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ONE

At no time during the twenty-four hours was the Bull and Mouth Inn a place of quiet or repose, and by ten o’clock in the morning, when the stage-coach from Wisbech, turning top-heavily out of Aldersgate, lumbered into its yard, it seemed, to one weary and downcast passenger at least, to be crowded with vehicles of every description, from a yellow-bodied post-chaise to a wagon, with its shafts cocked up and the various packages and bundles it carried strewn over the yard. All was bustle and confusion; and for a few minutes Miss Malvern, climbing down from the coach, was bewildered by it, and stood looking round her rather helplessly. Until the guard dumped at her feet the small corded trunk which contained her worldly possessions and advised her to look sharp to it, no one paid the least attention to her, except an ostler leading out two horses, and adjuring her to get out of the way, and one of the inevitable street-vendors who haunted busy inn-yards, begging her to buy some gingerbread. The guard, assailed by demands from several anxious travellers to have their bags and bandboxes restored to them immediately, had little time to spare, but Miss Malvern’s flower-like countenance, and her air of youthful innocence, impelled him to ask her if anyone was meeting her. When she shook her head, he clicked his tongue disapprovingly, and expressed a hope that she might at least know where she was a-going to.

A gleam of amusement lightened the shadows in Miss Malvern’s large gray eyes; she replied, with a tiny chuckle: ‘Oh, yes! I do know that!’

‘What you want, missy, is a hack!’ said the guard.

‘No, I don’t: I want a porter!’ said Miss Malvern, speaking with unexpected decision.

The guard seemed to be inclined to argue this point, but as a stout lady was tugging at his coat-tails, shrilly demanding to know what he had done with a basket of fish consigned to his care, he was obliged to abandon Miss Malvern to her fate, merely shouting in stentorian accents for a porter to carry the young lady’s trunk.

This summons was responded to by a burly individual in a frieze coat, who undertook, for the sum of sixpence, to carry Miss Malvern’s trunk to the warehouse of Josiah Nidd & Son, Carriers. Since this establishment was situated a bare quarter of a mile from the Bull and Mouth, Miss Malvern had a shrewd suspicion that she was being grossly overcharged; but although an adventurous youth spent in following the drum had accustomed her to haggling with Portuguese farmers and Spanish muleteers, she did not feel inclined to embark on argument in a crowded London inn-yard, so she agreed the price, and desired the porter to lead her to the warehouse.

The premises acquired some years earlier by Mr Nidd and his son had originally been an inn, of neither the size nor the quality of the Bull and Mouth, but, like it, provided with a galleried yard, and a number of stables and coach-houses. Occupying a large part of the yard was an enormous wagon mounted on nine-inch cylindrical wheels, and covered by a spreading tilt. Three brawny lads were engaged in loading this vehicle with a collection of goods ranging from pack-cases to farm-implements, their activities being directed, and shrilly criticized, by an aged gentleman, who was seated on the balcony on one side of the yard. Beneath this balcony a glass door had once invited entrance to the coffee-room, but this had been replaced by a green-painted wooden door, flanked by tubs filled with geraniums, and furnished with a bright brass knocker, indicating that the erstwhile hostelry had become a private residence. Picking her way between the piles of packages, and directing the porter to follow her, Miss Malvern went to it, lifting its latch without ceremony, and stepping into a narrow passage, from which a door gave access into the old coffee-room, and a flight of uneven stairs rose to the upper floors. The trunk set down, and the porter dismissed, Miss Malvern heaved a sigh of relief, as of one who had accomplished an enterprise fraught with peril, and called: ‘Sarah?’

No immediate response being forthcoming, she called again, more loudly, and moved to the foot of the stairs. But even as she set her foot on the bottom step, a door at the end of the passage burst open, and a lady in a flowered print dress, with an old-fashioned tucker round her ample bosom, and a starched muslin cap tied in a bow beneath her chin, stood as though stunned on the threshold, and gasped: ‘Miss Kate! It’s never you! Oh, my dearie, my precious lambkin!’

She started forward, holding out her plump arms, and Miss Malvern, laughing and crying, tumbled into them, hugging her, and uttering disjointedly: ‘Oh, Sarah, oh, Sarah! To be with you again! I’ve been thinking of nothing else, all the way! Oh, Sarah, I’m so tired, and dispirited, and there was nowhere else for me to go, but indeed I don’t mean to impose on you, or on poor Mr Nidd! Only until I can find another situation!’

Several teardrops stood on Mrs Nidd’s cheeks, but she said in a scolding voice: ‘Now, that’s no way to talk, Miss Kate, and well you know it! And where else should you go, I should like to know? Now, you come into the kitchen, like a good girl, while I pop the kettle on, and cut some bread-and-butter!’

Miss Malvern dried her eyes, and sighed: ‘Oh, dear, would you have believed I could be so ticklish? It was such a horrid journey – six of us inside! – and no time to swallow more than a sip of coffee when we stopped for breakfast.’

Mrs Nidd, leading her into the kitchen, and thrusting her into a chair, demanded: ‘Are you telling me you came on the common stage, Miss Kate?’

‘Yes, of course I did. Well, you couldn’t expect them to have sent me by post, could you? And if you’re thinking of the Mail, I am excessively glad they didn’t send me by that either, because it reached London just after four o’clock in the morning! What should I have done?’

‘You’d have come round here straight! For goodness’ sake, dearie, what’s happened to bring you back in such a bang, with never a word to me, so as I could have met you?’

‘There was no time,’ explained Kate. ‘Besides, I couldn’t have got a frank, and why should you be obliged to pay for a letter when you were going to see me immediately? I’ve been turned off, Sarah.’

‘Turned off?’ repeated Mrs Nidd terribly.

‘Yes, but not without a character,’ said Kate, with an irrepressible twinkle. ‘At least, Mrs Grittleton wouldn’t have given me one, but Mr Astley assured me his wife would, and was very sorry to lose me. Which, indeed, I expect she is, because we dealt very well together, and I did make the children mind me.’

‘And who, pray, may this Mrs Grittleton be?’ said Mrs Nidd, pausing in the act of measuring tea-leaves into a large pot.

‘A griffin,’ replied Kate.

‘I’d griffin her! But who is she, love? And what had she to say to anything?’

‘She is Mrs Astley’s mother. She had everything to say, I promise you! She took me in dislike the moment she saw me. She said I was too young to have charge of her grandchildren, and she told poor Mrs Astley that I had insinuating manners! Oh, yes, and that I was sly, and designing! That was because her detestable son tried to kiss me, and I slapped his face. Though why she should have thought that was being designing I can’t conceive! Oh, Sarah, you never saw such a moon-calf! He is as silly as his sister, and not by half as agreeable! She may be a wet-goose – which, indeed, she is! – but the most amiable creature! And as for my being too young to have the charge of the children, she was a great deal too young to have three children! Why, she’s no more than three years older than I am, Sarah, and such a featherhead! And now she has miscarried of a fourth child, and Mrs Grittleton set it at my door! And, I must say, I thought it pretty poor-spirited of Mr Astley not to have turned her out of the house, because he told me she never came to stay with them but to make trouble, and as for young Grittleton –’ She broke off, with a gurgle of laughter. ‘The things he said about him, Sarah! I couldn’t but laugh! And the odious creature’s intentions were most honourable! He made me an offer! That, of course, was what threw Mrs Grittleton into such a pelter, for, try as I would, I couldn’t make her believe that nothing could prevail upon me to marry her detestable son. She ranted like an archwife, and scolded poor Mrs Astley into such a pucker that she fell into strong convulsions, and miscarried. So Mr Astley saw nothing for it but to send me away. I own, he behaved very handsomely, for he paid me for the whole year – not merely the six months I had truly earned! – and sent me to the coach-stop in his own carriage; but, considering he told me himself that he held me blameless, I can’t but think it was very poor-spirited of him not to have sent Mrs Grittleton packing instead of me!’

‘Poor-spirited?’ ejaculated Mrs Nidd, removing the lid from one of the pots on the fire, and viciously stirring its contents, ‘Ay, and so you may, and so they are – all of ’em! Anything for peace and quiet, that’s men!’ She replaced the lid on the pot, and turned to look down at her nursling, trouble in her face. ‘I’m not saying you should have accepted that young Grittleton’s offer, but – oh, dearie me, what’s to be done now?’

‘I must find myself another situation, of course,’ responded Kate. ‘I mean to visit the registry office this very day. Only –’ She paused, eyeing Mrs Nidd uncertainly.

‘Only what?’ demanded that lady.

‘Well, I have been thinking, Sarah, and, although I know you won’t agree with me, I believe I should be very well advised to seek a situation in – in a domestic capacity.’

‘In a – Never while I’m alive!’ said Mrs Nidd. ‘The lord knows it went against the pluck with me when you hired yourself out as a governess, but at least it was genteel! But if you’re thinking of going out as a cook-maid, or –’

‘I shouldn’t think anyone who wasn’t all about in her head would hire me!’ interrupted Kate, laughing. ‘You know I can’t bake an egg without burning it! No, I believe I might do very well – or, at any rate, tolerably well! – as an abigail! In fact, I daresay I could rise to be a dresser! Then, you know, I should be a person of huge consequence, besides making my fortune. Mrs Astley’s housekeeper has a cousin who is dresser to a lady of fashion, and you wouldn’t believe how plump in the pocket she is!’

‘No, I wouldn’t!’ retorted Mrs Nidd. ‘And even if I did –’

‘But it is perfectly true!’ insisted Kate. ‘For one thing, a first-rate dresser commands a far bigger wage than a mere governess – besides being a person of very much more consequence! Unless, of course, the governess should be excessively well-educated, and able to instruct her charges in all the genteel accomplishments. And even then, you know, nobody slides sovereigns or bills into her hand to win her favour!’

‘Well, upon my word –!’ uttered Mrs Nidd explosively.

Kate’s eyes danced. ‘Yes, isn’t it shocking? But beggars can’t be choosers, and I’ve made up my mind to it that to make my fortune – or, at any rate, to win an independence! – is of more importance than to preserve my gentility. No, no, listen, Sarah! You must know that I have no accomplishments. I can’t speak Italian, or play the piano – far less the harp! – and even if people wished their children to be instructed in Spanish, which they don’t, I don’t think they would wish them to learn soldiers’ Spanish, which is all I know! On the other hand, I can sew, and make, and dress a head to admiration! I did so once for Mrs Astley, when she was going to a ball, and her woman had made a perfect botch of her hair. So –’

‘No!’ said Mrs Nidd, in a tone which brooked no argument. ‘Now, you drink your tea, and eat your nice bread-and-butter, and no more nonsense! If ever I listened to such a pack of skimble-skamble stuff –! And I don’t want to hear any more about imposing on me and Nidd, for there’s no question of that, and I take it unkindly of you to say such a thing, Miss Kate!’

Kate caught her hand, and nursed it to her cheek. ‘No, no, Sarah! You know better! How infamous it would be if I were to foist myself on to you! When I think of all you have to do, with old Mr Nidd living here, and all those grandsons of his to feed, and house, I feel it’s quite shameless of me to come to you even for a short visit! I couldn’t stay here for ever, dear, dearest Sarah! You must own I could not!’

‘No, you couldn’t,’ acknowledged Mrs Nidd. ‘It wouldn’t be fitting. Not but what there’s only three grandsons, and one of them lives with his ma – that’s Joe’s sister Maggie, and the most gormless creature you ever did see! Still, there’s no harm in her, and I’m bound to say she’s always ready to come and lend me a bit of help – if help you can call it! But a carrier’s yard is no place for you, dearie, and well do I know it! We’ll think of something, never you fear!’

‘I have thought of something!’ murmured Kate wickedly.

‘No, you haven’t, Miss Kate. You’re puckered, with that nasty stage-coach, and all the uproar that was kicked up by that Mrs Brimstone, or whatever she calls herself, and you’ll feel different when I’ve got you tucked into bed, which I’m going to do the minute you’ve drunk up your tea. You’ll have your sleep out, and when you wake up you shall have your dinner in the parlour upstairs, and we’ll see what’s to be done.’

Kate sighed. ‘I am very tired,’ she confessed, ‘but I shall be happy to eat my dinner downstairs, with the rest of you. I don’t wish –’

‘An ox-cheek, with dumplings!’ interrupted Mrs Nidd. ‘I daresay! But it ain’t what I wish, Miss Kate, and nor it isn’t what Nidd or the boys would wish neither, for to be sitting down to their dinner in company with a young lady like yourself would put them into such a stew, minding their manners and that, as would turn them clean against their vittles! So you’ll just do as Sarah tells you, dearie, and –’

‘Believe that Sarah knows best!’ supplied Kate, submitting.

‘Which you can be bound I do!’ said Mrs Nidd.

Miss Malvern was neither so young nor so guileless as her flower-like countenance frequently led strangers to suppose. She was four-and-twenty years old, and her life had not been passed in a sheltered schoolroom. The sole offspring of a clandestine marriage between the charming but sadly unsatisfactory scion of a distinguished family and a romantic girl of great beauty but somewhat inferior lineage, she was born in a garrison-town, and reared in a succession of lodgings and billets. The runaway bride whom Captain Malvern had captivated disappointed her scandalized relations by suffering no regret whatsoever at being repudiated by them; and falsified their expectations by remaining so ridiculously besotted that neither the discomforts of following the drum, nor the aberrations of her volatile spouse abated her love, or daunted her spirits. She brought Kate up in the belief that Papa was the personification of every virtue (the embarrassing situations in which from time to time he found himself arising not from any obliquity but from an excess of amiability), and that it was the duty of his wife and daughter to cherish him. She died, in Portugal, when Kate was twelve years old, almost with her last breath adjuring Kate to take good care of Papa, and, to the best of her ability, Kate had done so, aided and abetted by her redoubtable nurse. Sarah cherished no illusions, but, like nearly all who were acquainted with him, she was a victim of his compelling charm. ‘Poor dear gentleman!’ Sarah had said, after his funeral. ‘He had his faults, like the best of us – not that I’m saying he was the best, because telling faradiddles is what I don’t hold with, and there’s few knows better than me that you couldn’t depend on him, not for a moment, while as for the way he wasted his money, it used to put me into such a tweak that there were times when I didn’t know how to keep my tongue between my teeth! He never took thought to the morrow, and nor did my poor dear mistress neither. You never knew where you was, for there wouldn’t be enough money to buy one scraggy chicken in the market one day, and the next he’d come in singing out that the dibs was in tune, and not a thought in his head or my mistress’s but how to spend it quickest. Well, he told me once that it was no use ringing a peal over him for going to low gaming-houses, because he was born with a spring in his elbow, and there was no sport in playing cards and such in the regiment, for nearly all the officers was living on their pay, same as he was himself. But this I will say for him! There was never a sweeter-tempered nor a kinder-hearted man alive!’

‘Ay,’ had agreed Mr Nidd, rather doubtfully. ‘Though it don’t seem to me as he behaved very kind to Miss Kate, leaving her like he done with a lot of debts to pay, and nobbut his prize-money to do it with – what was left of it, which, by what you told me, wasn’t so very much neither.’

‘He always thought he’d win a fortune! And how was he to know he was going to meet his end like he has? Oh, Joe, I wish he’d been killed at Waterloo, for this is worse than anything! When I think of him that was always so gay, and up to the knocker, no matter whether he was plump in the pocket or regularly in the basket, being knocked down by a common tax-cart, well, it makes me thankful my poor mistress ain’t alive to see it, which is a thing I never thought to be! And my lamb left alone, without a sixpence to scratch with, and she so devoted to her pa! I never ought to have married you, Joe, and it weighs on me that I let you wheedle me into it, for if ever Miss Kate needed me she needs me now!’

‘I need you too, Sarey,’ had said Mr Nidd, with difficulty.

Observing the look of anxiety on his face, Sarah had mopped her eyes, and implanted a smacking kiss on his cheek, saying: ‘And a good, kind husband you are, Joe, and if there was more as faithful as what you proved yourself to be the world would be a better place!’

Colouring darkly, Mr Nidd had uttered an inarticulate protest, but this rare tribute from his sharp-tongued spouse had been well-earned. Falling deeply in love with a much younger Sarah, who had been on the eve of accompanying her mistress and her nursling to Portugal, and had rejected his offer, he had indeed remained faithful. Seven years later (‘Just like Jacob!’ had said Kate, urging her nurse to the altar), when Sarah had come back to England with her widowed master and his daughter, he had renewed his suit, and his constancy had been rewarded: Miss Sarah Publow had changed her name to Nidd, and had lost no time at all in assuming the control of her husband’s family, and vastly improving their fortunes. Within a year, she had bullied and cajoled her aged father-in-law into spending his jealously hoarded savings on the acquisition of the inn which now provided the firm with spacious headquarters, and had transformed it from a single carrier into an establishment which, if it did not yet rival Pickford’s, was in a fair way to providing Pickford’s with some healthy competition. Her husband adored her; his father, while losing no opportunity to get the better of her, had been known to inform his cronies at the Cock, when mellowed by a sufficient quantity of what he inelegantly termed belly-juice, that she was a sure card; his sisters wavered between ineffective resentment of her managing disposition, and a comfortable dependence on her willingness to assist them in any difficulty; and his nephews, all as inarticulate as he was himself, said simply that you wouldn’t get a more bang-up dinner anywhere than what Aunt Sarey would give you.

Even Miss Malvern, for all her four-and-twenty years, turned instinctively to her in times of trouble, and was insensibly reassured by her air of competence. Tucked now into bed, told that there was no need to get into high fidgets, and adjured to go to sleep, she thought, snuggling into the feathered softness, that perhaps she had allowed herself to become too despondent, and that Sarah really did know best.

But Sarah, stumping downstairs again to the kitchen, was feeling far from competent; and although the dinner she presently set before her husband, her father-in-law, one of her nephews, and two of the lads employed in the stables, in no way betrayed her inward perturbation, she ate very little of her own portion, and was a trifle short in her responses to the remarks addressed to her. This circumstance did not escape the notice of Mr Nidd Senior, or of Mr Nidd Junior, but when the younger Nidd, a simple-minded soul, began anxiously to ask if anything were amiss, his more astute sire cut him short, adjuring him not to be a jobbernoll, and enquiring affably of Sarah if it wasn’t Miss Kate he’d seen crossing the yard a while back. ‘Which I hopes it was,’ he said, mopping up the gravy on his plate with a large lump of bread, ‘for she’s been first-oars with me from the moment I clapped eyes on her, and she’s heartily welcome. A prettier gal I never did see, and nothing niffy-naffy about her! Sweet as a nut, she is, but for all she don’t hold up her nose at folks like us she’s a proper lady, and don’t you forget it, young Ted!’ he concluded, rounding suddenly on his grandson with such ferocity that the hapless youth dropped his knife. ‘If you was to behave disrespectful to her, I’d lay your back open!’

Such was the awe in which his descendants held him that Young Ted, a brawny giant, saw nothing absurd in this threat, but informed him, in stammering haste, that nothing was further from his intentions than to treat Miss Kate with disrespect. He accepted this assurance, but caused the two hirelings to quake by saying: ‘And as for you, you’ll keep out of her way! Couple of clod-crushers!’

At this point, Sarah intervened, telling her father-in-law that there was no call for him to rake the poor lads down, and providing them with generous portions of apple-pie. She spoke sharply, but she was not unappreciative of the tribute he had paid her darling; and when the younger members of the party had withdrawn, and Mr Nidd had bade her empty her budget, she said in a much milder tone: ‘Well, I don’t mean to fall into the dismals, but I am in a worry, Father: that I can’t deny.’

‘Ah!’ said Mr Nidd. ‘On account of Miss Kate. I suspicioned as much. What brought her back to Lunnon in such a crack? Not but what you don’t have to tell me, because I ain’t a cod’s head! Someone’s tried to give her a slip on the shoulder, which is what I thought would happen, for it stands to reason a spanking beauty like she is, which is allowed by them as should have known better to go jauntering round the country unbefriended, is bound to find herself in the briars.’

‘Yes! And well I know it!’ cried Sarah, stung by this palpable dig at herself. ‘But what could I do, when her mind was made up, and she was as poor as a Church rat? I thought she’d be safe with that Mrs Astley!’

‘That’s where you was a woolly-crown, my girl,’ said Mr Nidd, with a certain amount of satisfaction. ‘Because if Mrs Astley’s husband is a rabshackle –’

‘It wasn’t him!’ interrupted Sarah, very much flushed. ‘He behaved very proper to Miss Kate! It was Mrs Astley’s brother! And he don’t seem to have been a rabshackle, though he’d no business to go trying to kiss Miss Kate! He made her an offer!’

‘Now, that,’ said Mr Nidd, ‘is something like! What Miss Kate wants is a husband!’

‘You needn’t think I don’t know that, Father! If this young Grittleton had taken her fancy I’d have thanked God on my knees, for all she’d have been demeaning herself, she being above the Astleys’ cut, but she didn’t. A moon-calf is what she says he is.’

‘Well, such ain’t a particle of use to her,’ said Mr Nidd, abandoning interest in young Grittleton. ‘What is she meaning to do now, Sarey?’

‘Hire herself out as a common abigail!’ replied Sarah bitterly.

At this disclosure, the younger Mr Nidd looked very much shocked, and said that she must not be allowed to do it. He added diffidently: ‘If she’d lower herself to live here, with you to take care of her, we’d be proud to have her, wouldn’t we, Father?’

‘It’s no matter what we’d be: it wouldn’t fit!’ responded Mr Nidd unhesitatingly. ‘If you’d ever had any wits I’d be wondering where they’d gone a-begging! How I come to have a son that was no better than a chawbacon is something I’ll never know, not if I live to be a hundred!’

‘No! Nor I’ll never know how you came to have a son with such a good heart!’ snapped Sarah, rising instantly to Joe’s defence. A mumbled remonstrance from him caused her to pat his hand, and to say in a mollified tone: ‘I’m sure I don’t want to offend you, Father, but I won’t have you miscalling Joe. Not but what he’s right, Joe: it wouldn’t fit! But how to stop her doing what’s beneath her I don’t know! Perhaps your father does, so long-headed as he is!’

‘You can lay your life I do!’ said Mr Nidd, a gleam of triumph in his eye. ‘To think I’ve a longer head than you, Sarey! What Miss Kate’s got to have is a home with her own kin.’

‘Ay! She did ought to have that!’ agreed his son, much struck by this display of wisdom.

‘I said it when the Major took and died, and I’ll say it again,’ pursued Mr Nidd. ‘Her relations ought to be wrote to. And don’t you pitch me any gammon about her not having none, like you did afore, Sarey, because it’s hornswoggle! We all got kin of some sort.’

‘Yes,’ said Sarah slowly. ‘But there’s none left on my mistress’s side but her sister, and if she’d lift a finger to help Miss Kate she’s mightily changed since I knew her! What’s more, Miss Kate wouldn’t have anything to say to that set, nor I wouldn’t wish her to, the way they behaved to her mama! I don’t say she hasn’t maybe got some cousins, but I don’t know who they are, or where they live, or anything about them. And as for the Major, I never heard tell of any relations other than his half-sister, and he paid no more heed to her than she did to him. She married a titled gentleman that had a place called Staplewood, which made the Major laugh out when he read about it, telling my mistress that there was never anyone more ambitious than his sister, and the only thing that surprised him was that she was content with a baronet, instead of having set her cap at a Duke, or a Marquis, or some such. Still, I fancy he must be a high-up baronet, because the Major said: “Well done, Minerva! Broome of Staplewood, no less!” And my mistress told me that it was a very old family, that had lived at this Staplewood since I don’t know when, and all as proud as peacocks. But I don’t know where it may be, nor it wouldn’t signify if I did, for the Major said his sister had risen quite beyond his touch now, and if he got more than a common bow from her, if ever they was to meet again, he’d have nothing more to do than bless himself for his good fortune, supposing he didn’t suffer a palsy-stroke!’ Her eyes filled. She wiped away the sudden tears, saying: ‘He was always so full of fun and gig, poor dear gentleman! Whenever I think of the way – But it’s no manner of use thinking of what’s done, and can’t be undone! The thing is that it isn’t to be expected that she’d do anything to help Miss Kate, when she’d got to be too proud to behave civil to her own brother. Besides, I don’t know where she lives!’

‘That don’t signify,’ said Mr Nidd impatiently. ‘There’s books as will tell you where the nobles and the landed gentry lives! Ah, and there’s directories, too! What I’m thinking is that a starched-up lady wouldn’t wish for her niece to be hiring herself out like Miss Kate means to – Now, what’s the matter with you, Joe?’

The younger Mr Nidd, who had been sitting with his brow furrowed in painful cogitation, opening his mouth as if to speak, and shutting it again, gulped, and answered diffidently that he rather thought he did know.

‘Know what?’ demanded his progenitor irascibly.

‘Staplewood,’ produced Joe. ‘Ay, that was it! Market Harborough! Leastways, it ain’t there, but nearby, seemingly. Because the orders was to set the pack-case down at the Angel. Likely they would ha’ sent in a cart, or a farm-wagon, maybe, to fetch it. I disremember what it was, but I got it in my head it was a big pack-case, such as you could put a pianny into – though I don’t know it was a pianny, mind!’

‘No, and it don’t make any odds if it was a kitchen stove!’ said Mr Nidd. ‘All we want to know –’

‘You’ve hit it, Dad!’ uttered Joe, his frown banished by a broad grin. ‘If you aren’t a one!’ he said, in affectionate admiration. ‘A Bodley Range, tha’s what it was! It come back to me the moment you said stove!’

Mr Nidd cast his eyes upwards in entreaty. ‘Don’t heed him, Sarey!’ he begged. ‘He always was a knock-in-the-cradle, and he always will be! What you got to do is to write a letter to Miss Kate’s aunt, telling her as how Miss Kate’s left properly in the basket, and meaning to get herself hired as a housemaid, or a shopwoman, very likely. You want to tell her who you are, and how the Major was took off sudden, which she maybe don’t know, but mind you don’t run on like a fiddlestick! If you was to cross your lines, it’s ten to one she wouldn’t be able to read ’em; and if you was to take a second sheet she’d have to pay for it, which is a thing that might get up her back, same as it would anyone’s.’

‘But, Father!’ protested Sarah. ‘I don’t know if it would do any good!’

‘No, and no more I don’t neither,’ conceded Mr Nidd graciously. ‘There’s no saying, however, but what it might, and if it don’t it won’t do no harm. You do like I tell you, my girl, and don’t start in to argufy! I’ll allow you got more rumgumption than most females, but you ain’t got so much in your nous-box as what I have, and don’t you think it!’
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TWO

The letter was written, and (under the direction of Mr Nidd, a severe critic) rewritten, but not without misgiving. Sarah knew very well how much Miss Kate would dislike it, and she was thereafter torn between the hope that it would win response from Lady Broome, and the dread that it would bring her under Miss Kate’s displeasure. However, her father-in-law read her a lecture on the evil consequences of shrinking from one’s duty, stood over her while she folded the single sheet, sealed it with a wafer, and laboriously inscribed it to Lady Broome, and then wrested it away from her, telling her that if Miss Kate nabbed the rust he would talk to her himself.

‘I hope and trust you’ll do no such thing, Father!’ said Sarah, who viewed with disapproval, and a certain amount of apprehension, his predilection for Kate’s society.

‘Don’t you get into a fuss!’ recommended Mr Nidd. ‘There’s no call for neither of us to say a word to her until you gets an answer to this letter; and if you don’t get one she won’t never know anything about it! And you don’t need to worrit yourself every time her and me has a poker-talk!’ he added, with asperity. ‘Her and me goes on very comfortable together.’

‘Yes, Father, I know!’ Sarah said hastily. ‘But you do say such things!’

‘I’ll be bound she don’t hear no worse from me than what she’s heard from them soldiers of her pa’s!’ retorted Mr Nidd.

This being unarguable, Sarah subsided, and when she begged Kate not to encourage him to intrude upon her, boring her with his pittle-pattle, Kate merely laughed, and replied that she much enjoyed his visits to the parlour. ‘I like him!’ she said. ‘As for boring, he keeps me in whoops, for he is such a funny one! He gives me very good advice, too, I promise you! And some scolds.’ Her eyes danced. ‘He says that I shall be no better than a nick-ninny if I leap at the first chance that offers, like a cock at a blackberry! Not that any has offered, alas! I ventured to ask him if cocks do leap at blackberries, but he said, without a moment’s hesitation, that addle-brained ones do! He thinks, too, that I should be ill-advised to seek employment with a milliner, or a dressmaker, which was something that did occur to me, because I do know how to make stylish dresses, and I can fashion hats and bonnets, can’t I, Sarah?’

Horrified to discover that her father-in-law’s prophecy was already in a fair way to being fulfilled, Sarah said: ‘Yes, Miss Kate, but it wouldn’t do – I promise you it wouldn’t do!’

‘Well, that’s what Mr Nidd says. He says it would be the merest drudgery, unless I had the money to set up an establishment of my own, which, of course, I haven’t.’ She wrinkled her brow. ‘He doesn’t seem to think I could become a dresser either. I must own that that hips me a little – but perhaps he may be wrong!’

‘No, dearie, he’s right!’ said Sarah emphatically. ‘Now, my precious one, you don’t want to fall into despair just because that Mrs Lasham which you was sent to didn’t engage you!’

‘No,’ agreed Kate, a little forlornly. ‘Well, to own the truth, Sarah, I don’t wish to be a governess!’ She smiled, seeing the anxious look on Sarah’s face, and added: ‘I will be one, if I can find someone to hire me, but I am not at all like you, you know! You will be quite shocked, I daresay, but I think it a dead bore to be obliged to devote myself to children! Particularly other people’s odiously spoilt brats!’ she added, with feeling.

‘You won’t think them a dead bore when they are your own, love,’ suggested Sarah fondly.

‘Perhaps I might not. But I daresay we shall never know, for it is excessively unlikely that I shall be married,’ said Kate, not in a complaining spirit, but as one dispassionately considering the probabilities. Sarah cried out upon her, but she shook her head. ‘Well, it’s true that Grittleton offered for me, but he didn’t in the least wish to, and I don’t fancy he would have if Mr Astley hadn’t given him such a trimming. And, of course, I did have offers when I was young. But –’

‘Whatever next?’ exclaimed Sarah. ‘When you were young, indeed! Why, you’re no more than a baby now, Miss Kate!’

‘But I’m not a baby, Sarah: I am four-and-twenty, and if I had had a come-out, in the ordinary way, this would be my fifth season, and everyone would be saying that I was an ape-leader!’

‘Well, they wouldn’t, because you’d have been married long since, miss! As for the offers you had when the Major was alive, a very good thing you didn’t accept any of them, for they was none of them what your ma would have called eligible! Besides, you wouldn’t have left the Major!’

Kate considered this, a rather rueful smile twisting her lips. ‘You know, Sarah, I’m not such a saint as you choose to suppose! I think I might have left him, if I had formed a strong attachment. But I never have done so, and very likely I never will, which is a very good thing, because although Johnny Raws, like Grittleton, may want to kiss me, when it comes to marriage they wish for a girl with a dowry. Oh, don’t look like that! Pray do not! It isn’t a great tragedy, and I promise you I am not the victim of a blighted romance!’ She gave a chuckle. ‘I’ll even engage myself never to become one! Indeed, I don’t think I could, for my disposition is not romantical! Oh, dear, I wish I were a man – or that females were permitted to engage in gainful occupations that are not of a domestic nature! I can’t think of any, for it is useless to suppose that I might suddenly become a great singer, or write books, or even paint. Isn’t it a lowering thought? Unless – Sarah, do you think I might become an actress? That would be something indeed!’

Since Sarah regarded all actresses as abandoned, this suggestion sank her spirits so low that she actually appealed to Mr Nidd to exert his influence over the orphan. He told her never to fear, but, as she knew how much there was to fear, this large reassurance quite failed to allay her anxiety. The stage now joined servants’ halls and modistes’ workrooms in the nightmares which rendered sleep hideous, for Kate, in her reluctant endeavour to obtain another governess’s situation, was meeting with rebuffs. Too Young! Was what prospective employers said, but Sarah knew that Too Pretty! was what they meant, particularly those whose families included sons of marriageable age. And you couldn’t blame them, thought Sarah, thrown into deeper gloom, for anyone prettier, or with more taking ways, than Miss Kate would be hard to find. Not only Mr Nidd’s three grandsons, but the stable-boys too, and even Old Tom, who was notoriously cross-grained, and had charge of the stables, made cakes of themselves about her! ‘What,’ demanded Sarah of her sympathetic but speechless spouse, ‘is to become of her, if her aunt don’t pay any heed to my letter? That’s what I want to know!’

No answer, beyond a doubtful shake of the head, was forthcoming, but the question was rendered supererogatory, some ten days later, by the arrival, in an ordinary hack, of Lady Broome.

Mr Nidd, enjoying the spring sunshine at his favourite post of vantage on the balcony, observed the approach of this vehicle with only mild interest; but when a tall, fashionably dressed lady stepped down from it, and sought in her reticule with one elegantly gloved hand for her purse, he cast aside the shawl which was protecting his aged legs from quite a sharp wind, and nipped with surprising agility into the house, to give Sarah forewarning of the arrival of Miss Kate’s aunt.

Emerging from the kitchen, with a rolling-pin in her hand and her arms generously floured, Sarah gasped: ‘Never!’

‘Well, we ain’t looking for no duchess to come a-visiting us, so if it ain’t a duchess it’s my Lady Broome!’ replied Mr Nidd tartly. ‘Bustle about, my girl! She’s paying off the jarvey, but she don’t look to me like one as’ll stand higgling over the fare, so you’d do well to stir your stumps!’

The advice was unnecessary: Sarah was already in the kitchen again, stripping off her apron; and, within a few moments of hearing the knocker, she was opening the door to her visitor, looking as trim as wax, and in very tolerable command of herself.

An imposing figure confronted her, that of a tall, handsome woman, wearing a velvet pelisse, bordered with sable, and carrying a huge sable muff. A close hat, of bronze-green velvet to match her pelisse, and trimmed with a single curled ostrich plume, was set upon a head of exquisitely dressed dark hair; her gloves were of fine kid; and her velvet half-boots, like her hat, exactly matched her pelisse. Her countenance was arresting, dominated by a pair of brilliant eyes, in colour between blue and gray, and set under strongly marked brows. Her features were very regular, the contour of her face being marred only by the slight heaviness of her lower jaw, and rather too square a chin. She looked to be about forty years of age; and, at first glance, Sarah found her intimidating. Her smile, however, was pleasant, and her manners, while plainly those of a lady of quality, were neither high nor imposing, but at once kind and gracious. She said, with a faint smile, and in a voice more deeply pitched than the average: ‘Good-morning! I am Lady Broome. And you, I think, must be Miss Sarah Nidd. Or should it be Mrs Nidd?’

‘Mrs Nidd, if your ladyship pleases,’ said Sarah, dropping a curtsy.

‘I beg your pardon! I have come – as you have guessed – in response to your letter, for which I am very much obliged to you. I was unaware of my brother’s death, or of the uncomfortable circumstances in which my poor little niece finds herself. May I see her?’

‘Yes, indeed, my lady!’ replied Sarah, holding the door wide, and dropping another curtsy. ‘That is, she isn’t here, not just at the moment, but I expect her to be back any minute. If your ladyship would condescend to step upstairs to the parlour, you will be quite private there, for only Miss Kate uses it.’

‘Thank you. And if you will bear me company I am persuaded you will be able to tell me a great deal about which I might hesitate to question Miss Kate, for fear of embarrassing her. You must know that since my brother’s unhappy estrangement from the family we lost sight of each other: indeed, I was barely acquainted with him, for there was a considerable disparity of age between us. You wrote of his death as of recent date: I collect it was not the result of a military action?’

‘No, my lady,’ Sarah replied, leading her up the stairs, and throwing open the parlour door. ‘He’d sold out, which, at the time I was glad of, thinking it was time, and more, that he settled down. On account of Miss Kate, my lady – but I should have known better!’

‘He did not, in fact?’ said Lady Broome, sitting down in one of the chairs which flanked the fireplace, and indicating, with a smile and a gesture, that Sarah should follow her example.

Sarah obeyed, but with a little reluctance, choosing the extreme edge of the chair to sit on. ‘No, my lady, he didn’t. And it’s my belief he never would have, even if he’d won a fortune, like he said he would, because he was a gamester, ma’am, and I’ve often heard it said that such can’t be cured. He was knocked down by a common tax-cart, and hit his head on the kerbstone, being not – not tosticated, but – but muddled!’

Lady Broome nodded understandingly. ‘And Miss Kate’s mother, I think you wrote, died some years previously? Poor child! Were her maternal relatives informed of this sad event?’

‘Yes, my lady, they was!’ said Sarah, her eyes kindling. ‘Being as how I was Mrs Malvern’s abigail before ever she eloped with the Major – not that he was a Major in those days! – I took the liberty of writing a letter to her papa, but I never had an answer. I wouldn’t wish to speak ill of the dead, and dead both he and my mistress’s mama are, but it’s my belief they didn’t neither of them care a straw what became of her, nor of Miss Kate! And as for Miss Emily, that was my mistress’s sister, she’s as full as a toad is of poison, my lady, as I know, and I wouldn’t write to her, not for a fortune!’

‘Well, I am very glad you wrote to me, Mrs Nidd,’ Lady Broome said. ‘I shall certainly not permit my brother’s child to engage on any menial occupation – for such, from what I have observed, seems to be the fate of governesses!’

‘Yes, my lady, and there’s worse to be feared!’ said Sarah eagerly.

‘Tell me!’ invited her ladyship, so sympathetically that Sarah plunged straightway into an account of the dire schemes which had entered Kate’s head.

In the middle of this recital, Kate came into the room, pausing on the threshold, and looking in bewilderment from her aunt to her nurse. ‘Mr Nidd – Mr Nidd tells me – that my aunt has come to visit me!’ she stammered. ‘But I don’t understand! Are you my aunt, ma’am? How did you – Sarah! This must be your doing! How could you?’

Lady Broome broke into a deep laugh, and rose, casting aside her muff, and advancing with her hands held out. ‘Oh, you pretty child!’ she said caressingly. ‘Why, Mrs Nidd, you didn’t prepare me for such a little piece of perfection! My dear, I am happy to be able to tell you that I am your Aunt Minerva.’

She folded Kate in her arms as she spoke, and lightly kissed her cheek. Overwhelmed, Kate felt herself obliged to yield to that soft embrace, but the look she cast Sarah was one of deep reproach. This made Lady Broome laugh again, giving her a little shake, and saying, in a quizzical tone: ‘Was it so dreadful of Mrs Nidd to have written to me? I promise you, I don’t think so! She told me something I never knew before: that I had a niece!’

‘Only – only a half-niece, ma’am!’ Kate faltered. ‘And one who has no claims upon you!’

‘Ah, you don’t understand! How should you, indeed? You are too young to know what it means to have been an only child, when you reach my age, and have no close relations, and no daughter! I have always longed for one, and never more so than now! It’s true I have a son, but a boy cannot give one the same companionship. Dear child, I’ve come to carry you off to Staplewood! I’m persuaded I must be your natural guardian!’

‘But I am of age, ma’am!’ protested Kate, feeling as though she were being swept along on an irresistible tide.

‘Yes, so your kind nurse has informed me. I can’t compel you – heaven forbid that I should – but I can beg you to take pity on a very lonely woman!’

At this point, Sarah, perceiving that her nursling was much shaken, effaced herself with a murmured excuse. Kate said: ‘You are very good, ma’am – Aunt! I am excessively grateful, but I couldn’t – no, I couldn’t – subsist on your generosity! Why, you know nothing about me – you might even take me in dislike!’

‘So I might,’ agreed Lady Broome, looking amused. ‘So might you take me in dislike! If that were to happen there would be nothing for it but to part. You wouldn’t be my prisoner, you know! Come! Let us sit down, and talk the matter over! You must tell me, if you please, how in the world you come to be unmarried, for it seems to me to be quite extraordinary. Your mama must have been very beautiful: I don’t remember my brother very clearly, but I don’t think you resemble him much, do you?’

‘No,’ admitted Kate, blushing faintly. ‘That is, I was thought to favour my mother, but she was much more beautiful than I am.’

‘And she died when you were twelve? Poor child! I wish I might have known, but I was still in the schoolroom when my brother married her, and only a child when he first joined, so that he was almost a stranger to me. Do you blame me for not having tried, in later years, to better my acquaintance with him? Pray do not!’

‘Oh, no!’ Kate said. ‘He did not, either.’ She glanced up into that handsome countenance, a tiny crease between her brows, and in her eyes a doubtful question. ‘Don’t you remember him, ma’am? He remembered you!’

‘Very likely: he was six-and-twenty when I was sixteen. I only wish he may have remembered something to my credit, but when I look back upon myself I realize that at that age I must have been a detestable girl, with a very good conceit of myself, and my head stuffed with every sort of ambitious notion, from making a brilliant marriage to winning the admiration of all by some improbable deed of heroism! I fear my governess was to blame: she was much addicted to reading sentimental romances, and she permitted me to do so too.’

Kate smiled, reassured. ‘Papa did say that you were very ambitious,’ she admitted.

‘He might well! I hope he knew that I outgrew such nonsense, and instead of marrying a Prince or a Duke fell in love with my dear Sir Timothy. I must tell you, my dear, that he was almost as pleased as I was when he learned of your existence. He would have accompanied me to London if I had allowed him to do so, but I was obliged to forbid it. You see, I have to take great care of him: he doesn’t enjoy good health, and the journey would have quite knocked him up. So he charged me with a message, that a warm welcome awaits you at Staplewood.’

‘How kind – how very kind he must be!’ Kate exclaimed, much moved. ‘Pray tell him how grateful I am, ma’am! But –’

‘No, no, let us have no buts!’ interrupted Lady Broome. ‘You shall come to Staplewood on a visit merely. You can have no objection to spending a month or two in the country. Then, if you are still determined to seek another situation, I must try if I can find one for you.’ She smiled at Kate’s quick look of enquiry. ‘Yes, I can, you know – and a better one than you could discover for yourself. However, we shan’t think of that yet. In another fortnight we shall be in May, and must hope that this odiously sharp wind will have blown itself out. Ah, you can’t conceive of any place more beautiful than Staplewood in summer!’

It was too tempting; it would be too churlish to refuse. Kate stammered her thanks, was silenced, and found herself listening to a description of the household.

‘Sir Timothy,’ said Lady Broome, ‘is many years older than I am, and has become very frail. I am his second wife, you must know, and my son, Torquil, is his only surviving child. He is some years younger than you.’ She hesitated, looking all at once a little stern; then she sighed, and continued quietly: ‘I am sorry to say that his constitution is sickly. It has never been possible to send him to school. He is under the care of Dr Delabole, who also attends Sir Timothy, and lives with us. So you see, my dear, why I have so much wished for a daughter! I am a very lonely woman.’

Feeling all the embarrassment of one made the recipient of such a confidence, Kate murmured: ‘Yes. I mean, I see!’

Lady Broome leaned forward to pat her hand. ‘You don’t of course, but never mind! You will! Now, we must decide, must we not, what it will be proper to pay your nurse for having housed you. Do you think –’

‘Oh, no!’ Kate exclaimed, recoiling. ‘No, no, ma’am! I beg you will not offer Sarah money! I shall give them all presents – Joe, and Mr Nidd, and the nephews as well! – but I must pay for them out of my own savings!’

‘Very well!’ said her ladyship, rising, and drawing her pelisse about her again, and buttoning it at the throat. Her eyes ran over her niece; she smiled, and held out a gloved hand. ‘Au revoir, then! I am putting up at the Clarendon. You will take a hackney coach, and join me there tomorrow: it is understood? Good! Now, do you think that Joe, or Mr Nidd, or even one of the nephews, could procure me a hack?’

‘Yes, ma’am, on the instant!’ replied Kate, starting up from her chair, and running to the door. ‘Only wait, I do implore you!’

Pausing merely to cram a hat over her dusky locks, and to huddle a cloak about her person, she darted down the stairs, and out into the yard, to be pulled up in her tracks by Mr Nidd, who, from his vantage-point on the balcony, saw her, and briskly commanded her to stop. Rising, not without difficulty, from his seat, he adjured her not to be a hoyden, but to come back into the house this instant. ‘Ah, I know!’ he said. ‘Going to summon a hack, ain’t you? Well, you won’t, see? You’ll leave that to them as is better able than you to do it, my girl! Back with you into the house, miss! And take that nasty hat off your head!’

‘It is not a nasty hat!’ retorted Kate indignantly.

But, as Mr Nidd had dived through a doorway out of sight, this reply fell on the ambient air; and a few minutes later Old Tom came grumbling out of the stables, and hobbled across the yard to the gateway.

‘Oh, Tom!’ uttered Kate, in remorseful accents.

‘You let him be!’ said Mr Nidd, emerging from the stables behind him. ‘Joe and Jos and Ted being gone off with loads, there ain’t nobody but that gormless hunk, Will, in the stables, and likely he’d come back with the oldest hack in the rank. You get back up them stairs, missy, and go on gabbing to her ladyship!’

This, however, proved to be unnecessary, her ladyship having descended the stairs, and penetrated to the kitchen, where she found Sarah testing the heat of the oven with her hand, prior to inserting a large steak pie. ‘Oh, don’t let me disturb you, Mrs Nidd!’ she begged. ‘Dear me, how cosy it is in here, and what a good smell! I shall sit down on this chair, and watch you.’ She seated herself as she spoke, and smiled graciously at her hostess. ‘Well! you will be happy to know that I have prevailed upon Miss Kate to pay us a long visit,’ she disclosed. ‘I wonder would you be good enough to let me know her measurements? And the colours she prefers? Ah, thank you! What forethought!’

She stretched out her hand, and Sarah put the list into it, looking frowningly at her. It seemed to Sarah that she had taken possession of the house; and the feeling that her mantle was cast over its inmates, and even over the stables, grew upon her, and could not be shaken off. You couldn’t say that she was condescending, for she was very affable. Patronage! that’s what it was: my lady stooping from her height to be kind to a carrier’s wife! No doubt she would be just as kind to Joe, and would laugh easily at Mr Nidd’s sallies. She was putting the paper away in her reticule, and had drawn out her purse. Sarah stiffened, but she only selected half-a-crown from amongst the coins it contained, and laid it on the table. ‘Will you give that to the stable-boy who has gone to summon up a hackney coach for me?’ she asked.

Sarah nodded, still frowning. But Kate looked in at that moment, seeking her aunt, and, at sight of her, said gaily: ‘Why, ma’am, when I couldn’t find you in the parlour I made up my mind to it that I had dreamt the whole!’ She saw Sarah’s worried expression, and said, with a droll look: ‘Oh, faithless one! I’ll never forgive you! Or shall I? Yes, perhaps I shall! I can’t tell! Aunt Minerva, Tom has procured a hack for you, and it is waiting in the yard.’

‘Then you shall escort me to it,’ responded Lady Broome, rising, and holding out her hand to Sarah. ‘I’ll take my leave of you, Mrs Nidd. I daresay it may be impossible for you to get away, but if you can contrive to do so I hope I need not tell you that you will be welcome at Staplewood?’

‘No, my lady,’ replied Sarah, with a slight curtsy. ‘Oh, dear me, no!

Lady Broome then preceded her niece out of the kitchen. Five minutes later, Kate came back, her eyes dancing, and her cheeks aglow. She clasped Sarah round the waist, and hugged her. ‘Oh, Sarah, I’ve thrown my cap over the windmill, and whether I’m glad, or whether I’m sorry, I don’t know, but I think I’m glad! To own the truth, it has been a struggle to know how to support my spirits, for the very thought of another situation as governess sinks me into gloom! Particularly now, when you have petted and cosseted me so much. Yes, but I’m a little frightened as well. How shall I go on in such a house as Staplewood seems to be? The Astleys’ was nothing to it, I feel sure! There will be a butler, of course, and – do you think footmen?’

‘Not more than two,’ answered Sarah decidedly. ‘That’s supposing there’s an under-butler, which it’s likely there will be. The housekeeper, her ladyship’s dresser, the stillroom-maid, and four or five housemaids: that’s all that need concern you, miss, for it’s not to be expected that you’ll have much to do with the gardeners, nor the grooms. When are you to go?’

‘Tomorrow! At least, I am to join my aunt at the Clarendon tomorrow.’ She put up her chin, allowed her eyelids to droop, and said languidly: ‘I shall be spending the night at the Clarendon, Sarah: be good enough to pack my trunk!’

‘You may be sure I will!’ replied Sarah grimly.

‘You will not!’ cried Kate, abandoning her haughty pose.

‘Indeed and I shall! Now, give over, Miss Kate! Who packed your trunk when you went to the Astleys, pray? I must get up your best muslin, too – which reminds me that you need to put fresh ribbons on it!’ She bustled across the room to the dresser, and took her purse out of one of its drawers. ‘Take this, love, and go and buy yourself some! Dinner won’t be ready for above an hour yet, so you’ve plenty of time.’

Kate put her hands behind her back, vigorously shaking her head. ‘I’ll go, but I won’t take your purse. I have a great deal of money in my own – so much, in fact, that I shan’t grudge the expense of a hack to Bedford House!’

‘Did her ladyship give it to you?’ demanded Sarah.

‘No, I saved it!’ said Kate, laughing, and backing to the door. ‘No, Sarah, no! I’ve had too much from you already. Keep some dinner for me, won’t you?’

She vanished through the doorway, and was not seen again until nearly five o’clock, when a hack deposited her in the yard, laden with packages.

‘Well!’ said Sarah. ‘A fine time to come home to dinner this is, miss! And what may you have been wasting your money on, if you please?’

‘I haven’t wasted it – at least, I do hope I have not!’ replied Kate, spilling her parcels on to the kitchen-table. ‘That one is for you, and this is a pipe for Joe, and – oh, goodness, where is the snuff-box I bought for Mr Nidd? It isn’t that, or that – oh, I put it in my ridicule, to be safe! Tell me, Sarah, do you think Jos will like – Why, Sarah –!’

‘I can’t help it,’ sobbed Sarah, from behind her apron. ‘To think of you flinging your money away, and you with so little! Oh, you naughty girl, how could you? Didn’t you buy nothing for yourself? Oh, I can’t bear it!’

‘But of course I did! Ribbon trimmings, just as you bade me, and – oh, all manner of things, to furbish me up a trifle!’ said Kate merrily. ‘Sarah, do, pray, stop napping your bib!’

This had the desired effect. Sarah dropped her apron, ejaculating: ‘Miss Kate! How dare you? Where did you learn that nasty, vulgar expression? Not that I need to ask you! From Father, I’ll be bound!’

‘Not a bit of it! From Tom!’

‘Oh, you did, did you? And how many times have I told you not to go near the stables, miss? Yes, and I’ll tell you something else, which is that if you talk like that at Staplewood you’ll be back here in the twinkling of a bedpost!’

‘Yes, Sarah!’ said Kate meekly. She tore the wrapping from the largest of her parcels, shook out the Paisley shawl it contained, and swept it round her nurse. ‘There! Please say you like it!’ she coaxed, kissing Sarah’s cheek. ‘It comes to you with my love, dearest.’

Mr Nidd, entering the kitchen some minutes later, was revolted to find his daughter-in-law peacocking about (as he phrased it) in a handsome shawl, and instantly demanded to be told what she thought she was a-doing of, dressed-up like Christmas beef.

‘Oh, Father, Miss Kate has given it to me!’ said Sarah, dissolving again into tears. ‘The very thing I always wanted!’

‘Ho!’ said Mr Nidd. ‘I might ha’ known it! Flashing the rags all over! Soon as I see her trapesing off, I says to myself: Wasting the ready! That’s what she’s a—going to do!’

‘Did you indeed?’ said Kate. ‘Well, in that case I won’t give you your snuff-box, Mr Nidd!’

‘You’ve never gone and bought me a snuff-box, miss?’ he said incredulously. ‘You’re gammoning me!’

‘See if I am!’ challenged Kate, holding the box out to him.

‘Well, dang me!’ said Mr Nidd, accepting it in one gnarled hand, and subjecting it to a close inspection. ‘Silver!’ he pronounced, much gratified. ‘Well, I’m sure I thank you very kindly, miss – very kindly indeed I thank you! Ah, and whenever I helps meself to a pinch of merry-go-up out of this here box I shall think of you, and I can’t say no fairer than that!’

Even Sarah felt that he had expressed his gratitude with rare grace. He then, and with great care, transferred the contents of his horn box into the new silver one, handing the old box to Sarah, with instructions to throw it away, since he had no further use for it. After that, he sallied forth, bound for his favourite hostelry, where, no one could doubt, he had every intention of offering his cronies pinches from his box. The discovery, later, that Kate had bestowed a handkerchief on his youngest grandson only abated his satisfaction for as long as it took him to assess the respective values of a silver snuff-box and what he designated a Bird’s Eye Wipe.
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THREE

By five o’clock two days later, the chaise that bore Lady Broome, her niece, and her abigail, was nearing its destination, and her ladyship woke up. Miss Malvern, bright-eyed and alert, had not slept, but had divided her time between reverently stroking the sleek ermine muff which Lady Broome had bestowed upon her, squinting down to admire the matching stole about her shoulders, observing with interest the country through which four fast horses were carrying her, and speculating on the sudden change in her fortunes.

From the moment of her arrival at the Clarendon Hotel, she felt that she had been pitchforked into another, and more affluent, world. Received with great civility, she was led upstairs to my lady’s apartments, a large suite of rooms looking on to Albemarle Street, and welcomed affectionately by my lady, who kissed her, held her at arms’ length, and exclaimed ruefully: ‘How very pretty you are! And what charming taste you have! I don’t wonder at it that that horrid young man made up to you! Ah, Sidlaw, here she is – my little half-niece! My love, this is Sidlaw, my dresser, and once, like your Sarah, my nurse!’

Not for nothing had Miss Malvern spent six months in a gentleman’s establishment: Miss Sidlaw’s mien might be forbidding, and her curtsy majestic, but Miss Malvern knew better than to offer her hand. She smiled, and acknowledged the curtsy with a gracious inclination of her head, well aware that by this manner of receiving an introduction she had risen from the status of Poor Relation to that of a Lady of the First Stare.

Dinner was served in my lady’s private parlour: not a large dinner, but one of great elegance, beginning with a soup, going on with lobster, dressed in a sauce known only to Jacquard, reaching its climax in a capilotade of ducklings, and ending with a dish of peu d’amours. Miss Malvern, abandoning herself to the flesh-pots, enjoyed every mouthful.

While she ate, she lent an attentive ear to my lady’s discourse, which was devoted to the glory of Staplewood and the Broomes. She learned that a Broome had been one of King James the First’s braw new knights; and that ever since that day son had succeeded father in an unbroken line; she learned that while none had achieved fame, many had been distinguished; and she learned that each one had made it his business to enlarge, or to embellish, the original manor. Lady Broome promised to show her the sketches and plans of the house over more than two hundred years, adding: ‘My part – or, rather, Sir Timothy’s – has been to improve the gardens, and to build a belvedere, commanding a view of the lake.’

There was an appreciative twinkle in Kate’s eye, but her aunt was choosing a peu d’amour, and she did not see it. It seemed to Kate that although Lady Broome might have outgrown a
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