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Mr Johnson was once upon a time about fifty-three; in a twelvemonth afterwards he was fifty-four, which so much delighted him that he was determined to celebrate his next birthday by giving a masquerade to his children and friends. Accordingly, on the day he attained his fifty-fifth year tickets were dispatched to all his neighbours to that purpose. His acquaintance indeed in that part of the world were not very numerous as they consisted only of Lady Williams, Mr and Mrs Jones, Charles Adams and the three Miss Simpsons, who composed the neighbourhood of Pammydiddle and formed the masquerade.

Before I proceed to give an account of the evening, it will be proper to describe to my reader the persons and characters of the party introduced to his acquaintance.

Mr and Mrs Jones were both rather tall and very passionate, but were, in other respects, good-tempered, well-behaved people. Charles Adams was an amiable, accomplished and bewitching young man, of so dazzling a beauty that none but eagles could look him in the face. Miss Simpson was pleasing in her person, in her manners and in her disposition; an unbounded ambition was her only fault. Her second sister, Sukey, was envious, spiteful and malicious. Her person was short, fat and disagreeable. Cecilia (the youngest) was perfectly handsome but too affected to be pleasing. In Lady Williams every virtue met. She was a widow with a handsome jointure and the remains of a very handsome face. Though benevolent and candid, she was generous and sincere; though pious and good, she was religious and amiable; and though elegant and agreeable, she was polished and entertaining. The Johnsons were a family of love, and, though a little addicted to the bottle and the dice, had many good qualities.

Such was the party assembled in the elegant drawing-room of Johnson Court, among which the pleasing figure of a sultana was the most remarkable of the female masks. Of the males, a mask representing the sun, was the most universally admired. The beams that darted from his eyes were like those of that glorious luminary, though infinitely superior. So strong were they that no one dared venture within half a mile of them; he had therefore the best part of the room to himself, its size not amounting to more than three quarters of a mile in length and half a one in breadth. The gentleman at last finding the fierceness of his beams to be very inconvenient to the concourse by obliging them to crowd together in one corner of the room, half shut his eyes, by which means, the company discovered him to be Charles Adams in his plain green coat, without any mask at all.

When their astonishment was a little subsided their attention was attracted by two dominoes who advanced in a horrible passion; they were both very tall, but seemed in other respects to have many good qualities. ‘These,’ said the witty Charles, ‘these are Mr and Mrs Jones,’ and so indeed they were.

No one could imagine who was the sultana! Till at length, on her addressing a beautiful Flora, who was reclining in a studied attitude on a couch, with, ‘Oh Cecilia, I wish I was really what I pretend to be,’ she was discovered by the never failing genius of Charles Adams to be the elegant but ambitious Caroline Simpson, and the person to whom she addressed herself he rightly imagined to be her lovely but affected sister Cecilia.

The company now advanced to a gaming table where sat three dominoes (each with a bottle in their hand), deeply engaged; but a female in the character of Virtue fled with hasty footsteps from the shocking scene, while a little fat woman representing Envy, sat alternately at the elbows of the three gamesters. Charles Adams was still as bright as ever: he soon discovered the party at play to be the three Johnsons, Envy to be Sukey Simpson and Virtue to be Lady Williams.

The masks were then all removed and the company retired to another room to partake of an elegant and well-managed entertainment, after which the bottle being pretty briskly pushed about by the three Johnsons, the whole party not excepting even Virtue were carried home, dead drunk.
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For three months did the masquerade afford ample subject for conversation to the inhabitants of Pammydiddle; but no character at it was so fully expatiated on as Charles Adams. The singularity of his appearance, the beams which darted from his eyes, the brightness of his wit and the whole tout ensemble of his person had subdued the hearts of so many of the young ladies that of the six present at the masquerade but five had returned uncaptivated. Alice Johnson was the unhappy sixth, whose heart had not been able to withstand the power of his charms. But as it may appear strange to my readers that so much worth and excellence as he possessed should have conquered only hers, it will be necessary to inform them that the Miss Simpsons were defended from his power by ambition, envy and self-admiration. Every wish of Caroline was centred in a titled husband; while in Sukey such superior excellence could only raise her envy not her love; and Cecilia was too tenderly attached to herself to be pleased with anyone besides. As for Lady Williams and Mrs Jones, the former of them was too sensible to fall in love with one so much her junior and the latter, though very tall and very passionate, was too fond of her husband to think of such a thing.

Yet in spite of every endeavour on the part of Miss Johnson to discover any attachment to her in him, the cold and indifferent heart of Charles Adams still, to all appearance, preserved its native freedom; polite to all but partial to none, he still remained the lovely, the lively, but insensible Charles Adams.

One evening, Alice finding herself somewhat heated by wine (no very uncommon case), determined to seek a relief for her disordered head and love-sick heart in the conversation of the intelligent Lady Williams.

She found her ladyship at home, as was in general the case, for she was not fond of going out, and like the great Sir Charles Grandison, scorned to deny herself when at home, as she looked on that fashionable method of shutting out disagreeable visitors as little less than downright bigamy.

In spite of the wine she had been drinking, poor Alice was uncommonly out of spirits; she could think of nothing but Charles Adams, she could talk of nothing but him, and in short spoke so openly that Lady Williams soon discovered the unreturned affection she bore him, which excited her pity and compassion so strongly that she addressed her in the following manner.

‘I perceive but too plainly, my dear Miss Johnson, that your heart has not been able to withstand the fascinating charms of this young man and I pity you sincerely. Is it a first love?’

‘It is.’

‘I am still more grieved to hear that; I am myself a sad example of the miseries in general attendant on a first love and I am determined for the future to avoid the like misfortune. I wish it may not be too late for you to do the same; if it is not, endeavour, my dear girl, to secure yourself from so great a danger. A second attachment is seldom attended with any serious consequences; against that therefore I have nothing to say. Preserve yourself from a first love and you need not fear a second.’

‘You mentioned, madam, something of your having yourself been a sufferer by the misfortune you are so good as to wish me to avoid. Will you favour me with your life and adventures?’

‘Willingly, my love.’
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‘My father was a gentleman of considerable fortune in Berkshire; myself and a few more, his only children. I was but six years old when I had the misfortune of losing my mother, and being at that time young and tender, my father, instead of sending me to school, procured an able-handed governess to superintend my education at home. My brothers were placed at schools suitable to their ages and my sisters, being all younger than myself, remained still under the care of their nurse.

‘Miss Dickins was an excellent governess. She instructed me in the paths of virtue; under her tuition I daily became more amiable, and might perhaps by this time have nearly attained perfection, had not my worthy preceptoress been torn from my arms, e’er I had attained my seventeenth year. I never shall forget her last words. “My dear Kitty,” she said, “goodnight t’ye.” I never saw her afterwards,’ continued Lady Williams, wiping her eyes. ‘She eloped with the butler the same night.

‘I was invited the following year by a distant relation of my father’s to spend the winter with her in town. Mrs Watkins was a lady of fashion, family and fortune; she was in general esteemed a pretty woman, but I never thought her very handsome, for my part. She had too high a forehead, her eyes were too small and she had too much colour.’

‘How can that be?’ interrupted Miss Johnson, reddening with anger. ‘Do you think that anyone can have too much colour?’

‘Indeed I do, and I’ll tell you why I do, my dear Alice; when a person has too great a degree of red in their complexion, it gives their face, in my opinion, too red a look.’

‘But can a face, my lady, have too red a look?’

‘Certainly, my dear Miss Johnson, and I’ll tell you why. When a face has too red a look it does not appear to so much advantage as it would were it paler.’

‘Pray, ma’am, proceed in your story.’

‘Well, as I said before, I was invited by this lady to spend some weeks with her in town. Many gentlemen thought her handsome but, in my opinion, her forehead was too high, her eyes too small and she had too much colour.’

‘In that, madam, as I said before, your ladyship must have been mistaken. Mrs Watkins could not have too much colour since no one can have too much.’

‘Excuse me, my love, if I do not agree with you in that particular. Let me explain myself clearly; my idea of the case is this. When a woman has too great a proportion of red in her cheeks, she must have too much colour.’

‘But, madam, I deny that it is possible for anyone to have too great a proportion of red in their cheeks.’

‘What, my love, not if they have too much colour?’

Miss Johnson was now out of all patience, the more so perhaps as Lady Williams still remained so inflexibly cool. It must be remembered, however, that her ladyship had in one respect by far the advantage of Alice; I mean in not being drunk, for heated with wine and raised by passion she could have little command of her temper.

The dispute at length grew so hot on the part of Alice that ‘from words she almost came to blows’ – when Mr Johnson luckily entered and with some difficulty forced her away from Lady Williams, Mrs Watkins and her red cheeks.
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My readers may perhaps imagine that after such a fracas, no intimacy could longer subsist between the Johnsons and Lady Williams, but in that they are mistaken, for her ladyship was too sensible to be angry at a conduct which she could not help perceiving to be the natural consequence of inebriety, and Alice had too sincere a respect for Lady Williams and too great a relish for her claret not to make every concession in her power.

A few days after their reconciliation, Lady Williams called on Miss Johnson to propose a walk in a citron grove which led from her ladyship’s pigsty to Charles Adams’s horse pond. Alice was too sensible of Lady Williams’s kindness in proposing such a walk and too much pleased with the prospect of seeing, at the end of it, a horse pond of Charles’s, not to accept it with visible delight.

They had not proceeded far before she was roused from the reflection of the happiness she was going to enjoy by Lady Williams’s thus addressing her: ‘I have as yet forborn, my dear Alice, to continue the narrative of my life from an unwillingness of recalling to your memory a scene which (since it reflects on you rather disgrace than credit) had better be forgot than remembered.’

Alice had already begun to colour up and was beginning to speak, when her ladyship, perceiving her displeasure, continued thus: ‘I am afraid, my dear girl, that I have offended you by what I have just said; I assure you I do not mean to distress you by a retrospection of what cannot now be helped; considering all things, I do not think you so much to blame as many people do; for when a person is in liquor, there is no answering for what they may do; a woman in such a situation is particularly off her guard because her head is not strong enough to support intoxication.’

‘Madam, this is not to be borne; I insist –’

‘My dear girl, don’t vex yourself about the matter; I
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