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About the Book

As the shadows lengthen over the June grass, all England is heading for Epsom Downs – high life and low life, society beauties and Whitechapel street girls, bookmakers and gypsies, hawkers and acrobats, punters and thieves. Whole families stream along the Surrey back-roads, towards the greatest race of the year. Hopes are high, nerves are taut, hats are tossed in the air – this is Derby Day.

For months people have been waiting and plotting for this day. Even in dark November, when the wind whistles through the foggy London courts, the alehouses and gentlemen’s clubs echo to the sound of disputed odds. In Belgrave Square old Mr Gresham is baffled by his tigerish daughter Rebecca, whose intentions he cannot fathom. In the clubs of St James’s rakish Mr Happerton plays billiards with his crony Captain Raff, while in darkest Lincolnshire sad Mr Davenant broods over his financial embarrassments and waits for his daughter’s new governess. Across the channel the veteran burglar Mr Pardew is packing his bags to return, to the consternation of the stalwart detective Captain McTurk. Everywhere money jingles and plans are laid. Uniting them all is the champion horse Tiberius, on whose performance half a dozen destinies depend.

In this rich and exuberant novel, rife with the idioms of Victorian England, the mysteries pile high, propelling us towards the day of the great race, and we wait with bated breath as the story gallops to a finish that no one expects.
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… I felt sure that if I could find a theme capable of affording me the opportunity of showing an appreciation of the infinite variety of everyday life, I had confidence enough in my power of dealing with it successfully; but the subject – then, as now and ever, the chief difficulty – where was I to find a scene of such interest and importance as to warrant my spending months, perhaps a year or two, in representing it? Until the year of which I write – 1854 – I had never seen any of the great horse races for which England is so famous, and my first experience of the modern Olympian games was at Hampton; when the idea occurred to me that if some of the salient points of the great gathering could be grouped together, an effective picture might be the result …

W. P. Frith, ‘The Derby Day’

My Autobiography and Reminiscences (1887)


Part One


I

The Conversation in Clipstone Court

A foreign gentleman, who had run horses with great success on the plains of Bremen, once enquired of me: ‘Where is it that the sporting men of England may generally be found?’ ‘My dear sir,’ I told him, ‘this is a universal passion, its devotees are everywhere, and of all sorts and conditions. A gentlemen’s club in Mayfair; the humblest inn in a Whitechapel rookery; the most somnolent village in Barsetshire, but that it has a meadow and a rail for jumping; anywhere and everywhere – these are the places where the sporting men of England are generally to be found.

The Modern Sportsman: His Dress, Habits and Recreations (1865)

SKY THE COLOUR of a fish’s underside; grey smoke diffusing over a thousand house-fronts; a wind moving in from the east: London.

Clipstone Court lies on the western approach to Tottenham Court Road, slightly beyond Goodge Street, and is not much visited. There is a cab rank at which no cab was ever seen standing, and a murky tobacconist’s over whose lintel no customer in search of enlightenment from the copies of The Raff’s Journal and The Larky Swell that hang in the window was ever known to tread. An occasional costermonger, thinking to forge a path into Cleveland Street – only the way is barred – drags his barrow through the dusty entry, notes the silence and desolation of the place, and gladly retires. There is also a pump, which nobody ever uses – the quality of the water being horribly suspect – the Clipstone Arms, Jas Fisher, prop., out of whose aquarium-like lower windows a face can occasionally be seen dimly staring, and a kind of rubbish heap made up of ancient packing cases and vegetable stalks which a furious old man who lives up six flights of stairs in a tenement building hard by is always defiantly rearranging in the expectation that it will be taken away, only it never is. All of which gives the place a rather dismal and moral air, as if great truths about human nature could be extracted from it if only you knew where to look.

It was generally agreed that three o’clock in the afternoon – the lunch hour long gone, the evening an eternity away – represented Clipstone Court’s lowest ebb, and that if anyone was going to hang himself there, this would be the time to do it: the cab stand vacant, the tobacconist’s shop murkier than ever, and a breeze coming in over the rooftops to send the packing-case frames and the vegetable stalks flying over the greystone surround like so much flotsam and jetsam on the seashore. All this the two men in the downstairs bar of the Clipstone Arms saw and no doubt appreciated, but for some reason they did not seem cast down by it. They were sitting at a table in the window, very comfortably ensconced behind a strew of empty pewter pots, and not seeming to care that it was November, so that even now the light was beginning to fade across the court and one or two flakes of snow were drifting in to mingle with the soot on the peeling window sills. A visitor to the bar – and it was otherwise empty – might have thought that there was some mystery about these men, and that the mystery lay not in their outward appearance – they were identically dressed in shabby suits, dirty collars and billycock hats – but in the way they regarded each other: that one of them, taller and perhaps older, imagined himself to be a figure of consequence, and that the other, smaller and perhaps younger, was happy to support him in this belief.

‘But you ain’t told me yet,’ the taller man was saying, looking into the pewter pots one by one to see if they contained any liquor, ‘just how you’re placed right now.’

‘That’s so, Mr Mulligan,’ the smaller man replied, tapping the underside of his pipe on the table with an extraordinarily dirty hand. ‘Well – the fact is, I does run – well – errands for Mr Whalen that keeps the Bird in Hand in Wardour Street, and he lets me – well – make up a book sometimes.’

Mr Mulligan was grimly pouring the dregs from four of the pewter pots into the fifth.

‘It ain’t a genteel house, the Bird in Hand,’ he pronounced.

‘No it ain’t.’ The look on the smaller man’s face was quite wonderful to see. ‘Dreadful lot of riff-raff they has in there. Irish, too. Never more than a shilling a time. But beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘You’re a poor fish, McIvor, that’s what you are’ said Mr Mulligan. ‘You’d have been better placed a-sticking to Mr Cheeseman that I put you in the way of.’

‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew about it, Mr Mulligan. Why, if that Cheeseman is worth a ten-pound note nowadays, that’s all he is worth.’

Mr Mulligan put the pewter pot down upon the table and examined his fingers, as if they were a row of saveloy sausages he might very soon begin to eat.

‘You aren’t telling me, McIvor, that Cheeseman is light on the tin? A man as had his own carriage in the ring at Epsom only this May past.’

‘It was the St Leger that did for him, Mr Mulligan. Took seven hundred pounds on Duke’s Delight at threes, laid most of it off on Antimacassar – Lord Purefoy’s horse, you know – and the animal, which everyone knew was a certainty, never came out of the ditch at the thirteenth.’

‘Seven hundred pounds at threes!’ Mr Mulligan shook his head, stuck his thumb into his mouth and bit off a piece of skin near the nail. ‘Couldn’t he have placed no more side-bets?’

‘Antimacassar was so mortal ’igh among the fancy, Mr Mulligan. He’d had Lord Purefoy’s man sending him intelligence from the stables, and you can’t say fairer than that.’

Mr Mulligan inspected his fingers again, but he knew that the beauty had gone out of them. The snowflakes had stopped falling and the wind was whirling a little pile of dirt around the nearside corner of the court like a dervish.

‘These are bad times, McIvor,’ he remarked. ‘Confounded bad. ’Ow a gentleman is to make an honest penny out of the game I hardly know. Why, there’s some publicans’ll split if they so much as sees a slip passing hands. And that McTurk has such a down on us.’ Seeing a look of enquiry in his companion’s eye, he went on: ‘The p’liceman. Regular down he has. Why, there was half a dozen peelers went into the Jolly Butcher in the Kennington Road the other night, and bless me if the landlord ain’t been summonsed. Lose his licence, most probably, poor feller.’

‘They’re terrible hard, them magistrates,’ Mr McIvor said, who may have had some dealings of his own with the bench. ‘But tell me, Mr Mulligan’ – this was said with an extreme deference – ‘what is it that you’ve been engaged upon since you last did me the honour of tendering some advice?’

‘What have I been engaged upon? That’s cheek, McIvor, and you know it. But seeing that you’re a respectful young feller – yes, I will ’ave another go of this porter if you’ll be so kind – I’ll tell you. Fact is, I’ve been working for Mr Newcome that has the Three Bells in Shoreditch.’

‘I’ve had dealings with Newcome,’ said McIvor, with perhaps the very faintest note of asperity, ‘and he never said anything about it.’

‘No more he would. You don’t think a man as employs a private detective to spot his wife in the crim. con. goes and advertises the fact, do you? No, I never come into the Three Bells. Leastways, not when there’s anyone there. Just this last month now, I’ve been up in Leicestershire.’

‘No meetings anywhere there this month, surely?’ McIvor countered.

‘No more there aren’t. But it’s where Mr Mahoney’s place is – he that ran Tarantella in the Oaks – and that’s where I’ve been.’

‘And what did you do there?’

‘I ain’t proud’ – in fact the expression on Mr Mulligan’s face suggested that he was as proud as Lucifer. ‘I can shift a load of muck with the best of them. No, I’ve been working in the stables.’

‘What – and picking up gen?’

‘That’s about the strength of it.’ Two fresh pots of porter, signed up to Mr McIvor’s account, had now appeared on the table. ‘Your very good health.’

‘Why aren’t you there now?’ McIvor wondered.

‘If we was brothers, I’d tell you. Seeing as we’re not, I shan’t. Besides,’ Mr Mulligan added grandly, ‘there’s nothing to do in Leicestershire save chase foxes. You wouldn’t catch me living there if I was made a present of forty acres. But see here’ – and he leant across the table, speaking in a more confidential tone – ‘this ain’t buttering any bread. I take it you think I’m tolerably downy, McIvor?’

‘I should think you ought to know what o’clock it was, if anyone should,’ said Mr McIvor admiringly, who had been very impressed by the excursion to Leicestershire.

‘Well then, here’s a dodge that might serve us. Seventy–thirty split, mind. And you’d have to do the work.’

‘It ain’t taking a shop for some auctioneer’s leavings?’

‘No indeed. Just opening letters. And sending ’em too. A child could do it. But the trick is pulling ’em in. Once you’ve got them you’re safe. And no one any the wiser. Now, you’ve a tip or two in your head, I suppose?’

‘Everyone has tips.’

‘Maybe they do. And there are fools out there willing to pay for them. But it’s hartistry as counts. Widder with three orphan children in her care has sporting intelligence to communicate – that kind of thing. And colours. Always mention the colours. There’s folk sets great store by them. Now, let us have pen and paper and set to work.’

These articles having been procured from the landlord, together with two more pots of porter, for which McIvor again paid, or rather said that he would do so, Mr Mulligan bent his head over the table top. Outside the shadows were crawling yet higher up the walls of Clipstone Court and the furious old man had rushed down his staircase and was angrily gathering up the packing-case fragments.

‘Shy kind of place, ain’t it?’ Mr Mulligan said. Plainly the act of composition did not come easily to him. First he scratched negligently with his pen at the foolscap sheet before him, only to obliterate what he had just written. Then he took heart again, dashed off a sentence, looked at it sadly and then drew his nib carefully through at least half the words. McIvor stared out into the court and amused himself by looking at an engraving of the Battle of Waterloo that hung above a poster saying that Jack Dobbs the Rottingdean Fibber’s benefit was coming off at John Dawdsey’s shop, the Horseferry Road, and all sporting gentlemen were respectfully entreated to attend. In ten minutes, and with several rendings of the foolscap sheet, the business was done and Mr Mulligan held up the surviving fragment of paper proudly to the light.

‘Here we are then. A widowed lady, relict of a gentleman long esteemed in some of the highest sporting establishments in the land, is in possession of information pertaining to this year’s Derby race, which she will gladly divulge in exchange for the sum of one half-crown, to be remitted to Mrs Faraday, Post Office, Drury Lane, London W. Reads well, don’t it?’

‘I should say it does,’ said Mr McIvor, who had been very impressed by the word ‘pertaining’. ‘But what do we do when folks start sending their money in?’

‘What do we do? Why, we send them the name of an ’oss. Mind you, it’s to be a good one, for if it succeeds, why, we can try the dodge again. That’s the beauty of it.’

‘What about Broomstick, Lord Mountfichet’s bay, that was of Tanglewood by Saracen?’

‘Gammon! They’ll be turning him into dog-meat come next Michaelmas, if what I hear’s true.’

‘Mariner, then, that did so well at Doncaster.’

‘Ah, but he’s no staying power, has he? And they say that Mr Ticklerton don’t care for the sport since his wife died. No, I say we go for that horse in Lincolnshire.’

Seeing from the look on McIvor’s face that he had never heard of any horse in Lincolnshire, he went on:

‘Tiberius. Mr Davenant’s horse. The one that ran five furlongs in a minute and five on Newmarket Heath last spring, and that Joey Bailey would have rode in the Ascot New Stakes if he hadn’t broke ’is collar-bone the week before. Was a feller talking of him no end in Post and Paddock the other month. I remarked it at the time. Mr Newcome is already offering tens on him, and nobody knowing whether he’s to run or no.’

McIvor said he was sure that Mr Mulligan was right; the piece of paper was folded up and secured in the back pocket of Mr Mulligan’s shabby suit, later to be conveyed in a dirty envelope to the offices of the Holborn & St Pancras Journal in Gower Street, two more pots of porter were called for, a few more flakes of snow drifted down over the sooty window-fronts, the gloomy doorways were gathered up in blackness, and evening came to Clipstone Court.


II

Belgrave Square

TIBERIUS from Paduasoy, by Architrave, whose grandsire was Cotillion. Own. Mr Davenant, of Scroop, Lincolnshire. Captain Coker rode him very prettily in the Lincoln Trial Stakes. A dainty horse, of no size (15h) but strong in the field.

Fancyman’s Guide to the Turf (1868)

MR GRESHAM, THE old lawyer who lived on the corner of Belgrave Square where it runs into Chapel Street, had but one disappointment in his life, and that was his daughter. He had married at fifty, and his wife had died very soon after, and the daughter had been intended to console him for his loss. Somehow this had not happened, and Mr Gresham had been made miserable by it. And then, afterwards, his misery had been increased by the fact that he could not quite understand why his daughter – Rebecca – fell short of the expectations that he had of her. She was a slim, sandy-haired girl of twenty-two or twenty-three, with features that, however placidly she composed them, hinted at inward calculation, and one or two people said that she reminded them of that other Rebecca in Mr Thackeray’s novel.

Mr Gresham had heard something of this, and been wounded by it. He was a hale, thin, unutterably respectable old man of seventy-five, who had worked in the Equity Courts for fifty years, so old that he remembered the Prince Regent in his carriage racketing along Cornhill. He was anxious to stand well with the world, anxious for his daughter’s happiness, if what could make her happy could ever be found, but aware, however obscurely, that in the course of his dealings with her something had gone wrong. Watching her at a tea table, on the staircase at some Pont Street party, or even stepping into the brougham that carried her around the park, he was conscious that there was a – slyness was perhaps too harsh a word – deeper motivation that he could not quite fathom. Mr Gresham liked spontaneity in women, he liked smiling countenances, soft looks and meek attention, and he did not find them in Miss Rebecca. He supposed – and it was a subject that he brooded on – that she had been spoiled, and that he had done the spoiling.

Old lawyers, even those who have worked in the Equity Courts for fifty years and are as rich as Croesus, seldom come to rest in Belgravia, but Mr Gresham had married a marquis’s daughter and the house at the corner of Chapel Street had been part of the bargain. So, perhaps, had the daily carriage ride in the park. There were times when Mr Gresham regretted both the house and the carriage, and wished that he lived quietly in Manchester Square with a housekeeper and a couple of maidservants to cosset him, but the choice had been made and there was no going back from it. And so the pair of them went on in the big, draughty house, with the carriages rushing in the square beyond, irritating each other as only two people who are united by blood and detached by temperament can do. Sometimes Mr Gresham held out olive branches, and those olive branches were refused. Sometimes, thinking to appease him, his daughter revealed some part of her calculation to paternal gaze and he was disgusted by it. That was all.

All this had been going on for five years – certainly since that time when Miss Gresham had emerged from the schoolroom, been given her own maid and the keys to the pantry, and generally been charged with the upkeep of Mr Gresham’s household – and it seemed to Mr Gresham, when he thought about it, that the situation needed some bold stroke on his part. He was thinking about it now – it was about nine o’clock on a cold morning in November – over the breakfast table, with his letters before him on a salver and The Times newspaper opened on his knee, but he could not for the life of him imagine what that bold stroke might be. Naturally there was a chance that she might marry, but this, too, was fraught with peril, for she might ally herself with someone Mr Gresham disliked, or someone manifestly unsuitable, and neither of these prospects Mr Gresham thought he could bear. And so he buttered his bread, drank his tea, watched the carriages in the square and was thoroughly miserable. As he did this he thought of his wife, who had sat in this same room with him a quarter of a century ago and who was now lying in Kensal Green Cemetery, and whose grave he did not visit perhaps as often as he ought. He was privately resolving to himself that he would make that journey on the coming Sunday when the door to the breakfast parlour was jerked sharply open, there was a swirl of silks, and Miss Gresham came rapidly into the room.

‘Do you know, I never knew such a one for slamming doors as you, Rebecca?’

‘Did I? Well, I am very sorry, Papa’ said Miss Gresham, not, however, sounding sorry in the least.

Mr Gresham and his daughter fell into that category of people whose want of sympathy is made yet more flagrant by their inability to disguise it. They were not at ease with each other, and the civilities of the breakfast table only fuelled their displeasure. And so Mr Gresham read what The Times had to say about Mr Gladstone’s disposition of his Cabinet, and Miss Gresham spread marmalade on a fragment of toast and snapped at it crossly as if she thought it might get away from her, and neither of them, in the matter of temperamental unbending, would give an inch. All this made Mr Gresham unhappy. He was still thinking of his dead wife and the visit to her grave. There was a miniature of her on the mahogany sideboard, done however many years ago, which he peered at surreptitiously from behind his newspaper – thinking that he had failed her, and that a better man would have been able to conciliate the daughter she had left behind. At the same time, he had something very serious he wanted to say to Miss Gresham – something that touched on both their destinies – and he did not in the least know how to say it. And so the father passed miserably from Mr Gladstone’s Secretaries of State to some choice speculations about the income tax, while the daughter crunched up her toast like some white-armed siren feasting on the bones of drowned mariners, and the clock ticked on towards the half-hour.

Finally, when Miss Gresham showed signs of being ready to quit the room, Mr Gresham laid down his newspaper.

‘I take it you enjoyed yourself last night at Lady Susannah’s?’

‘It went off very well, though I could not imagine what they had put in the negus’ – Miss Gresham was a connoisseur of evening parties and liked criticising their arrangement. ‘They say Mr Hunt’ – Mr Hunt had lately ceased to be Chancellor of the Exchequer – ‘was there, but I can’t pretend to have seen him.’

‘Hunt never goes to evening parties.’

‘Well, you may say that, Papa, but he was certainly supposed to be at this one.’

All this Mr Gresham found that he liked – up to a point. He approved of his daughter attending parties where the Chancellor of the Exchequer might or might not be present. He had never in his life hobnobbed with Cabinet ministers, but he had no objection to his daughter doing so. But he knew that he was no closer to that very serious thing.

‘Was Mr Happerton there?’

Miss Gresham had jumped up out of her chair now, and was standing behind it. The portrait of her mother looked down upon her sandy hair.

‘I declare, Papa, that if you are so interested in Mr Happerton’s whereabouts, you should ask him to supply you with a schedule.’

Mr Gresham thought this was hard. He had an idea that this was not how girls spoke to their fathers – even in jest – and he knew that Miss Gresham had not spoken in jest. He knew, too, that he ought to rebuke her, but he had no idea how the rebuking might be accomplished. Looking up, he saw that she had left her chair-back far behind and was now a yard from the door.

‘You’ll oblige me, Rebecca, by sitting down and hearing what I have to say. You mayn’t like it, but – there it is. Sit down now.’ Seeing that she still stood a yard from the door, he motioned her back to her place at the table with his hand. It was a hand that, flung out theatrically in the Equity Court, had cowed many a junior barrister, but it did not have much effect on Miss Rebecca. ‘The fact is that Mr Happerton has been to see me. I don’t say that I care for the man, but at any rate he has done the proper thing.’

‘What is the proper thing that Mr Happerton has done, Papa?’

‘Well, he has asked – the deuce, Rebecca, you know very well what he has asked.’

Mr Gresham looked his daughter full in the face as he said this and thought that her air of demureness was exaggerated, that she was – there was no other word for it – sly.

‘What did you say to him, Papa?’

There was a pause, artificially prolonged by the butler’s coming in to clear away the sideboard and to present Mr Gresham with a telegram relating to a Chancery case on which he was engaged. Mr Gresham frowned at it. Then he frowned at his daughter who was not, as he had instructed her, seated in her chair but standing behind it with her hands clasping its back. People said that Miss Gresham had very pretty hands.

‘I told him it was out of the question.’

Miss Gresham continued to stand with her hands clasping the chair-back.

‘Why did you tell him it was out of the question, Papa?’

‘He is a man that nobody knows anything of.’

‘That is nonsense, Papa.’ Miss Gresham shifted the position of her hands on the chair-back. ‘Everybody knows all about him. He has an office in Lothbury and goes everywhere. Why, he has been to dinner at Aunt Muriel’s.’

‘That is not what I meant.’ Mr Gresham was not exactly sure what he did mean. ‘I meant that he is a man who scarcely knows who his own grandfather was.’

Mr Gresham’s grandfather had sold hay at Smithfield Market, and his father had made his first money discounting bills for an attorney’s clerk in Hatton Garden, but he had the memory of the marquis’s daughter to appease. At the same time he was conscious that, while thoroughly disliking Mr Happerton, he was not being fair to his daughter. Catching something of this uncertainty, Miss Gresham began at once to play upon it.

‘Gracious, Papa. That kind of thing is going out. Why, Lord Parmenter, whom you make so much of, always says that his grandfather was a crossing-sweeper.’

‘That may very well be. People can’t help their ancestors. But it is not Lord Parmenter that wants to marry you.’

‘If it were, and Lady Parmenter had dropped down dead at Richmond Fair, I daresay you would not be so ill-natured. It is just that you have such a down on Mr Happerton.’

All this was very bad, and Mr Gresham was thoroughly disgusted with himself – not because he had failed to carry his point, but because he knew that he had a duty to his daughter – however vexatious she might be – which he was altogether failing to fulfil.

‘Certainly I don’t like Mr Happerton. I don’t like his manner. I don’t like the men he associates with and I don’t like the way he makes his income. It’s all very well, Rebecca, to talk about things going out and Lord Parmenter’s grandfather – I’m sure he was a very respectable man – but you don’t suppose that a father could be happy knowing his daughter was living on money got from race-meetings?’

‘Well, Papa, he had better not let her marry the Duke of Devonshire then.’

Those Belgravia breakfast rooms are very bleak once the things have been taken off the sideboard and the tea has gone cold. It was by now nearly ten o’clock and Mr Gresham knew that he was needed at his chambers, where Serjeant Havergal proposed to wait upon him about the Tenway Croft case. Outside mist was rising slowly off the plane trees to fog the window. All this affected Mr Gresham with a profound feeling of melancholy. He told himself that the fault was his daughter’s, but he suspected the fault was his. As he watched her – still standing with her hands clasped to the chair-back, with one little slippered foot straying out onto the carpet – he remembered certain incidents from her early life that had seemed to bring home to him his separateness from her. ‘Why do you bully Mary so?’ he had asked her once when she had sent a maidservant flying tearfully from the room. ‘It is not her fault, surely, that she cannot find things you have mislaid?’ ‘Because she is stupid, Papa, and clucks around me like a goose,’ Miss Gresham had replied.

Another time he had watched, fascinated, as she took a pair of scissors and with what seemed to him an extraordinary ferocity slashed at a picture of a young lady, lately affianced to some ducal heir or other, that had appeared in one of the illustrated magazines. ‘My dear,’ he had said, nervous even in his reproof, ‘why is it that you need to tear at that paper?’ ‘It is that Lady Augusta Chinnery, Papa,’ his daughter had replied – and the look in her eye had not been pleasant to see – ‘do you not think she is the ugliest woman in the world?’ All this Mr Gresham recollected. There was one obvious question he had not asked and so, hesitating dreadfully over the words, he asked it.

‘Do you’ – he could not bring himself to use the word that is generally used in such cases – ‘have any regard for this Mr Happerton?’

‘Certainly I have a regard for him, Papa. He talks, and is very amusing. Most men have nothing to say for themselves at all.’

‘And what would you say if – if he were to ask you to marry him?’

‘I can hardly say. Not even to you I cannot. But I think I should like to be asked.’

Mr Gresham heard this with genuine puzzlement. He could not decide if his daughter seriously wished to marry Mr Happerton but had chosen to throw him off the scent, or genuinely did not know her own mind.

‘At any rate it is quite impossible.’

‘But why is it impossible, Papa?’

‘You have heard what I have to say.’ Mr Gresham knew, as he said this, that he was being overbearing, but he had disliked Mr Happerton, when that gentleman had come to call upon him, so very much. ‘There may be men ready to marry their daughters to racecourse touts, but I am not one of them.’

‘I don’t think Mr Happerton is a racecourse tout, papa.’

‘You know nothing about it, Rebecca.’ Mr Gresham was dreadfully unhappy. He would have liked to have reached out and gathered his daughter in his arms, assured her that he wanted only what was best for her, that the imperfections he saw in her were as nothing compared to the ties that bound her to him, but somehow he knew that it was impossible for him to do this. Instead he temporised.

‘Gracious, but it is ten past ten. This is a serious business, Rebecca. I’m not saying I entirely forbid it, but it must be gone into. You’ll grant at any rate that I have a right to advise you, and you to take that advice. But in the meantime, you ain’t to see him. That I couldn’t allow.’

‘What if I were to tell you that you are breaking my heart?’

‘Heavens, Rebecca, you say the oddest things. People don’t break their hearts in my experience. Girls didn’t when I was a young man, and they don’t do it now. At any event you don’t look as if yours was broken.’

‘And yet it may well be for all that.’ The knuckles of Miss Gresham’s hands, as she said this, were quite white upon the chair-back. ‘What if I find myself in his company – in the ordinary course of events, I mean?’

‘That’s easy. You should go nowhere where he might be found. Do you understand me? You were always a good girl,’ Mr Gresham said, without very much conviction.

‘I think I understand.’

‘What shall you do today?’

‘I thought of going to Harriet’s.’ Harriet was Miss Gresham’s cousin, who lived a mile away in Eccleston Square.

And so the father said goodbye to his daughter, the one thinking regretfully that he had been hard done by but overreached himself in his complaints, and the other feeling that she had played her cards very well, and that Mr Gresham was a poor fish whom a few more tugs of the line would soon fetch up bright and gasping on the river bank.

*

Miss Gresham, once her father had left her, did not have the appearance of a girl whose heart is broken. A letter had come for her from a friend living in the west of England, and she browsed through it for a moment or two thinking that Eliza Sparkes was the stupidest young woman she knew and deserved the curate who wanted to marry her, and that Exeter sounded the dreariest place on earth. There was a French novel on the sideboard by Paul de Kock, which her father would certainly not have wanted her to read, and this, too, she pondered while the tea in her cup grew colder still and the mist climbed further up the windows like a great yellow cat rubbing its back upon the panes. She had read a number of French novels, and was not much shocked by them. A servant came in to clear away the rest of the breakfast things, and still she sat there with her hands resting on Eliza Sparkes’s letter and the French novel, but seeing neither of them. She had a habit of unpinning a strand of hair – this she generally wore bound up behind her head – and sucking it through her teeth, which was very disagreeable to see, and this she did now, with her eyes staring into the embers of the fire and her foot tapping restlessly on the Turkey carpet. A second, a third and then a fourth strand of hair went the same way until, hearing the clock strike the hour, she went up to her room, looked in a mirror, put a shawl over her shoulders, found her hat and set off for her cousin Harriet’s in Eccleston Square.

There was a general feeling in the Belgravia house – never openly stated but certainly assumed by Mr Gresham – that if Miss Gresham left the house she should do so under the protection of her maid. But as she descended the grey stone steps into Belgrave Square and wrinkled her nose against the fog, she told herself that she had not quite liked the sound of the girl’s cough and that she would be better off indoors. Besides, what was there for her maid to do in Pimlico? And so she walked briskly around the eastern side of Belgrave Square, gave a sharp look at a gentleman who raised his hat to her and set off southwards in the direction of Victoria Station, the Pimlico squares that are such a godsend to respectable middle-class people on modest incomes, and her cousin Harriet. When Mr Gresham thought of his niece, which he did not often do, he conceived of her not exactly as a duenna, which no girl of five-and-twenty can be expected to be, but at any rate as a sobering influence. In this he was wrong. Both Harriet’s parents were dead, and she lived with an aunt, and the aunt, though certainly respectable, was preoccupied and vague, all of which allowed Mr Gresham’s duenna a degree of licence which would probably rather have alarmed him, had he known about it. It goes without saying that Miss Kimble was quite harmless – she liked rich people and West End gossip and guardsmen who saluted her in the park – but still, Mr Gresham would have been doubtful.

The house in Eccleston Square was no doubt highly convenient, but it was rather small, and shamed by its association with a Catholic missioner’s office which lay next door. The two girls met in the hall.

‘Heavens, Becca,’ Miss Kimble said. She was rather a languid girl. ‘Walking all this way in the fog. I shouldn’t have cared to myself.’

‘I don’t think a little fog ever hurt anyone. Where is Aunt Muriel?’

‘Oh, I think she is with Cook. But listen! Where do you think we have been asked for luncheon?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know. Lord John’s? Mr Disraeli’s?’

‘It is very wrong of you to quiz me, Becca … To Mrs Venables’.’

This intelligence Miss Gresham received with a respectful nod of her head, for in the circles which she and Miss Kimble frequented, Mrs Venables was very close to being a lion. Having once – nobody quite knew when – been an actress, she was now married to Mr Venables, who sat in the Commons for the Chelsea Districts and when not engaged upon his parliamentary duties occupied a big house in Redcliffe Gardens. However, there was a difficulty in Mrs Venables’ society, and it consisted in her having the reputation of being ‘fast’. No one minds bohemianism, of course – it is the spice of life – but some of the gentlemen entertained in Mrs Venables’ drawing-room, beneath the portrait of her by Etty, were known to have mislaid their wives, and some of the ladies were known to be estranged from their husbands. Mr Swinburne had once read some of his poems there, to general consternation. All this gave Mrs Venables’ establishment a delightful air of naughtiness that was, in truth, quite factitious. The luncheons were the same as one gets anywhere in London, and the conversation just as dreary. But then, not everyone has been painted by Mr Etty or thought to have existed in some semi-intimate relation to a prince of the blood. All this passed through Miss Gresham’s mind as her cousin conveyed the invitation, and there came to her face a look of annoyance, which Miss Kimble noted.

‘Come, Becca. You ain’t afraid of going to Mrs Venables’, surely? Why, Mr Townend will be there, and Captain Powell that always speaks so pleasant to me in the park.’

‘It’s not that, Harriet.’ And here Miss Gresham’s features looked very keen. ‘Of all things I should like to have luncheon with Mrs Venables.’

And so it was settled and they set off through the fog to Redcliffe Gardens.

*

If anyone had told Mr Gresham that his daughter was lunching with Mrs Venables (whose husband, in addition, was a firebrand radical) he would have been profoundly shocked. If, on the other hand, he had lunched with Mrs Venables himself he would have been profoundly bored. It was one of those absurd, pretentious meals – ‘West End dinners’ they are called, only that they are not quite given in the West End and are not quite dinners – where the talk is all green-room gossip and the food is brought in hot, or tepid as the case may be, from a caterer’s wagon. Miss Gresham, sitting beneath the Etty portrait, which could not have been painted less than twenty years ago, recognised the absurdity and pretension of the occasion but was not insensible to its amenities. The people amused her and she found them witty. There was talk, too, of books and pictures – third-rate talk which the authors of the books and the painters of the pictures would have groaned to hear – but talk nonetheless. All in all Miss Gresham liked it, and for a moment her face lost that look of calculation it had worn over breakfast in Belgrave Square.

Needless to say, Mr Happerton’s arrival at the luncheon was the greatest accident – he had not thought he would be able to get away, he had remembered only at the last moment, &c. – but there he was, standing on Mrs Venables’ Axminster, whose supplier continued to send in his bill, giving his hat to the butler and looking around him with an expression of the keenest interest.

‘Well then, Becky,’ he said, when he saw her, shaking her hand with more than usual politeness. ‘How are things with you?’

‘Really, you must not call me by that name, Mr Happerton,’ Miss Gresham told him, but not looking as if she were particularly outraged.

‘Shouldn’t I? Well – perhaps not. How is Papa?’

‘He is very cross.’

‘Old gentlemen are generally pretty cross, ain’t they?’

‘I know only one old gentleman, and that is Papa.’

And here Mr Happerton stopped in the lighting of his cigar – all the gentlemen smoked at Mrs Venables’, and one or two of the ladies as well – and gave his companion a look of enquiry. It was not quite the reception he had expected, and he wondered at it. He suspected, just as old Mr Gresham had suspected, that some game was being played with him, without quite knowing how it was being played.

‘Here,’ he said, reaching into a canvas bag that had accompanied him into Mrs Venables’ drawing room. ‘Tell me what you think of this.’

It was a watercolour picture, perhaps eighteen inches square and framed behind glass, of a lithe black horse cropping the grass of what might have been Newmarket Heath.

‘What is it?’

‘That is Tiberius.’ For the first time in their conversation, Mr Happerton became thoroughly animated. ‘Won the Biennial Stakes at Bath only the other day. It was in all the newspapers. Though not the kind of newspapers you read I daresay, Bec—— Miss Gresham.’

‘I never saw a copy of Bell’s Life, Mr Happerton.’

‘Eh? No, I don’t suppose you did. Well, you may take it from me, Miss Gresham, that Tiberius is the coming thing. There are men who would pay five thousand to have him running under their name.’

‘And are you one of them, Mr Happerton?’

‘That would be telling too much, Miss Gresham, indeed it would.’ Still Mr Happerton could not make her out. He had an idea that he was being made fun of, but at the same time the humour was very agreeable to him. The part of the room in which they stood was inconveniently crowded, and he had been raising his voice to make it heard, but now he dropped it into what was little more than a whisper.

‘Did your father say that I had seen him, Miss Gresham?’

‘He said that – certainly.’

‘And how did he seem to take it?’

‘You have heard me say – he was very cross.’

Mr Happerton wondered at her. He liked strong-minded women who, as he put it, could say ‘bo to a goose’ but, in truth, he was a little scared of Miss Gresham with her green eyes and her sandy hair.

‘But he could be brought round, Miss Gresham?’

The bell was ringing for luncheon, the men from the pastrycook’s could be seen in the hall carrying in the first of the made dishes and there was a general press of Mrs Venables’ guests to the dining room. ‘No, you cannot be put next to Miss Gresham,’ that lady had told him. ‘I have promised her to Captain Powell.’ Mr Happerton knew that if he had anything else to say, he had better say it now.

‘But he could be brought round, Miss Gresham?’ he asked again. The watercolour was still in his hand, preparatory to being put back in the bag. ‘I tell you what,’ he said, with renewed enthusiasm, ‘if a certain event comes off, Miss G., then I’ll see to it that he wears your colours, indeed I shall.’

Miss Gresham smiled and said something in an undertone, so that Mrs Venables, coming back into the room to chivvy her remaining guests, wondered what it was that that milksop girl with her sandy hair – Mrs Venables had no great opinion of Miss Rebecca – had said to make Mr Happerton laugh so heartily.

*

Such was Mr Happerton’s enthusiasm for his picture, which he confessed to having paid twenty guineas for that morning at a dealer’s in Bond Street, that during the luncheon it was taken out and exhibited to the guests, handed round among them with the same finesse that the pastrycook’s men handed round the dessert and eventually propped up against the epergne so that none of Mrs Venables’ friends could have avoided it even had they wanted to.

Mrs Venables said that she knew nothing of horses, although her husband, had he been present, would certainly have given an opinion, but that it looked a nice sort of animal.

Captain Powell said that, demmy, he had seen him run at Northampton – long odds, but then they knew nothing of horses in Northamptonshire – and, demmy, he was the sweetest little horse you ever saw.

Mr Chaff, the member for Risborough, and a parliamentary crony of Mr Venables, said that there was some mystery about the horse, that it had been found in a field, surrendered up as part of a debt or some such, and the whole thing was deuced queer.

Captain Powell said that someone should enter him for the Derby, demmy, and if they did, he would back him by Jove.

Mrs Venables, thinking the company was growing tired of horse racing, assumed her sweetest smile and said that no doubt Mr Happerton’s purchase of the watercolour was only a preliminary to purchase of the animal itself.

Miss Gresham, showing a greater animation of spirit than anyone in the room had previously thought her capable of, said that it was a beautiful horse and she hoped Mr Happerton could soon call it his own.

And Mr Happerton, seeing her framed between the looming figure of the pastrycook’s man as he took away the dessert plates and Captain Powell’s titanic jaw as he bent forward to make some further remark about horse racing in Northamptonshire, thought that if there were one finer thing than to watch Tiberius flying around Tattenham Corner, with the ragtag of the Derby in his wake, it would be Miss Rebecca’s soft arm in his as he stepped across the Epsom paddock.

*

‘I declare I never enjoyed myself quite so much,’ Harriet said, as they made their way back to Eccleston Square.

‘Mrs Venables seems to know a very queer set of people. I am sure that Captain Powell is the most odious man I ever met. I don’t believe he ever went anywhere near that Maharani of Cawnpore in the Mutiny that he is always talking about. But of course he smiles at you in the park, so I had better be silent.’

‘I suppose you are cross because you were not sat next to Mr Happerton,’ Harriet suggested.

‘There are things to make me cross beyond sitting next to Mr Happerton. You are a goose, Harriet, to say such things.’

And Harriet, like Mr Happerton half an hour since, thought that she could not make her cousin out.


III

An Addition to the Family

The gentleman who brings an acknowledgment of his preference to a young lady’s father must not be surprised if he is received with no great cordiality. Inadequate birth, dress, demeanour, income – all these things may prejudice the opinion of a paterfamilias, vigilant upon his hearth-rug, in a way that would be very disquieting should the precise dimensions of the gentleman’s falling short ever be publicly conveyed. What is needed on these occasions is good nature, persistence and pertinacity, and the constant recollection that faint heart ne’er won fair lady …

A New Etiquette: Mrs Carmody’s Book of Genteel Behaviour (1861)

A WEEK HAD PASSED since Mrs Venables’ luncheon and Mr Happerton sat in an upper room of the Blue Riband Club smoking a cigar. The chamber in which he found himself was known as the library, and did in fact contain two or three newspapers laid out on a brass salver and two or three dozen books piled up anyhow on a single shelf of a gaping bookcase. It also contained Captain Raff, Mr Happerton’s particular friend, who just at this moment was making a practice stroke into thin air with a billiard cue he had carried up from one of the downstairs rooms, and a couple of coffee cups on a little occasional table with which the two men had been recruiting themselves. There was no one else in the room, which in truth was not much used by members of the Blue Riband Club, and something in Mr Happerton’s expression suggested that he was not very troubled by their absence.

The Blue Riband was an altogether new thing in the way of clubs. To begin with it was not situated in the West End, but in a dingy little square around the back of Thavies Inn, which its founders had reckoned handy for the law courts and the City. Then again, its members were perhaps a shade more heterodox than is generally the case in St James’s or Pall Mall. They tended to be sporting men – the walls of the club were covered with pictures of Mr Gully and the Tutbury Pet – commission agents and persons for whom the provision of stamped paper is an absolute necessity; there was no blackballing at the Blue Riband. People generally said, when they wanted to praise it, that it was not quite disreputable, and perhaps the same thing could have been said of Mr Happerton, who sat now in its library looking rather as if he owned it and wrinkling his face over the last of the grounds from his coffee cup. He was a tallish, rather florid-looking man of thirty-one or thirty-two, well dressed in a showy way, taking his place among the sporting gentlemen by virtue of a pair of top-boots and various pins and ornaments distributed about his clothing in the shape of horses, indolent-seeming but at the same time vaguely restless, and making little assaults on the coffee cups, the copy of the New Sporting Magazine that lay to hand on the brass salver, and Captain Raff, who continued, in a somewhat mournful way, to make his practice shots with the billiard cue.

He was quite a well-off man, people said – the members of the Blue Riband Club certainly said so – yet there was some mystery about how his money was made, whether it came from discounted bills, or commercial speculations, or, as was commonly thought, from the turf. Probably not even Captain Raff could have produced a proper explanation. For all his sojourning in Thavies Inn, Mr Happerton was known in the West End, rode a neat horse in the park, gave bachelor dinners at Richmond, knew a great many ladies and gentlemen from all walks of fashionable and bohemian life and – something that served to deepen the shades of mystery – was a particular friend of Captain Raff’s.

The contrast between the two men was very marked. Captain Raff was a small, dirty and rather ill-favoured former officer, perhaps a dozen years older than his protégé, of whose career and emoluments after he had sold out of the Rifles no one was very sure, except that he occasionally made very bitter remarks about the Bankruptcy Court. But the greater difference between them was this: that Mr Happerton, in his top-boots and his equine pins, was respectable, invited to parties and made much of in the circles in which he moved, and Captain Raff, in his shabby highlows and a scarlet stock that seemed to have hung round his neck since he brought it back from the Crimea, was not. People said that he was Mr Happerton’s jackal – which is not a nice word – that some disreputable bargain bound them together, that Mr Happerton had tried to throw him over but had not dared to, and that Mr Faker the celebrated West End card-sharp knew all about it, but in truth their association was not so very mysterious. Just as a duchess in Hay Hill needs her secretary-companion, so the Mr Happertons of this world need their Captain Raffs. They need their little errands done and their little commissions transacted, their confederates at Tattersall’s and their emissaries at the sporting clubs, and if there are secrets between them, then a Hay Hill duchess has her confidences too.

Just at that moment a servant came into the room and handed Captain Raff a grimy pink envelope. Ripping it open, he read the contents with an expression amounting to not much less than stark horror, while his friend looked humorously on.

‘Who’s your correspondent, Raff? Some demented milliner ruining herself on your account?’

‘Fellows shouldn’t make jokes on such subjects,’ Captain Raff said, folding the envelope into the breast pocket of his coat and altogether failing to disguise that this was pretty much the truth. ‘By heaven, I have behaved badly in the affair I know.’ Captain Raff did not look as if he thought he had behaved badly.

‘I should rather think you have. Here, Raff’ – Mr Happerton threw his arm conspiratorially around his friend’s shoulder – ‘never mind Miss Baker – poor girl, I’ll send her a sovereign, indeed I shall. There is something I particularly want to talk to you about.’

‘Is there now? I suppose it’s that girl you are going to marry.’

‘Well – maybe. But it is not quite settled.’

‘Not quite settled! Last time we talked of Miss What’s-her-name – Miss Gresham – I thought you were going to spout reams of poetry over her. Shelley and that kind of thing.’

‘I don’t think she’s quite the girl for sending verses to, Raff.’

‘Ain’t she though?’ Captain Raff remembered the pink envelope in his breast pocket. ‘Marriage is such a serious thing. You’d have to give up Miss Decamp, you know.’

‘Hush about Miss Decamp. Miss Decamp never existed. No, the truth is, Raff, I can’t quite get to the bottom of her.’

‘What? As to whether she’ll have you?’

‘Well – I suppose that’s the rub of it.’ And Mr Happerton explained, in so far as was consistent with good taste, some of his recent dealings with Miss Gresham.

‘Playing some game of her own, I suppose,’ Captain Raff said sagely. ‘Well, either she’ll take you or she won’t, you can be pretty sure of that. And how much will the old gentleman cut up for?’

‘I don’t know that he’ll cut up for anything. Rich as Dives, but fond of it you know.’

Captain Raff looked doubtful. ‘That horse won’t buy itself.’

‘Well – maybe not. But there are other ways of buying horses. Look at these.’

So speaking, Mr Happerton took a notecase from his pocket, drew out a couple of pieces of stamped paper, written over with a thick, sprawling hand, and waved them under his friend’s nose.

‘What’s them then?’ Captain Raff was short-sighted.

‘Two bills of Davenant’s. The man that owns Tiberius. One for two hundred at three months, the other for three at four.’

‘The deuce! How much did you pay for them, eh?’

‘Not much over half. They are very shy of Davenant’s bills in the City just now. They think he is going to go smash.’

‘And you’re set to help him. Ain’t that the case?’

Mr Happerton gave his companion a sidelong glance, acknowledging that he might in some manner be beholden to him but contriving to suggest, by the way in which he shifted in his chair and glanced out of the window, where the rain had begun to fall over Thavies Inn, that Captain Raff would be prudent not to push this advantage too far. He wondered if he was not a little tired of Captain Raff. The bills were back in his pocket now, snug against an Astley’s ticket and a note from his saddle-maker’s. Captain Raff, meanwhile, had returned to an earlier subject.

‘This Miss Gresham. Uncommon good-looking girl ain’t she?’

‘Well – I don’t know about that. Dresses well, you know. Always wearing the new thing. Devil of an allowance the old fellow must give her.’

‘There’s no one like those doting old men to spoil a girl,’ Captain Raff admitted.

‘And as for looks, well she’d make ten of that Miss Tanqueray that Jackson swore he’d carry off to Gretna only her father had the coach stopped at Turnham Green.’

‘But there’s something not quite right, you say?’

‘I wouldn’t go so far as that. But I tell you what it is, Raff’ – here Mr Happerton flung his arm conspiratorially around his friend’s shoulder once more. ‘There are times when I can’t get to the bottom of her. You can come upon her sometimes and think that butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. But there’s a look on her face now and again that reminds me of – who was that queen who rode in the chariot with the knives sticking out?’

‘Boudicea?’ Captain Raff wondered.

‘That’s the one. Now I like a woman to be imperious, no one better. The world’s full of simpering chits. But I draw the line at a girl who looks as if she’s about to ask me to go and see if the carriage is back from the stables.’

‘That would change, I should think,’ said Captain Raff, who was a bachelor, ‘when you were married.’

‘Perhaps it would.’

‘And you’ll need more than a pair of Davenant’s bills at three and four if you’re going to bring it off. You’ll have to decide, you know. Famous frontal development’s all very well, but what if she turns out to be a shrew?’

‘See here, Raff. I have asked this young lady to marry me. Do you think I want her spoken of in terms such as that?’

‘Upon my word, I didn’t mean to give offence,’ said Captain Raff, quite alarmed now. ‘It’s just that I never like to see a man throw himself away, you know.’

A gleam of light from the fire shone off Mr Happerton’s top-boot. Captain Raff’s wretched highlows were gathered up in shadow. Mr Happerton thought that he was very tired of Captain Raff.

‘Never mind Miss Gresham for a moment,’ he said. ‘What about that fellow we are to send to Boulogne?’

There was no one but the two of them in the room, but even so Captain Raff was careful to lower his voice while telling him about the man who was to be sent to Boulogne and what he might find there, while the fire burned low and the rain fell over the darkening streets beyond the window. In Thavies Inn the trees dripped miserably onto the gravel thoroughfares, and little melancholy whispers of wind ran in and out of the doorways and through the ancient wainscoting, and Mr Happerton, looking down on it from his eyrie in the Blue Riband Club, grew a little frightened, thought of all the demons that this visit to Boulogne might release from their box, and determined that, whatever he might do, and whoever he might marry, and whichever horse might bear his name at the Derby, he would, above all things, keep his head.

*

Mr Gresham’s chambers were at the top of an immense echoing staircase in Stone Buildings and presided over by an old clerk in an ante-room whose especial task it was to repel unwanted visitors. He had very nearly repelled Mr Happerton, but the ornament of the Blue Riband Club had a way of dealing with underlings and doorkeepers. Whether it was that he excelled in deferential small-talk or merely hinted at sovereigns no one quite knew, but there he was, rather to Mr Gresham’s horror, advancing over his carpet and holding out his hand to be shaken. The old lawyer took the hand, but the expression on his face showed what he thought of the man who offered it.

‘Tremendous lot of stairs to climb up you have here,’ Mr Happerton said. He had a way of casting his eye round a room, inspecting the shine of its curtains and the lustre of the invitation cards on its mantelpiece, that infuriated Mr Gresham. ‘But here I am again.’

‘Indeed, although I don’t recall inviting you, Mr Happerton.’

‘Well – perhaps not.’ As he looked round the chamber, with its cases full of dull, legal books, the back-numbers of the Law Gazette piled neatly on a damask-covered chair and the old lawyer’s stuff gown hanging from a hook by the door, Mr Happerton thought that he was not in the least frightened of Mr Gresham. ‘You see, I am pretty persistent when I put my mind to it.’

Mr Gresham thought that he was a persistent man too. ‘What can I do for you, Mr Happerton?’

Mr Happerton knew that Mr Gresham hated his insouciance, but somehow he could not prevent himself from falling into the blithe, easy tones that he used with Captain Raff and others of his acquaintance. ‘Well, it is the same old story. Young hearts are not to be parted, you know, as the poet says. It may be that you doubt my constancy.’

Mr Gresham knew he doubted more than that, but could not quite bring himself to say so. He was profoundly annoyed. In coming to see him at his chambers, Mr Happerton had dressed himself with all the decorum a man needs in the presence of his prospective father-in-law, but still, looking at him as he stood on the carpet, Mr Gresham saw through him. Mr Happerton’s sober coat could have been spangled motley for all the good it did him.

‘I know nothing about your constancy, Mr Happerton,’ he said, ‘but it is quite out of the question.’

‘May I sit down, sir?’ Mr Gresham could hardly let a visitor to his chambers remain standing, and waved him into a chair. ‘Why is it out of the question?’

‘I don’t think, Mr Happerton, that I am obliged by law to explain my decisions to you.’

‘But why not, sir?’ Mr Happerton’s expression, as he said this, was one of ingratiating good humour. ‘A man is in love with a young woman. He discovers that this affection is – well – reciprocated. And yet the door is slammed in his face and her father won’t say a word. Surely that is a little hard?’

Mr Gresham, who had resumed his usual chair on the far side of his desk, told himself that it was hard. He had an idea that all manner of things – custom, etiquette, propriety – entitled a young man to take his chance with a woman, provided he had the means to support her. But custom and propriety had not said anything about such a one as Mr Happerton. He acknowledged to himself – for he was a fair-minded man – that his dislike of Mr Happerton was merely personal, that he disliked his horsey pins, his casual air and his probable origins, and the small part of him that remembered the grandfather who had sold hay at Smithfield Market was faintly ashamed of this. When he opened his mouth again, consequently, he was somewhat more gracious.

‘You must forgive me for speaking plainly, Mr Happerton. These things throw a man out of kilter. But the fact is – I know nothing at all about you.’

‘Well, then’ – again, nothing could have been more frank and good-natured than Mr Happerton’s expression – ‘let me tell you some of the things you wish to know.’

‘There could be no point in such an interrogation – as you will understand if you think about it.’

‘And why not, sir? It is tantamount to saying that whichever way I jump there shall be a ditch waiting to receive me. You say that your objection to my marrying your daughter is that you know nothing about me. I offer to explain myself and you tell me that the interrogation would have no point. That is hardly fair to me, and it is hardly fair to Miss Gresham.’

‘I would prefer that my daughter married a man whose family I knew and with whose profession I was thoroughly conversant.’

‘As to that, I can tell you all that is to be said. My father managed an estate in the north of England – near Hexham, I believe – although he died just after I was born, and my mother was governess to a family in Lancashire.’ This was actually very near the truth. ‘For myself, I have lately been employed in the discounting line by Messrs Rivington.’

Mr Happerton had heard of Messrs Rivington, but this did not make him like Mr Happerton any the better.

‘As a partner?’

‘Well – it amounts to the same thing.’

‘But you derive a part of your income from the turf?’

‘You mustn’t think me impertinent, sir, if I say that so do half the noblemen in England.’

‘That is their affair. I don’t propose to marry my daughter to one of them.’

‘I believe, sir, that I once read in Bell’s Life that you advised the Duke of Grafton on a bloodstock case involving one of His Grace’s horses.’

Now Mr Gresham had made a small fortune in the case of Ariadne, the duke’s prize mare, supposedly got by Prince Regent from Josephine, but whose ancestry was eventually proved to be not much superior to a carthorse’s. He had been as proud to advise the duke in the affair as he was enraged to be reminded of it.

‘I think, Mr Happerton, that how I conduct myself in professional affairs is no concern of yours.’

‘But, if you will forgive me for saying so, my professional affairs are of the very greatest concern to yourself, and yet we are not to be judged by the same measure.’

Mr Happerton knew that he was playing a dangerous game. ‘Of course her father is as stiff as an old clothes-horse,’ he had said to Captain Raff, rather late on the previous evening. ‘But they say he is scrupulous. Wouldn’t have a fellow hanged if there was a doubt, and so forth.’ Mr Happerton had set himself to mine that vein of scrupulousness and he thought that, despite Mr Gresham’s annoyance, he was succeeding. For his own part
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