womanly cleverness. “And yet I should like her to blush if only a cock-sparrow were to look at her hard,” he said, “which brings me back to the girl again: and so I flit backwards and forwards. I must have what comes, I suppose,” he said, “and whatever she may be, thank God she’s no worse. However, if he might give a final hint to Providence,” he said, “a child among pleasures, and a woman among pains was the rough outline of his requirement.”’


  ‘Did he say that? What a musing creature he must be.’


  ‘He did, indeed.’


  3. from the Twelfth to the Fifteenth of July


  As is well known, ideas are so elastic in a human brain, that they have no constant measure which may be called their actual bulk. Any important idea may be compressed to a molecule by an unwonted crowding of others; and any small idea will expand to whatever length and breadth of vacuum the mind may be able to make over to it. Cytherea’s world was tolerably vacant at this time, and the young architectural designer’s image became very pervasive. The next evening this subject was again renewed.


  ‘His name is Springrove,’ said Owen, in reply to her. ‘He is a thorough artist, but a man of rather humble origin, it seems, who has made himself so far. I think he is the son of a farmer, or something of the kind.’


  ‘Well, he’s none the worse for that, I suppose.’


  ‘None the worse. As we come down the hill, we shall be continually meeting people going up.’ But Owen had felt that Springrove was a little the worse nevertheless.


  ‘Of course he’s rather old by this time.’


  ‘O no. He’s about six-and-twenty — not more.’


  ‘Ah, I see. ... What is he like, Owen?’


  ‘I can’t exactly tell you his appearance: ’tis always such a difficult thing to do.’


  ‘A man you would describe as short? Most men are those we should describe as short, I fancy.’


  ‘I should call him, I think, of the middle height; but as I only see him sitting in the office, of course I am not certain about his form and figure.’


  ‘I wish you were, then.’


  ‘Perhaps you do. But I am not, you see.’


  ‘Of course not, you are always so provoking. Owen, I saw a man in the street today whom I fancied was he — and yet, I don’t see how it could be, either. He had light brown hair, a snub nose, very round face, and a peculiar habit of reducing his eyes to straight lines when he looked narrowly at anything.’


  ‘O no. That was not he, Cytherea.’


  ‘Not a bit like him in all probability.’


  ‘Not a bit. He has dark hair — almost a Grecian nose, regular teeth, and an intellectual face, as nearly as I can recall to mind.’


  ‘Ah, there now, Owen, you have described him! But I suppose he’s not generally called pleasing, or —’


  ‘Handsome?’


  ‘I scarcely meant that. But since you have said it, is he handsome?’


  ‘Rather.’


  ‘His tout ensemble is striking?’


  ‘Yes — O no, no — I forgot: it is not. He is rather untidy in his waistcoat, and neck-ties, and hair.’


  ‘How vexing! ... it must be to himself, poor thing.’


  ‘He’s a thorough bookworm — despises the pap-and-daisy school of verse — knows Shakespeare to the very dregs of the foot-notes. Indeed, he’s a poet himself in a small way.’


  ‘How delicious!’ she said. ‘I have never known a poet.’


  ‘And you don’t know him,’ said Owen dryly.


  She reddened. ‘Of course I don’t. I know that.’


  ‘Have you received any answer to your advertisement?’ he inquired.


  ‘Ah — no!’ she said, and the forgotten disappointment which had showed itself in her face at different times during the day, became visible again.


  Another day passed away. On Thursday, without inquiry, she learnt more of the head draughtsman. He and Graye had become very friendly, and he had been tempted to show her brother a copy of some poems of his — some serious and sad — some humorous — which had appeared in the poets’ corner of a magazine from time to time. Owen showed them now to Cytherea, who instantly began to read them carefully and to think them very beautiful.


  ‘Yes — Springrove’s no fool,’ said Owen sententiously.


  ‘No fool! — I should think he isn’t, indeed,’ said Cytherea, looking up from the paper in quite an excitement: ‘to write such verses as these!’


  ‘What logic are you chopping, Cytherea? Well, I don’t mean on account of the verses, because I haven’t read them; but for what he said when the fellows were talking about falling in love.’


  ‘Which you will tell me?’


  ‘He says that your true lover breathlessly finds himself engaged to a sweetheart, like a man who has caught something in the dark. He doesn’t know whether it is a bat or a bird, and takes it to the light when he is cool to learn what it is. He looks to see if she is the right age, but right age or wrong age, he must consider her a prize. Sometime later he ponders whether she is the right kind of prize for him. Right kind or wrong kind — he has called her his, and must abide by it. After a time he asks himself, “Has she the temper, hair, and eyes I meant to have, and was firmly


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  4. July the Twenty-first
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