
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Girlebooks Presents

There Must Be Murder

by Margaret C. Sullivan

Illustrations by Cassandra Chouinard

 



© Copyright 2010 Margaret C. Sullivan and
Cassandra Chouinard

All Rights
Reserved.

No part of this
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical,
photocopy, recording, or any other, except for brief quotations in
printed reviews—without prior permission of the publisher.

 


Smashwords
Edition

Published by
Girlebooks at Smashwords.

 


Also available in
print through LibriFiles Publishing http://librifiles.com.

 


This book is a work
of fiction. Names, characters, business organizations, places,
events and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictiously. The author’s use of names of
actual persons (living or dead), places, and characters is
incidental to the purposes of the plot, and is not intended to
change the fictional character of the work or to disparage any
company or its products or services. The book has not been
prepared, approved, or licensed by any persons or characters named
in the text, their successors, or related corporate entitities.

 


Cover illustration
by Cassandra Chouinard
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"Government," said Henry, endeavouring not to
smile, "neither desires nor dares to interfere in such matters.
There must be murder; and government cares not how much."

—Northanger Abbey by Jane Austen,
Volume I, Chapter XIV



Chapter One

Winter Pleasures

The Reverend Henry Tilney, the rector of
Woodston parish in Gloucestershire, looked up from his book and
addressed his wife. “Catherine, do you know what day this is?”

Catherine Tilney smiled at her husband. “It is
Saturday, beloved.”

“Yes, it is, but this is no ordinary Saturday.
This is Saturday, the ninth day of February.”

Though they had been married but a short time,
Catherine knew that Henry was not in the habit of stating the
obvious without a particular reason; thus, she looked at him
expectantly, her needle suspended above the fabric.

“My sweet, I am surprised at you. Do not you
remember? We met exactly one year ago tonight, in the Lower Rooms
at Bath.”

“Did we?” Catherine was delighted with this
intelligence.

“We did. I presumed that you were already aware
of this anniversary, as you have recourse to your journal to remind
you of it. I dare say you were certain to record such an important
event as meeting your future husband.”

“Henry, you know perfectly well that I keep no
journal. Besides, I did not know then that you were my future
husband.”

“Some husbands would be injured at such an
admission, but not I; after all, I did not know that you were my
future wife. I remember that I was wandering about the rooms like a
lost soul, having no acquaintance there. The master of ceremonies,
Mr. King, took pity upon me and asked if I would like an
introduction to a clergyman’s daughter who was in need of a
partner. In Christian charity, I could not decline; though from my
past experience of ladies described as ‘clergymen’s daughters,’ I
expected to be presented to an elderly spinster with a squint. You
may imagine my relief when Miss Morland turned out to be rather a
pretty girl, and I considered myself fortunate that no other
gentleman had already claimed the honor of dancing with her.”
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Catherine’s eyes were shining. “You thought me
pretty?”

“Indeed.” Henry reached for her hand and kissed
it. “Emily and Valancourt await us, my sweet. Shall we retire?”

“I am ready.” Catherine neatly folded her
sewing.

“I beg your pardon, MacGuffin,” Henry addressed
the Newfoundland curled up at the foot of his chair. “It is time
for bed, lad. I cannot rise while you are sleeping on my feet.”

MacGuffin raised his shaggy head and gazed up at
his master adoringly, his tail thumping the floor. A string of
saliva glistened at the corner of the dog’s mouth, trailing down to
the old blanket placed on the floor expressly to absorb the excess.
Henry gently lifted his foot in an encouraging nudge, and the dog
uttered a weary moan and heaved his massive bulk to a standing
position.

“Shall you let the dogs out?” Catherine asked
her husband. The house terriers, lying in a tangled heap by the
fire, looked round at her utterance of that favored word,
“out.”

“Matthew will attend to that.”
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As they passed out of the drawing room, followed
by the clicking of canine claws on the wooden floor, a figure
loomed from the shadows of the passage. Catherine started and gave
a strangled cry.

“Beg pardon, Mrs. Tilney,” said Matthew. Matthew
was the rector’s groom, clerk, and factotum; an accomplished
huntsman, he glided about the parsonage as silently as he moved
through the woods, frequently (and quite inadvertently) startling
his mistress. However, Catherine liked Matthew, and it was not in
her nature to bear a grudge, so she smiled her forgiveness.

Matthew snapped his fingers at the dogs, and
they followed him down the passage toward the rear of the house as
the Tilneys climbed the stairs to their bedchamber.

***

Henry had a genius for piling the pillows so
that he could sit up in bed and read comfortably, even with one arm
round Catherine’s waist and her head resting upon his shoulder. The
fire burned brightly, and the Tilneys curled up warmly together
under the quilts as Henry read aloud from Mrs. Radcliffe’s novel,
The Mysteries of Udolpho.

“Valancourt,” Henry read, “between
these emotions of love and pity, lost the power, and almost the
wish, of repressing his agitation; and, in the intervals of
convulsive sobs, he, at one moment, kissed away her tears—”

Henry stopped reading and scattered several
quick kisses across Catherine’s face. She giggled and prodded him
in the chest. “There are no tears here, sir. Pray continue.”

“I would much rather kiss you.”

“Read!”

“I hear and obey, madam.” Henry returned to
Udolpho. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes—kissed away her tears,
then told her cruelly, that possibly she might never again weep
for him, and then tried to speak more calmly, but only exclaimed,
‘O Emily—my heart will break!—I cannot—cannot leave you! Now—I gaze
upon that countenance, now I hold you in my arms! A little while,
and all this will appear a dream. I shall look, and cannot see you;
shall try to recollect your features—and the impression will be
fled from my imagination;—to hear the tones of your voice, and even
memory will be silent!—I cannot, cannot leave you!’”

The first time Catherine read Udolpho,
she had wept over this passage; but when Henry read Valancourt’s
dialogue, he used such a simpering, affected voice that she found
herself laughing at the poor Chevalier’s distress.

“‘Why should we confide the happiness of our
whole lives to the will of people, who have no right to interrupt,
and, except in giving you to me, have no power to promote it? O
Emily! Venture to trust your own heart, venture to be mine for
ever!’ His voice trembled, and he was silent; Emily continued to
weep, and was silent also, when Valancourt proceeded to propose an
immediate marriage, and that, at an early hour on the following
morning, she should quit Madame Montoni’s house, and be conducted
by him to the church of the Augustines, where a friar should await
to unite them.”

Henry stopped reading and pondered for a moment.
“The banns were not published? No license obtained? A curious
business; I dare say that the brave Valancourt might have found the
Augustine friar less receptive to his scheme than he
anticipated.”

“It is only a story, Henry,” said Catherine in
the patient tone used to educate the slow-witted.

“Forgive me, my sweet. It was a matter of
professional interest. To continue: The silence, with which she
listened to a proposal, dictated by love and despair, and enforced
at a moment, when it seemed scarcely possible for her to oppose
it;—when her heart was softened by the sorrows of a separation,
that might be eternal, and her reason obscured by the illusions of
love and terror, encouraged him to hope, that it would not be
rejected. ‘Speak, my Emily!’ said Valancourt eagerly, ‘let me hear
your voice, let me hear you confirm my fate.’ She spoke not; her
cheek was cold, and her senses seemed to fail her, but she did not
faint. To Valancourt’s terrified imagination she appeared to be
dying; he called upon her name, rose to go to the chateau for
assistance, and then, recollecting her situation, feared to go, or
to leave her for a moment.”

Henry paused and glanced down at his wife’s rapt
face. “I am glad that you are not of a swooning disposition, Cat.
It must be terribly uncomfortable to have a girl forever falling
insensible at inconvenient times, when she is most in need of all
her faculties. It is well that you did not swoon when I offered you
marriage. It might have put me off my mission.”

Catherine sighed in delight. “I assure you, I
felt no inclination to swoon. That was the happiest moment of my
life. I should not have liked to miss it because I was
insensible.”

Henry smiled and gently touched her chin. “Then
I am glad that you did not miss it.”

“It all seems so long ago, and yet we met for
the first time just one year ago tonight! Henry, we should go back
to Bath someday, present ourselves to Mr. King, and tell him what a
successful introduction he made that night.”

“You would like to return to Bath?”

“Oh, yes! I think it would be very pleasant to
return to Bath as a married woman. I should not have to worry about
sitting out at the balls for lack of a partner.”

“Very well. I will write to my curate and
enquire whether his schedule will allow me a fortnight in Bath,
which we naturally shall extend to six weeks.”

Catherine’s delight with the scheme could not be
expressed in words; fortunately, she needed no words to express
that delight as admirably as her husband could desire.



Chapter Two

An Unexpected Meeting

The morning post contained a letter of great
import; Henry paused only to issue a particular order to Matthew,
and then went to share the news with Catherine.

He found her in the parsonage drawing-room, a
very different apartment from that which she had seen on her first
visit to Woodston. Fitted up with wallpaper and draperies in
various shades of green and elegant new furniture, the room now
indeed deserved the encomium of “the prettiest room in the world,”
bestowed upon it by its then-future mistress.
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Catherine did not immediately notice Henry’s
entrance. She lay upon the sofa in an attitude that even the most
generous observer might consider unladylike: her chin rested upon
her hands, which were crossed over the arm of the sofa, and a
slippered foot extended carelessly from a froth of petticoats as
she gazed out of one of the big windows towards the little cottage
beyond the orchard. She had been reading, but the forgotten book
had dropped to the floor, where Ruby Begonia, the terrier most
attached to Catherine, slept in a patch of sunlight. Henry wondered
what made her smile so; his vanity did not extend to imagining that
she was thinking of him.

He said her name; she started, and then laughed.
“You have caught me daydreaming!” Ruby Begonia yawned, stretched,
and jumped up to run to her master to have her ears scratched.

Catherine made as if to sit up, but he said,
“Nay, my sweet, stay as you are. I should hate to lose sight of
such a pretty ankle.”

“Henry!” she exclaimed in austere tones as she
sat up and arranged her skirts demurely. She was accustomed to his
teasing, but not yet to the liberties that a husband might
take.

“Well, it is a very pretty ankle; but I suppose
your scruples are as they should be. But that is not why I looked
for you. The post has just arrived, including a letter from
Naughton.” Mr. Naughton was Henry’s curate. They had been fellows
together at Oxford until Henry took over the Woodston living. Mr.
Naughton was content with the academic life, and had no thought of
marriage; however, he had a widowed mother and unmarried sister to
help support, and was happy to receive a yearly stipend in return
for riding to Woodston on Sundays when the rector could not be
present. “He is happy to take Sunday services for as long as
necessary, so we are free to pursue our scheme for Bath.”

“Delightful! How soon can we leave?”

“As soon as you can pack your trunks. Matthew is
readying the curricle, but I shall procure a chaise to carry us and
our luggage.”

Catherine bent to scoop the little terrier into
her lap. “May I bring Ruby Begonia?”

“She will be happier here in the country, I
think, where there are squirrels and rabbits to chase, but
MacGuffin would enjoy a visit to Bath. The waters might do him
good; he is looking a trifle gouty lately, do not you think?”

“By all means let us bring MacGuffin. Dove says
that he pines when you go away without him. Have my trunks sent up
to my dressing-room, and I shall begin packing directly.” With the
assistance of Mrs. Dove, the housekeeper, Catherine’s new
wedding-clothes were wrapped in tissue and folded into the trunks,
and the chaise, loaded with their luggage and a sleepy Newfoundland
dog, was ready to carry them to Bath the following morning. Matthew
had left at dawn, driving Henry’s curricle, and would be in Bath to
receive them.

A pair of pistols, primed and loaded, hung
inside the chaise where Henry could easily reach them. The presence
of these firearms did not unsettle Catherine in the least; indeed,
she experienced a private shiver of delight over the idea of being
waylaid by highwaymen. Fortunately for Henry, who had no share in
that particular species of delight, the journey was uneventful, and
they entered Bath early in the afternoon.

Catherine found the sights, sounds, and smells
of the city as overwhelming and delightful as they had been the
first time she had entered Bath, and she looked about her with an
eager smile, trying to take it all in. Henry watched her with a
smile of his own, finding new delights in Bath as seen through his
beloved’s eyes. Even MacGuffin caught their excitement and heaved
himself to his feet, from which height he could see through the
side glasses of the chaise as easily as his master and
mistress.

Matthew awaited them at a coaching-inn near the
Abbey courtyard, and they were quickly established in a private
room. After refreshing himself with hot tea and sandwiches, Henry
set out to secure lodgings, and by nightfall the Tilneys were in
possession of first-floor lodgings in one of the stately houses of
Pulteney-street. The large sitting-room looked down over the street
and the wide pavements; there was another room comfortably fitted
out as a dining parlor, and a bedchamber with a view over Bathwick.
There was a dressing room for each of them, and the maidservant was
already unpacking Catherine’s trunk and looking askance at the
Newfoundland, who took a quietly polite interest in the
proceedings.

“Come away from there, Mac,” said Catherine. “Do
not drool on my gowns. Come and lie here on your blanket, there’s a
good lad.” She managed to coax him away from the trunks with the
help of a good fire in the sitting-room, before which the
Newfoundland settled himself peacefully.

“There is a ball at the Lower Rooms tomorrow,”
said Henry, who was reading the paper. “I suppose you must visit
all the shops before we make our appearance.”

“Oh, no, not all the shops; Papa was so generous
with my wedding-clothes that I have plenty to wear.”

Despite such sartorial riches, Catherine did
find herself in need of a few indispensible items the next day; and
Henry, all good nature, escorted her to Bond-street and
Milsom-street, where the best shops in Bath were located.

Catherine noticed Henry look up at the windows
of the lodgings he had engaged for his family the previous winter.
His expression was inscrutable; he was not a man to brood, but
Catherine sensed that Henry’s relationship with General Tilney had
none of the easy affection of hers with Mr. Morland.

“Would you have preferred to take lodgings here
on Milsom-street?” she asked him.

“No, my sweet; my taste runs to the newer parts
of Bath. I would have preferred to take lodgings on Pulteney-street
last year, but General Tilney particularly wanted Milsom-street.
Have you everything you need? The time for your public debut of the
season approaches.”

They arrived at the Lower Rooms as the minuets
were ending. The season was full, and the crowd ringing the dance
floor numerous; the last couple retired, and the throng pushed onto
the dance floor, forming sets for the country dances to follow. As
Henry guided Catherine expertly through the mob, the ebb and flow
of humanity brought them suddenly face-to-face with the master of
the ceremonies.

“Mr. Tilney!” he cried. “I am delighted that you
have returned to Bath, sir. And. . . Miss Morland, is it?”

“You see before you the success of your
endeavors, Mr. King,” said Henry. “This is Mrs. Tilney, who was
Miss Morland when you introduced me to her last year. I dare say
you have made a few matches in your time, and here is one more to
add to your list.”

“Indeed I have made a fair few matches,” said
Mr. King, “though my exertions are not entirely directed toward
such permanent arrangements. I felicitate you, Mr. Tilney; and give
you joy, madam. Pray forgive me, but I must give directions to the
musicians. The country dances will begin momentarily.”

Henry took Catherine’s hand and led her to one
of the sets that were forming. Mr. King announced that the dance
would be “Haste to the Wedding,” and the dancers swept into motion
as the music began.

“A fitting choice,” said Henry. “This is our
first dance as a married couple, Cat. We are proof of the parallel
between marriage and a country dance. From the vantage point of
being an old married man of nearly two months, I flatter myself
that the metaphor holds up admirably. Here we are, at the Lower
Rooms, surrounded by other ladies and gentlemen but with no other
thought than to dance together—at least for the first two
dances.”

“Just remember, if you dance with any other
ladies here tonight, that you are married to me.”

“I am not likely to forget, my sweet, for a
hundred reasons.”

Catherine made the agreeable discovery that
dancing with Henry had not lost its charm, and that two dances with
him as her partner passed as quickly as they had the previous
winter—in other words, all too quickly.

As the musicians finished with a flourish, Mr.
King appeared at Catherine’s elbow in the mysterious way that
belonged to truly accomplished masters of the ceremonies, and to
her surprise asked her to lead the next two dances. “It is a
bride’s right,” he told her, “and I hope not a disagreeable duty,
as I have taken pains to procure for you a partner whom you already
know.”

The only young man amongst Catherine’s
acquaintance who might be in Bath was John Thorpe; and it was with
a sinking feeling that she agreed to lead the dance, thinking it a
very onerous duty indeed; but then she realized that Mr. King was
looking expectantly at the young man standing beside him, who was
smiling at her in a very familiar manner, though she did not know
him at all.

Henry’s voice came from behind her. “Mr. King,
your scruples are very kind indeed; but I am afraid that Mrs.
Tilney is not yet acquainted with my brother-in-law. Do not trouble
yourself, sir, for it is the work of a moment. Catherine, may I
present Eleanor’s husband, Lord Whiting?”

Mr. King was all apologies; but Catherine’s real
delight at meeting Eleanor’s husband, and the Viscount’s own good
breeding and charming manners soon did away with all the discomfort
of the moment, and Mr. King soon bustled off to inform the
musicians of Mrs. Tilney’s choices.

“Eleanor’s over that way,” said his lordship to
Henry, nodding towards the chairs. “Sitting out this dance, and I
have been strictly charged to send you to her.”

“Yes, of course,” said Henry, his eyes already
eagerly scanning the chairs. “You are in good hands, my sweet;
enjoy your moment in the sun. I will watch with Eleanor.”

“Give her my love,” said Catherine, “and tell
her that I shall come to see her directly the set is finished.”

Henry immediately disappeared into the crowd,
and his lordship gave Catherine his hand to the top of the set,
where Mr. King stood waiting. “Mrs. Tilney has chosen ‘Mrs. Darcy’s
Favorite,’” he informed the other dancers, and Catherine blushed at
the attention, kind though it was, turned upon her.

Lord Whiting turned out to be an excellent
dancer, perhaps even better than Henry, though Catherine would
scarcely have credited such a notion. The demands of leading the
dance precluded conversation until they reached the bottom and had
a turn out. His lordship said, “You will forgive me if I am too
familiar, Mrs. Tilney; I have heard so much about you from Eleanor
and from Henry’s letters, that I feel as though we are already very
well-acquainted.”

“And I have heard much about you, sir; Eleanor’s
happiness is clear in her letters. I am surprised to learn that you
have come to Bath, though.”

“It was an unexpected trip and arranged with
great haste, as was your own, I apprehend. We arrived only
today.”

“You are not unwell, sir? But I suppose you
would scarcely be dancing if you were gouty.”

“No, I am very well, I thank you; and you are
correct, madam. Considering that most visitors to Bath claim to be
here for their health, it really is astonishing how many of them
turn up at the rooms when there is a ball.”

Catherine assented, thinking his lordship quite
a clever young man; and as another couple had reached the bottom of
the set, they rejoined the dance and had no more opportunity to
speak except for the usual commonplaces of a ballroom until their
two dances were over.

The viscount led Catherine to the chairs; Henry,
taller than those around him, saw her before she reached the chairs
and moved as if to intercept her, but when Catherine saw Eleanor
seated nearby, she ran past Henry to bestow a warm embrace upon
her.

Eleanor returned the embrace, but she looked
past Catherine with an expression of apprehension, an expression
that Henry, who now stood beside Eleanor’s chair, shared; an
expression that Catherine had seen before on both brother and
sister.

She took a deep breath, tried to ignore the
sudden nervous patter of her heart, and turned to make her curtsy
to General Tilney.
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Chapter Three

Spoilt by Great Acquaintance

“How do you do, General Tilney?” said Catherine
in a voice that was more composed than she felt.

The general’s answer held the barest hint of
civility. “Very well, I thank you.”

“I am glad to hear it. I am glad that you are
not in Bath for your health, sir.”

Lord Whiting made a noise that sounded
suspiciously like a laugh smothered with a cough.

“Ma’am,” the general said to a woman dressed in
half-mourning who was seated next to him, “May I present Mrs.
Tilney?”

“So this is the paragon that has captured dear
Henry!” the woman cried. “Why, she is adorable! So very
young!”

“Lady Beauclerk,” the general informed
Catherine, “is a neighbor and a very old friend of the Tilney
family.”

“We so longed to see you when you were staying
at Northanger Abbey last year,” said Lady Beauclerk, fixing
Catherine with her bright eye. “But we were in mourning then for
dear Sir Arthur and not paying calls. But oh, did I wonder about
this Miss Morland who had at last conquered Henry Tilney! The
neighborhood had quite despaired of either of the Tilney boys
finding women good enough to suit their fine taste. I confess I
nurtured a hope that dear Henry might take pity on my Judith and
offer for her. My love,” she called to a young woman who had just
stepped off the dance floor, “come here and be presented to Mrs.
Tilney. I must present you to her, though she is so much younger
than you, for she is a married lady, and you are not.”

Miss Beauclerk was fair and delicate, ethereally
pale; one of those graceful, fluttering creatures who make an
ordinary mortal, even one in a new gown of the most delicate
muslin, feel like a plodding beast. Catherine, confused by Lady
Beauclerk’s speech and disconcerted at meeting this lovely woman
who apparently had once been a rival for her husband’s hand, could
do nothing but curtsy. As she rose, she felt a hand under her
elbow, and knew with a triumphant certainty that Henry stood beside
her.

“We were unprepared to meet so many old friends,
sir,” Henry said to his father, “but I am happy to perform the
introductions for my wife.”

“As you choose,” said the general with every
appearance of fashionable boredom.

“I hope you will not forget to introduce me,
Tilney,” said a young exquisite standing behind Lady Beauclerk’s
chair.

Henry’s hand tightened on Catherine’s elbow
momentarily. “With the greatest pleasure. My sweet, may I present
Sir Philip Beauclerk?”

“Your servant, Mrs. Tilney,” said Sir Philip. He
held out his hand, and Catherine, unsure what else to do, gave him
hers; in a single, graceful movement, Sir Philip bowed and raised
her hand to his lips.

“Henry dear, you are remiss in explaining family
history to dear Mrs. Tilney,” said Lady Beauclerk. “Philip is my
late husband’s nephew and heir, and has put us out of our
home.”

“You will give Mrs. Tilney the idea that I am
the world’s greatest scoundrel, ma’am,” said Sir Philip. “I was
happy to have you and Judith stay on at Beaumont, and am still, but
you would remove to the Dower House.”

“I dare say Mrs. Tilney understands that if I
had only myself to consider, I should have been very happy to stay
and act as your hostess, but it would have been most improper for
Judith to live with her unmarried cousin.”

“As you say, ma’am,” said Sir Philip with
another graceful bow.

“If only you had taken Judith off my hands years
ago, Henry! The least you can do is dance with her.”

Well and truly caught, there was nothing else
for Henry to do but request Miss Beauclerk’s hand in the set that
was forming, and nothing for Miss Beauclerk to do but accept, which
she did as gracefully as she did everything. With another squeeze
of the elbow and a significant, apologetic look, Henry was
gone—gone to the dance floor, with another woman on his arm—and
such a lovely woman!
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Lord Whiting also gave Catherine an apologetic
look, but she understood it would not have done to stand up again
with him so soon; instead he took Eleanor to the other set forming.
Catherine was left alone, with such feelings of discomfort as can
be imagined: the general set to ignore her, Lady Beauclerk set to
tease her, and Henry gone; but a rescuer was at hand.

Sir Philip stepped close to her, his voice a
murmur for her ear only. “As my aunt has left you bereft of your
partner,” he said, “perhaps you will accept me as a substitute,
however inferior.”

Catherine accepted, all gratitude for such
kindness. She hoped to follow her brother-in-law’s example and join
the other set, but as they passed behind Miss Beauclerk, she
reached out to touch Catherine’s arm. “Mrs. Tilney, will you stand
next to me? Pray pay no attention to my mother’s rattle. Henry—Mr.
Tilney and I have been friends for a long time, and I am very happy
for you both.”

Catherine looked at Henry, who nodded and
smiled; thus assured, she took the place to which she had been
invited.

Sir Philip turned out to be the sort of partner
in whom Catherine normally delighted: a graceful dancer who did
nothing to draw undue attention to himself, scrupulously polite,
certainly handsome; but instead of giving her attention to her
partner, she found herself watching Henry dance with Miss
Beauclerk, watching him lean close to say something that made her
laugh. Common sense told her that in such a crowded room, Henry had
to lean close to be heard, but she could not be comfortable.

Sir Philip did not seek to engage her in
conversation beyond the commonplace civilities of a ballroom, for
which Catherine was grateful, though she felt she should be making
more of an effort. She felt it even more acutely after their two
dances were over, and Mr. King presented gentleman after gentleman
who wished introductions to the pretty young bride who had been
singled out by a man of fashion such as Beauclerk. Catherine danced
with them all, and conversed politely with them all, and was
obliged to speak very severely to one of them, who appeared to be
in liquor and seized her waist with more familiarity than allowed
by a country-dance. Mr. King hustled the offender away directly
with profuse apologies; Catherine heard the man say to the master
of the ceremonies, “But she was dancin’ with Beauclerk!” She could
not begin to understand him.

She had made up her mind to not dance any more
that evening, when Henry appeared before her like a miracle. “I
hope you saved two dances for me,” he said.

“Any two you wish.”

“The next two, then.”

Her flagging spirits revived, they had their two
dances, and then everyone was going in to tea. Though the room was
crowded, Henry managed to find a table, and sent a waiter to fetch
their tea.

“How delightful that we were dancing together
just now,” said Catherine. “I would not have liked to be obliged to
drink tea with someone else just because he happened to be my
partner for the last dance.”

“Nor I, my sweet; and that is why I gave Mr.
King a half-crown to tell me which would be the last dance before
tea.”

Catherine gasped, and then laughed, and poured
her beloved a cup of tea as they were joined by Lord and Lady
Whiting.

“Oh, how very comfortable,” said Eleanor. “Here
we all are together, when we despaired of finding a place!”

“The General will not join us?” asked Henry.

“The General,” said Whiting, “waits upon Lady
Beauclerk’s party, of course.”

Catherine let out a sigh of relief and smiled at
Henry.

“Now that we can speak more freely, I may ask:
what brings you all to Bath?” Henry asked, passing a cup of tea to
his sister.

“I wrote to you that we were visiting at the
Abbey over Christmas,” said Eleanor. “My father pressed me to stay
on after the holiday to act as his hostess.”

“What my lovely wife has left out of the story,”
said his lordship, “is that General Tilney needed a hostess at the
Abbey so that he could continue to receive Lady Beauclerk and her
daughter, who have been frequent callers at the Abbey, at least on
the days that the general was not haunting Beaumont.”

“Indeed?” asked Henry, exchanging a speaking
glance with his sister, who bowed her head and sipped her tea. “But
you have not yet answered my question: what brings you all to
Bath?”

His lordship smirked. “Her ladyship thought the
waters might do her good, and the general decided soon after that
the waters would do him good.”

“John,” said Eleanor in a warning tone.

“Do not look so despondent, my love,” said his
lordship. “If the general marries Lady Beauclerk, he will no longer
be able to exploit your very proper daughterly scruples to keep you
at the Abbey for months on end. He will have a hostess permanently
installed.”

Eleanor shook her head. “I cannot like it. It is
not seemly, so soon after Sir Arthur’s death.”

“You refine too much upon trifles, my love. You
may be sure that the neighborhood had them married off before Sir
Arthur was cold in his grave. ‘So suitable!’ the old biddies cry.
‘Such old friends! Such fine fortunes!’”

“I know you cannot like it, Henry,” said
Eleanor.

“It is none of my affair, I am sure,” said
Henry. “My mother has been dead these ten years. It is not
wonderful that the general should seek a wife.”

“I would have had him look elsewhere.”

“Do we have the right to dictate to him,
Eleanor, when we did not allow him to dictate to us?” said Henry,
with a smile at Catherine.

“But John and Catherine are not—” Eleanor bit
off the words.

“Hateful shrews?” supplied her husband.

Even Eleanor laughed at his sally.

“I would not worry overmuch,” said his lordship,
finishing his tea. “I am not so sure that her ladyship will accept
an offer from General Tilney. She is enjoying single blessedness
too much to give it up very soon. Do you know what they call her?
The Merry Widow.”

“Do they indeed?” murmured Henry.

Catherine did not expect much enjoyment from the
remainder of the evening, but more dances with the viscount, and
Sir Philip, and especially with Henry, brought back all the
happiness with which she had anticipated this visit to Bath,
alloyed only by Miss Beauclerk taking Catherine’s hand at the close
of the ball and begging her to call at their house in Laura-place
on the morrow. Her manner was so perfectly frank and friendly that
Catherine could not refuse, though she shrank from a more intimate
acquaintance.
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Matthew and MacGuffin waited for them outside
the rooms; Matthew had already procured a chair for Catherine, but
Henry walked ahead of the chair, deep in conversation with Matthew,
who held a lantern to light the way. The chair-men kept a careful
distance, unsure what to make of the very large Newfoundland dog,
so their progress was slower than usual.
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Catherine watched Henry’s evening cloak swinging
gently in the shadows. Perhaps she dozed a little; though her
dreams were not of brigands and abductors, but of their comfortable
lodgings, a warm fire, a glass of wine mixed with water, and Henry
reading Udolpho. . . they were almost to the black veil. . .
which held no fears for Catherine while Henry was there.



Chapter Four

No Enemy to Matrimony

“Are you prepared to receive your beaux this
morning, Cat?” Henry asked his wife at breakfast the next
morning.

“My beaux? Whatever do you mean?”

“Your dance partners from last night, who no
doubt will call this morning, bringing you nosegays, and poems of
their own composition dedicated to your beauty, and other
tributes.”

“I hardly think so, Henry. I am barely
acquainted with any of them.”

“I think it a very hard thing indeed when a man
must bribe the master of the ceremonies in order to secure a dance
with his own wife. Not that half a crown is too much to pay to
dance with you, my sweet.”

“If you wish, I shall tell the other gentlemen I
am engaged to you from now on. I would prefer to dance only with
you—well, and with John, and perhaps Sir Philip, who was very
obliging when I was left without a partner.”

“Yes; Beauclerk can be most obliging. I would
not keep you from your partners at the rooms, my sweet, but if you
are not at home to morning-callers, may I engage you today for a
country walk?”

Catherine’s face fell. “Oh! I should like that
very much; but I promised Miss Beauclerk I would call upon her.” It
seemed a hard duty indeed, when it kept her from a country walk
with Henry.

“I shall come with you, as I must do my duty to
Lady Beauclerk as well. We will stay the proscribed half-hour and
then be free for our walk.”

The breakfast things had just been cleared when
Mr. King was announced. “Though we met at the ball last night,” he
said, “I saw your names in the pump-room book today and determined
to pay my call in form. And may I take this opportunity as well to
offer you my congratulations, Mr. Tilney?”

“On my marriage, Mr. King? You congratulated me
last night, but I am happy to accept your kind wishes as many times
as you care to express them. Marriage is, after all, a lasting
blessing, and perhaps more worth the congratulations as it gains in
duration.”

“Indeed, sir; but I had a different wedding in
mind. Everywhere I go this morning, it is said that General Tilney
will marry Lady Beauclerk. I saw them together at the pump-room not
half an hour past, drinking water and looking very contented.”

“My father,” said Henry, “has not shared such
hopes with us; but we only met for the first time in several months
last night, and perhaps he felt that such a delicate family
communication was not best made in a ballroom; and I believe that
Lady Beauclerk has not yet cast off her mourning for Sir
Arthur.”

“Oh! of course. When one sees a lady out
everywhere, one forgets that she is in mourning. I do beg your
pardon, sir, if I have given offense.”

Henry assured Mr. King that he had taken no
offense. The affable little man left after fifteen minutes, and the
call on the Beauclerks could be put off no longer.

As they prepared to leave, MacGuffin was at the
door; seeing his master booted and great coated and his mistress in
her bonnet and pelisse, he not unnaturally expected to achieve that
particular species of canine happiness known as “Out.”

Henry looked down at the dog’s beseeching eyes
and wagging tail. “I ask you, Cat, can one resist such
supplication? If beggars were equipped with these powers, they
should live like kings. Very well, lad, but you go to a lady’s
house, and I charge you to be on your best behavior.”

“May we take him with us to Lady Beauclerk’s
house?”

“Lady Beauclerk usually has several lapdogs
about, so Mac will have company, and he will enjoy a walk
afterward; that is, if we can keep him out of the river.”

The walk to Lady Beauclerk’s establishment was
not long; Laura-place was situated at the end of Pulteney-street,
set diagonally, like a jewel, into the base of the grand avenue.
However, even on a short walk the Newfoundland created a stir
amongst the pedestrians on the wide pavement. One stately matron
ran into the street, heedless of the hem of her gown and the
leavings of horses, to avoid meeting them; a fashionable young man
stopped Henry to ask where he might procure a puppy for himself;
and a small boy, not even as tall as MacGuffin, was pulled past
briskly by his nurse as he called out in a high, piping voice that
he desired to pet “the pony.”

Catherine had never looked very closely at the
grand houses of Laura-place. As they approached the house that Lady
Beauclerk had taken for two months, she saw that they were wider
and taller than even the grand houses of Pulteney-street; and Lady
Beauclerk had taken the entire house, not a mere single floor of
rooms. They sent up their cards and were admitted; the footman who
conducted them to her ladyship’s breakfast-room did not even deign
to notice the Newfoundland who followed him up the stairs, his
master and mistress trailing behind. Despite Henry’s assurances,
Catherine was apprehensive at the reception that the dog would
receive; as they entered the breakfast-room, and she perceived
several visitors already arrived—including General Tilney, who
favored her with a haughty nod of the head—her apprehension
increased.
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“Oh, the dear creature!” cried Miss Beauclerk as
they entered. She immediately knelt to pet MacGuffin, who received
her adoration as his due. “But I’m afraid that Lady Josephine will
not like him as much as I do.”

“Surely you have not forgotten Lady Josephine,
Henry,” said Lady Beauclerk.

Catherine wondered who the mysterious Lady
Josephine might be; perhaps an elderly spinster companion to Lady
Beauclerk or her daughter. All the callers beside themselves were
gentlemen of Lady Beauclerk’s generation. As Catherine considered
the question, a loud hiss from behind her ladyship’s chair answered
the puzzle. A striped cat stood howling on the back of the chair,
her fur standing on end. MacGuffin, accustomed to the tyranny of
three active terriers, ignored this sally and lay down next to Miss
Beauclerk’s chair.

“I was mistaken,” Henry murmured to Catherine.
“Her ladyship keeps cats, not dogs.” A certain gleam in his eye
made Catherine suspect that Henry remembered Lady Josephine very
well. She gave him an answering smile, and then noticed that Miss
Beauclerk was smiling at him knowingly as well.

Lady Josephine paced back and forth across the
back of the chair a few times, emitting an occasional cry of
dislike; at last she settled into her mistress’ lap.

“I am glad that you came today,” Miss Beauclerk
said to Catherine as Henry exchanged polite nothings with Lady
Beauclerk. “Mamma and I are so dull! We have been to the pump-room
for our glass of water, and took four turns about the room, and
inspected the book to see who has arrived, and are now at the mercy
of those friends kind enough to take pity on a poor widow and
orphan.”

Catherine looked round her surreptitiously at
the grand appointments of the house, and thought it the very
opposite of poor, and indeed quite replete with interesting ways
one might spend one’s time when one’s callers went away. A stack of
uncut books lay waiting for some lucky reader on a table; a grand
pianoforte and an ornate harp stood ready to be played (and
Catherine did not doubt for a moment that Miss Beauclerk played
both, exquisitely); and Miss Beauclerk sat with a froth of white
muslin in her lap, onto which she was rapidly dropping tiny
whitework stitches. She saw Catherine looking at it, and said, “You
catch me quite dissipated, Mrs. Tilney! I dare say you keep busy
with good works, making clothing for the poor of your parish, and
here I am embroidering a new shawl for myself. It will be a pretty
thing, though, will it not?”

“It is very pretty,” said Catherine, recalling
that she had never given a thought to the poor-basket and
determining to start directly she got home.

“When you get to know me you will learn that I
am very vain and like pretty things. Am not I, Mr. Tilney?” she
said, interrupting his conversation with her mother.

“You hardly can expect me to answer such a
question,” said Henry. “Whether I agree or disagree, I will be
ungentlemanlike; either I call you vain, or accuse you of
dissembling. Determining how I might appear to the best advantage
in such a situation will take more time than a morning-call
provides.”

Miss Beauclerk burst into a musical trill of
laughter. “How you must enjoy being married to him!” she said to
Catherine. “How I should enjoy dining every day with such a
charming rattle!”

“Henry is not a rattle,” said Catherine. “His
conversation is always very amusing, and often instructive.”

“I dare say it is,” said Miss Beauclerk, smiling
at Henry in what Catherine considered a very familiar way.
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Some of the visitors took their leave, and
General Tilney had a whispered conversation with his son that ended
with Henry saying to Catherine, “I am sorry, my sweet, but I must
postpone our walk. My father requires me to attend him to
Milsom-street.”

Catherine, remembering Mr. King’s news, thought
the general might have something particular to tell Henry. “Of
course you must go with your father. We shall have our walk another
time.”

Miss Beauclerk, listening to this conjugal
tete-a-tete with what Catherine thought a rather impertinent
interest, said, “May I claim you for an hour or two, then, Mrs.
Tilney? I have some commissions in town that cannot wait, and I
would like it very much if you would accompany me.”

“There is no need to trouble Mrs. Tilney,
Judith,” said Lady Beauclerk. “Married women have so many things to
do; dear Mrs. Tilney has no time to chaperone a spinster nearly ten
years her elder about Bath.”

Miss Beauclerk winced at her mother’s words, and
Catherine felt the sting of them herself. She had been on the verge
of refusing, of pleading letters and household matters requiring
her attention, but instead she said, “I have some commissions of my
own, ma’am, and I should be very glad of Miss Beauclerk’s
company.”

Henry smiled down at her, a smile in which Miss
Beauclerk had no part, and pressed her hand. “Very well, then. You
two shall look after one another, and MacGuffin shall look after
you both.”

“Delightful!” cried Miss Beauclerk. “What a
handsome fellow we shall have beauing us about, Mrs. Tilney!” She
scratched the dog’s ear, and he put back his head, eyes closed in
ecstasy.

***

“Will you take some claret, Henry?” asked the
general.

Henry accepted the glass of wine and sipped it
silently. On the walk to Milsom-street, the general had spoken of
some improvements he had recently made to the offices at Northanger
Abbey and asked after Henry’s shrubbery. Henry let the general lead
the conversation, waiting for him to introduce the subject of Lady
Beauclerk, but the general seemed more interested in asking after
his tenants at Woodston.

“You are very quiet today,” said the general.
“Surely you do not still hold a grudge about that misunderstanding
last year with your wife? I allowed your marriage, and that should
be an end to it. No one can say I am a tyrannical father.”

“No one is saying you are a tyrannical father.
The gossips of Bath have much more interesting news to retail. Tell
me, sir: when may I offer you my congratulations on your impending
marriage to Lady Beauclerk; and why did I not hear this news from
your lips, but as common gossip known to everyone in Bath except
your own children?”

“Gossip? Who gossips about the Tilneys?”

“Everyone who saw you conduct Lady Beauclerk to
the Lower Rooms last night and to the pump-room this morning, and
who knows you have been daily in her company for the past several
months.” The General was silent. “Do you deny it, sir? Do you deny
that you are trying to fix your interest with Lady Beauclerk,
before her husband has been dead a year?”

The General poured another glass of wine. “No. I
do not deny it.” He took a deep draught.

“It is well that you have been on the spot, as
they say, for I see you have a few rivals here in Bath. Lady
Beauclerk’s fortune is a handsome one, is it not? And will remain
hers in the event of a remarriage?”

“Lady Beauclerk is a handsome woman, and a good
neighbor and friend. It is not to be wondered at that she would
have—admirers.”

Henry stared at his father. Could it be that
this misguided courtship had more than financial motives? “I dare
say the Abbey is a rather lonely place these days.”

“Some might find it so, but the military man has
resources, Henry. Do not forget that.” He paused, thoughtful for a
moment. “You suspect me of trying to acquire Lady Beauclerk’s
fortune for my own, do not you? I confess that it is a handsome
fortune, and not a small consideration.”

“Are you distressed for funds, sir? Has
Frederick been extravagant, or got into debt? If that is the case,
you must allow me to assist however is in my power—”

The General waved his hand dismissively. “No,
no; the estates are producing very well, as you know, and your
brother has not overspent his allowance quite yet this quarter. Not
that I could not use a little extra; who cannot? But Lady Beauclerk
is a very pleasant woman, and very good company; very good company,
indeed. I would be proud to have her bear the Tilney name.” He
sipped his wine thoughtfully.

Henry Tilney was rarely at a loss for words; but
finding his father in the midst of a romance served to rob him of
speech completely.



Chapter Five

Something Very Shocking Indeed

The ladies’ departure from Laura-place was
delayed first by Miss Beauclerk’s “running up for a moment” to
fetch her bonnet, pelisse, and parasol, a moment that turned into a
quarter-hour, during which time the general and Henry left for
Milsom-street.

They were further delayed by Lady Beauclerk’s
insistence that her daughter’s maid accompany them, and her
daughter’s insistence that they did not need such escort. “Mrs.
Tilney and I will be one another’s chaperone, and MacGuffin here
will provide us with more protection than Marie-Louise can.” The
struggle of wills went on for several minutes whilst Catherine
stood by, awkward at being forced to bear witness to it, but at
last they made their escape.

By the time they reached Argyle-street,
Catherine regretted her impulsive offer to accompany Miss
Beauclerk. Miss Beauclerk floated along the pavement, everything
about her as light as air, from the filmy lace that trimmed her
pelisse to her delicate satin slippers. Catherine stumbled along,
her thick leather shoes chosen with a mind to a country walk rather
than to a city promenade, tethered to a living ten-stone weight
that propelled her forward relentlessly and lurched off to either
side whenever it smelled anything interesting.

As they crossed the bridge, Miss Beauclerk said,
“Thank you for agreeing to be my companion, Mrs. Tilney. My maid
reports all my movements to my mother. Not that there is anything
to report, but it is a relief to feel oneself not constantly under
the scrutiny of a servant with suspect loyalties. Now, what
commissions have you? The linen-drapers, I dare say?”

“Truthfully, I have no commissions,” said
Catherine. “I only said I did because Lady Beauclerk—” she stopped,
confused.

Miss Beauclerk laid a gloved hand on Catherine’s
arm. “How very kind you are! I can see why Mr. Tilney is so wild
about you; but you must not mind Mamma. She would very much like to
talk to her friends about her daughter, Mrs. This or Lady That, but
I have thwarted her. I am a regular old maid now, at seven and
twenty, and she sometimes lets her disappointment get the better of
her.”

“I do not see why you feel it so hopeless a
case,” said Catherine. “Many girls marry who have not your
advantages; you have a fortune, and you are very pretty.”

Miss Beauclerk looked at Catherine, startled,
and then laughed. “Why, you dear creature! How funny you are. I
dare say I could find a husband if I settled for the first
fortune-hunter to make an offer; but I am, perhaps, too nice. We
not all of us have a Henry Tilney in our sights.”

“Now that you are in Bath, I am sure you will
meet someone. There are many young men here, and you had several
partners at the assembly. But I dare say you have had seasons in
Bath before, and even London.”

“There were no seasons in London for me, Mrs.
Tilney! My father did not like cities, and disliked even more what
he would have considered unnecessary expenditure. During his
lifetime there were no trips to Bath, and certainly no houses taken
in Laura-place. My mother is making up for a lifetime of
deprivation.”

Such talk, so disrespectful of a father so
lately dead, did not please Catherine, and she was silent. Miss
Beauclerk did not seem to notice her disapproval, or at least was
determined to ignore it. “Well, if you have no commissions, will
you accompany me to the apothecary? I must have some of my special
beauty tonic made up. The shop is a little out of the way, I am
afraid.”

The apothecary’s shop was indeed out of the way,
and Catherine was grateful for her canine escort as they entered a
part of Bath she had never before seen. Close to the river, the
buildings slouched and leaned upon one another, as did the
individuals lounging in doorways and sauntering down the pavement.
Some appeared as though they might approach the two ladies, and not
with kind intentions, but a look from the shaggy Newfoundland kept
them at a careful distance.

Catherine glanced at Miss Beauclerk, who
appeared to take no notice of their singular surroundings. “There
is a very good apothecary in Milsom-street,” she said. “Perhaps we
could turn back, and you can obtain your potion there.”

“No,” said Miss Beauclerk, rather sharply. “It
is a very particular kind of potion, and only can be trusted to
someone who—oh, here it is.”

The apothecary’s premises turned out to be a
dark little building at the end of a row of similarly mean-looking
shops. Catherine did not feel right leaving MacGuffin on the
pavement, at the mercy of passersby, so he accompanied them inside
the shop and, at her command, sat by the door. Miss Beauclerk went
to the counter whilst Catherine stopped to stroke the dog’s head
and whisper, “I am sorry I brought you here, darling. We shall not
be long.” He looked up at her trustingly, his feathery tail gently
thumping the grimy floor.

As she turned away from MacGuffin, Catherine
heard a man’s voice say, “Judith! What are you—”

“Good day, Mr. Shaw,” said Miss Beauclerk,
glancing consciously over her shoulder at Catherine.

The man to whom she spoke was extremely
handsome—everything a hero should be: tall, dark, and mysterious;
Valancourt verily come to life, though the practical part of
Catherine’s mind could not help thinking that Emily would never
have seen Valancourt in shirtsleeves and a green baize apron. But
even Valancourt could not have gazed at his heroine with more
obvious adoration than Mr. Shaw; his expression was one of mingled
surprise, admiration, and something else—something hungry, thought
Catherine, and then laughed at herself for being fanciful.

The man struggled for speech. “You are—you are
in Bath?”

“Yes, my mother is here to take the waters, and
how lucky that I was able to find your shop, since I have run out
of the beauty tonic that you so obligingly made up for me.” She
turned to Catherine. “Mrs. Tilney, may I present Mr. Shaw? He is a
very clever apothecary—too much so for Beaumont, where he used to
reside, and he has moved his practice to Bath, which I’m sure you
will agree is just the place for an apothecary. He was invaluable
during my father’s illness; poor Papa was in so much pain at the
end, we were grateful for anything that would bring him relief, and
Mr. Shaw’s potions always did so.”

“I was happy to be of service to you, Miss
Beauclerk,” said Mr. Shaw. “And to your family, of course.”

“Of course,” said Miss Beauclerk with a smile,
which Mr. Shaw returned; he stood staring at her for a moment,
quite dazzled, until Miss Beauclerk reminded him gently, “My
potion?”

“Yes! Yes, of course; right away; it will not
take a moment to mix it up. Will you wait, or can I have it sent
to—?” The end of his sentence trailed off suggestively.

“We have taken a house in Laura-place,” said
Miss Beauclerk. “But today, I shall wait.”

Mr. Shaw went into the back of the shop, and
Miss Beauclerk said in a low voice. “Mr. Shaw comes from a very
good family, really; but he must make his living. Younger son, you
know.”

“Yes,” said Catherine. “Henry is a younger
son.”

“So he is,” said Miss Beauclerk, smiling at
her.

Just then a voice came from the back; not Mr.
Shaw’s, but one of much more vulgar accents. “What do you need that
for, then?”

A low murmuring followed; and the voice said,
“What? You make that up for a young lady? What are you thinking,
you fool?” More murmuring; and the voice said, “She’s right here in
the shop? I’ll talk to her, you never mind.”

An elderly man in a frizzled wig and a green
baize apron like Mr. Shaw’s emerged from the back of the shop,
followed by the protesting Mr. Shaw.

“Introduce me to the lady, Ned, there’s a good
lad,” said the older man.

“Miss Beauclerk,” said Mr. Shaw in tones of
resignation, “may I present Mr. Walton?”

“I’ve been compounding since long before you
were born, ma’am,” said the older man earnestly, “and I’m here to
tell you that these beauty potions you young ladies will take do
you no good, ma’am, you mark my words. They may make your skin
white for a time, but the arsenic builds up in the humors, and
poisons you in the end. You look like a good girl; you’ll listen to
old Sam, you will, and leave off this potion.”

“Arsenic?” cried Catherine in alarm. “My dear
Miss Beauclerk—you take arsenic?”

“It is trace amounts, ma’am,” said the harassed
Mr. Shaw. “Not enough to harm anyone, I assure you; just enough to
freshen the complexion; I would never harm—” he broke off,
confused.

Mr. Walton was much amused by his lackey’s
confusion. “Oh, yes, that’s right, Neddy. You understand. You won’t
let the young lady poison herself. If it’s a fresher complexion
you’re seeking, miss, I recommend a bit of Gowland’s Lotion. For a
patent potion it’s very effective; apply it every day, and keep out
of the sun, and your skin will stay white and soft without the
poison. You listen to old Sam.”

“Come, Mrs. Tilney,” said Miss Beauclerk coldly.
“If we cannot procure the item we seek here, we must find it
elsewhere.” She left the shop immediately, Catherine and MacGuffin
following hastily behind.

They had not got far when they heard running
footsteps behind them. MacGuffin pressed against Catherine’s legs
and turned back to face their attacker; but it was only Mr. Shaw.
He seized Miss Beauclerk’s hand. “Judith,” he said, “I have been in
hell since I came here. You see the depths to which I have
fallen.”

“I wonder why you stay there, then; I thought
you came to Bath to open your own establishment.”

“I will require much more than I thought to set
up my own shop. I am working at Walton’s only until I save
enough—only a few more months, I swear it. Then I will be my own
man. And now that our obstacle is removed—”

Miss Beauclerk gave Catherine another conscious
side-glance. “No! No, sir, do not speak so. My mother would not
allow it, any more than my father did.”

“You are of age, Judith—”

“I would be cut off from my family, and all good
society. Do not ask this of me, sir. You know I have not the
courage.”

Mr. Shaw’s handsome head drooped over her hand,
still held tightly within his own. “Will I see you at the theatre
tonight, at least?”

“Yes, we will be there.”

“May I sit with you?”

“You know that is not within my power.”

“But you will slip away and meet me, then?” His
voice lowered. “I shall bring your potion.”

She sighed and gave a little toss of her head.
“I shall try.”

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it
with violent affection. “Do I have your promise, my love?”

“Yes. Yes, you have it. Just be sure to bring
the potion.”

[image: tmp_b3fad18e7175cae1a3cf249c1ca6f37b_y8SwNp_html_45b5c6d3.jpg]

Catherine thought a lover should look happier to
make an assignation than Miss Beauclerk looked at the present
moment, but she had not had experience of such clandestine romance
before; nor of a gentleman who made love to a lady in the street,
in front of several interested loungers and passersby.

“Until tonight, then.” He bobbed a sort of bow
at Catherine and hurried back towards the shop.

As they walked back to Laura-place, Miss
Beauclerk seemed inclined to be quiet, and Catherine allowed her to
be so. Finally she said, “Mrs. Tilney, I must ask you a favor; on
such a short acquaintance as ours, I have no right; but I pray you
will not mention this to my mother.”

“Yes, I suppose she might worry if she knew
about your tonic.”

Miss Beauclerk looked her surprise. “She knows
about my tonic, and what it contains. She uses something similar
herself. It was due to her influence that I asked Mr. Shaw to
provide it. Mother has her own supplier. But I meant meeting Mr.
Shaw. She does not quite approve of my seeing him. I did not intend
to—but it is too late for that. I pray you will not mention
it.”

Catherine promised that she would not as they
entered Laura-place.

“Will you come in for a moment?” asked Miss
Beauclerk. “You may take leave of Mamma, and let her know that I
have not been wandering the streets of Bath alone, and getting into
mischief.”

Catherine thought her request rather
extraordinary, but did not know how to refuse it.

They arrived at the door of Lady Beauclerk’s
house at the same time that a dowdy chaise, drawn by a pair of
shaggy horses, drew up. An elderly servant in well-worn livery
climbed down heavily from his perch and, seeing Miss Beauclerk
staring at him, waved and grinned toothlessly.

“Oh, Lord,” said Miss Beauclerk under her
breath.

Catherine looked at the servant curiously. “Who
is that?”

“He is my aunt Findlay’s man. Well, Mrs. Tilney,
it seems that you will have the opportunity to meet one of the more
eccentric members of my family, arrived with her usual fortunate
timing just as we thought to pass ourselves off creditably in
Bath.”

Catherine, unsure how to respond, said, “I have
a great-aunt who likes to read me lectures.”

“Then you understand what it means to have a
relative whose main purpose in life is to mortify one.”

The servant opened the chaise door and let down
the steps, and his mistress emerged: a woman tall and solidly
built, with a great beak of a nose and a long chin to match. She
looked up at the house and said, “Of course she took one of the
grandest houses in Bath. Such unwonted extravagance! But that is
your mother all over, Judith. What my poor brother would have
thought of it, I am sure I do not know.”
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“Good day, aunt,” said Miss Beauclerk.

“Good day, indeed! Do not think I have not heard
what you all have been up to, aye, and that ne’er-do-well nephew of
mine, too. I have my informants, miss.”

“I am sure you do, aunt.” Seeing how Mrs.
Findlay stared at Catherine, she added, “May I present Mrs. Tilney
to your notice?”

“Tilney, eh? I have heard that name, oh yes
indeed. I know what your set is up to.” Mrs. Findlay swept past
both ladies and the footman who held the door. “I trust I need not
send up my card; I trust the dowager will see her poor widowed
sister.”

“Oh, dear,” whispered Miss Beauclerk. “Mamma
will not like it if my aunt insists on calling her ‘the
dowager.’”

“Perhaps I should just go back to our lodgings,”
said Catherine.

“No, no; Mamma will take it amiss if you do not
come up, just for a moment. Pray do, ma’am.”

Catherine could not resist a supplication made
with such softly pleading eyes; and she was herself interested in
seeing her ladyship’s reaction to being called “the dowager.”
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The footman said to her, “Begging your pardon,
ma’am, but your dog looks like he could use a drink of water. I can
take him to the kitchen if you like.”

Catherine looked at MacGuffin’s hanging tongue
and agreed, and the Newfoundland padded down the hall behind the
footman as the ladies climbed the stairs to her ladyship’s
sitting-room.

Sir Philip was there, paying his daily duty call
upon his aunt; he acknowledged Catherine with a nod and a smile,
which she returned, still grateful for his kindness of the previous
evening.

Mrs. Findlay was berating her sister-in-law. “It
had to be Laura-place, did it not, Agatha? No Queen-squares for
you, ma’am! And my poor brother not cold in his grave. ’Tis not
enough that one of you disposed with him, but you must revel in it
by making merry with his fortune!”

“I am sure that I do not know what you are
talking about, Fanny,” said her ladyship; though her blush did not
escape Catherine’s sharp eye.

“I believe you do, Agatha; I know one of you
does. You,” she said, looking at Sir Philip, “or you,” turning a
glare upon her niece.

“What are you suggesting, madam?” asked Sir
Philip, his voice low and dangerous.

“I suggest nothing, sir; I state it for all to
hear. I am come to Bath to determine which of you murdered my
brother.”



Chapter Six

Murder and Everything of the Kind

Mrs. Findlay’s words shocked all present into
silence.

“Really, Fanny,” said Lady Beauclerk in a faint
tone of voice. “You must be reading horrid novels to imagine such a
thing. Poor Sir Arthur, murdered! After he suffered so! I am sure
that no man could have been more tenderly nursed by his wife and
daughter.”

“Giving you the perfect opportunity to assist
his exit from this world. And you,” said Mrs. Findlay, rounding on
Sir Philip, “always hanging around and ingratiating yourself with
the old man. You did not think he would hear about your unsavory
adventures, did you? You are fortunate he did not cut you out of
the will!”

“Beaumont is entailed,” said Sir Philip.
“Whatever my uncle thought of me—and I think, and hope, he thought
well—he did not have the power to disinherit me.”

“From the title and the estate, perhaps not; but
what of the funded monies? I know of a few provisions in the
entailment that would have put you in a very uncomfortable
situation indeed: master of a great estate, and unable to afford to
run it!”

“There was no reason for my uncle to change the
provisions of his will,” said Sir Philip with a touch of
impatience.

“No reason? After the way you carried on in
Brighton last summer? To think I would live to see a Beauclerk
involved in a criminal conversation!”

Catherine was paying little attention to the
argument between Sir Philip and his aunt. She was thinking over
everything she had learned that afternoon: that Sir Arthur’s sister
thought his death had not been natural; that both Lady Beauclerk
and her daughter had private, secret access to strong poison; and
that the apothecary who provided Miss Beauclerk with that poisonous
potion had tended Sir Arthur in his last days. A younger Catherine
might have reached a most alarming conclusion indeed; but as Henry
had once bid her, she now consulted her own sense of the probable.
It did not seem possible that a man such as Sir Arthur Beauclerk,
tended by a retinue of servants and physicians, could be the victim
of a murderous plot; but the Beauclerks were an unhappy family, and
who could tell to what measures the desperate might resort?

Sir Philip, mistaking Catherine’s thoughtfulness
for distress, or perhaps just embarrassed that an outsider was
witnessing the incident, said, “Mrs. Tilney should not have to
listen to this.”

Mrs. Findlay whirled about. “Tilney! I have
heard that name. You may tell General Tilney, madam, that he is in
my sights as well. Sniffing round the widow before my poor brother
had been dead half a year! I dare say that fancy Abbey of his costs
a pretty penny to run. He’ll have a mind to your jointure, Agatha,
you may depend upon it.”

“That is enough, aunt,” said Sir Philip. He
crossed the room to where Catherine stood and took her elbow. “Let
me procure a chair to take you home, ma’am.”

“Yes, let Philip help you,” said Miss Beauclerk.
“Thank you for coming out with me this morning, Mrs. Tilney, and I
hope to see you tonight at the theatre.”

Catherine hastily took her leave; Sir Philip
escorted her down the stairs and waited with her while the footman
went off to fetch MacGuffin.

“May I get you a chair?”

“Oh, no; my lodgings are just a few steps away,
and I have my dog.”

“One of the footmen could bring your dog to your
lodgings, and you are distressed by my aunt Findlay’s nonsense.
Pray let me procure you a chair.”

“Oh, I am not distressed,” said Catherine.

He looked at her closely. “Are you not?”

“No, sir; I am perfectly able to walk; but is
very kind of you to think of it.”

“Most women would have a fit of the vapors at
overhearing such an extraordinary declaration as my aunt’s. I
salute you, Mrs. Tilney.”

Catherine smiled and blushed as the footman
returned, leading MacGuffin.

Sir Philip looked at the Newfoundland and said,
“Good Lord. No, you need no chair, Mrs. Tilney; you could ride this
fellow home.”

Catherine considered this. “Henry talks of
training him to pull a little cart to give rides to the children of
our parish. But that would not do for me.”
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Sir Philip smiled. “Indeed not, madam; though he
is a handsome lad.” He bent to pet MacGuffin, but the dog pressed
against Catherine and made a sound somewhere between a snort and a
growl.

“For shame, Mac!” cried Catherine. “Sir Philip
means me no harm.” MacGuffin looked up at her with sorrowful eyes.
To Sir Philip she said, “He really is a very good-natured creature
in general.”

“He probably caught a scent of Lady Josephine
upon me. That deuced creature will get my coat all over hair when I
call upon my aunt.”

“Yes, that must be the case. Good day, Sir
Philip, and thank you again for your kindness.”

“It was my pleasure, ma’am. Did I hear my cousin
say that you would be at the theatre tonight?”

“Yes, Lord Whiting procured a box and invited us
to join him.”

“May I look forward to the pleasure of visiting
your box between acts?”

Catherine was unsure of the proper response to
such a proposal. “Why—yes, I dare say his lordship will not
mind.”

“That is very good of you to say.” He raised her
gloved hand to his lips. “Until tonight.”

Catherine, blushing at such attention, hastily
said good-bye and left the house. As she reached Pulteney-street,
she could not help looking back; Sir Philip still stood in the
doorway of his aunt’s house, watching after her with a little
smile.
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***

The maidservant had just placed the final
touches on her hair when Henry entered Catherine’s dressing-room.
He surveyed her with pleasure. “Very lovely, my sweet. Whiting and
Eleanor join us for dinner; I saw them at Milsom-street, and did
not think you would mind.”

“No, of course not.” She dismissed the maid and
turned to Henry eagerly. “What did your father say?”

“As we suspected, he is considering marriage
with Lady Beauclerk, but has made no declaration.”

“Will he, do you think?”

“I cannot say; I do not think he knows his own
mind.”

Catherine had a brief struggle with her
conscience, trying to decide if she should tell Henry about the
scene in Laura-place; but since General Tilney was involved, she
reasoned he would hear about it soon enough. She related her
adventure of the afternoon: the visit to the apothecary, Miss
Beauclerk’s beauty potion, her aunt’s accusations. At the end,
Henry looked thoughtful.

“Do you think Sir Arthur was murdered,
Henry?”

“He had been ill for many months before his
death.”

“Well, I am sure General Tilney was not
involved.”

“As we were in Bath last year when Sir Arthur
died, I dare say not; a circumstance that casts doubt on the rest
of Mrs. Findlay’s allegations.”

“But Henry, what of the potion? Miss Beauclerk
and her mother use a beauty potion that contains arsenic.”

“As do many ladies, as your Mr. Shaw pointed
out.”

“He is not my Mr. Shaw.”

“I am glad to hear it; I would not like to be
forced to nurture jealousy of this Adonis of an apothecary.”

“He is in love with Miss Beauclerk at any
rate.”

“And much good may it do him.”

Catherine looked curiously at Henry, who was
frowning at his reflection and adjusting his cravat. “You speak as
though Miss Beauclerk is a great flirt.”

“You have been in her company long enough to
discover that for yourself, Cat.”

“Yes; but—you seem to have personal
knowledge.”

Henry looked down at her, smiling. “Could it be
that you suspect me of nurturing a broken heart? I do not like to
make myself appear less heroic to you, my sweet; but until I met
you, the only romance in my life took the shape of four duodecimo
volumes from Mrs. Radcliffe and her sisterhood.”

“But, Henry, Lady Beauclerk said that the
neighborhood wondered who would catch you. I thought you must have
had many flirts.”

“Lady Beauclerk exaggerated. I had no flirts,
and the young ladies of Gloucestershire were much more interested
in the Tilney heir than the cadet. Is there room for me?” She slid
over on the bench in front of her dressing-table, and he sat next
to her. “That’s better.”

“Even Miss Beauclerk? She is always saying how
much she would like to be married to someone like you.”

“Very complimentary of Judith! I must remember
to thank her for it.” Seeing Catherine’s grave expression, he
continued, “We were childhood playmates, until we both were sent
away to school. When I was at Oxford, she was the belle of the
neighborhood, and paid no attention to me whatsoever, which suited
me perfectly. Judith is not without ambition, and that ambition
does not include a younger son and a country parsonage.”

”Then why does she flirt with you now, when you
are married?“

“Perhaps she flirts because I am married; she
knows I am safe from her arts. I think Miss Beauclerk is unable to
interact with my sex without flirtation, and I suspect it does not
always serve her well. Witness poor Mr. Shaw. He may harbor hope,
Cat, but I assure you that he will never take Judith Beauclerk to
wife.”

Catherine thought of the expression on Mr.
Shaw’s face when he looked at Miss Beauclerk. “The poor man! But I
am glad to hear that Miss Beauclerk has not used you ill. If she
had, I could not be her friend.”

Henry smiled, put his arm around her waist, and
murmured, “My darling defender!”

She obliged him in a kiss, but drew back
immediately; at his surprised expression, she said, “I do not want
to spoil your cravat.”

“Thwarted by my own vanity! There is a lesson
hard-learnt. And I suppose I should have a similar care for your
gown.” He released her with obvious reluctance.

“You should; besides, Eleanor and John will be
here soon, and I must finish dressing. Help me with my necklace,
and then I will be ready.”

Henry obligingly stood and moved behind her to
fasten the chain; if he placed a few kisses on the nape of her neck
while he performed this service, I hope the generous reader will
not find it wonderful.



Chapter Seven

Brittle and Beautiful

The maidservant brought out trays of fruit and
sweetmeats and a decanter of sweet wine and slipped away, leaving
them to talk freely.

“Tell Eleanor and Whiting about your adventure
today, Cat,” said Henry.

[image: tmp_b3fad18e7175cae1a3cf249c1ca6f37b_y8SwNp_html_10b8beaa.jpg]

Catherine related her tale, which entertained
his lordship mightily but left Eleanor frowning. “If my father
intends to marry Lady Beauclerk,” she said, “it will not do to have
such talk about. And you know Mrs. Findlay will not scruple to
repeat it to everyone in Bath.”

“Consider the positive, my love,” said her
husband. “Perhaps if the talk gets about, General Tilney will
change his mind about marrying the Merry Widow.”

“Naturally I wish my father to be happy,” said
Eleanor, “but I confess I would rather he found happiness
elsewhere.”

“Indeed,” said Henry. “I am glad that Lady
Beauclerk has procured her own box tonight at the theatre, and we
need not share it with her traveling circus.”

“Oh dear,” said Catherine, distressed at Henry’s
words. “Sir Philip asked if he could visit me in our box, and I did
not quite know what to say—I told him he might do so.”

“Never mind,” said Lord Whiting. “Those awkward
moments always put one at a loss. It would have been better for
Beauclerk to wait for an invitation rather than putting himself
forward so. Tilney and I will send him to the rightabout,
Catherine; your reputation will not be compromised.”

“My reputation?”

Henry and his lordship exchanged glances.

“Beauclerk,” said Henry, “likes to—entertain
himself with married women.”

Catherine turned to Henry with a look of alarm.
“You do not think that I—”

“Of course not,” said Henry with a smile.

“I wish you had told me,” said Catherine. “I
would not have danced with him last night, even if it meant that I
would sit out. Perhaps my reputation is already compromised! And he
will be looking for me at the theatre tonight!”

“As far as things have gone, a few dances at a
public assembly, there is no harm done,” said Eleanor.

Catherine remembered liberties taken by a
drunken gallant at the rooms, and thought there had been harm done
enough.

“Beauclerk was named in a divorce last summer,”
said his lordship. “Apparently a servant overheard an incriminating
conversation.”

“Mrs. Findlay said he was involved in a criminal
conversation in Brighton,” said Catherine.

“A nasty business, and he refused to marry the
lady involved after her husband obtained a divorce, so she was
obliged to retire to the country.”

“How dreadful! I shall not accept any
invitations from him in future, to dance or anything else. He was
so kind to me! How mistaken I have been.”

“It is never wrong to respond to kindness with
gratitude,” said Henry. “But you need feel no lingering obligation,
my sweet.”

“But if General Tilney should marry Lady
Beauclerk, I dare say we shall see a great deal of him.”

“We shall concern ourselves with that when the
happy event occurs.”

“I hate the idea of that woman in my mother’s
place,” said Eleanor with unaccustomed warmth.

“As do I,” said Henry. “But we have no right to
interfere.”

“But do we have the duty? When she will bring
such profligacy into our family?”

“Your notions of duty have always been very
nice, Eleanor,” said Henry. “Were you still unmarried, I would
protest, or take you to live at Woodston should the general marry
Lady Beauclerk, but as we both are no longer living under his roof,
I think we must let him make up his own mind. And I remind you,
Eleanor: his mind is not yet made up. It is by no means determined
that this marriage will happen.”

“But in the meantime he makes us the subject of
unkind gossip,” said Eleanor. “We must speak to him, Henry. We must
convince him that he is pursuing an unwise course.”

“Not yet,” said her brother. “The General has
long military experience and is a wily opponent. A well-led army’s
first weapon is good intelligence. We need more information before
we plan our campaign.”

Catherine looked at her husband thoughtfully.
Henry spoke lightly, but he seemed to have given the matter a great
deal of thought; indeed, one might say he already had conceived a
scheme.

***

Lord Whiting’s carriage brought them to the
theatre in good time, and they were established in their box before
the curtain raised on the first act. Catherine was prepared to
enjoy herself, and the comings-and-goings and incessant noise made
by those who had no interest in the stage did not interfere in her
pleasure.

Midway through the first act, Lady Beauclerk’s
party arrived, including General Tilney and several of Lady
Beauclerk’s other suitors; as Henry had pointed out, the general
was a wily campaigner, and managed to secure the seat directly next
to her ladyship’s. Sir Philip attended his cousin; he caught
Catherine’s eye, and bowed and smiled.

She did not dare to look in his direction again
until the intermission; when she looked, he was gone, and she
prepared herself to receive his visit.

Several of Lord Whiting’s friends had joined
them, and the box was crowded. When Sir Philip made his appearance,
Henry stood and blocked him from entering the box.

“It is very obliging of you to stop by,
Beauclerk,” he was saying, “but you see we are a full house at the
moment.”

Sir Philip looked at Catherine, who sat with her
head down, blushing, her eyes fixed upon her fan. “Yes; full
indeed. Pray convey my compliments to Mrs. Tilney.”

“I will be sure to do so.”

Sir Philip left, and Catherine let out a sigh of
relief. Henry sat next to her, and she squeezed his hand
gratefully.

Henry whispered, “All well, Cat?”

“Yes; thank you for sending him away, Henry. I
could not bear his compliments after what I learnt of him
today.”

“If he does not take the hint, a few more
repetitions ought to do the trick, unless he is a blockhead, or
very much in love with you; for which I cannot fault him.”

“You always know the right thing to say; and you
were so dignified, so completely civil!”

“I thank you for the compliment, my sweet; and I
am always at your service to dispose with your persistent
suitors.”

“I hope you will not have to do so another
time.”

“Alas, I fear I will; it is the price paid when
a man takes a pretty wife.”

Catherine blushed and disclaimed, but her eyes
were bright with happiness and affection. Henry could ask nothing
more.

***

Catherine hung onto Henry’s arm as they exited
the theatre in the crush of merry, chattering humanity all
attempting to do the same thing.

Henry looked around. “I fear we have become
separated from Eleanor and Whiting, Cat.” He expertly steered them
into a gap, past a couple of stately matrons desperately clutching
at the nodding feathers in their hair. “There is no need for you to
get tossed about in this crowd,” he said. “Wait here by this
column; I will find Whiting’s servant and come back for you.”

Glad to be out of the tumult, Catherine stood
close to the column and watched the ladies, inspecting their gowns
for details she might copy for her own wardrobe.

A familiar voice came from the other side of the
column. “Judith, I beg you—”

“I must go. My mother will be looking for
me.”

“I can take you away from her oppression
forever, my love, my heart! I cannot live without you, Judith! Say
you will be mine!”

Catherine peeked around the column; the lovers
proved to indeed be Mr. Shaw and Miss Beauclerk. She listened in
spite of herself, because she had never before heard a man who
talked so exactly like the hero of a novel.

“I am grateful for the services you have
performed for me,” said Miss Beauclerk. “But I find your continued
declarations most tiresome in the face of my previous professions
on the subject.”

“Services? You can talk of services? When I
would do anything for you, my own heart? When I have done for
you—”

“Do not speak of it,” said Miss Beauclerk in a
low, urgent voice. “Not here.”

Catherine’s eyes widened in spite of herself.
What services could Mr. Shaw have performed that must not be
discussed in a public place? Could it be—could Mrs. Findlay’s
accusations have merit? Henry and Lord Whiting had laughed at the
idea, but—

“Mrs. Tilney,” said a familiar voice, low and
familiar, in her ear. She jumped, startled, and whirled about to
see Sir Philip.

“Oh!” she cried. “You startled me!”

“Indeed? If so, I beg your pardon, madam. I
would not make you feel any discomfort for the world; unlike, I
think, some others.”

Catherine had no idea what he meant, and looked
her surprise.

“Do you not understand me? Ah, you are young;
but I saw your blush tonight when your husband prevented me from
meeting you. I suspect the apple does not fall far from the tree in
the Tilney family.”

She blushed again, remembering what she had
learnt of Sir Philip. “I beg your pardon, sir, but I must go; Henry
will be looking for me.”

“Oh, well, then. I should not like to be the
agent of unpleasantness for you. Until another time.” He bowed, and
Catherine turned away, confused by his words, only to be startled
by Mrs. Findlay’s manservant, clutching a lamp and leading his
mistress.

Mrs. Findlay looked from Catherine’s blushing
countenance to Sir Philip and back again, and smiled most
unpleasantly. “Oho!” she said. “Caught in the act!”

“You have caught nothing, ma’am. I wish you good
night.” Catherine hastily curtsied and proceeded outside the
theatre as quickly as she could through the thinning crowd.

She met Henry by the door. “What is it?” he said
upon seeing her expression.
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“Sir Philip and Mrs. Findlay,” she said. “Please
take me home, Henry.”

“With all possible speed, my sweet.” He put his
arm around her waist and swept her through the crowds and into Lord
Whiting’s carriage, where his lordship and Eleanor waited to
receive her and make her comfortable. Catherine leaned against
Henry’s sleeve and sighed.

“Better now, Cat?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

“What is it, Catherine dearest?” asked Eleanor
gently.

“Sir Philip would talk to me, and though I put
him off, Mrs. Findlay saw us, and I believe she has drawn the wrong
conclusion.”

“Never mind,” said his lordship. “Everyone must
know that Mrs. Findlay’s gossip is nonsense. First, accusations of
murder, and now adultery! No one family has so much melodrama in
these modern times. No one will pay her any mind.”

“I hope you are right,” said Catherine. “I
overheard Miss Beauclerk and Mr. Shaw talking about services that
he performed for her. It sounded most sinister; but I am sure he
only meant making up her potion.” She shook her head. “Such
nonsense! I liked the play very much. Did not you?”

His lordship looked chagrined, and Eleanor
laughed at him. “You paid no attention to it, did you, my
love?”

“Well, no; but that is not why one goes to the
theatre.”

“Catherine likes a play very well,” said
Henry.

His lordship bowed. “Another time I shall be
quiet and let you enjoy it.”

“I could hear perfectly well, sir; I thank you
for inviting me.”

“I am sorry your evening had a sad end,” said
Lord Whiting.

“To make up for tonight,” said Henry, “Tomorrow
we will have our walk. Eleanor, Whiting, will you join us? We
thought to walk along the river and up to Beechen Cliff, retracing
our steps from last year.”

They agreed to meet at the pump-room at noon,
and Catherine’s evening had a happier ending than she would have
thought when she first entered the carriage.

***

At this moment, Emily’s dislike of Count
Morano rose to abhorrence. That he should, with undaunted
assurance, thus pursue her, notwithstanding all she had expressed
on the subject of his addresses, and think, as it was evident he
did, that her opinion of him was of no consequence, so long as his
pretensions were sanctioned by Montoni, added indignation to the
disgust which she had felt towards him. She was somewhat relieved
by observing that Montoni was to be of the party, who seated
himself on one side of her, while Morano placed himself on the
other. There was a pause for some moments as the gondolieri
prepared their oars, and Emily trembled from apprehension of the
discourse that might follow this silence. At length she collected
courage to break it herself, in the hope of preventing fine
speeches from Morano, and reproof from Montoni. To some trivial
remark which she made, the latter returned a short and disobliging
reply; but Morano immediately followed with a general observation,
which he contrived to end with a particular compliment, and, though
Emily passed it without even the notice of a smile, he was not
discouraged.

“I have been impatient,” said he, addressing
Emily, “to express my gratitude; to thank you for your goodness;
but I must also thank Signor Montoni, who has allowed me this
opportunity of doing so.”

Emily regarded the Count with a look of
mingled astonishment and displeasure.

“Why,” continued he, “should you wish to
diminish the delight of this moment by that air of cruel
reserve?—Why seek to throw me again into the perplexities of doubt,
by teaching your eyes to contradict the kindness of your late
declaration? You cannot doubt the sincerity, the ardour of my
passion; it is therefore unnecessary, charming Emily! surely
unnecessary, any longer to attempt a disguise of your
sentiments.”

“If I ever had disguised them, sir,” said
Emily, with recollected spirit, “it would certainly be unnecessary
any longer to do so. I had hoped, sir, that you would have spared
me any farther necessity of alluding to them; but, since you do not
grant this, hear me declare, and for the last time, that your
perseverance has deprived you even of the esteem, which I was
inclined to believe you merited.”

Catherine sat up. “Henry, please read that
again,” she said.

“Which part?”

“Emily’s last part.”

“Very well,” said Henry, and repeated the last
paragraph.

“That is very good,” said Catherine. “It is just
the thing for me to say to Sir Philip when you are not there, do
not you think?”

Henry looked at her, his brow creased. “Did
Beauclerk impose upon you?”

“Oh, no! But I think he has formed a—a wrong
idea. I just need to explain it to him. Do not you think that is a
good way to say it?”

“The meaning could not be clearer.”

“Let me see the book.” She took the volume and
read it over several times, repeating it aloud. She handed the book
back to Henry. “Will you hear me recite?”

“With pleasure.”

“Sir Philip,” said Catherine solemnly, “Hear me
declare, and for the last time, that your perseverance has deprived
you even of the esteem which I was inclined to believe you
merited.”

“Full marks. You make an excellent pupil, my
sweet.”

Catherine laid her head upon his shoulder with a
happy sigh. “Now I shall not be at a loss if he makes me
uncomfortable again. I shall say to myself, ‘What would Emily do?’
and I shall have my guide.”

“You would be better guided by your own good
sense, Cat. There is more worth here,” touching her head gently,
“and here,” brushing his fingers over her heart, “than in all of
Mrs. Radcliffe’s works, charming as they are.” He lifted her chin
gently with a finger and kissed her.

“Oh, Henry,” said Catherine with a sigh. “I do
not want to think about Sir Philip any more.”

“I am very glad to hear it.” He reached out to
extinguish the candle.



Chapter Eight

Most Alarming Adventures

Catherine prepared for church the next morning
with a lingering expectation that the expedition to Beechen Cliff
would be put off by some emergency; the general requiring his son’s
company, or a summons from the Beauclerks that could not be
ignored. Indeed there was almost a delay, as Eleanor wished to call
briefly in Laura-place to leave a receipt for rosewater cold cream
in which Lady Beauclerk had expressed an interest.

“Matthew can take the note to her ladyship,”
said Henry, and Eleanor, who did not relish that duty, was happy
enough to surrender it. Catherine thought she saw a significant
look pass between Henry and Matthew as the note was handed over,
but it was soon forgotten in a flutter of anticipatory pleasure.
The charm of a country walk with Henry had not abated upon her
marriage, and Catherine was as happy as she had been during a
similar walk a year earlier; it could be argued she was even
happier, as she now had the right to take Henry’s arm and walk
beside him, talk to him and be the first object of his interest; a
state which Henry enjoyed no less than she.

Most of Bath was promenading upon the Royal
Crescent, and they were nearly alone by the river, so Henry let
MacGuffin off the leash. In his delight at being outside and
unrestrained, the Newfoundland reverted to rather puppyish
behavior, cavorting along the edge of the river and chasing some
mallards who lounged on the bank.

The mallards, indignant at their Sunday repose
being spoiled, squawked and flapped their wings at MacGuffin;
undaunted, he barked and teased them, challenging them to a game
they had no desire to play, ending it by the simple expedient of
entering the river and swimming away. MacGuffin stood on the
riverbank, barking after them; there was a splash, and MacGuffin
was in the river, swimming after the ducks.

“I suspected he would end up in the water,” said
Henry, not at all disturbed by his pet’s behavior.

“Oh! Henry! Get him out!” cried his sister.
“Will he not drown?”

“Newfoundlands are famous swimmers, Eleanor. I
have trained Mac to retrieve in the pond at home.”
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MacGuffin was indeed a strong swimmer, but the
ducks were in their natural element, and soon outstripped him. He
made a wide turn in the water, became caught a little in the
current—Eleanor gasped, and Catherine’s heart was in her mouth—but
he soon was climbing up onto the riverbank and running back towards
them, bounding with energy and canine happiness.

“That will do very well, lad,” said Henry. “You
have had your swim, and now must stay with your master.”

MacGuffin shook himself violently, spraying
water all over them. He stood before them, his fur standing on end;
his tail wagged wildly, thick strings of saliva suspended from his
panting mouth, but his joy was obvious; to Catherine, he looked
almost as though he were laughing. He turned and bounded ahead of
them along the riverbank towards the steep climb up to Beechen
Cliff.

Catherine could not help laughing at the dog’s
comical appearance; her companions, busily employing their
handkerchiefs to dry themselves as best they could, looked at each
other and burst into laughter.

“Trained him to retrieve, did you, Tilney?” said
his lordship. “I think you need to train him a little more.”

“Mac is a good dog,” said Catherine, remembering
how he had tried to protect her from Sir Philip Beauclerk the
previous day. “He is still a puppy, really.”

“Indeed he is; and we must all be forgiven our
youthful trespasses,” said Henry with a smile. Catherine took his
arm once again, and the party proceeded to where MacGuffin stood
waiting for them at the base of Beechen Cliff.

* * *

Lady Beauclerk’s butler gave Matthew a careful
once-over. The young man was clean, plainly dressed, unremarkable
in every way, and his demeanor was respectful; there was no reason
to make him wait outside like a common tradesman. He stood back
from the open door and said, “You may wait here whilst I ascertain
if her ladyship wishes to respond.”

Matthew entered and stood in an out-of-the-way
corner in the entry. The butler nodded approvingly, placed the note
on a silver tray and carried it off.

A maidservant walked past, her arms full of
folded sheets. She paused when she saw Matthew, and her gaze
traveled over his person. “Beg pardon,” she said, curtseying.

Matthew noticed the shapely ankle she managed to
display as she did so, and her no less shapely figure. As she
looked up from the curtsey, she caught his eye boldly, and he
winked at her.

“Oh!” she said, not at all put out. “Bold as
brass, aren’t you? See something you like?”

“Perhaps,” he said.

“Who’s your governor, then?”

“Mr. Tilney,” said Matthew.

“Mr. Tilney?” asked the maidservant. “General
Tilney’s son?”

“Yes.”

The maidservant giggled behind her hand; a habit
that Matthew normally found distasteful, but knew it would not be
wise for him to say so at the present juncture.

“That will do, Biddy,” said the butler,
returning to the entry. “There is no reply,” he said to
Matthew.

Matthew nodded and made as though to leave, but
Biddy said, “Come down to the kitchen, Mr. Perhaps, if you’ve no
other duty right now; Cook’ll give you a mug of beer.”

Matthew glanced at the butler, who sniffed
disdainfully and walked away. He followed Biddy down to the
kitchens, a level below the street in the back of the house.

“That’s more than His Nibs up there will give
you, ducky,” said Biddy as they descended. “Won’t get a farthing
out of that one, run all over Bath though you will, fetching and
carrying. They keep you running, these Tilneys, do they?”

“Mr. Tilney keeps me busy, yes.”

“He seems a right one; not too high in the
instep. Not like the old man.”

“Mr. Tilney is a very kind—governor.”

“Oh, I’ve heard no ill of him. Here, Cooky,” she
said, entering the steaming kitchen, “I’ve got a gentleman caller.
Give him a mug of beer while I take these to the linen-room.”

“A gentleman caller?” The cook looked over
Matthew with a sharp eye. “He looks too good for the likes of you,
Biddy Johnson.”

“He’s Mr. Tilney’s man, brought a note to her
ladyship.”

“Oh, aye. Sit down, love, we’ll give you a bit
of bite and sup.” And within a few moments there were a mug of
foamy ale and some bread and cheese before him on the wooden table.
He found he was hungry, and partook heartily, which the cook
watched with approval before turning to the counter where her
underlings cut vegetables and cleaned fowl in preparation for the
evening meal.

Biddy had disappeared briefly, but soon came
back and sat disconcertingly close to him on the long bench.

“What’s your name, then?” she asked.

“Matthew.”

“Is that your Christian name or your family
name?”

He smiled at her and said, “It will do for
both.”

“Have it your way, then, Mr. Perhaps. Have you
been in the Tilney family long?”

“Two years, since Mr. Tilney took the Woodston
living.”

“So you know General Tilney, then?”

“Aye.”

“He’s not very friendly, is he?”

Matthew, who had particular reason to know,
said, “I find him a fair-minded man.”

“Mmm,” said Biddy. Under the table, she slid a
slippered foot up the back of his leg, then down again. “I hear her
ladyship is going to marry him.”

“I did not know the business was so far
forward,” said Matthew.

“What’s to stop it? He’s a rich man, and you
know one great fortune always looks out for another.”

“Her ladyship’s fortune is a large one?”

Biddy snorted. “Not as large as she wants people
to think. I was dusting the hallway and happened to overhear her
talking to her solicitor. That’s why she’s looking to make a great
marriage. She’s living on credit right now; expects to get the
money that Sir Arthur left in the Funds.”

“I thought Sir Philip was his heir.”

“Of the old pile he is, that was entailed. But
apparently Sir Arthur didn’t like his nephew’s profligate ways. He
had it put in his will that Sir P. only gets the money in the Funds
if he marries his cousin.”

“Miss Beauclerk?”

“Aye. Though I don’t know as she’s so keen on
the deal. That’s why her mamma thinks she will get the money; and
if Miss Judith does marry her cousin, her ladyship will make a
great marriage for herself with a rich man, one who will keep her
in fine style, not like her husband. That one still had the first
sixpence his papa gave him under his pillow when he popped off.
Never spent a farthing he didn’t have to, and her ladyship’s making
up for it now. I hope Miss Judith does marry Sir Philip, and takes
me back to Beaumont with her. It’s hard enough for those in service
to a pleasant family, but I don’t fancy having that General Tilney
for a governor. I tried to act friendly-like to him, you know, just
trying to get on his good side, and he drew up all prim around his
mouth, as though I’d affronted him.”

Matthew tried to imagine the general’s reaction
to Biddy’s “friendly-like” overtures, and had to hide his laughter
in his mug of ale. When he had recovered, he asked, “Did you hear
that Sir Arthur’s sister thinks someone murdered her brother?”

“Oh, aye!” cried Biddy, leaning forward and
placing her hand on his knee. A lesser man might have jumped in
alarm, but Matthew remained steady. “If the rest of them are out of
the way, hanged or transported, you know old lady Findlay will come
in for the fortune. A pretty good reason to start throwing about
accusations, if you ask me. I bet Sir P. would pay a pretty penny
to keep that away from the magistrate.”

Matthew grinned at her. “Do you act
friendly-like to Sir P., then?”

 


“What, are you jealous?” Biddy laughed, and the
impertinent foot began its travels once again.
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“Have I anything to be jealous of?”

She leaned close and whispered, her breath warm
in his ear, “Not hardly.”

Matthew judged her sufficiently distracted to
return to the subject at hand. “Were you at Beaumont when Sir
Arthur died?”

“I was, and the poor man suffered something
terrible. I say it was a judgment on him for making his family so
unhappy.”

“You do not think it was murder, then?”

“Who knows? They was all of them miserable
enough to do him in.”

The cook looked over and said, “That’s enough of
your gossiping, Biddy Johnson. See your young man out and get back
to work, or the housekeeper will be after me.”

Biddy took Matthew by the hand and showed him
out by the service entrance. She made it very clear that she
expected him to steal a kiss, and he felt obligated to try; after
all, if she were to remain a viable source of future information,
it would be useful to be considered an interested suitor. Biddy’s
protests at this assault on her virtue were rote and quite
ineffectual, and if Matthew enjoyed the exercise more than was
strictly necessary, we hope the reader will recall the young lady’s
words about the hard life of those in service, and allow him a
little indulgence.



Chapter Nine

The Most Unpromising Circumstance

The Tilneys and the Whitings separated at
Argyle-buildings, and despite the fatigue of their long walk, their
good-byes were cheerful. With MacGuffin, shaggy-haired and
muddy-pawed from the day’s exertions, once more on his lead, Henry
and Catherine turned towards Pulteney-street.

As they walked through Laura-place, they noticed
a disturbance outside Lady Beauclerk’s house. A man stood in the
doorway, arguing with the butler. As they passed, Catherine
recognized him; she squeezed Henry’s arm and whispered, “That is
Mr. Shaw.”

Apparently the butler had grown tired of the
argument, and the door was closed with a stately finality that did
not bode well for Mr. Shaw. He turned away and looked around the
little square, as though wondering what to do next; the Tilneys had
already passed when they heard him shout, “Miss! Miss! Please,
miss!”

He caught up to them and touched Catherine’s
arm. “It is you, is it not? Judith’s friend? I remember your
dog.”

“Your dog, but not your name, apparently,” Henry
murmured.

“Please, Miss, you must help me!” cried Mr. Shaw
in urgent tones. “I beg you! Be my friend, as you are hers, Miss—
Miss—”

“Mrs. Tilney,” said Catherine. “Mr. Tilney, may
I present Mr. Shaw, Miss Beauclerk’s—” she cast about for the
proper word— “friend.”

“Friend!” cried Mr. Shaw, raking his hands
through his handsome mop of hair and disarranging it sadly. “I
cannot even call myself that! Once so much to each other! Now so
cold to me! Dismissed without even a glimpse—I would think that her
mother or her cousin had intervened, but after my treatment at her
hands last night, I know not what to think. You must help me,
ma’am; intercede on my behalf. You must tell my angel what a
dreadful mistake she has made in casting me off!”

“I think Miss Beauclerk must be left to make her
own choice,” said Catherine.

“She made her choice, ma’am. She loved me, until
her mother turned her head with seasons in Bath and houses in
Laura-place, and a mere apothecary, even one of an ancient and
noble family, though a lesser branch of course, is no longer good
enough to be her husband.”

“Mr. Shaw,” said Henry, “I have known Miss
Beauclerk and her family all my life. I assure you that if she
truly wanted to marry you, she would not let inconsequential things
such as duty and the honor of her family name stand in her way. She
has given you her answer, and I advise you to accept it as best you
can. I have rarely known Miss Beauclerk to turn from a path upon
which she was determined.”

Mr. Shaw stared at him wildly. “You are one of
them!” he cried, tearing at his hair once again. “You are one of
the false friends who has contrived to separate us! You may fill my
angel’s head with false ideas, you may introduce her to men of
fortune and property who will shower her with riches, but you will
fail, sir. One day you will learn that no one will ever love her as
I do!” He turned on his heel, walked a few steps, and then stopped
and turned back. “And one day she will regret casting me off, when
she remembers the services I have performed for her!” He left them
with all the dignity he could muster, leaving the Tilneys staring
after him.

“Upon my word, Cat,” said Henry. “Your
description of Mr. Shaw was very apt. He talks exactly like a hero
in a novel.”

“That may do very well for Miss Beauclerk, but I
think I should not like it in a husband.”

He smiled at her. “That is fortunate, for I
should not be up to the task.”

MacGuffin, wearied of hard pavements and longing
for his dinner and a long sleep by the fire, pulled impatiently on
the lead, and they resumed their journey to Pulteney-street.

They had put off their coats and the maidservant
had just left the tea things when Matthew appeared in the sitting
room, almost between one blink and another, springing up like a
hothouse plant.

“Were you able to procure any intelligence?”
Henry asked him.

“Yes, sir; quite what you wished to learn, I
believe.”

“Come in, sit down. Will you take tea?” He
turned to Catherine. “I asked Matthew to take on the persona of a
common servant in order to gain the confidence of Lady Beauclerk’s
domestics and obtain what intelligence they were willing to
share.”

Catherine passed Matthew a cup of tea. “I thank
you, Mrs. Tilney. I made the acquaintance of a young maidservant,
who has been in her ladyship’s service for some time. She also has
developed a habit of listening at closed doors.”

“A valuable habit for our purposes,” said
Henry.

“Yes, sir,” said Matthew, not quite approving.
“Miss Biddy—the maidservant—told me that Lady Beauclerk’s fortune
is not as extensive as her manner of living indicates.”

“Indeed? I understood that Sir Arthur controlled
a large amount of funded money. One assumes he would have given his
widow a comfortable jointure.”

“It may be comfortable, sir, but not
lavish.”

“An important distinction. Pray go on.”

“The largest part of the funded money has been
left to Sir Philip conditionally. He must marry Miss Beauclerk in
order to gain control.”

“That must be why she has sent away Mr. Shaw!”
cried Catherine. “It is all for ambition!”

“Judith had plenty of ambition before her father
died,” said Henry. “She needed no such encouragement.”

“You did say that before,” said Catherine. “You
said that she would never marry an apothecary.”

“Indeed. I tried to tell Mr. Shaw, but he had
not ears to hear it. Matthew, did you learn what would happen if
Beauclerk did not fulfill the provisions of his uncle’s will?”

“In that case, the money goes to Lady Beauclerk.
She seems convinced that her daughter will refuse to marry Sir
Philip, my informant said, and counts the fortune as very likely
her own. However, she also is making alternative arrangements.”

“In the shape of a rich husband, I dare
say.”

“As you say, sir.” He hesitated, and then said,
“One more thing that Miss Biddy told me, sir; it is not directly
applicable to this situation, but you may find it of interest. If
the Beauclerks were not in a position to inherit the funded
monies—for instance, if they were hanged or transported—the fortune
will pass to Sir Arthur’s sister, Mrs. Findlay. Miss Biddy thought
Sir Arthur a hard man, begging your pardon, sir. She expressed an
opinion that the Beauclerks were an unhappy family, and that she
would not be surprised at such an outcome.”

“And it gives Mrs. Findlay an excellent reason
to make false accusations,” said Henry. “You look troubled, my
sweet.”

“Miss Beauclerk also suggested that Sir Arthur
was a hard man,” said Catherine. “Could one of them have become
so

—” She shook her head. “Never mind! I should know better than to be
so fanciful.”
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“Beware getting too close to the truth,” said
Henry. “Next you will receive a mysterious unsigned note warning
you off, and any heroine worth her smelling salts cannot resist
such a challenge. Matthew, you have done very well. I hope the
formation of your acquaintance with Miss—Biddy, was it?—was not
onerous.”

Matthew coughed and did not meet Henry’s eye; if
he had, he might have seen the teasing humor lurking there. “I did
my best to fulfill my duty, sir.”

“I hope your zealous pursuit of intelligence did
not lead you to make overhasty declarations. But if it has, we
shall make your lady welcome at Woodston. Mrs. Tilney has provided
for you; it was her word that saved the little cottage beyond the
orchard from being pulled down. It could be fitted up for a young
family, I dare say—”

“Oh, no, sir,” said Matthew, his face deep
red.

“Do not tease him, Henry,” said Catherine.
“Matthew deserves a much better wife than a mere maidservant who
cannot even be trusted to keep her employer’s secrets.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Matthew with a
gratified look.

Henry smiled, and said, “He does indeed deserve
better; and I know he will seek better.”

“I have no such plans at present, sir, to—seek,”
said Matthew, still blushing.

“A man never does,” said Henry.

***
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The dark pressed in early, and even in the hour
before dinner, Catherine needed candles to light her sewing. Henry
had gone down to the kitchen to make sure MacGuffin had been
brushed, fed, and watered after his adventures of the morning. She
knew that Henry probably would end up brushing MacGuffin himself,
and get his coat all over dog hair, but such a circumstance was not
unusual and did not trouble her.

As was her custom while working, her mind ran on
other matters than the task at hand, and her needle slowed as she
considered all that had happened that day. When she had defended
Matthew, Catherine had spoken instinctively; she did not know
Matthew well. He was always pleasant and respectful, but his
disposition was not open. It had never before occurred to her to
wonder about his situation. He was Henry’s clerk, and wrote in a
strong, elegant hand, so clearly he was an educated man; but then
why had he been obliged to go into service? He had worked for Henry
since he had taken over the living at Woodston, and was always
there, dependable and steady, but so unobtrusive that she rarely
thought of him except when he was needed or present. She realized
she did not even know his surname.

Such an unremarkable young man—and yet so
completely capable of gaining access to Lady Beauclerk’s house and
the confidence of her servant! Mr. Shaw, for instance, could not
have done such a thing. His first concern was himself, his own
wishes and concerns, and he was not able to put those aside for
duty. No wonder he worked for a vulgar apothecary, while Matthew
had a comfortable, if not prominent, place at Woodston parsonage,
where his singular skills were valued.

Such skills were not commonplace; yet how had
someone like Matthew acquired them? Immediately a romantic past for
Matthew sprung up in her imagination: perhaps he was a younger son
from a great family, now fallen on hard times, or perhaps his
mother had died and his father remarried to a cruel woman who would
not allow him to assist his own children. Young Matthew, forced
from his far-flung, retired home, had learned woodcraft for
survival; thus his general reserve and silent movement. During a
snowstorm, he was forced to ask for shelter at a country parsonage
(a comfortable yet unpretending place, rather like Woodston), and
the kind rector had taken in the orphan and given him the final
polish on his education. Catherine smiled over her sewing, lost in
dreams of romance and adventure.

Her solitude was broken by the little
maidservant coming in with a note. Catherine did not recognize the
handwriting; she broke open the wafer and read.

You have not been asking the right questions.
If you wish to know all about the murder of Sir Arthur Beauclerk,
go outside now. All will be explained.

The note was unsigned.

What had Henry just said about a mysterious,
unsigned note? “Beware getting too close to the truth. Next you
will receive a mysterious unsigned note warning you off, and any
heroine worth her smelling salts cannot resist such a challenge.”
Her mind swirled with possibilities: Lady Beauclerk, weary at a
lifetime of harsh treatment; Miss Beauclerk, resisting overbearing
parental authority with the help of a besotted apothecary; Sir
Philip, desperate to keep his uncle from changing his will; Mrs.
Findlay herself, attempting to set into action a cunningly planned
series of events. It was just like a book! Though Catherine’s
disposition was mostly quite unheroic, when presented with such a
delicious adventure, what heroine could resist?

She went to the window and peered down onto
Pulteney-street, looking for lurking figures; the darkness was
almost full, and a fog swirled off the river, making it impossible
to see anything. Catherine hesitated, then decided; someone was
trying to tell her something, and she must know what happened. She
threw a shawl about her shoulders and went downstairs.

She opened the door and peered outside; she saw
no one. She took one step, then another, down the short path that
crossed over the vaults below; as she drew close to the iron
archway that marked the edge of the pavement, a hand reached out of
the fog and seized her wrist. “You come with me now,” said a voice,
and bore her inexorably away before she could breathe a word.
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Chapter Ten

The Shades of Udolpho

The ruthless grip on her arm propelled Catherine
down the pavement. In the swirling fog, she could not see where she
was being taken or even identify her captor. One of Mrs.
Radcliffe’s heroines might have swooned at such a moment, but
Catherine had no idea of doing so.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Let me go! Where
are you taking me?”

Her abductor stopped and turned. A face came
leering at her out of the mist; instinctively she raised her hand
and prepared to cry out. . .

***

MacGuffin’s coat gleamed; all traces of mud and
the Avon had been removed, and he was once again a pampered house
pet rather than the wild-looking creature of nature he had been
only a little while earlier. MacGuffin had no vanity, but he
enjoyed the sensation of being brushed and the attention he
received from his master, and wagged his tail gratefully.

Henry attempted to brush away some of the hair
that had traveled from the dog to his own coat, but it soon proved
a hopeless business.

“Matthew,” he said, “another time, remind me to
take off my coat before brushing Mac.”

“Yes, Mr. Tilney,” said Matthew, who had done
precisely that on the present occasion, but had not been
heeded.

“Come along, Mac,” said Henry.

MacGuffin followed him very willingly upstairs,
where, he knew, there would be scraps from his family’s evening
meal and a warm fire to lie beside. He trotted ahead of his master
in the entrance hallway and stopped to sniff at the door, which
stood ajar.
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Henry looked outside, and saw nothing but
swirling fog; he wondered for a moment, and then shut the door. He
went up the stairs to the drawing room, MacGuffin close behind.

“I think we must speak with the landlady, Cat,”
said Henry as he entered the drawing room. “One of the servants
left the door ajar—” He stopped as he realized that Catherine was
not in the room. “Cat?” he called out, thinking she must have
stepped into their bedchamber. There was no answer. “Catherine?” he
called, not alarmed, but curious as to where she might be.
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He noticed an unfolded letter abandoned on the
table with Catherine’s sewing, which showed signs of hasty
abandonment. He was not the sort of man who read his wife’s
correspondence without permission; but it was lying open on the
table where anyone might see it; and combined with Catherine’s
absence and the state of the shirt she was making for him, he
thought the note might contain news of a distressing nature that
would require some sort of husbandly comfort, so he picked it up
and read it.

“Cat?” he called again when he had finished. “My
sweet?” Now there was a note of alarm in his voice. “Catherine!” He
strode from room to room, searching for her. There were not many
rooms to search. He ran down the stairs, MacGuffin at his
heels.

He knocked on the door of the ground floor
apartment that the landlady occupied. “Ma’am,” he said as soon as
the door opened, “is Mrs. Tilney here, by any chance?”

“No, sir,” said the landlady. “I have not seen
her since you returned from your walk.”

MacGuffin went to the door, pawed it gently, and
let out a little groan.

“Hush, lad,” said Henry. MacGuffin sat down, his
nose pressed against the crack between the door and the jamb.

Matthew came through the door that led to the
stairs from the kitchens at that moment. Henry handed him the
letter. “Do you know what this could be about?”

Matthew read the note quickly and shook his
head. “No, sir; I do not recognize the handwriting.”

MacGuffin pawed at the door again, whimpering.
Matthew snapped his fingers, and the dog looked around alertly, but
did not move away from the door.

“When I came upstairs, the front door stood
ajar,” said Henry quietly. “I believe Mrs. Tilney has gone out to
meet whomever wrote this note. She has such faith in the essential
goodness of man—perhaps too much. I want you to—”

His words were cut off by MacGuffin, who stood
and barked at the door repeatedly. When they looked at him, he
wagged his tail and whined, pushing his nose against the door.

Matthew and Henry exchanged a look.

“Get his lead,” said Henry, and Matthew returned
with not only the lead but also a lantern and two loaded pistols.
He handed one of the pistols to Henry, who raised his eyebrows.

“I hope we will not find them needful, sir,”
said Matthew, “but in my experience it is best to be prepared for
all eventualities.”

“Yes, of course,” said Henry. He thrust the
pistol in his pocket, slipped the lead over MacGuffin’s head,
opened the door, and said in an urgent voice, “Find her, Mac. Find
Catherine.” MacGuffin pulled him out into the fog, with Matthew
following close behind.

***

The cry died in Catherine’s throat; she dropped
her hand and peered at the face before her. “You—I know you,” she
said.

The man grinned, revealing several missing front
teeth, and nodded vigorously. “How d’ye do, miss,” he said.
“Mistress is wishful to talk with ye. Bring miss, she said, so I be
bringin’ ye, see?”

“You are Mrs. Findlay’s man,” said
Catherine.

“Aye, aye,” he said, grinning and nodding.

“She wants to talk to me? Why did she not simply
send up her card? I would have been happy to see her.”

The elderly servant placed a finger over his
lips. “Shh,” he said, looking around and then leaning close to her.
“’Tis a secret, miss. You come with Barney now, miss.” He turned
and pulled her behind him, around a corner to one of the little
streets that extended off Pulteney-street. Catherine let him; he
seemed harmless enough, though quite odd.

Barney brought her to a chaise stopped by the
pavement. He rapped on the door, which opened. “You go in, miss,”
he said.

Catherine was a great deal too well-read to
climb into an unknown carriage so trustingly. “Mrs. Findlay?” she
called. “Are you in there, ma’am?”

“Hush, you silly girl,” said Mrs. Findlay,
leaning out of the chaise. “All of Bath can hear you. I know things
that in the wrong hands could—well, get in.”

Reassured, Catherine climbed into the chaise,
and Barney shut the door behind her.

The little moonlight that penetrated the fog
cast harsh shadows across Mrs. Findlay’s face, giving her a
mysterious appearance. Catherine swallowed. “You—you said in your
note that you had news of—of—”
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“My brother’s murderer. Yes.” She leaned
forward. “I have a warning for you.”

Catherine held her breath.

“I saw you with my nephew at the theatre,” she
said. “He is like his father, a wastrel and a libertine. I know we
live in a degenerate age, when young women no longer cleave to
their husbands—”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” cried Catherine eagerly, “you
are mistaken! Sir Philip and I are not—that is—Henry is my
husband.”

“Oh, yes, I know how it is with young people
these days.” She wagged a finger accusingly. “But it is none of my
concern. You just should know that when Philip wants to be rid of
you, he might do the same thing he did to my poor brother.”

“Ma’am, are you suggesting that Sir Philip
killed Sir Arthur?”

“Suggesting? I know it, ma’am.”

“But why would he do such a thing?”

“My brother was about to disinherit him.”

“Sir Arthur told you so?”

“My brother did not need to tell me! He knew
that I knew what must be done to preserve the good name of the
Beauclerks.” She leaned forward and spoke in a confidential tone.
“You know the provisions of my brother’s will; your husband’s man
got it from that silly maidservant.” Catherine’s face must have
registered her surprise, for she said with smug satisfaction, “I
have my spies in that house, too. Very clever of your husband to
introduce the young man; I knew then that you would be the very
person with whom I should share my theory, should—” she held her
handkerchief to her mouth for a moment— “should anything happen to
me.”

“But, ma’am, with respect—is it not possible
that Sir Arthur had no intention of disinheriting his nephew?
Especially since the provisions of his will ensured that his money
would stay in his immediate family.”

“My brother was a good man, a moral man, Mrs.
Tilney, but he had one weakness: his wife. He countenanced her
extravangances, and let her teach her worldly ways to his daughter.
The right thing would have been to disinherit Philip after he
disgraced the family at Brighton, but instead Arthur provided for
his daughter so she should no longer be a spinster on the shelf, an
embarrassment to her family. And a good thing too, for what might
she have got up to with that apothecary of hers?”

“I do not think that Miss Beauclerk has any
intention of marrying Mr. Shaw.”

“Marry him? Oh, no! But where do you think
Philip got the poison that he used to murder my brother?”

“Sir Philip poisoned his uncle?”

“Yes, ma’am; with the connivance of my sister
and my niece.” Her face took on a dreamy expression. “A slow poison
was administered, and he fell a victim to the jealousy and subtlety
of—of a woman.”

Mrs. Findlay’s words struck a chord with
Catherine. Where had she heard them before? But she had no time to
think of it. Confused and doubtful, she tried to imagine the
vivacious, fluttering Miss Beauclerk convincing her lover to give
her sufficient poison to murder her own father; certainly, Mr. Shaw
had provided her with arsenic; but then, gleaming like the light
thrown from a welcoming doorway on a moonless night, she found a
flaw in Mrs. Findlay’s theory. “But ma’am, Miss Beauclerk has
received poison from the apothecary quite recently. He brought it
to the theatre last night. I overheard them speaking.”

Mrs. Findlay’s eyes gleamed. “I knew it! My
sister-in-law will soon learn the wages of sin when her own
daughter turns on her! She will be next to die, and then my niece
and nephew will be free to take my brother’s money and do what they
like!”

“Ma’am, you go too far!”

“Do I, Mrs. Tilney?” She grew dreamy again. “The
moment of Lady Beauclerk’s triumph, the moment to which she looked
forward for the completion of all her wishes, will prove only the
commencement of suffering, that never will leave her to her dying
hour.”

“Laurentini!” cried Catherine. “‘The moment of
Laurentini’s triumph’! I remember now where I have heard this
before—Mrs. Findlay, you read Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels!”

“Novels? I never read novels, ma’am.”

“You must—you do! That is from Udolpho!
‘A slow poison was administered, and she fell a victim to the
jealousy and subtlety of Laurentini.’ Ma’am, you have been
reading horrid novels, and imagining plots where there are none!”
Catherine’s face grew warm even in the dark cold of the chaise,
remembering a time when she had done the same thing.

“I, imagine? I imagine nothing.”

Suddenly, there was a scratching noise at the
door of the chaise, and they both jumped a little. Raised voices
could be heard outside. “It is they!” cried Mrs. Findlay. “They
have sent brigands to apprehend me! Oh, where is that wretched
Barney?” She raised the blind; something like a masked face was
pressed hazily against the glass, and a loud knocking sounded. Mrs.
Findlay screamed and swooned, very much like one of Mrs.
Radcliffe’s heroines, a comparison that no doubt would have given
her great pleasure.

“Mac!” cried Catherine joyously, recognizing the
countenance of her Newfoundland pressed against the glass and
smearing it with his saliva. “Ma’am, it is my dog—please rouse
yourself!” She opened the chaise door. “Henry, is that you? I need
assistance—where is Barney?”

Henry’s face appeared in the doorway. “Is that
you, Cat? Are you well?”

“I am very well, but Mrs. Findlay has fainted,
and I have not my reticule or salts.”

Mrs. Findlay uttered a little moan.

“Well, she seems to be coming round,” said
Henry, “and I would take you home—you’ve no coat, and it’s quite
cold and damp. Come along, and let—Barney, is it?—take care of his
mistress.”

“Aye, miss,” said Barney, “I take care of the
mistress now. Ye go home, miss.”

Catherine climbed down eagerly and let Barney
climb in. She hesitated at the open chaise door. “Can you look
after her, Barney?”

“Aye, miss, I will rouse her, and then take her
home. Go and have your tea, miss.”

Henry put up the steps and shut the chaise door,
and they set out along the pavement, MacGuffin and Matthew leading
the way with the lantern and Henry and Catherine further back.

“Are you warm enough?” said Henry.

“Yes, I have my shawl. Where are we?”

“Just around the corner from our lodgings. You
did not get far on your little adventure, and Mac took us right to
you. An unsigned note, Cat! I can see why you were tempted to meet
with the sender, but I wish another time you would tell me
first.”

“I did not intend to meet anyone. I only wanted
to see who had sent the note, and Barney pulled me down the
pavement to his mistress’ carriage before I knew what I was about.
He is a very odd sort of servant. I am sorry if I worried you,
Henry.”

His arm around her tightened. “Only for a few
moments. I take it Mrs. Findlay wanted a private audience? Would
she not send up her card?”

“She wanted to be secret. She thinks they are
plotting against her—oh, Henry! She thinks that Lady Beauclerk,
Miss Beauclerk, and Sir Philip conspired to poison Sir Arthur!”

“Indeed?”

“But it is all from horrid novels. She reads
Mrs. Radcliffe, and imposed Signora Laurentini’s plot against the
Marchioness of Villeroi onto her brother’s situation.” Henry made a
noise like a cough, and Catherine looked at him suspiciously. “You
should not laugh. It is very wicked to make such accusations upon
no evidence. And to think I almost believed her!” She was silent
for a moment. “My own imaginings last year were just as
wicked.”

“It was not quite the same thing, Cat. As you
said, you made no public accusations, and you never truly believed
Mrs. Findlay.”

“My thoughts were bad enough.”

They had reached the lodgings, and Matthew
opened the door. “I will have your dinner sent right up, sir,
ma’am,” he said, and disappeared into the back of the house with
MacGuffin.

Henry and Catherine ascended the stairs to their
rooms, and Catherine immediately went shivering to the fire.

“You were cold,” said Henry. He brought
her shawl and wrapped her in it warmly, then put his arms around
her and kissed her on the top of the head. “Better, my sweet?”

“Yes.” She leaned her head against his shoulder.
“What is this?” Her hands found the pistol in his coat pocket.

Henry removed the pistol and placed it on the
table. “Matthew is a cautious sort of fellow. He gave me this
before we set out to look for you.”

Catherine bowed her head and huddled into her
shawl. “It was very stupid of me to go looking for the person who
wrote that note; it could have been anyone! When will I learn to
think things through? Mamma is right; I am a sad, shatterbrained
simpleton.”

He went to her and again took her in his arms.
“I do not believe Mrs. Morland ever called you a simpleton. You
have good sense, Cat, and a good heart. You would not think anyone
would try to harm you, because you would not harm another person
with malice aforethought. You think the best of everyone, and I
would not have you lose that quality. It was the first thing I
truly loved about you.” He lifted her chin and kissed her.

Catherine was quiet for a moment, wrapped in
warmth and happiness. Finally she said, “Although the accusations
of murder have been proven wrong, Henry, I think I should not like
to have much more to do with the Beauclerks.”

“Nor I, my sweet; but they may be family soon
enough, if my father persists in his courtship.”

She lifted her head and looked up at him in
alarm. “I forgot. Now that you have your intelligence, what will
you say to General Tilney?”

Henry sighed and shook his head. “I do not know.
I am not sure I have the right to tell him anything. His happiness
is not in my keeping, and it would not be right to prevent it.”

The maidservant knocked on the door at that
moment, and they went to have their dinner and talk of happier
things.



Chapter Eleven

Speaking Well Enough to be Intelligible

By prearrangement, the Tilneys were to meet the
Whitings in Milsom-street the next morning and proceed to the
pump-room. Accordingly, Henry and Catherine set out from
Pulteney-street, leaving behind a very sad MacGuffin, who had come
to consider himself an indispensable part of any expedition out of
doors. Fond as the Tilneys were of their pet, he could not go to
the pump-room, so they left him with much petting and extravagant
promises of an afternoon walk. MacGuffin lay by the fire as they
departed, his chin resting on his paws and his eyes
reproachful.

As they passed through Laura-place and into
Argyle-street, there was a commotion on the pavement ahead of them:
exclamations of surprise, laughter, heads craning for a better
view. At last they saw the object of this public amusement, one
that astonished them both.
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General Tilney stood on the pavement, holding a
lead with Lady Beauclerk’s cat on the end of it. Unlike MacGuffin,
or dogs in general, Lady Josephine did not eagerly pull on the
lead, seeking out the next interesting-smelling thing in her path;
she meandered, she leapt up on posts and stoops, and otherwise made
little progress. At the present moment she sat on her haunches in
the middle of the pavement, cleaning her paw very carefully,
stretching her claws apart so that her tongue could reach every
place between them; she was fully absorbed in her task, and took no
notice of either the general or the leering crowd.

General Tilney stood waiting, his posture ramrod
straight, his expression dignified and proud, as though he were an
ensign in formation. Catherine had to bite her tongue quite hard to
keep from laughing, feeling herself at the same time to be an
undutiful daughter. She glanced at Henry; besides a slight crease
in his brow, he did not seem to think his father’s behavior odd.
Growing up in a military family had taught him to control his
expression.

“Good morning, sir,” he said. “I see you have
called upon Lady Beauclerk. May I inquire after her health?”

“She was very well when I left her,” said the
general stiffly.

“I am glad to hear it. Pray convey my
compliments, and Catherine’s, too,” he added, looking down at
her.

Catherine said, “Oh, yes, sir, if you
please.”

“Very well.”

Lady Josephine finished her toilette, stood,
stretched, and finally took notice of her attendant. She wound
herself around his legs, rubbing against them and purring loudly.
The briefest expression of something like revulsion crossed the
general’s face. “I believe Lord and Lady Whiting are waiting for
you in Milsom-street,” he said.

“Yes, we are to meet by appointment. Good day,
sir.”

“Good day, Henry, Mrs. Tilney.” He bowed, but as
Lady Josephine was still rubbing against his legs, he made an
awkward job of it.

They continued on their way down Argyle-street.
Catherine glanced up at Henry, wondering what she might say; she
judged it best to let him start any conversation, but he seemed
lost in thought.

The General’s servant showed them into the
sitting-room; his lordship received them there and sent the servant
to fetch her ladyship, preparing them with a murmured, “We have had
some bad news.”

Eleanor rushed into the room and went to Henry
directly. “My father told me this morning that he intends to make
Lady Beauclerk an offer. You must speak to the him, Henry,” she
said. “You must tell him what Matthew learned from the maidservant.
It is the only chance we have to stop this.”

“I fear it is too late for that. Depend upon it,
Eleanor, when a man humiliates himself in public for the sake of a
woman, he is too much in love to stop for worldly reasons.”

“What do you mean?”

Henry told the Whitings what he and Catherine
had seen in Argyle-street. His lordship seemed to find it a very
good joke, but a look at his wife’s face stopped his laughter. He
did, however, exchange a covert, sympathetic smile with
Catherine.

Eleanor sat as if stunned. “You are right,
Henry; it is too late. We must consider this settled. They must be.
. . engaged. How strange to talk of one’s father as engaged! And
what a mother-in-law we shall have! But at least we have the
comfort of knowing that there is affection in the match. There must
be.”

“Indeed. We must take our comfort where we can
find it.”

“I cannot help thinking of my poor mother,” said
Eleanor quietly. After a moment, she roused herself and smiled at
them. “Well, as there is nothing else to be done, we must make the
best of it. Shall we go to the pump-room, then, and let all of Bath
gossip about our family behind our backs?”

The Whitings led the way down Milsom-street
toward the pump-room, and Henry and Catherine walked a little
behind. The day was fine, and being young and in Bath and the
happiness of walking on Henry’s arm put Catherine in high spirits
that could not be dampened even by General Tilney’s intended
nuptials. She asked Henry, “Did you ever humiliate yourself for
me?”

“No, I do not think so; other than a fist-fight
with John Thorpe outside the Upper Rooms when he said something
about you that I did not quite like.”

“Henry! You did not!” A closer look at his
expression let her know he had not, and she laughed in her relief;
though a little something else would persist; a feeling that she
might like Henry to have engaged in fisticuffs with John Thorpe for
her honor.

Henry, with that disconcerting habit he had of
guessing her thoughts, said, “Would you like that, my sweet?”

She blushed, but said, “No, I should not like
it. Neither John Thorpe nor his opinion mean anything to me.”

“Very sensibly said.”

“—but not very romantic.”

“Everyday life provides little in the way of
romance, Cat; we must make our own.” He gave her a significant look
and a smile that made her shiver pleasantly.
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The pump-room was pleasantly crowded with all
those in Bath who had come to see and be seen. They drank their
water, and Henry and Lord Whiting joined a group of men discussing
politics and the news of the day, while Eleanor and Catherine
circled the room arm in arm. They drew not a few appreciative
glances, being young and pretty and fashionably dressed; Eleanor’s
rank did not discourage this appreciation, Bath being a place where
rank is given consideration—perhaps more than its due.

They met some women of Eleanor’s acquaintance,
and stood comfortably chatting when a familiar voice behind her
gave Catherine a start.

“Mrs. Tilney,” Sir Philip Beauclerk murmured in
a low, confidential voice meant only for her ear. “It is not often
that I find you without your keeper.”

“I am sure I do not understand you, sir.”

“Fear not, madam; your husband is across the
room, and engaged. Your sister is occupied; you can slip away very
easily.”

Catherine had no notion of “slipping away” with
Sir Philip, but she knew, with a sinking feeling, that he must be
told of his misapprehension, and this was the best opportunity she
was likely to have. Eleanor looked at her at that moment, looked at
Sir Philip, and then back at Catherine, her brow creased in
concern. Catherine nodded and smiled to send a message that all was
well, and Eleanor returned the nod, though not the smile.

Sir Philip took her elbow and steered her away
from the chattering ladies. “Your sister approves, then? She in
your confidence?”

He would have steered her toward the door, but
Catherine said, “I would stay in the pump-room, sir.”

He glanced over to the part of the room where
Henry stood, and said, “If you insist, madam; but I had hoped for a
private audience.”

“We do not need privacy, sir, for what I have to
say.” He gazed at her steadily, and Catherine discovered that her
carefully prepared speech from Mrs. Radcliffe had abandoned her.
“I—that is—”

Sir Philip’s eyes flicked somewhere behind her,
and she knew, without looking, that Henry was there; and the
knowledge of that was like a burst of warmth within her.

“Too late,” said Sir Philip, confirming her
guess. “Your watchdog has sniffed us out, and stands ready to
interfere, as always.”

Catherine turned then, and met Henry’s eye. She
smiled, and he smiled in return, and nodded to her encouragingly,
but did not approach. He knew that Catherine wished to address the
problem herself, but he was there if she needed him. Henry was so
kind, and sensible, and dependable! That thought cheered her and at
the same time made her angry. How could Sir Philip think
that—? She turned back to him, and found she no longer needed
to borrow Mrs. Radcliffe’s words; her own would do.
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“My husband only has ‘interfered,’ as you put
it, because I asked him to; because I could see that you had formed
certain ideas—I know little of the world or of flirtation, sir, and
I believe you have misunderstood what only was meant as civility. I
have hinted, but I see now that only plain speaking will do. Thus I
say to you as plainly as I can, sir, that I have no intention of
being your latest amusement. I am a married woman, and I shall keep
my vows.”

Sir Philip’s eyes flicked again to Henry.
“Madam, I am familiar with the methods that General Tilney employs
with his family. If you have been coerced—”

“General Tilney is different from Henry. I have
always been a little afraid of the general, but I could never be
afraid of Henry. He has all my confidence, and all my affection.”
The last sentence was said with such warmth of expression and such
a smile that could leave no man in doubt that Catherine’s words
were sincere.

Sir Philip looked at Henry and said, “You have a
faithful little wife, Tilney, and I give you joy of her.”

Only then did Henry approach them. “I thank you,
Beauclerk; I have great joy of her, I assure you.” He took
Catherine’s hand and raised it to his lips.

“Forgive me, madam,” said Sir Philip. “I hope my
misapprehension has not caused you undue distress.”

“Oh, no,” said Catherine, who in the flush of
her success could not imagine ever feeling distressed again. “I am
glad that we understand one another at last.”

“Yes; at last.” He bowed to her, nodded to
Henry, and left the pump-room.

The Whitings joined them almost immediately. “Is
everything well, Catherine?” Eleanor asked anxiously.

“Yes, I thank you. I forgot the speech I had
planned, but I made Sir Philip understand me at last.”

“You were magnificent, my sweet,” said Henry.
“Plain speech can do as well, and sometimes better, than the most
learned oratory, or even one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s speeches.”

“It will be uncomfortable to be in company with
Sir Philip, however. I wish I could have nothing more to do with
him, but if General Tilney is determined on marrying Lady
Beauclerk, I cannot see how we will be able to avoid him. I am
sorry to say it, as they will soon be part of the family, but I do
not like the Beauclerks.”

“We need have little to do with any of them
beyond her ladyship,” said Henry.

“Will Miss Beauclerk go to live at Northanger
Abbey when her mother is married, do you think?”

Eleanor exclaimed, and she exchanged a dismayed
look with her brother.

“I had not thought of that,” said Henry.

“Surely my father would not—” said Eleanor.

Catherine wondered at their words; why would it
be so dreadful for Judith Beauclerk to live at Northanger Abbey
with her mother?

“Perhaps Miss Beauclerk will marry Sir Philip,”
said Lord Whiting. “He has lost his distraction—” bowing in
Catherine’s direction— “and may now remember what is expected of
him and come up to scratch.”

“Oh, poor Mr. Shaw,” said Catherine.

Their attention was claimed at that moment by
some acquaintances of the Whitings, and Catherine was left to her
own thoughts. Though Mrs. Findlay’s accusations of murder had
proved to be the workings of an imagination overly stimulated by
horrid novels, that did not explain some of the other mysteries
that surrounded the Beauclerk family. Mr. Shaw had spoken darkly of
“services” he performed on his beloved’s behalf; could they have
had anything to do with Sir Arthur Beauclerk’s death? Would Miss
Beauclerk buy his silence with the money gained by a marriage to
Sir Philip? And why were Eleanor and Henry so alarmed at the idea
of Miss Beauclerk living at Northanger Abbey? Even without a murder
in the case, there was no doubt that the Beauclerks were a very odd
and mysterious family. Catherine had grown up a great deal since
her adventures at Northanger Abbey, but there still was a part of
her that longed to discover the truth of those mysteries; though in
the social crush and swirl of a fine day of high season at the
pump-room, murder and mystery seemed laughably improbable.



Chapter Twelve

Going to One Wedding Brings on Another

Friday night arrived as scheduled, and as
Catherine’s pleasure in dancing had not been diminished by several
exercises, the Tilneys went to the Lower Rooms for the weekly ball.
The first set was forming as they arrived; Judith and Sir Philip
Beauclerk stood at the top, ready to lead the dance. They took
their places and the music began; too late, Catherine saw Eleanor
waving to them.

“I should have liked to be next to Eleanor,”
Catherine said to Henry.

“We will find them before the next,” he said,
and then they were obliged to attend to the dance. Catherine
watched Miss Beauclerk carefully so that she would be able to copy
her figures, and was a little surprised to see that she was
behaving towards her cousin—well, there was no other word for it
but flirtatiously; and even more surprisingly, Sir Philip’s
behavior was not much different. Henry also was watching the
Beauclerks, his brow creased.

When the lead couple reached the Tilneys, Miss
Beauclerk reached out and took Catherine’s hand, squeezing it
quickly as she crossed over. She said, “Mrs. Tilney, I am so glad
to see you!” and went around Henry with her usual light-footed
grace. She crossed back and said, “I believe you have not heard my
good news. You must wish me joy, for I am to be married.”

Catherine, startled, said, “To whom?” Had Mr.
Shaw been able to convince Judith to accept his offer? But that
romantic hope was dashed immediately.

“Why, to my dear Philip, of course!”

Catherine looked at Sir Philip, her eyes wide
and her mouth open in surprise. How could he—it had not been a week
since Sir Philip had acted towards herself as—oh! How could it
be?

Sir Philip smirked at her confusion and gave her
a little bow. “I thank you for the kind wishes you no doubt wish to
bestow, Mrs. Tilney; the demands of the dance, I know, make it
difficult.”

“I give you joy, Beauclerk,” said Henry. Only
Catherine and Lady Whiting would have recognized the ironic edge of
his words.

Certainly Sir Philip did not. “Dashed civil of
you, Tilney,” he said, and they were gone, dancing with the next
couple in the set.

“How could she do such a thing?” Catherine asked
Henry. “She does not know about—” She stopped, unable to discuss
Sir Philip’s behavior in so public a place.

Henry, however, showed perfect comprehension.
“Do not fret, my sweet. I suspect she knows more than you
think.”

Catherine found such a thing hard to believe.
How could Miss Beauclerk take a husband who did not scruple to
seduce a married woman?

The Tilneys reached the top of the set and began
to dance down; when they reached the Whitings, Eleanor gave
Catherine a rueful smile. “I am sure that Judith Beauclerk was full
of her news,” she said to Catherine. “Had I the opportunity to
speak with you before the dance, I would have given you due
warning, so you could meet Sir Philip with composure.”

“Thank you, but I do not think it would have
made any difference,” said Catherine.

“One of our problems is solved, at least,” Henry
said to his sister. “Judith will not be living at Northanger after
a certain happy event. We should be grateful that she has so
obligingly disposed of herself.”

“And given her mother an incentive to hasten
that happy event,” said Eleanor.

They were then obliged to separate, and when
they met again for the next dance, they spoke of more pleasant
topics, but Miss Beauclerk and her cousin were never far from
Catherine’s mind. It was all so unaccountable! She determined to
give Miss Beauclerk a hint, a warning of some kind, but did not
encounter her again until they were coming out of the tea room. She
felt someone take her elbow and steer her away from Henry.

It was Miss Beauclerk, who whispered in her ear,
“I wanted so much to speak with you before the dancing began. One
can hear nothing over the musicians. Let us chat now before they
start again. What do you think of my news? Is it not a
surprise?”

“I am sure I wish you every happiness,” said
Catherine.

“I thank you, Mrs. Tilney; that is most kind of
you. It is all so exciting! Word got round so fast—as soon as we
came in tonight, Mr. King engaged us to open the dance. By the bye,
I think Philip would like to dance with you.”

“Please convey my thanks to Sir Philip, but I am
engaged for the rest of the evening.”

“You have only been dancing with Henry,” said
Miss Beauclerk, laughing. “I have no hope at keeping my husband so
much at my side, I fear.”

Here was the opening Catherine had been waiting
for. “Miss Beauclerk, have you thought about this very seriously?
Are you sure that Sir Philip will make you a good husband?”

“Why should he not?” said Miss Beauclerk with a
smile.

Catherine turned to face her, took her hands and
leaned close so that no one could overhear; she had forgotten how
much taller she was than Miss Beauclerk. She whispered, “I hope I
am not saying anything wrong, but I must speak. Sir Philip— that
is— he—” Words failed Catherine, and she blushed deeply.

Miss Beauclerk looked at her with a knowing
smile. “Oh, Mrs. Tilney, you are adorable! You mean to warn me
about my rakehell cousin! I dare say he has been amusing himself by
flirting with you, is that it?”

“I believe he intended more than a flirtation,
ma’am.”

Miss Beauclerk smiled, her head tilted to one
side, as if Catherine were some exotic foreign animal that she was
observing at a zoo. “I do not understand; what has that got to do
with me?”

“Are you not afraid he will continue
to—flirt—with other women after you are married?”

Miss Beauclerk shook her head and laughed. “You
are a dear thing! But you need not worry about me, Mrs. Tilney. I
am no romantic young miss. I shall take good care that my husband
does not tire of me; and if he does, I shall accept it with good
grace. And who knows, perhaps I shall have flirtations of my
own!”

Desperately, Catherine played her last card.
“But what of Mr. Shaw?”

“What of him?”

“I believe he has a great deal of affection for
you; and I believe you gave him to understand that you had great
affection for him as well.”

“I am very sorry if Mr. Shaw has deluded himself
so far, but I made him no promises, and he has nothing with which
to reproach me. He knew that Miss Beauclerk of Beaumont could not
marry an apothecary.”

“He said he had performed services for you—and
Mrs. Findlay said—”

Miss Beauclerk gave a trill of laughter. “Neddie
is such a foolish thing! When he worked at Beaumont, he made my
potion up for me from his employer’s stores and then refused to
take payment. He got turned off when his employer found out about
it, and he came to the house, expecting us—expecting me—to take him
in. My aunt heard of it, and embroidered it with her own wild
imagination. Now, I hope to see you again before we leave, Mrs.
Tilney; Philip and I will be married at Beaumont in two weeks’ time
by special license, and then we shall take a tour of Wales. Mamma
and I are frantic over my wedding-clothes, as I dare say you can
imagine. Now, I see your partner looking for you; I shall not keep
you away.” And she was gone in a whirl of filmy muslin and
perfume.

Catherine could tell that Henry knew exactly
what had happened; he could have said something like, “I told you
that Judith knew all about Beauclerk, and decided to marry him
anyway, as her ambition has overcome her good sense,” but to his
credit and her relief he said only, “The set is forming, Cat.”

She reached out to him. “Dance with me, Henry,
please!”

“With the greatest pleasure.” He took her hand
and led her to the set.

***

“Well, if it isn’t Mr. Perhaps.”

Matthew stopped, surprised, and turned; he had a
way about him that made it unusual for most people to notice him on
a crowded street, but then most people were not looking for him. He
bowed to the young lady who had accosted him. “Miss Biddy.”

She curtsied. “I shouldn’t talk to you. I’m very
put out, sir. You never came to see me.”

Mentally asking his master’s forgiveness for a
white lie in a good cause, Matthew said, “I apologize, but Mr.
Tilney has kept me very busy.”

“Oh, aye, I don’t doubt it. You’re lucky you saw
me here, for I’m back to Beaumont on Monday, and you wouldn’t have
had a chance to say goodbye.”

“To Beaumont? Indeed?”

“Aye. I don’t know if you heard, Miss is getting
married to Sir Philip. They’re all in uproar, getting her clothes
made and all. They sent me out for ribbon.” She held up a
package.

“Our paths lay on the same route; I shall walk
back with you.” Biddy seemed pleased with this gallantry, and
accordingly they turned their steps towards Laura-place.

“At least her ladyship won’t need clothes made
before her wedding. She bought a dozen gowns, or more, since she
came to Bath, and I can’t tell you how many caps and bonnets.”

“I did not know things were so far forward with
Lady Beauclerk’s wedding. There has been no announcement.”

“No, she’s letting Miss have her day; or so she
says. After all her complaining about Miss not getting married,
she’s getting her own back. Miss’ll be Lady Beauclerk, and Lady
Beauclerk will be a mere Mrs. And don’t think Miss is letting her
forget it, either.”

“Surely Lady Beauclerk could keep her title
after marrying General Tilney?”

Biddy reached out and grabbed Matthew’s arm.
“Haven’t you heard, ducky? She’s not marrying General Tilney! She’s
marrying that Mr. Hornebolt, him as has more money than the Duke of
Devonshire, or so they say. She says General Tilney’s fortune
doesn’t compare; but she really did like him best, until they had
the row about Lady Josephine.”

As Matthew had heard of the general’s
humiliation in the service of Lady Josephine, he expressed his
surprise that they would have had an argument over the
creature.
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“He said she had humiliated him in front of all
of Bath, and he wouldn’t be able to show his face in public again;
and she cried and said if he loved her, he would love her cat, but
he swore he wouldn’t have a cat for a pet, they were only fit for
chasing mice in the kitchens, and that Lady J. was a lazy,
ill-natured creature who would tease his dogs and plague his life
out. Her ladyship said she couldn’t abide a man who could be cruel
to dumb animals, especially one so affectionate as Lady Josephine,
and the general said if that was her notion of affection, then she
had no business being married, and the shocking amount of money she
spent at her mantua-maker would bankrupt any man in a year anyway,
and her ladyship said he could just leave if he felt that way, and
not darken her doorstep ever again. And so he did leave, and hasn’t
been back. She accepted Mr. Hornebolt’s proposal the next day.”

“Surely Lady Beauclerk has since regretted the
argument with General Tilney, if she felt true affection for
him?”

“Oh, no; Mr. Hornebolt dotes on her ladyship,
and on that cat, too. Says Lady J. is a superior creature of her
kind, and that his dear Agatha can spend just what she likes on her
bits of muslin, and any jumped-up half-pay officer who won’t stand
the expense of his wife’s fitting-out should be run through with
his own sword. I dare say he was talking about the general. But he
won’t stand for Lady Beauclerk keeping her title. He’s an
old-fashioned man, his mother was Mrs. Hornebolt and his wife will
be Mrs. Hornebolt. Miss don’t let her forget it, either; she will
have precedence over her own mother when she is Lady Beauclerk and
her mamma is Mrs. Hornebolt.”

She stopped for breath, and Matthew regarded her
with admiration. “My dear Miss Biddy, have you been listening at
doors again?”

“Of course! How else could I learn anything? You
like to listen to my gossip well enough, I’m sure. I’ll wager you
carry it back to your master right smart, too.”

The sudden, simple truth of her words shamed
Matthew; so much so, that when they reached Laura-place, he allowed
her to draw him into a dark niche by the kitchen door “to say
good-bye proper-like” with very good grace, and gave her a good-bye
kiss that left her dreamy-eyed and giggling.

***

The previous Sunday walk to Beechen Cliff had
been so successful that the Tilneys and the Whitings determined to
repeat it. The day was fine and sunny, and while the walk beside
the river was not as crowded as the Royal Crescent, they were not
alone, so MacGuffin remained on his lead. Henry and Eleanor both
were in fine spirits, having had good news from Matthew about their
father.

“I cannot help feeling a little sorry for
General Tilney,” said Catherine. “What if Lady Beauclerk had made
him very much in love with her?”

“I think he was, after his own fashion,” said
Henry. “But your amiable habit of putting yourself in another’s
place, and attributing to them your own unhappiness in such a
situation, has misled you, I fear. If my father is unhappy over
Lady Beauclerk, his disposition is such that it will not be of long
duration. He will soon tease himself out of it by recalling her
account at her mantua-maker’s, and congratulating himself on
escaping having to pay it.”

“Not to mention escaping having to walk her
cat,” said his lordship.

A man was pacing along the riverbank ahead of
them, near the spot where MacGuffin had waded out to chase the
ducks. As they approached him, Catherine recognized him. “That is
Mr. Shaw. Poor man! I do feel very sorry for him, and I dare say he
feels his misfortune more than General Tilney.”

The man bent over and picked up some objects
along the shoreline and placed them in his coat pockets. He paced
some more, and then, as they approached from one side and a large
family party from the other, he suddenly waded out into the
river.

Understanding dawned on Catherine. “Oh! He has
placed rocks in his pockets! Henry, Mr. Shaw means to drown
himself! You must stop him!”

“Shaw!” cried Henry. “I say, Shaw!”

Mr. Shaw whirled around and pointed a finger
accusingly at them. “Do not try to stop me! No one would help me,
no one would make my angel listen to me! It is too late! My blood
is on your hands!” He turned away and stumbled forward, walking
with odd high steps rather than wading. “She will know!” he cried,
pointing in the general direction of the Pulteney Bridge. “She will
know how much I loved her when she finds me floating by her very
door, and then she will regret her treatment of me! But it will be
too late! I shall be gone from this earth forever!”

Catherine, frightened beyond understanding,
cried, “Oh, stop him! Someone stop him!”

Henry released her arm and strode down the
riverbank. “That river must be freezing at this season, Shaw, and
you are frightening the ladies. Do come out now, there’s a good
fellow.” MacGuffin added several barks as emphasis as he strained
on his lead.

Mr. Shaw took two more thrashing steps into the
river, which flowed against him and broke around his knees. “I have
nothing to live for,” he said. “Nothing. My angel has forsaken me.
The devil must take me for his own now!”

Henry gave a short sigh of impatience, and then
bent down and took off MacGuffin’s lead. The dog immediately raced
for the river and plunged in.
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Mr. Shaw flailed away from MacGuffin. “Begone,
hellbeast! Leave me to your dark master!” One of his feet slipped,
and he went down on one knee, struggling to keep his head above
water. Even in her fright, Catherine thought his behavior odd; he
said he wanted to drown himself, but seemed afraid to go under
water.

MacGuffin, up to his haunches in the water,
seized the floating end of Mr. Shaw’s tailcoat firmly in his mouth
and braced himself on the river bottom. Mr. Shaw tried to move away
from him, but MacGuffin held firm.

“He has been trained in water retrieval,” Henry
called to Mr. Shaw. “Trained very well, I may add. You might as
well give it up now.”

Mr. Shaw attempted to unbutton his coat and slip
out of it, but MacGuffin growled, the coat-tail still in his mouth,
and shook his head violently from side to side, as though playing a
game of keep-away. Mr. Shaw stopped struggling and began to weep
with loud braying sobs; he then buried his face in his hands.

Henry watched him for a long moment. “Do you
think you are the only man whose peace has been destroyed by Judith
Beauclerk?” he asked, his voice full of compassion. Mr. Shaw’s
turned to look at him; Henry gazed back at him steadily, and they
seemed to communicate something, a shared knowledge that made
Catherine suddenly uneasy.

MacGuffin tugged again, and at last Mr. Shaw
came with him, stumbling out of the river, the dog herding him like
a lost sheep and never letting go of the coat-tail until his
captive was safely on land and wrapped in a blanket produced by the
family party, which had watched the proceedings with fascinated
horror. A few more spectators had collected, including several
small boys who heard that someone had drowned himself and demanded,
in high-pitched, strident voices, to see the corpse. Lord Whiting
sent them away and consulted with the father of the family-party,
and they went to fetch his carriage, which was waiting in
Argyle-street.

Henry put an arm around Mr. Shaw’s shoulders,
still bowed in sorrow. He looked up at Catherine consciously, and
she turned and said to the fascinated onlookers, “Step away,
please; leave him be.” They turned, one by one, and drifted away,
as Henry spoke to Mr. Shaw in unintelligible tones.

The mother of the family-party would not be
moved so easily. “What is he saying?” she asked Catherine, peering
over her shoulder at Henry and Mr. Shaw huddled on the riverbank.
“What is he doing?”

“My husband is a priest,” said Catherine firmly.
“He will say all that is necessary.”

The woman’s face cleared. “Oh, a priest,” she
said. “Aye, he’ll take care of the poor devil.” She turned to shoo
her children away.

Lord Whiting and the father returned, and the
three men helped Mr. Shaw to get up and moving towards the bridge.
“Cat, take MacGuffin, and go to our lodgings with Eleanor,” Henry
called to her. “We will meet you there.”

***

Henry and John returned to Pulteney-street a few
hours later, and assured the worried ladies that they had returned
Mr. Shaw to his rooms in Westgate Buildings, saw him into dry
clothes and left him in front of a blazing fire.

“How could you leave him?” cried Catherine. “How
do you know he will not try again to destroy himself?”

“He did not really want to destroy himself,”
said his lordship, flinging himself into a chair. “He only wanted
someone to share his misery. Did you not see that he feared the
water? Only a man still in love with life would have such
fear.”

“And pray note that he chose to make his attempt
nearly on the Beauclerks’ doorstep,” said Henry. “He raved a bit in
the carriage about Judith finding him floating in the river and
being sorry she had cast him off, but it soon came out that he
really did not wish to drown himself; he had a wild scheme of
someone running for Judith so she could stop him from drowning
himself and reconcile with him.”

“He also waited until he was sure he had an
audience,” said Lord Whiting. “He could have jumped in before we or
that nice fellow from Hampshire got there, but he waited for us to
be close enough to see his act. I give him credit; ’twas as good as
anything one sees on Drury Lane. Though the poor fellow has had a
bad time of it.”

Henry looked at Catherine, who sat with her head
down, and her hands fastened in her lap; an attitude he knew to
mean that she was in some distress that she did not care to
vocalize. “Do not worry, my sweet. Mr. Shaw and I had a good talk,
and I made him see the foolishness of martyring himself to Miss
Beauclerk. I think he might even be on the way to mending his
broken heart.”

Catherine lifted her head and looked into
Henry’s eyes. “You once said to me that Miss Beauclerk had not
injured you; but the way you spoke to him today—the way you said he
was not the first man to have his peace destroyed by her—”

Henry and Eleanor exchanged glances, and Eleanor
said, “Catherine and John are part of our family now, Henry; I
believe you should tell them.”

He nodded, and said to Catherine, “I told you
the truth. Judith Beauclerk did not break my heart or injure me by
her flirtations. I regret I cannot say the same for my
brother.”

“Captain Tilney?”

“Yes. He came home several years ago, a newly
commissioned lieutenant in the Twelfth Light Dragoons, and fell for
Judith with all the ardent affection of a young man fresh from a
battlefield, and offered her his hand and his heart. She said that
she could not marry a mere Lieutenant Tilney, and he had to put
himself in the way of a battlefield commission or, better yet, a
knighthood so she could be Lady Tilney. Frederick told no one of
this, not even my father; and he went off to Toulon and put himself
in grave danger during the siege there, in a hopeless cause, trying
to cover himself with glory for her sake.”

“He won his commission?”

“Yes; he was Captain Tilney, but it was not
enough for Judith; he was not Sir Frederick. He presented himself
to Judith, and she laughed at him, and said she had never intended
to marry him or any officer, and how could he take her so
seriously? My brother changed that day, Cat; he changed from a
brave, headstrong, sometimes vain and thoughtless young man into
someone capable of amusing himself at the expense of another’s
comfort. He learned to give what he received from Miss Beauclerk;
and since then has found no woman worthy of his affection.”

Catherine considered this gravely. “That is why
he acted the way he did with Isabella Thorpe, I dare say; he knew
her for a vain coquette, and took his revenge on her.”

“Not so much revenge, I think, as recognizing
that Miss Thorpe’s was not a heart worth winning, or worth more
than a common flirtation, and perhaps taking advantage of it.”

“And now I understand why you did not wish Miss
Beauclerk to live at Northanger; if Captain Tilney came to visit, I
dare say it would be most uncomfortable for him.”

“Yes,” said Eleanor. “And my father promoted the
match between Frederick and Judith, which really was most eligible,
so Henry and I were astonished that he seemed to have forgotten the
outcome of it.”

“I do not understand why Miss Beauclerk would
refuse Captain Tilney and accept Sir Philip,” said Catherine.
“Captain Tilney will have a much larger estate and fortune.”

“I believe she always meant to get Beauclerk, if
she could,” said Henry. “She could not capture him with her own
charms, but her father made it possible with the terms of his
will.”

“So ambition makes fools of us all,” said his
lordship. “Eleanor, love, is that tea hot? I could use a cup.”

***

The fire in their bedroom was past its first and
highest blaze, and Henry and Catherine burrowed into their thick
quilts, embraced by the circle of light thrown off by Henry’s
candle as he read aloud the last chapter of The Mysteries of
Udolpho.

O! how joyful it is to tell of happiness,
such as that of Valancourt and Emily; to relate, that, after
suffering under the oppression of the vicious and the disdain of
the weak, they were, at length, restored to each other—to the
beloved landscapes of their native country,—to the securest
felicity of this life, that of aspiring to moral and labouring for
intellectual improvement—to the pleasures of enlightened society,
and to the exercise of the benevolence, which had always animated
their hearts; while the bowers of La Vallee became, once more, the
retreat of goodness, wisdom and domestic blessedness!

O! useful may it be to have shewn, that,
though the vicious can sometimes pour affliction upon the good,
their power is transient and their punishment certain; and that
innocence, though oppressed by injustice, shall, supported by
patience, finally triumph over misfortune!

Catherine made an impatient noise and thrashed a
bit under her quilt.

Henry looked down at her in surprise. “You
disagree with Mrs. Radcliffe, my sweet?”

“I once believed that innocence could triumph
over misfortune, but now I am not so sure.”

Henry closed the book and set it aside.
“Somehow, I do not think you are speaking of Udolpho.”

“No.” He waited, and she said, “Well, look at
Miss Beauclerk! She has injured your brother, and poor Mr. Shaw,
and now she gets what she always wanted: to be Lady Beauclerk, when
she should be forced to—”

“—take the veil, like Laurentini?”

“Well, yes! Or something like that! It does not
seem fair!”

“Consider, my sweet: to achieve her ambition,
Miss Beauclerk accepted a husband who is unlikely to make her very
happy. Some would say that her success will be her own
punishment.”

Catherine subsided and rested her head upon his
shoulder, suddenly wearied by it all. “I suppose.”

He kissed her forehead. “I fear the friends you
have made in Bath have given your faith in your fellow man a severe
trial. Shall we give up the lodgings, and go back to Woodston
early?”

She considered his suggestion for a moment. “No,
I would like to stay another week or two, if we can; the Beauclerks
will be gone, and perhaps we will make new acquaintances. Although
I cannot think of any friends I should like better than you, and
Eleanor and John.”

“Then I must make plans for your further
entertainment. We shall go to the bookseller’s tomorrow and choose
something else to read together. Another by Mrs. Radcliffe? Perhaps
The Italian, or The Romance of the Forest?”

“Perhaps The Midnight Bell? I like the
sound of that one.”

“The Midnight Bell it is, then. And we
have not been out once yet in the curricle; Matthew tells me the
horses are getting fat and need exercise. One fine morning this
week I will drive you out to Bristol and you shall finally see
Blaise Castle.”

Henry’s words, meant to cheer Catherine, instead
distressed her. “I once thought it a real castle! I was such a
foolish creature. How could you ever fall in love with me?”

He looked down at her with a warm smile, his
eyes all affection. “How could I not love you, Catherine? How could
any man of sense not see all your good qualities? You were not
foolish, just innocent of the world; and as Mrs. Radcliffe has
taught us, innocence—“ he reached out and extinguished the candle—
“must always triumph.”

It was not very long before Catherine found
herself agreeing with that sentiment; for when he was inspired,
Henry could be very convincing indeed.

FINIS.
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