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    Behind the shuttered windows of a decaying country house, a woman’s right to guard her own story stands against a society determined to interpret it for her.

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, by Anne Brontë, first appeared in 1848 under the pseudonym Acton Bell. Composed in the late 1840s, it is set in the rural north of England and centers on a mysterious newcomer, Helen Graham, who arrives at the ruinous Wildfell Hall with her young son. The local community is stirred by rumor and fascination, and a young farmer, Gilbert Markham, recounts the circumstances of her tenancy and the questions it provokes. Framed largely through letters, his narrative invites readers to test hearsay against observation, restraint against curiosity.

This novel holds classic status because it marries moral urgency with artistic control. Its power lies in the precision of its realism, the rigor of its ethical inquiry, and the boldness of its narrative design, which layers perspectives to expose the mechanisms of prejudice and desire. Without sensationalism, Brontë renders the private arena of domestic life as the true crucible of character. The book’s unflinching focus on personal responsibility, addiction, and autonomy, articulated through a woman’s steadfast conscience, helped expand Victorian fiction’s subjects. Its influence persists wherever novelists probe the bonds between social judgment, intimate power, and the language of freedom.

Understanding its context clarifies its audacity. In mid-nineteenth-century Britain, married women encountered strict legal and economic constraints that limited property rights and personal agency. Respectability culture demanded silence about the brutalities that could occur within the home, even as public debate over temperance and reform intensified. Brontë writes directly into this moment, tracing how charm, status, and convivial excess can mask corrosive impulses and how social pressure can enforce complicity. The novel’s setting—farms, parlors, churchyards, and a draughty old hall—grounds these dilemmas in ordinary life, showing how public opinion and private suffering can intersect to shape, or misshape, a human soul.

The book’s publication history reflects both controversy and conviction. Released by Thomas Cautley Newby in 1848, it quickly drew critical fire for depicting vice and cruelty without prettification. When a second edition appeared later that year, Brontë added a preface defending truthful representation and the moral necessity of showing consequences plainly. Early reviewers were often scandalized, but readers found its candor compelling. Over time, scholars and general audiences alike have recognized the integrity of her method and the modernity of her concerns, restoring Anne Brontë to the center of the Victorian canon and affirming the novel’s stature as a landmark of social realism.

Formally, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall demonstrates remarkable narrative discipline. Brontë’s epistolary frame generates intimacy and skepticism at once, as we inhabit a narrator’s partial view while sensing realities beyond his reach. Scenes unfold with deliberate clarity: a glance across a church aisle, a visit to a draughty gallery, a conversation hedged by politeness and rumor. The ruined hall itself acts as quiet emblem—refuge, relic, and mirror of communal anxieties. This compositional restraint allows character to declare itself through gesture and habit, and it invites the reader to weigh testimony, infer motives, and consider the ethics of interpretation.

At the center stands Helen Graham, a reserved artist and devoted mother whose guarded bearing counters the village appetite for narrative. Her painting is more than livelihood; it is a disciplined practice that reveals her scruple, independence, and careful control of space. Opposite her is Gilbert Markham, an intelligent but inexperienced observer whose perspective shapes our initial understanding. His curiosity, pride, and capacity for growth become part of the drama, as the novel measures the distance between what he assumes and what he learns to see. Their encounters examine attraction, respect, and the hard work of truthful attention.

Thematically, Brontë explores autonomy, responsibility, and the moral stakes of intimacy. The book considers how charm can conceal compulsion, how habit can become captivity, and how a community’s appetite for gossip can impose a punitive script on those who resist it. It insists that love without respect is a form of blindness, and that sincerity requires action as well as feeling. Addiction, duplicity, and shallow conviviality are weighed against painstaking integrity and the quiet courage of endurance. In all this, Brontë maintains a firm ethical horizon while honoring the ambiguities of perception and the costs of principle.

Although it shares a family name with other landmark Brontë novels, Anne Brontë’s achievement is distinct in tone and method. A former governess, she brings firsthand knowledge of dependence, labor, and the social hierarchies that govern everyday life. Her prose favors clarity over flourish, patient observation over sensational effect, and a steady moral compass over romantic volatility. This aesthetic consistency allows the novel to interrogate power without melodrama, making domestic spaces feel consequential and public. The result is a realism that is both compassionate and exacting, alive to small humiliations and small generosities that accrue into destiny.

The book’s influence radiates through later fiction that confronts domestic oppression, coercive charm, and the claims of female independence. It helped legitimize the novel as a forum for social and ethical argument, particularly around marriage and the private exercise of power. Elements that would animate later Victorian social-problem narratives and the debates of the fin-de-siècle find robust early expression here. Modern writers exploring patterns of control, recovery, and moral agency inherit its example: tell the truth about intimate harm, attend to material circumstances, and trust the reader to follow a rigorous moral line without sensational cues.

Reading The Tenant of Wildfell Hall unabridged reveals the careful architecture of its design. Its pacing builds by steady increments: glances evolve into conversations, impressions harden into judgments, and evidence accumulates until conjecture gives way to earned understanding. The prose rewards attention to small details—who speaks, who listens, who interrupts—and to the moral weight of choices that seem trivial at first meeting. Far from a mere mystery of identity, the book is a study in how people learn to see, how narratives harden into labels, and how patient scrutiny can unmake a crowd’s easy certainties.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s resonance is unmistakable. It speaks to the pressures of public scrutiny, the harm done by misinformation, the difficulties of drawing boundaries, and the courage required to live by conscience when social scripts demand complicity. Its portrayal of dependency, both emotional and chemical, remains painfully recognizable, as does its insistence that genuine care respects autonomy. Above all, it models how fiction can knit ethical seriousness to narrative pleasure. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall endures because it pairs a gripping human story with a lucid argument for dignity, responsibility, and the right to self-definition.
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    Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall unfolds through a retrospective letter-narrative written by a young farmer, Gilbert Markham, to a trusted friend. He recalls how quiet provincial life was unsettled by the arrival of a mysterious tenant at the dilapidated Wildfell Hall. From the outset, the frame emphasizes memory, testimony, and evidence, asking readers to weigh character and motive as events are filtered through Gilbert’s voice. The letter format lends an investigative rhythm: he records scenes, conversations, and shifting impressions with a mix of pride and self-reproach, preparing the ground for a story in which reputation, judgment, and truth are constantly contested.

The new resident, Helen Graham, arrives with her small child and a single servant, renting rooms in the weather-beaten mansion. Self-possessed and reserved, she supports herself by painting, a choice that unsettles neighbors accustomed to dependence and display. Her independence and guarded manner spark gossip; whispers multiply about her past and the nature of her widowhood. Gilbert’s initial curiosity deepens into respect as he observes her diligence and devotion to her son. Yet her reluctance to court favor, and her clear moral standards, set her at odds with the expectations of polite society, where politeness sometimes masks prying and uncharitable speculation.

Gilbert’s interest becomes attachment, meeting countercurrents of class expectation and parish chatter. A local circle of acquaintances—cheerful on the surface, censorious underneath—tests both his discretion and Helen’s patience. Informal visits, church encounters, and countryside walks supply occasions for misread gestures and misapplied inference. Rumors link Helen to a neighboring gentleman whose tact and secrecy only feed suspicion. Gilbert, torn between chivalry and jealousy, wavers in conduct, revealing the hazards of partial knowledge. Brontë traces the pressure of social surveillance, showing how reputation can be shaped by hearsay as much as by deed, and how affection can be strained by pride.

As murmurings intensify, Gilbert’s judgment falters. One rash confrontation with a supposed rival exposes his susceptibility to vanity and town talk, injuring another and his own conscience. The episode widens the gap between Gilbert and Helen, who insists on boundaries to protect her name and her child’s welfare. Realizing his error yet desperate for clarity, Gilbert seeks an account that transcends rumor and his own conjectures. Helen, weighing the risks of disclosure against the costs of silence, offers him the document that will reframe everything: her private diary, composed to record facts faithfully when public misrepresentation seemed inevitable.

The narrative then shifts to Helen’s journal, adopting a candid, chronological record of her earlier life. A young woman with firm religious and ethical convictions, she confronts the question of whom—and why—to marry. A charismatic suitor, witty and fashionable, fascinates her despite early warning signs of frivolity and self-indulgence. Persuaded that steadfast love might elevate weak character, she accepts him, imagining companionship refined by mutual influence. Early married life glitters with entertainment and novelty, but subtle disquiets accumulate. Brontë shows how charm can mask irresponsibility, and how optimism, particularly when rooted in principle, can slide into precarious self-sacrifice.

The journal steadily reveals a household corroded by indulgence and derision. The husband’s appetite for drink, diversion, and applause grows, emboldened by companions who dismiss restraint as dullness. Helen’s attempts at reform meet mockery, tempting her to doubt her own discernment. Social gatherings turn coarse; private cruelties multiply. Brontë details the psychological attrition of disrespect and the loneliness that shadows a wife who must smile in public and plead in private. Motherhood intensifies the stakes: Helen finds purpose in guiding her child, even as she sees the perils of example, the tug of imitation, and the ease with which vice can be glamorized.

Conflicts over the child’s upbringing crystallize the moral struggle. Where Helen teaches sobriety, truthfulness, and consideration, her husband parades the opposite, treating boundaries as challenges. Legal and economic realities tighten the net: property, custody, and respectability are bound by conventions that make departure perilous. Helen cultivates her art not merely as pastime but as practical means of self-reliance, preparing for contingencies she hopes never to face. With help from a loyal confidant and guided by conscience, she secures a refuge and resolves to live quietly under a new identity, determined to protect her son while honoring the spirit of her vows.

When Gilbert finishes the journal, the frame narrative resumes with altered understanding. Chastened by the record, he reevaluates his own conduct, tempering zeal with humility and becoming wary of communal narratives that mistake confidence for truth. Time and distance intervene. News reaches him imperfectly; unforeseen events redirect Helen’s path and absorb her energies elsewhere. Gilbert’s account records waiting, labor, and the slow work of character, rather than instant vindication. The social world remains watchful and talkative, but he learns to live more deliberately within it, recognizing that care for another’s reputation can be a form of love as well as restraint.

Without disclosing later turns, the novel’s enduring force lies in its exacting moral realism. Brontë interrogates addiction, domestic cruelty, and the law’s complicity with injustice, while affirming a woman’s right—and duty—to safeguard her conscience and child. The epistolary design invites readers to compare perspectives, weigh evidence, and question received wisdom. In presenting principled resistance not as melodramatic defiance but as sustained, practical courage, the book anticipates later debates about autonomy and accountability. Its lasting significance resides in the claim that character is choice tested over time, and that compassion must be allied to truth to become redemptive.
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    Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall unfolds in rural northern England during the early decades of the nineteenth century, a world ordered by the parish church, landed estates, and a customary hierarchy of gentry, tenant farmers, tradespeople, and servants. The Church of England framed community life through worship, moral teaching, and local authority. The old Poor Law system (in place until 1834) tied social welfare to the parish, while common-law doctrines shaped family life and property. The rhythms of agriculture, hunting seasons, and visiting etiquette structured time and sociability. Within this setting, Brontë situates a narrative that interrogates the power relations these institutions upheld.

National politics in these decades moved from late Georgian and Regency culture toward the early Victorian period. The aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, the Peterloo Massacre (1819), and then the Reform Act of 1832 marked contentious debates over representation and governance. Rural parishes like Brontë’s fictional community, however, often retained paternalist habits: local squires exercised influence, clergy advised or admonished, and village opinion could make or break reputations. The novel’s portrait of small-scale power—dinners, assemblies, and drawing-room judgments—echoes a Britain where formal political change progressed, yet everyday authority remained anchored in customary deference and social surveillance.

The legal status of married women is central background to the novel. Under coverture, a wife’s legal identity merged with her husband’s; her personal property and earnings were generally his, unless protected by a marriage settlement in equity. Divorce for most Anglicans required an act of Parliament before 1857; ecclesiastical courts could grant separations a mensa et thoro but not allow remarriage. Fathers held primary rights to children until the Custody of Infants Act 1839 provided limited relief to mothers. Much later, the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 granted wives control of earnings and property. Brontë’s story exposes the human costs of the earlier regime.

Alcohol and masculine sociability were under intense scrutiny during these decades. Gentlemen’s clubs, hunting dinners, and private parties often celebrated heavy drinking, while widespread concern about intemperance spurred organized reform. Britain’s temperance movement formed in the 1820s and 1830s, with teetotal societies advocating abstinence and moral improvement. Medical writers and clergy publicized the social harms of alcoholism. Brontë’s novel gives this controversy a domestic face: it depicts drinking as a catalyst for cruelty, moral decay, and financial waste. Without pamphleteering, the narrative aligns with temperance critiques by showing how fashionable indulgence can become addiction, drawing others—especially women and children—into its orbit.

Alongside legal constraints, an ideology of “separate spheres” had gathered force: men were identified with public life, commerce, and politics; women with the private home and moral influence. Conduct books and sermons urged female submission, patience, and piety as guarantors of domestic order. This doctrine did not have a single legal code, but it shaped expectations and reputations. Brontë’s protagonist questions the practical consequences of such ideals when male authority becomes license. The narrative suggests that idealized obedience can enable harm, testing the period’s assumption that a virtuous woman’s endurance alone could reform a wayward husband or redeem a household.

Religious currents also inform the novel’s world. Evangelicalism within the Church of England emphasized personal conversion, scriptural study, and moral reform, while Methodist and dissenting movements remained strong across Yorkshire. Clergy were influential local figures, but they varied in zeal, theology, and social tact. Brontë grew up in a parsonage and was conversant with these debates. The book’s biblically inflected language, moral argumentation, and attention to conscience reflect this landscape. At the same time, Brontë tests religious counsel in practice: platitudes or rigid judgments cannot substitute for prudence, courage, and consistency when a household spirals into vice.

Class relations in the rural North undergird the social drama. Landowners and their heirs anchored local status; tenant farmers managed holdings under leases; tradespeople and servants filled the village economy. Hospitality—calls, teas, dinners—performed hierarchy and negotiated alliances. Sporting culture, especially hunting, created masculine bonds and rivalries. Brontë’s community captures these gradations, including the delicate position of “respectable” farmers aspiring to gentility. As in many districts, reputation could be as valuable as income: a public slight at table or a rumored indiscretion could shape marriages, leases, and friendships. The novel shows how class inflects moral judgment and the credibility granted to witnesses.

Economic conditions shaped choices and pressures. The Corn Laws (1815–1846) protected domestic grain prices, benefiting many landowners and some farmers, while provoking national controversy over food costs and trade. Agricultural communities experienced price swings, debt anxieties, and periodic distress, especially in bad harvests. Rents, tithes, and wages formed a delicate balance, and “improvement” schemes promised efficiency but could strain tenants. Although Brontë avoids policy argument, her scenes of farm management, rent-conscious calculation, and the pride attached to land or leases ground the characters in a recognizable political economy in which stability depended on prudence and the goodwill of one’s social superiors.

Transport and communication were in transition but, in the novel’s setting, remain pre‑railway. Turnpike roads, mail coaches, and post horses connected towns at a cost that discouraged casual travel for many. This relative isolation heightened the power of local opinion and made privacy precious. The story’s epistolary elements and diaries fit a culture where written testimony—letters, journals, commonplace books—carried weight in shaping memory and judgment. Though the Uniform Penny Post was introduced in 1840, Brontë’s chosen period evokes earlier postal realities, when distance and expense could delay news, intensify anxieties, and trap domestic crises behind the front door.

The book’s appearance in 1848 places it within the Victorian publishing market dominated by three‑volume novels and circulating libraries. Respectability was a commercial filter: libraries influenced what was considered “proper” reading for families. Anne Brontë published as “Acton Bell,” a protective pseudonym shared in strategy with her sisters. She added a preface to the second edition in 1848 defending the work’s purpose: to tell truthfully what moral evasion prefers to ignore. These facts situate the novel in a marketplace where gendered expectations, commercial prudence, and moral gatekeeping collided—and where a woman writer risked censure by depicting marital cruelty plainly.

Anne Brontë’s own circumstances sharpen the context. Born in 1820, the youngest of the Brontë siblings, she grew up in Haworth, a moorland parish in the West Riding of Yorkshire, where her father Patrick Brontë was an Anglican clergyman. She worked as a governess in the 1830s and early 1840s, experiences that informed her grasp of hierarchical households and the vulnerabilities of dependent women. 1848–1849 brought family tragedy: her brother Branwell died in 1848 after prolonged illness and addiction, Emily died the same year, and Anne herself in 1849 of tuberculosis. These losses framed the novel’s publication and reception amid grief and public curiosity.

The novel reflects, without naming, a culture of metropolitan and provincial contrast. In fashionable circles of the early nineteenth century, memoirs and periodicals recorded heavy drinking, gambling, and sexual license among some aristocratic and clubbable men—a lingering “rake” ethos from the long eighteenth century. Country society echoed such habits in miniature at dinners and house parties. Brontë’s pages trace how the glamour of wit, cards, and wine can mask exploitation and debt, with consequences that do not remain discreetly in London drawing rooms. By embedding such patterns in a rural story, she links national social habits to domestic outcomes far from the metropolis.

Women’s work and the arts offer another historical thread. Respectable avenues for middle‑class women to earn money were narrow: governessing, teaching, needlework, and, for a few, artistic production. Women did exhibit at the Royal Academy and provincial societies, yet faced structural barriers to training and patronage. Crucially, under coverture a wife’s earnings legally belonged to her husband unless protected by separate estate arrangements. Brontë gives careful attention to a woman’s practical skill and economic resourcefulness, registering both the possibilities and constraints of female labor. The precision with which the novel treats artistic technique underscores its commitment to the material realities of survival.

Reputation functioned as social currency. In small communities, gossip, innuendo, and public performances of politeness determined trust and opportunity. While defamation law existed, most “cases” were tried informally in drawing rooms, at church doors, or on country lanes, where a woman’s presence with or without a chaperone could be interpreted. Brontë’s narrative charts how rumor can be mobilized against the vulnerable, and how strategic silence, though safe, can also enable misrepresentation. The historical truth here is not statutory but sociological: reputation management, especially for women, was essential to maintaining class position, marriage prospects, and even physical safety.

Legal recourse for domestic abuse and marital breakdown was limited. Ecclesiastical courts could grant separations on grounds such as cruelty or adultery, but outcomes varied and costs deterred litigants. Criminal law punished assault, yet enforcement within households was uneven, and evidence burdens were high. Informal remedies—family intervention, private separation agreements, or refuge with relatives—were more common than formal divorce. Philanthropic and religious organizations promoted “rescue” work, but their reach was patchy outside large towns. Brontë’s story exposes these gaps, making clear that moral exhortation without institutional protection leaves women to broker safety within hostile legal and social structures.

The novel’s frankness provoked immediate debate. Some reviewers in 1848 condemned its “coarseness” for depicting drunkenness and marital vice; others praised its moral seriousness and fidelity to experience. The controversy touched questions of realism, didacticism, and a woman author’s right to portray vice in order to condemn it. After Anne’s death, Charlotte Brontë expressed reservations about the subject and initially discouraged reissue, limiting availability for several years in Britain. Over time, critics increasingly recognized the work’s pioneering confrontation with marital law and addiction, and later reforms regarding custody and property cast its themes in sharper historical relief.

In sum, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall operates as both mirror and critique of its era. It reflects the institutions that structured early nineteenth‑century British life—parish, estate, and common law—while arguing, through narrative, that idealized domesticity and gentlemanly privilege could conceal coercion. By embedding temperance concerns, legal constraints on wives, class performances, and religious counsel into a tightly observed rural society, Brontë makes historical forces feel intimate and consequential. The result is a novel that not only documents its time but also tests it, insisting that truth‑telling about private life is a necessary spur to public reform.
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    Anne Brontë (1820–1849) was an English novelist and poet of the early Victorian period. The youngest of the Brontë writers, she published under the pen name Acton Bell and produced two novels whose plain style and moral seriousness challenged contemporary norms. Her fiction drew directly on professional experience and engaged with pressing social questions, particularly women’s legal and economic vulnerability. While long overshadowed in popular memory by her sisters, she has emerged as a central voice in nineteenth-century realism, notable for unflinching depictions of domestic abuse and the costs of respectability. Her work continues to invite ethical and literary debate.

Anne’s education was irregular but determined. After instruction at home, she attended Roe Head School for periods in the mid-1830s, reading widely in English poetry, the Bible, and moral prose. Clerical sermons, evangelical debates, and the didactic tradition shaped her convictions about literature’s responsibility to tell the truth. Equally formative were the constraints and expectations faced by middle-class women seeking paid work. Without formal university training, she deepened her skills through sustained reading and disciplined practice. Romantic and early Victorian poetry sharpened her attention to landscape, while the emerging realist novel supplied methods for social observation.

As a young writer she collaborated with a sibling on an elaborate imaginary realm, drafting lyrics and narratives that exercised control over voice, perspective, and setting. From that apprenticeship she developed poems distinguished by clarity, moral introspection, and a preference for concrete imagery. In 1846 she joined in publishing Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell, using a masculine pseudonym to shield identity and secure impartial reading. The volume attracted limited notice and sold poorly, yet it established her publicly as Acton Bell and tested the market for more ambitious work. Several poems were revised across editions, signaling her careful craft.

Agnes Grey appeared in 1847 under the Acton Bell signature. Compact in scope and deliberately restrained in tone, the novel draws on years of service as a governess to depict isolation, class humiliation, and the ethical trials of paid caregiving. Its observational method—attending to small slights, budgets, and daily labor—offers an unusually concrete portrait of women’s work in a stratified society. Contemporary response was respectful but muted, and the book was largely eclipsed by more sensational fiction of the season. Over time, critics have valued its disciplined realism, economical style, and insight into the professionalization of domestic roles.

Her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), broadened her scope and provoked intense debate. Framed by letters and diaries, it follows a woman who resists a destructive marriage, confronting alcoholism, coercion, and legal constraints on custody and property. The book sold well and startled readers with scenes that some judged unseemly yet others praised as necessary truth. In a preface to a swift second edition, she defended literature’s duty to represent vice accurately so that it may be understood and shunned. The novel’s ethical argument and firm narrative control mark a significant advance in ambition and technique.

Brontë’s ethics and aesthetics were closely aligned. She favored plain diction, scrupulous detail, and an explicit moral horizon, yet avoided caricature by granting characters plausible motives and consequences. Her religious commitments informed an emphasis on personal responsibility and compassion without softening her critique of cruelty and social vanity. She wrote landscapes with particular care, using weather, moorland, and the sea to register mood and moral pressure. Rather than courting scandal, she pursued candor—especially about addiction and the limits of piety without action. This combination of conscience and craft distinguishes her voice within the broader Brontë corpus and Victorian realism.

Ill health overtook her in the late 1840s, and she died of tuberculosis in 1849 at the seaside town of Scarborough, where she is buried. Her early death curtailed a promising career, and for decades her books were less available than those of contemporaries, which muted their influence. Twentieth- and twenty-first-century scholarship restored her reputation, highlighting The Tenant of Wildfell Hall as a landmark in representations of marital breakdown, addiction, and women’s limited rights. Both novels are now studied widely and adapted for new media, and her insistence on truthful depiction continues to shape conversations about ethics in fiction.



The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (Unabridged)
Main Table of Contents








CHAPTER I



CHAPTER II



CHAPTER III



CHAPTER IV



CHAPTER V



CHAPTER VI



CHAPTER VII



CHAPTER VIII



CHAPTER IX



CHAPTER X



CHAPTER XI



CHAPTER XII



CHAPTER XIII



CHAPTER XIV



CHAPTER XV



CHAPTER XVI



CHAPTER XVII



CHAPTER XVIII



CHAPTER XIX



CHAPTER XX



CHAPTER XXI



CHAPTER XXII



CHAPTER XXIII



CHAPTER XXIV



CHAPTER XXV



CHAPTER XXVI



CHAPTER XXVII



CHAPTER XXVIII



CHAPTER XXIX



CHAPTER XXX



CHAPTER XXXI



CHAPTER XXXII



CHAPTER XXXIII



CHAPTER XXXIV



CHAPTER XXXV



CHAPTER XXXVI



CHAPTER XXXVII



CHAPTER XXXVIII



CHAPTER XXXIX



CHAPTER XL



CHAPTER XLI



CHAPTER XLII



CHAPTER XLIII



CHAPTER XLIV



CHAPTER XLV



CHAPTER XLVI



CHAPTER XLVII



CHAPTER XLVIII



CHAPTER XLIX



CHAPTER L



CHAPTER LI



CHAPTER LII



CHAPTER LIII



CHAPTER I
  


Table of Contents


You must go back with me to the autumn of 1827[1q].

My father, as you know, was a sort of gentleman farmer in — shire; and I, by his express desire, succeeded him in the same quiet occupation, not very willingly, for ambition urged me to higher aims, and self-conceit assured me that, in disregarding its voice, I was burying my talent in the earth, and hiding my light under a bushel. My mother had done her utmost to persuade me that I was capable of great achievements; but my father, who thought ambition was the surest road to ruin, and change but another word for destruction, would listen to no scheme for bettering either my own condition, or that of my fellow mortals. He assured me it was all rubbish, and exhorted me, with his dying breath, to continue in the good old way, to follow his steps, and those of his father before him, and let my highest ambition be to walk honestly through the world, looking neither to the right hand nor to the left, and to transmit the paternal acres to my children in, at least, as flourishing a condition as he left them to me.

‘Well! — an honest and industrious farmer is one of the most useful members of society; and if I devote my talents to the cultivation of my farm, and the improvement of agriculture in general, I shall thereby benefit, not only my own immediate connections and dependants, but, in some degree, mankind at large: — hence I shall not have lived in vain.’ With such reflections as these I was endeavouring to console myself, as I plodded home from the fields, one cold, damp, cloudy evening towards the close of October. But the gleam of a bright red fire through the parlour window had more effect in cheering my spirits, and rebuking my thankless repinings, than all the sage reflections and good resolutions I had forced my mind to frame; — for I was young then, remember — only four-and-twenty — and had not acquired half the rule over my own spirit that I now possess — trifling as that may be.

However, that haven of bliss must not be entered till I had exchanged my miry boots for a clean pair of shoes, and my rough surtout for a respectable coat, and made myself generally presentable before decent society; for my mother, with all her kindness, was vastly particular on certain points.

In ascending to my room I was met upon the stairs by a smart, pretty girl of nineteen, with a tidy, dumpy figure, a round face, bright, blooming cheeks, glossy, clustering curls, and little merry brown eyes. I need not tell you this was my sister Rose. She is, I know, a comely matron still, and, doubtless, no less lovely — in your eyes — than on the happy day you first beheld her. Nothing told me then that she, a few years hence, would be the wife of one entirely unknown to me as yet, but destined hereafter to become a closer friend than even herself, more intimate than that unmannerly lad of seventeen, by whom I was collared in the passage, on coming down, and well-nigh jerked off my equilibrium, and who, in correction for his impudence, received a resounding whack over the sconce, which, however, sustained no serious injury from the infliction; as, besides being more than commonly thick, it was protected by a redundant shock of short, reddish curls, that my mother called auburn.

On entering the parlour we found that honoured lady seated in her armchair at the fireside, working away at her knitting, according to her usual custom, when she had nothing else to do. She had swept the hearth, and made a bright blazing fire for our reception; the servant had just brought in the tea-tray; and Rose was producing the sugar-basin and tea-caddy from the cupboard in the black oak sideboard, that shone like polished ebony, in the cheerful parlour twilight.

‘Well! here they both are,’ cried my mother, looking round upon us without retarding the motion of her nimble fingers and glittering needles. ‘Now shut the door, and come to the fire, while Rose gets the tea ready; I’m sure you must be starved; — and tell me what you’ve been about all day; — I like to know what my children have been about.’

‘I’ve been breaking in the grey colt — no easy business that — directing the ploughing of the last wheat stubble — for the ploughboy has not the sense to direct himself — and carrying out a plan for the extensive and efficient draining of the low meadowlands.’

‘That’s my brave boy! — and Fergus, what have you been doing?’

‘Badger-baiting[1].’

And here he proceeded to give a particular account of his sport, and the respective traits of prowess evinced by the badger and the dogs; my mother pretending to listen with deep attention, and watching his animated countenance with a degree of maternal admiration I thought highly disproportioned to its object.

‘It’s time you should be doing something else, Fergus,’ said I, as soon as a momentary pause in his narration allowed me to get in a word.

‘What can I do?’ replied he; ‘my mother won’t let me go to sea or enter the army; and I’m determined to do nothing else — except make myself such a nuisance to you all, that you will be thankful to get rid of me on any terms.’

Our parent soothingly stroked his stiff, short curls. He growled, and tried to look sulky, and then we all took our seats at the table, in obedience to the thrice-repeated summons of Rose.

‘Now take your tea,’ said she; ‘and I’ll tell you what I’ve been doing. I’ve been to call on the Wilsons; and it’s a thousand pities you didn’t go with me, Gilbert, for Eliza Millward was there!’

‘Well! what of her?’

‘Oh, nothing! — I’m not going to tell you about her; — only that she’s a nice, amusing little thing, when she is in a merry humour, and I shouldn’t mind calling her — ’

‘Hush, hush, my dear! your brother has no such idea!’ whispered my mother earnestly, holding up her finger.

‘Well,’ resumed Rose; ‘I was going to tell you an important piece of news I heard there — I have been bursting with it ever since. You know it was reported a month ago, that somebody was going to take Wildfell Hall — and — what do you think? It has actually been inhabited above a week! — and we never knew!’

‘Impossible!’ cried my mother.

‘Preposterous!!!’ shrieked Fergus.

‘It has indeed! — and by a single lady!’

‘Good gracious, my dear! The place is in ruins!’

‘She has had two or three rooms made habitable; and there she lives, all alone — except an old woman for a servant!’

‘Oh, dear! that spoils it — I’d hoped she was a witch,’ observed Fergus, while carving his inch-thick slice of bread and butter. ‘Nonsense, Fergus! But isn’t it strange, mamma?’

‘Strange! I can hardly believe it.’

‘But you may believe it; for Jane Wilson has seen her. She went with her mother, who, of course, when she heard of a stranger being in the neighbourhood, would be on pins and needles till she had seen her and got all she could out of her. She is called Mrs. Graham, and she is in mourning — not widow’s weeds[2], but slightish mourning — and she is quite young, they say, — not above five or six and twenty, — but so reserved! They tried all they could to find out who she was and where she came from, and, all about her, but neither Mrs. Wilson, with her pertinacious and impertinent home-thrusts, nor Miss Wilson, with her skilful manoeuvring, could manage to elicit a single satisfactory answer, or even a casual remark, or chance expression calculated to allay their curiosity, or throw the faintest ray of light upon her history, circumstances, or connections. Moreover, she was barely civil to them, and evidently better pleased to say ‘good-by,’ than ‘how do you do.’ But Eliza Millward says her father intends to call upon her soon, to offer some pastoral advice, which he fears she needs, as, though she is known to have entered the neighbourhood early last week, she did not make her appearance at church on Sunday; and she — Eliza, that is — will beg to accompany him, and is sure she can succeed in wheedling something out of her — you know, Gilbert, she can do anything. And we should call some time, mamma; it’s only proper, you know.’

‘Of course, my dear. Poor thing! How lonely she must feel!’

‘And pray, be quick about it; and mind you bring me word how much sugar she puts in her tea, and what sort of caps and aprons she wears, and all about it; for I don’t know how I can live till I know,’ said Fergus, very gravely.

But if he intended the speech to be hailed as a master-stroke of wit, he signally failed, for nobody laughed. However, he was not much disconcerted at that; for when he had taken a mouthful of bread and butter and was about to swallow a gulp of tea, the humour of the thing burst upon him with such irresistible force, that he was obliged to jump up from the table, and rush snorting and choking from the room; and a minute after, was heard screaming in fearful agony in the garden.

As for me, I was hungry, and contented myself with silently demolishing the tea, ham, and toast, while my mother and sister went on talking, and continued to discuss the apparent or non-apparent circumstances, and probable or improbable history of the mysterious lady; but I must confess that, after my brother’s misadventure, I once or twice raised the cup to my lips, and put it down again without daring to taste the contents, lest I should injure my dignity by a similar explosion.

The next day my mother and Rose hastened to pay their compliments to the fair recluse; and came back but little wiser than they went; though my mother declared she did not regret the journey, for if she had not gained much good, she flattered herself she had imparted some, and that was better: she had given some useful advice, which, she hoped, would not be thrown away; for Mrs. Graham, though she said little to any purpose, and appeared somewhat self-opinionated, seemed not incapable of reflection, — though she did not know where she had been all her life, poor thing, for she betrayed a lamentable ignorance on certain points, and had not even the sense to be ashamed of it.

‘On what points, mother?’ asked I.

‘On household matters, and all the little niceties of cookery, and such things, that every lady ought to be familiar with, whether she be required to make a practical use of her knowledge or not. I gave her some useful pieces of information, however, and several excellent receipts, the value of which she evidently could not appreciate, for she begged I would not trouble myself, as she lived in such a plain, quiet way, that she was sure she should never make use of them. “No matter, my dear,” said I; “it is what every respectable female ought to know; — and besides, though you are alone now, you will not be always so; you have been married, and probably — I might say almost certainly — will be again.” “You are mistaken there, ma’am,” said she, almost haughtily; “I am certain I never shall.” — But I told her I knew better.’

‘Some romantic young widow, I suppose,’ said I, ‘come there to end her days in solitude, and mourn in secret for the dear departed — but it won’t last long.’

‘No, I think not,’ observed Rose; ‘for she didn’t seem very disconsolate after all; and she’s excessively pretty — handsome rather — you must see her, Gilbert; you will call her a perfect beauty, though you could hardly pretend to discover a resemblance between her and Eliza Millward.’

‘Well, I can imagine many faces more beautiful than Eliza’s, though not more charming. I allow she has small claims to perfection; but then, I maintain that, if she were more perfect, she would be less interesting.’

‘And so you prefer her faults to other people’s perfections?’

‘Just so — saving my mother’s presence.’

‘Oh, my dear Gilbert, what nonsense you talk! — I know you don’t mean it; it’s quite out of the question,’ said my mother, getting up, and bustling out of the room, under pretence of household business, in order to escape the contradiction that was trembling on my tongue.

After that Rose favoured me with further particulars respecting Mrs. Graham. Her appearance, manners, and dress, and the very furniture of the room she inhabited, were all set before me, with rather more clearness and precision than I cared to see them; but, as I was not a very attentive listener, I could not repeat the description if I would.

The next day was Saturday; and, on Sunday, everybody wondered whether or not the fair unknown would profit by the vicar’s remonstrance, and come to church. I confess I looked with some interest myself towards the old family pew, appertaining to Wildfell Hall, where the faded crimson cushions and lining had been unpressed and unrenewed so many years, and the grim escutcheons, with their lugubrious borders of rusty black cloth, frowned so sternly from the wall above.

And there I beheld a tall, ladylike figure, clad in black. Her face was towards me, and there was something in it which, once seen, invited me to look again. Her hair was raven black, and disposed in long glossy ringlets, a style of coiffure rather unusual in those days, but always graceful and becoming; her complexion was clear and pale; her eyes I could not see, for, being bent upon her prayer-book, they were concealed by their drooping lids and long black lashes, but the brows above were expressive and well defined; the forehead was lofty and intellectual, the nose, a perfect aquiline and the features, in general, unexceptionable — only there was a slight hollowness about the cheeks and eyes, and the lips, though finely formed, were a little too thin, a little too firmly compressed, and had something about them that betokened, I thought, no very soft or amiable temper; and I said in my heart — ‘I would rather admire you from this distance, fair lady, than be the partner of your home.’

Just then she happened to raise her eyes, and they met mine; I did not choose to withdraw my gaze, and she turned again to her book, but with a momentary, indefinable expression of quiet scorn, that was inexpressibly provoking to me.

‘She thinks me an impudent puppy,’ thought I. ‘Humph! — she shall change her mind before long, if I think it worth while.’

But then it flashed upon me that these were very improper thoughts for a place of worship, and that my behaviour, on the present occasion, was anything but what it ought to be. Previous, however, to directing my mind to the service, I glanced round the church to see if any one had been observing me; — but no, — all, who were not attending to their prayer-books, were attending to the strange lady, — my good mother and sister among the rest, and Mrs. Wilson and her daughter; and even Eliza Millward was slily glancing from the corners of her eyes towards the object of general attraction. Then she glanced at me, simpered a little, and blushed, modestly looked at her prayer-book, and endeavoured to compose her features.

Here I was transgressing again; and this time I was made sensible of it by a sudden dig in the ribs, from the elbow of my pert brother. For the present, I could only resent the insult by pressing my foot upon his toes, deferring further vengeance till we got out of church.

Now, Halford, before I close this letter, I’ll tell you who Eliza Millward was: she was the vicar’s younger daughter, and a very engaging little creature, for whom I felt no small degree of partiality; — and she knew it, though I had never come to any direct explanation, and had no definite intention of so doing, for my mother, who maintained there was no one good enough for me within twenty miles round, could not bear the thoughts of my marrying that insignificant little thing, who, in addition to her numerous other disqualifications, had not twenty pounds to call her own. Eliza’s figure was at once slight and plump, her face small, and nearly as round as my sister’s, — complexion, something similar to hers, but more delicate and less decidedly blooming, — nose, retroussé, — features, generally irregular; and, altogether, she was rather charming than pretty. But her eyes — I must not forget those remarkable features, for therein her chief attraction lay — in outward aspect at least; — they were long and narrow in shape, the irids black, or very dark brown, the expression various, and ever changing, but always either preternaturally — I had almost said diabolically — wicked, or irresistibly bewitching — often both. Her voice was gentle and childish, her tread light and soft as that of a cat: — but her manners more frequently resembled those of a pretty playful kitten, that is now pert and roguish, now timid and demure, according to its own sweet will.

Her sister, Mary, was several years older, several inches taller, and of a larger, coarser build — a plain, quiet, sensible girl, who had patiently nursed their mother, through her last long, tedious illness, and been the housekeeper, and family drudge, from thence to the present time. She was trusted and valued by her father, loved and courted by all dogs, cats, children, and poor people, and slighted and neglected by everybody else.

The Reverend Michael Millward himself was a tall, ponderous elderly gentleman, who placed a shovel hat above his large, square, massive-featured face, carried a stout walking-stick in his hand, and incased his still powerful limbs in knee-breeches and gaiters, — or black silk stockings on state occasions. He was a man of fixed principles, strong prejudices, and regular habits, intolerant of dissent in any shape, acting under a firm conviction that his opinions were always right, and whoever differed from them must be either most deplorably ignorant, or wilfully blind.

In childhood, I had always been accustomed to regard him with a feeling of reverential awe — but lately, even now, surmounted, for, though he had a fatherly kindness for the well-behaved, he was a strict disciplinarian, and had often sternly reproved our juvenile failings and peccadilloes; and moreover, in those days, whenever he called upon our parents, we had to stand up before him, and say our catechism, or repeat, ‘How doth the little busy bee,’ or some other hymn, or — worse than all — be questioned about his last text, and the heads of the discourse, which we never could remember. Sometimes, the worthy gentleman would reprove my mother for being over-indulgent to her sons, with a reference to old Eli, or David and Absalom, which was particularly galling to her feelings; and, very highly as she respected him, and all his sayings, I once heard her exclaim, ‘I wish to goodness he had a son himself! He wouldn’t be so ready with his advice to other people then; — he’d see what it is to have a couple of boys to keep in order.’

He had a laudable care for his own bodily health — kept very early hours, regularly took a walk before breakfast, was vastly particular about warm and dry clothing, had never been known to preach a sermon without previously swallowing a raw egg — albeit he was gifted with good lungs and a powerful voice, — and was, generally, extremely particular about what he ate and drank, though by no means abstemious, and having a mode of dietary peculiar to himself, — being a great despiser of tea and such slops, and a patron of malt liquors, bacon and eggs, ham, hung beef, and other strong meats, which agreed well enough with his digestive organs, and therefore were maintained by him to be good and wholesome for everybody, and confidently recommended to the most delicate convalescents or dyspeptics, who, if they failed to derive the promised benefit from his prescriptions, were told it was because they had not persevered, and if they complained of inconvenient results therefrom, were assured it was all fancy.

I will just touch upon two other persons whom I have mentioned, and then bring this long letter to a close. These are Mrs. Wilson and her daughter. The former was the widow of a substantial farmer, a narrow-minded, tattling old gossip, whose character is not worth describing. She had two sons, Robert, a rough countrified farmer, and Richard, a retiring, studious young man, who was studying the classics with the vicar’s assistance, preparing for college, with a view to enter the church.

Their sister Jane was a young lady of some talents, and more ambition. She had, at her own desire, received a regular boarding-school education, superior to what any member of the family had obtained before. She had taken the polish well, acquired considerable elegance of manners, quite lost her provincial accent, and could boast of more accomplishments than the vicar’s daughters. She was considered a beauty besides; but never for a moment could she number me amongst her admirers. She was about six and twenty, rather tall and very slender, her hair was neither chestnut nor auburn, but a most decided bright, light red; her complexion was remarkably fair and brilliant, her head small, neck long, chin well turned, but very short, lips thin and red, eyes clear hazel, quick, and penetrating, but entirely destitute of poetry or feeling. She had, or might have had, many suitors in her own rank of life, but scornfully repulsed or rejected them all; for none but a gentleman could please her refined taste, and none but a rich one could satisfy her soaring ambition. One gentleman there was, from whom she had lately received some rather pointed attentions, and upon whose heart, name, and fortune, it was whispered, she had serious designs. This was Mr. Lawrence, the young squire, whose family had formerly occupied Wildfell Hall, but had deserted it, some fifteen years ago, for a more modern and commodious mansion in the neighbouring parish.

Now, Halford, I bid you adieu for the present. This is the first instalment of my debt. If the coin suits you, tell me so, and I’ll send you the rest at my leisure: if you would rather remain my creditor than stuff your purse with such ungainly, heavy pieces, — tell me still, and I’ll pardon your bad taste, and willingly keep the treasure to myself.




Yours immutably,

Gilbert Markham.


CHAPTER II
  


Table of Contents


I perceive, with joy, my most valued friend, that the cloud of your displeasure has passed away; the light of your countenance blesses me once more, and you desire the continuation of my story: therefore, without more ado, you shall have it.

I think the day I last mentioned was a certain Sunday, the latest in the October of 1827. On the following Tuesday I was out with my dog and gun, in pursuit of such game as I could find within the territory of Linden-Car; but finding none at all, I turned my arms against the hawks and carrion crows, whose depredations, as I suspected, had deprived me of better prey. To this end I left the more frequented regions, the wooded valleys, the cornfields, and the meadowlands, and proceeded to mount the steep acclivity of Wildfell, the wildest and the loftiest eminence in our neighbourhood, where, as you ascend, the hedges, as well as the trees, become scanty and stunted, the former, at length, giving place to rough stone fences, partly greened over with ivy and moss, the latter to larches and Scotch fir-trees, or isolated blackthorns. The fields, being rough and stony, and wholly unfit for the plough, were mostly devoted to the posturing of sheep and cattle; the soil was thin and poor: bits of grey rock here and there peeped out from the grassy hillocks; bilberry-plants and heather — relics of more savage wildness — grew under the walls; and in many of the enclosures, ragweeds and rushes usurped supremacy over the scanty herbage; but these were not my property.

Near the top of this hill, about two miles from Linden-Car, stood Wildfell Hall, a superannuated mansion of the Elizabethan era, built of dark grey stone, venerable and picturesque to look at, but doubtless, cold and gloomy enough to inhabit, with its thick stone mullions and little latticed panes, its time-eaten air-holes, and its too lonely, too unsheltered situation, — only shielded from the war of wind and weather by a group of Scotch firs, themselves half blighted with storms, and looking as stern and gloomy as the Hall itself. Behind it lay a few desolate fields, and then the brown heath-clad summit of the hill; before it (enclosed by stone walls, and entered by an iron gate, with large balls of grey granite — similar to those which decorated the roof and gables — surmounting the gate-posts) was a garden, — once stocked with such hard plants and flowers as could best brook the soil and climate, and such trees and shrubs as could best endure the gardener’s torturing shears, and most readily assume the shapes he chose to give them, — now, having been left so many years untilled and untrimmed, abandoned to the weeds and the grass, to the frost and the wind, the rain and the drought, it presented a very singular appearance indeed. The close green walls of privet, that had bordered the principal walk, were two-thirds withered away, and the rest grown beyond all reasonable bounds; the old boxwood swan, that sat beside the scraper, had lost its neck and half its body: the castellated towers of laurel in the middle of the garden, the gigantic warrior that stood on one side of the gateway, and the lion that guarded the other, were sprouted into such fantastic shapes as resembled nothing either in heaven or earth, or in the waters under the earth; but, to my young imagination, they presented all of them a goblinish appearance, that harmonised well with the ghostly legions and dark traditions our old nurse had told us respecting the haunted hall and its departed occupants.



I had succeeded in killing a hawk and two crows when I came within sight of the mansion; and then, relinquishing further depredations, I sauntered on, to have a look at the old place, and see what changes had been wrought in it by its new inhabitant. I did not like to go quite to the front and stare in at the gate; but I paused beside the garden wall, and looked, and saw no change — except in one wing, where the broken windows and dilapidated roof had evidently been repaired, and where a thin wreath of smoke was curling up from the stack of chimneys.

While I thus stood, leaning on my gun, and looking up at the dark gables, sunk in an idle reverie, weaving a tissue of wayward fancies, in which old associations and the fair young hermit, now within those walls, bore a nearly equal part, I heard a slight rustling and scrambling just within the garden; and, glancing in the direction whence the sound proceeded, I beheld a tiny hand elevated above the wall: it clung to the topmost stone, and then another little hand was raised to take a firmer hold, and then appeared a small white forehead, surmounted with wreaths of light brown hair, with a pair of deep blue eyes beneath, and the upper portion of a diminutive ivory nose.

The eyes did not notice me, but sparkled with glee on beholding Sancho, my beautiful black and white setter, that was coursing about the field with its muzzle to the ground. The little creature raised its face and called aloud to the dog. The good-natured animal paused, looked up, and wagged his tail, but made no further advances. The child (a little boy, apparently about five years old) scrambled up to the top of the wall, and called again and again; but finding this of no avail, apparently made up his mind, like Mahomet[3], to go to the mountain, since the mountain would not come to him, and attempted to get over; but a crabbed old cherry-tree, that grew hard by, caught him by the frock in one of its crooked scraggy arms that stretched over the wall. In attempting to disengage himself his foot slipped, and down he tumbled — but not to the earth; — the tree still kept him suspended. There was a silent struggle, and then a piercing shriek; — but, in an instant, I had dropped my gun on the grass, and caught the little fellow in my arms.

I wiped his eyes with his frock, told him he was all right and called Sancho to pacify him. He was just putting little hand on the dog’s neck and beginning to smile through his tears, when I heard behind me a click of the iron gate, and a rustle of female garments, and lo! Mrs. Graham darted upon me — her neck uncovered, her black locks streaming in the wind.

‘Give me the child!’ she said, in a voice scarce louder than a whisper, but with a tone of startling vehemence, and, seizing the boy, she snatched him from me, as if some dire contamination were in my touch, and then stood with one hand firmly clasping his, the other on his shoulder, fixing upon me her large, luminous dark eyes — pale, breathless, quivering with agitation.

‘I was not harming the child, madam,’ said I, scarce knowing whether to be most astonished or displeased; ‘he was tumbling off the wall there; and I was so fortunate as to catch him, while he hung suspended headlong from that tree, and prevent I know not what catastrophe.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ stammered she; — suddenly calming down, — the light of reason seeming to break upon her beclouded spirit, and a faint blush mantling on her cheek — ‘I did not know you; — and I thought — ’

She stooped to kiss the child, and fondly clasped her arm round his neck.

‘You thought I was going to kidnap your son, I suppose?’

She stroked his head with a half-embarrassed laugh, and replied, — ‘I did not know he had attempted to climb the wall. — I have the pleasure of addressing Mr. Markham, I believe?’ she added, somewhat abruptly.

I bowed, but ventured to ask how she knew me.

‘Your sister called here, a few days ago, with Mrs. Markham.’

‘Is the resemblance so strong then?’ I asked, in some surprise, and not so greatly flattered at the idea as I ought to have been.

‘There is a likeness about the eyes and complexion I think,’ replied she, somewhat dubiously surveying my face; — ‘and I think I saw you at church on Sunday.’

I smiled. — There was something either in that smile or the recollections it awakened that was particularly displeasing to her, for she suddenly assumed again that proud, chilly look that had so unspeakably roused my aversion at church — a look of repellent scorn, so easily assumed, and so entirely without the least distortion of a single feature, that, while there, it seemed like the natural expression of the face, and was the more provoking to me, because I could not think it affected.

‘Good-morning, Mr. Markham,’ said she; and without another word or glance, she withdrew, with her child, into the garden; and I returned home, angry and dissatisfied — I could scarcely tell you why, and therefore will not attempt it.

I only stayed to put away my gun and powder-horn, and give some requisite directions to one of the farming-men, and then repaired to the vicarage, to solace my spirit and soothe my ruffled temper with the company and conversation of Eliza Millward.

I found her, as usual, busy with some piece of soft embroidery (the mania for Berlin wools had not yet commenced), while her sister was seated at the chimney-corner, with the cat on her knee, mending a heap of stockings.

‘Mary — Mary! put them away!’ Eliza was hastily saying, just as I entered the room.

‘Not I, indeed!’ was the phlegmatic reply; and my appearance prevented further discussion.

‘You’re so unfortunate, Mr. Markham!’ observed the younger sister, with one of her arch, sidelong glances. ‘Papa’s just gone out into the parish, and not likely to be back for an hour!’

‘Never mind; I can manage to spend a few minutes with his daughters, if they’ll allow me,’ said I, bringing a chair to the fire, and seating myself therein, without waiting to be asked.

‘Well, if you’ll be very good and amusing, we shall not object.’

‘Let your permission be unconditional, pray; for I came not to give pleasure, but to seek it,’ I answered.

However, I thought it but reasonable to make some slight exertion to render my company agreeable; and what little effort I made, was apparently pretty successful, for Miss Eliza was never in a better humour. We seemed, indeed, to be mutually pleased with each other, and managed to maintain between us a cheerful and animated though not very profound conversation. It was little better than a tête-à-tête, for Miss Millward never opened her lips, except occasionally to correct some random assertion or exaggerated expression of her sister’s, and once to ask her to pick up the ball of cotton that had rolled under the table. I did this myself, however, as in duty bound.

‘Thank you, Mr. Markham,’ said she, as I presented it to her. ‘I would have picked it up myself; only I did not want to disturb the cat.’

‘Mary, dear, that won’t excuse you in Mr. Markham’s eyes,’ said Eliza; ‘he hates cats, I daresay, as cordially as he does old maids — like all other gentlemen. Don’t you, Mr. Markham?’

‘I believe it is natural for our unamiable sex to dislike the creatures,’ replied I; ‘for you ladies lavish so many caresses upon them.’

‘Bless them — little darlings!’ cried she, in a sudden burst of enthusiasm, turning round and overwhelming her sister’s pet with a shower of kisses.

‘Don’t, Eliza!’ said Miss Millward, somewhat gruffly, as she impatiently pushed her away.

But it was time for me to be going: make what haste I would, I should still be too late for tea; and my mother was the soul of order and punctuality.

My fair friend was evidently unwilling to bid me adieu. I tenderly squeezed her little hand at parting; and she repaid me with one of her softest smiles and most bewitching glances. I went home very happy, with a heart brimful of complacency for myself, and overflowing with love for Eliza.
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Two days after, Mrs. Graham called at Linden-Car, contrary to the expectation of Rose, who entertained an idea that the mysterious occupant of Wildfell Hall would wholly disregard the common observances of civilized life, — in which opinion she was supported by the Wilsons, who testified that neither their call nor the Millwards’ had been returned as yet. Now, however, the cause of that omission was explained, though not entirely to the satisfaction of Rose. Mrs. Graham had brought her child with her, and on my mother’s expressing surprise that he could walk so far, she replied, — ‘It is a long walk for him; but I must have either taken him with me, or relinquished the visit altogether; for I never leave him alone; and I think, Mrs. Markham, I must beg you to make my excuses to the Millwards and Mrs. Wilson, when you see them, as I fear I cannot do myself the pleasure of calling upon them till my little Arthur is able to accompany me.’

‘But you have a servant,’ said Rose; ‘could you not leave him with her?’

‘She has her own occupations to attend to; and besides, she is too old to run after a child, and he is too mercurial to be tied to an elderly woman.’

‘But you left him to come to church.’

‘Yes, once; but I would not have left him for any other purpose; and I think, in future, I must contrive to bring him with me, or stay at home.’

‘Is he so mischievous?’ asked my mother, considerably shocked.

‘No,’ replied the lady, sadly smiling, as she stroked the wavy locks of her son, who was seated on a low stool at her feet; ‘but he is my only treasure, and I am his only friend: so we don’t like to be separated.’

‘But, my dear, I call that doting,’ said my plain-spoken parent. ‘You should try to suppress such foolish fondness, as well to save your son from ruin as yourself from ridicule.’

‘Ruin! Mrs. Markham!’

‘Yes; it is spoiling the child. Even at his age, he ought not to be always tied to his mother’s apron-string; he should learn to be ashamed of it.’

‘Mrs. Markham, I beg you will not say such things, in his presence, at least. I trust my son will never be ashamed to love his mother!’ said Mrs. Graham, with a serious energy that startled the company.

My mother attempted to appease her by an explanation; but she seemed to think enough had been said on the subject, and abruptly turned the conversation.

‘Just as I thought,’ said I to myself: ‘the lady’s temper is none of the mildest, notwithstanding her sweet, pale face and lofty brow, where thought and suffering seem equally to have stamped their impress.’

All this time I was seated at a table on the other side of the room, apparently immersed in the perusal of a volume of the Farmer’s Magazine[4], which I happened to have been reading at the moment of our visitor’s arrival; and, not choosing to be over civil, I had merely bowed as she entered, and continued my occupation as before.

In a little while, however, I was sensible that some one was approaching me, with a light, but slow and hesitating tread. It was little Arthur, irresistibly attracted by my dog Sancho, that was lying at my feet. On looking up I beheld him standing about two yards off, with his clear blue eyes wistfully gazing on the dog, transfixed to the spot, not by fear of the animal, but by a timid disinclination to approach its master. A little encouragement, however, induced him to come forward. The child, though shy, was not sullen. In a minute he was kneeling on the carpet, with his arms round Sancho’s neck, and, in a minute or two more, the little fellow was seated on my knee, surveying with eager interest the various specimens of horses, cattle, pigs, and model farms portrayed in the volume before me. I glanced at his mother now and then to see how she relished the new-sprung intimacy; and I saw, by the unquiet aspect of her eye, that for some reason or other she was uneasy at the child’s position.

‘Arthur,’ said she, at length, ‘come here. You are troublesome to Mr. Markham: he wishes to read.’

‘By no means, Mrs. Graham; pray let him stay. I am as much amused as he is,’ pleaded I. But still, with hand and eye, she silently called him to her side.

‘No, mamma,’ said the child; ‘let me look at these pictures first; and then I’ll come, and tell you all about them.’

‘We are going to have a small party on Monday, the fifth of November[5],’ said my mother; ‘and I hope you will not refuse to make one, Mrs. Graham. You can bring your little boy with you, you know — I daresay we shall be able to amuse him; — and then you can make your own apologies to the Millwards and Wilsons — they will all be here, I expect.’

‘Thank you, I never go to parties.’

‘Oh! but this will be quite a family concern — early hours, and nobody here but ourselves, and just the Millwards and Wilsons, most of whom you already know, and Mr. Lawrence, your landlord, with whom you ought to make acquaintance.’

‘I do know something of him — but you must excuse me this time; for the evenings, now, are dark and damp, and Arthur, I fear, is too delicate to risk exposure to their influence with impunity. We must defer the enjoyment of your hospitality till the return of longer days and warmer nights.’

Rose, now, at a hint from my mother, produced a decanter of wine, with accompaniments of glasses and cake, from the cupboard and the oak sideboard, and the refreshment was duly presented to the guests. They both partook of the cake, but obstinately refused the wine, in spite of their hostess’s hospitable attempts to force it upon them. Arthur, especially shrank from the ruby nectar as if in terror and disgust, and was ready to cry when urged to take it.

‘Never mind, Arthur,’ said his mamma; ‘Mrs. Markham thinks it will do you good, as you were tired with your walk; but she will not oblige you to take it! — I daresay you will do very well without. He detests the very sight of wine,’ she added, ‘and the smell of it almost makes him sick. I have been accustomed to make him swallow a little wine or weak spirits-and-water, by way of medicine, when he was sick, and, in fact, I have done what I could to make him hate them.’

Everybody laughed, except the young widow and her son.

‘Well, Mrs. Graham,’ said my mother, wiping the tears of merriment from her bright blue eyes — ‘well, you surprise me! I really gave you credit for having more sense. — The poor child will be the veriest milksop that ever was sopped! Only think what a man you will make of him, if you persist in — ’

‘I think it a very excellent plan,’ interrupted Mrs. Graham, with imperturbable gravity. ‘By that means I hope to save him from one degrading vice at least. I wish I could render the incentives to every other equally innoxious in his case.’

‘But by such means,’ said I, ‘you will never render him
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