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"Johnny Ludlow" was the name used by Ellen Wood as the by-line for a series of 90 popular stories and serial novels published in the British monthly Argosy, which she bought in 1867 and edited under her married name, Mrs. Henry Wood. The first story signed by and featuring "Johnny Ludlow" appeared in January 1868, the last in January-June 1891.


Six collections of stories in the series were published in book form. The first story, "Shaving the Ponies' Tails," was not included in any of these collections, presumably because some elements of the narrative and characterization are atypical in comparison with the rest of the series. The 48th story, "Fred Temple's Warning," was also omitted.


—Roy Glashan






CAROMEL'S FARM


I.



YOU will be slow to believe what I am about to write, and
say it savours of romance instead of reality. Every word of
it is true. Here truth was stranger than fiction.


Lying midway between our house, Dyke Manor, and Church
Dykely, was a substantial farm belonging to the Caromels. It
stood well back from the road a quarter-of-a-mile or so, and
was nearly hidden by the trees that surrounded it. An avenue
led to the house; which was a rambling, spacious, very old-
fashioned building, so full of queer angles inside, nooks
and corners and passages, that you might lose your way in
them and never find it again. The Caromels were gentlemen by
descent; but their means had dwindled with years, so that
they had little left besides this property. The last Caromel
who died, generally distinguished as "Old Caromel" by all
the parish, left two sons, Miles and Nash. The property was
willed to the elder, Miles: but Nash continued to have his
home with him. As to the house, it had no particular name,
but was familiarly called "Caromel's Farm."


Squire Todhetley had been always intimate with them; more
like a brother than anything else. Not but that he was
considerably their senior. I think he liked Nash the best:
Nash was so yielding and easy. Some said Nash was not very
steady in private life, and that his brother, Miles, stern
and moral, read him a lecture twice a-week. But whether it
was so no one knew; people don't go prying into their
neighbours' closets to look up their skeletons.


At the time I am beginning to tell of, old Caromel had
been dead about ten years; Nash was now five-and-thirty,
Miles forty. Miles had married a lady with a good fortune,
which was settled upon herself and her children; the four of
them were girls, and there was no son.


At the other end of Church Dykely, ever so far past
Chavasse Grange, lived a widow lady named Tinkle. And when
the world had quite done wondering whether Nash Caromel
meant to marry (though, indeed, what had he to marry upon?),
it was suddenly found out that he wanted Mrs. Tinkle's
daughter, Charlotte. The Tinkles were respectable people,
but not equal to the Caromels. Mrs. Tinkle and her son
farmed a little land, she had also a small private income.
The son had married well. Just now he was away; having gone
abroad with his wife, whose health was failing.


Charlotte Tinkle was getting on towards thirty. You would
not have thought it, to look at her. She had a gentle face,
a gentle voice, and a young, slender figure; her light brown
hair was always neat; and she possessed one of those
inoffensive natures that would like to be at peace with the
whole world. It was natural that Mrs. Tinkle should wish her
daughter to marry, if a suitable person presented
himself—all mothers do, I suppose—but to find it
was Nash Caromel took her aback.


"You think it will not do," observed the Squire, when
Mrs. Tinkle was enlarging on the grievance to him one day
that they met in a two-acre field.


"How can it do?" returned poor Mrs. Tinkle, in a tone
between wailing and crying. "Nash Caromel has nothing to
keep her on, sir, and no prospects."


"That's true," said the pater. "At present he has
thoughts of taking a farm."


"But he has no money to stock a farm. And look at that
tale, sir, that was talked of—about that Jenny Lake.
Other things have been said also."


"Oh, one must not believe all one hears. For myself, I
assure you, Mrs. Tinkle, I know no harm of Nash. As to the
money to stock a farm, I expect his brother could help him
to it, if he chose."


"But, sir, you would surely not advise them to marry upon
an uncertainty!"


"I don't advise them to marry at all; understand that, my
good lady; I think it would be the height of imprudence. But
I can't prevent it."


"Mr. Todhetley," she answered, a tear rolling down her
thin cheeks, on which there was a chronic redness, "I am
unable to describe to you how much my mind is set against
the match: I seem to foresee, by some subtle instinct, that
no good would ever come of it; nothing but misery for
Charlotte. And she has had so peaceful a home all her
life."


"Tell Charlotte she can't have him—if you think so
strongly about it."


"She won't listen—at least to any purpose," groaned
Mrs. Tinkle. "When I talk to her she says, 'Yes, dear
mother; no, dear mother,' in her dutiful way: and the same
evening she'll be listening to Nash Caromel's courting
words. Her uncle, Ralph Tinkle, rode over from Inkberrow to
talk to her, for I wrote to him: but it seems to have made
no permanent impression on her. What I am afraid of is that
Nash Caromel will marry her in spite of us."


"I should like to see my children marry in spite of me!"
cried the Squire, giving way to one of his hot fits. "I'd
'marry' them! Nash can't take her against her will, my dear
friend: it takes two people, you know, to complete a bargain
of that sort. Promise Charlotte to shake her unless she
listens to reason. Why should she not listen! She is meek
and tractable."


"She always has been. But, once let a girl be enthralled
by a sweetheart, there's no answering for her. Duty to
parents is often forgotten then."


"If—— Why, mercy upon us, there is
Charlotte!" broke off the Squire, happening to lift his eyes
to the stile. "And Nash too."


Yes, there they were: standing on the other side the
stile in the cross-way path. "Halloa!" called out Mr.
Todhetley.


"I can't stay a moment," answered Nash Caromel, turning
his good-looking face to speak: and it cannot be denied it
was a good-looking face, or that he was an attractive man.
"Miles has sent me to that cattle sale up yonder, and I am
full late."


With a smile and a nod, he stepped lightly onwards, his
slender supple figure, of middle height, upright as a dart;
his fair hair waving in the breeze. Charlotte Tinkle glanced
shyly after him, her cheeks blushing like a peony.


"What's this I hear, young lady?—that you and Mr.
Nash yonder want to make a match of it, in spite of pastors
and masters?" began the Squire. "Is it true?"


Charlotte stood like a goose, making marks on the dusty
path with the end of her large grass-green parasol. Parasols
were made for use then, not show.


"Nash has nothing, you know," went on the Squire. "No
money, no house, no anything. There wouldn't be common sense
in it, Charlotte."


"I tell him so, sir," answered Charlotte, lifting her shy
brown eyes for a moment.


"To be sure; that's right. Here's your mother fretting
herself into fiddlestrings for fear of—of—I
hardly know what."


"Lest you should be tempted to forget your duty to me,
Lottie," struck in the mother. "Ah, my dear! you young
people little think what trouble and anxiety you bring upon
us."


Charlotte Tinkle suddenly burst into tears, to the
surprise of her beholders. Drying them up as soon as she
could, she spoke with a sigh.


"I hope I shall never bring trouble upon you, mother,
never; I wouldn't do it willingly for the world.
But——"


"But what, child?" cried the mother, for Charlotte had
come to a standstill.


"I—I am afraid that parents and children see with
different eyes—just as though things were for each a
totally opposite aspect," she went on timidly. "The
difficulty is how to reconcile that view and this."


"And do you know what my father used to say to me in my
young days?" put in the Squire. "'Young folks think old
folks fools, but old folks know the young ones to be so.'
There was never a truer saying than that, Miss
Charlotte."


Miss Charlotte only sighed in answer. The wind, high that
day, was taking her muslin petticoats, and she had some
trouble to keep them down. Mrs. Tinkle got over the stile,
and the Squire turned back towards home.


A fortnight or so had passed by after this, when Church
Dykely woke one morning to an electric shock; Nash Caromel
and Charlotte had gone and got married. They did it without
the consent of (as the Squire had put it) pastors and
masters. Nash had none to consult, for he could not be
expected to yield obedience to his brother; and Charlotte
had asked Mrs. Tinkle, and Mrs. Tinkle had refused to
countenance the ceremony, though she did not actually walk
into the church to forbid it.


Taking a three weeks' trip by way of honeymoon, the bride
and bridegroom came back to Church Dykely. Caromel's Farm
refused to take them in; and Miles Caromel, indignant to a
degree, told his brother that "as he had made his bed, so
must he lie upon it," which is a very convenient reproach,
and often used.


"Nash is worse than a child," grumbled Miles to the
Squire, his tones harder than usual, and his manner colder.
"He has gone and married this young woman—who is not
his equal—and now he has no home to give her. Did he
suppose that we should receive him back here?—and take
her in as well? He has acted like an idiot."


"Mrs. Tinkle will not have anything to do with them, I
hear," returned the Squire: "and Tinkle, of Inkberrow, is
furious."


"Tinkle of Inkberrow's no fool. Being a man of substance,
he thinks they may be falling back upon him."


Which was the precise fear that lay upon Miles himself.
Meanwhile Nash engaged sumptuous lodgings (if such a word
could be justly applied to any rooms at Church Dykely), and
drove his wife out daily in the pony-gig that was always
looked upon as his at Caromel's Farm.


Nash was flush of money now, for he had saved some; but
he could not go on living upon it for ever. After sundry
interviews with his brother, Miles agreed to hand him over a
thousand pounds: not at all too large a sum, considering
that Nash had given him his services, such as they were, for
a number of years for just his keep as a gentleman and a
bonus for pocket-money. A thousand pounds would not go far
with such a farm as Nash had been used to and would like to
take, and he resolved to emigrate to America.


Mrs. Tinkle (the Squire called her simple at times) was
nearly wild when she heard of it. It brought her out of her
temper with a leap. Condoning the rebellious marriage, she
went off to remonstrate with Nash.


"But now, why need you put yourself into this unhappy
state?" asked Nash, when he had heard what she had to say.
"Dear Mrs. Tinkle, do admit some common sense into your
mind. I am not taking Charlotte to the 'other end of the
world,' as you put it, but to America. It is only a few
days' passage. Outlandish foreigners! Not a bit of it. The
people are, so to speak, our own countrymen. Their language
is ours; their laws are, I believe, much as ours are."


"You may as well be millions of miles away, practically
speaking," bewailed Mrs. Tinkle. "Charlotte will be as much
lost to me there as she would be at the North Pole. She is
my only daughter, Nash Caromel, she has never been away from
me: to part with her will be like parting with life."


"I am very sorry," said poor Nash, who was just a woman
when any appeal was made to his feelings. "Live with you?
No, that would not do: but, thank you all the same for
offering it. Nothing would induce me to spunge upon you in
that way: and, were I capable of it, your son Henry would
speedily turn us out when he returned. I must get a home of
my own, for Charlotte's sake as well as for mine: and I know
I can do that in America. Land, there, may be had for an old
song; fortunes are made in no time. The probability is that
before half-a-dozen years have gone over our heads, I shall
bring you Charlotte home a rich woman, and we shall settle
down here for life."


There isn't space to pursue the arguments—which
lasted for a week or two. But they brought forth no result.
Nash might have turned a post sooner than the opinions of
Mrs. Tinkle, and she might as well have tried to turn the
sun as to stop his emigrating. The parish looked upon it as
not at all a bad scheme. Nash might get on well over there
if he would put off his besetting sin, indolence, and not
allow the Yankees to take him in.


So Nash Caromel and Charlotte his wife set sail for New
York; Mrs. Tinkle bitterly resenting the step, and wholly
refusing to be reconciled.


II.



ABOUT five years went by. Henry Tinkle's wife had died,
leaving him a little girl, and he was back with the child at
his mother's: but that has nothing to do with us. A letter
came from the travellers now and then, but not often, during
the first three years. Nash wrote to Caromel's Farm;
Charlotte to the parson's wife, Mrs. Holland, with whom she
had been very friendly. But none of the letters gave much
information as to personal matters; they were chiefly filled
with descriptions of the new country, its manners and
customs, and especially its mosquitoes, which at first
nearly drove Mrs. Nash Caromel mad. It was gathered that
Nash did not prosper. They seemed to move about from
place to place, making New York a sort of standing point to
return to occasionally. For the past two years no letters at
all had come, and it was questioned whether poor Nash and
his wife had not dropped out of the world.


In the midst of this uncertainty, Miles Caromel, who had
been seriously ailing for some months, died. And to Nash, if
he were still in existence, lapsed the Caromel property.


Old Mr. Caromel's will had been a curious one. He
bequeathed Caromel Farm, with all its belongings, the live
stock, the standing ricks, the crops, the furniture, and all
else that might be in or upon it, to his son Miles, and to
Miles's eldest son after him. If Miles left no son, then it
was to go to Nash (with all that might then be upon it, just
as before), and so on to Nash's son. But if neither of them
had a son, and Nash died during Miles's lifetime—in
short, if there was no male inheritor living, then Miles
could dispose of the property as he pleased. As could Nash
also under similar circumstances.


The result of this odd will was, that Nash, if living,
came into the farm and all that was upon it. If Nash had, or
should have, a son, it must descend to said son; if he had
not, the property was his absolutely. But it was not known
whether Nash was living; and, in the uncertainty, Miles made
a will conditionally, bequeathing it to his wife and
daughters. It was said that possessing no son had long been
a thorn in the shoes of Miles Caromel; that he had prayed
for one, summer and winter.


But now, who was to find Nash? How could the executors
let him know of his good luck? The Squire, who was one of
them, talked of nothing else. A letter was despatched to
Nash's agents in New York, Abraham B. Whitter and Co., and
no more could be done.


In a shorter time than you would have supposed possible,
Nash arrived at Church Dykely. He chanced to be at these
same agents' house in New York, when the letter got there,
and he came off at full speed. So the will made by Miles
went for nothing.


Nash Caromel was a good bit altered—looked thinner
and older: but he was evidently just as easy and persuadable
as he used to be: people often wondered whether Nash had
ever said No in his whole life. He did not tell us much
about himself, only that he had roamed over the world,
hither and thither, from country to country, and had been
lately for some time in California. Charlotte was at San
Francisco. When Nash took ship from thence for New York, she
was not well enough to undertake the voyage, and had to stay
behind. Mrs. Tinkle, who had had time, and to spare, to get
over her anger, went into a way at this last item of news;
and caught up the notion that Charlotte was dead. For which
she had no grounds whatever.


Charlotte had no children; had not had any; consequently
there was every probability that Caromel's Farm would be
Nash's absolutely, to will away as he should please. He
found Mrs. Caromel (his brother's widow) and her daughters
in it; they had not bestirred themselves to look out for
another residence. Being very well off, Mrs. Caromel having
had several substantial windfalls in the shape of legacies
from rich uncles and aunts, they professed to be glad that
Nash should have the property— whatever they might
have privately felt. Nash, out of a good-natured wish not to
disturb them too soon, bade them choose their own time for
moving, and took up his abode at Nave, the lawyer's.


There are lawyers and lawyers. I am a great deal older
now than I was when these events were enacted, and have
gained my share of worldly wisdom; and I, Johnny Ludlow, say
that there are good and honest lawyers as well as bad and
dishonest. My experience has lain more amidst the former
class than the latter. Though I have, to my cost, been
brought into contact with one or two bad ones in my time;
fearful rogues.


One of these was Andrew Nave: who had recently, so to
say, come, a stranger, to settle at Church Dykely. His name
might have had a "K" prefixed, and been all the better for
it. Of fair outward show, indeed rather a good-looking man,
he was not fair within. He managed to hold his own in the
parish estimation, as a rule: it was only when some crafty
deed or other struggled to the surface that people would
say, "What a sharper that man is!"


The family lawyer of the Caromels, Crow, of Evesham,
chanced to be ill at this time, and gone away for change of
air, and Nave rushed up to greet Nash on his return, and to
offer his services. And the fellow was so warm and hearty,
so fair-speaking, so much the gentleman, that easy Nash, to
whom the man was an entire stranger, and who knew nothing of
him, bad or good, clasped the hand held out to him, and
promised Knave his patronage forthwith. If I've made a
mistake in spelling the name, it can go.


To begin with, Nave took him home. He lived a door or two
past Duffham's: a nice house, well kept up in paint. Some
five years before, the sleepy old lawyer, Wilkinson, died in
that house, and Nave came down from London and took to the
concern. Nave thought that he was doing a first-rate stroke
of business now by securing Nash Caromel as an inmate, the
solicitorship to the Caromel property being worth trying
for: though he might not have been so eager to admit Nash
had he foreseen all that was to come of it.


Not caring to trouble Mrs. Caromel with his company, Nash
accepted Nave's hospitality; but, liking to be independent,
he insisted upon paying for it, and mentioned a handsome
weekly sum. Nave made a show of resistance—which was
all put on, for he was as fond of shillings as he was of
pounds—and then gave in. So Nash, feeling free, stayed
on at his ease.


When Nave had first come to settle at Church Dykely with
his daughter Charlotte, he was taken for a widower. It
turned out, however, that there was a Mrs. Nave living
somewhere with the rest of the children, she and her husband
having agreed to what was called an amicable separation, for
their tempers did not agree. This eldest daughter,
Charlotte, a gay, dashing girl of two-and-twenty then, was
the only creature in the world, it was said, for whom Nave
cared.


Mrs. Caromel did not appear readily to find a place to
her liking. People are particular when about to purchase a
residence. She made repeated apologies to Nash for keeping
him out of his home, but he assured her that he was in no
hurry to leave his present quarters.


And that was true. For Charlotte Nave was casting her
glamour over him. She liked to cast that over men; and tales
had gone about respecting her. Nothing very tangible: and
perhaps they would not have held water. She was a little,
fair, dashing woman, swaying about her flounces as she
walked, with a great heap of beautiful hair, bright as gold.
Her blue eyes had a way of looking into yours rather too
freely, and her voice was soft as a summer wind. A dangerous
companion was Miss Nave.


Well, they fell in love with one another, as was said;
she and Nash. Nash forgot his wife, and she her old lovers.
Being now on the road to her twenty-eighth year, she had had
her share of them. Once she had been mysteriously absent
from home for two weeks, and Church Dykely somehow took up
the idea that she and one of her lovers (a young gentleman
who was reading law with Nave) were taking a fraternal tour
together as far as London to see the lions. But it turned
out to be a mistake, and no one laughed at the notion more
than Charlotte when she returned. She wished she had been on
a tour—and seeing lions, she said, instead of moping
away the whole two weeks at her aunt's, who had a perpetual
asthma, and lived in a damp old house at Chelsea.


But that is of the past, and Nash is back again. The
weeks went on. Autumn weather came in. Mrs. Caromel found a
place to suit her at Kempsey—one of the prettiest of
the villages that lie under the wing of Worcester. She
bought it; and removed to it with her private goods and
chattels. Nash, even now, made no haste to quit the lawyer's
house for his own. Some said it was he who could not tear
himself away from Charlotte; others said Miss Charlotte
would not let him go; that she held him fast by a silken
cord. Anyhow, they were always together, out-of-doors and
in; she seemed to like to parade their friendship before the
world, as some girls like to lead about a pet monkey.
Perhaps Nash first took to her from her name being the same
as his wife's.


One day in September, Nash walked over to the Manor and
had a long talk in private with the Squire. He wanted to
borrow twelve hundred pounds. No ready money had come to him
from his brother, and it was not a favourable time for
selling produce. The Squire cheerfully agreed to lend it
him: there was no risk.


"But I'd counsel you to remember one thing, Nash
Caromel—that you have a wife," said he, as they came
out of the room when Nash was going away. "It's time you
left off dallying with that other young woman."


Nash laughed a laugh that had an uneasy sound in it. "It
is nothing, Todhetley."


"Glad to hear you say so," said the pater. "She has the
reputation of being a dangerous flirt. You are not
the first man she has entangled, if all tales be true. Get
out of Nave's house and into your own."


"I will," acquiesced Nash.


Perhaps that was easier said than done. It happened that
the same evening I overheard a few words between the lawyer
and Nash. They were not obliged to apply to Miss Nave: but,
the chances were that they did.


The Squire sent me to Nave's when dinner was over, to
take a note to Nash. Nave's smart waiting-maid, in a muslin
apron and cherry cap-strings, was standing at the door
talking and laughing with some young man, under cover of the
twilight. She was as fond of finery as her mistress; perhaps
as fond of sweethearts.


"Mr. Caromel? Yes, sir, he is at home. Please to walk
in."


Showing me to a sitting-room on the left of the
passage—the lawyer's offices were on the
right—she shut me in, and went, as I supposed, to tell
Caromel. At the back of this room was the dining-room. I
heard the rattle of glasses on the table through the
unlatched folding-doors, and, next, the buzz of voices. The
lawyer and Nash were sitting over their wine.


"You must marry her," said Nave, concisely.


"I wish I could," returned Nash; and his wavering,
irresolute tone was just a contrast to the other's keen one.
"I want to. But how can I? I'm heartily sorry."


"And as soon as may be. You must. Attentions paid
to young ladies cannot be allowed to end in smoke. And you
will find her thousand pounds useful."


"But how can I, I say?" cried Nash ruefully. "You
know how impracticable it is—the impediment that
exists."


"Stuff and nonsense, Caromel! Where there's a will
there's a way. Impediments only exist to be got over."


"It would take a cunning man to get over the one that
lies between me and her. I assure you, and you may know I
say it in all good faith, that I should ask nothing better
than to be a free man to-morrow—for this one sole
cause."


"Leave things to me. For all you know, you are free
now."


The opening of their door by the maid, who had taken her
own time to do it, and the announcement that I waited to see
Mr. Caromel, stopped the rest. Nash came in, and I gave him
the note.


"Wants to see me before twelve to-morrow, does
he?—something he forgot to say," cried he, running his
eyes over it. "Tell the Squire I will be there, Johnny."


Caromel was very busy after that, getting into his
house—for he took the Squire's advice, and did not
linger much longer at Nave's. And I think two or three weeks
only had passed, after he was in it, when news reached him
of his wife's death.


It came from his agent in New York, Abraham B. Whitter,
who had received the information from San Francisco. Mr.
Whitter enclosed the San Francisco letters. They were
written by a Mr. Munn: one letter to himself, the other
(which was not as yet unsealed) to Nash Caromel.


We read them both: Nash brought them to the Squire before
sending them to Mrs. Tinkle—considerate as ever, he
would not let her see them until she had been prepared. The
letters did not say much. Mrs. Nash Caromel had grown weaker
and weaker after Nash departed from San Francisco for New
York, and she finally sank under low fever. A diary, which
she had kept the last few weeks of her life, meant only for
her husband's own eye, together with a few letters and
sundry other personal trifles, would be forwarded the first
opportunity to Abraham B. Whitter and Co., who would hold
the box at Mr. Caromel's disposal.


"Who is he, this Francis Munn, who writes to you?" asked
the Squire. "A friend of your wife's?—she appears to
have died at his house."


"A true friend of hers and of mine," answered Nash. "It
was with Mr. and Mrs. Munn that I left Charlotte, when I was
obliged to go to New York. She was not well enough to travel
with me."


"Well—look here, Caromel—don't go and marry
that other Charlotte," advised the Squire. "She is as
different from your wife as chalk is from cheese. Poor
thing! it was a hard fate— dying over there away from
everybody!"


But now—would any one believe it?—instead of
taking the Squire's advice and not marrying her at all,
instead even of allowing a decent time to elapse, in less
than a week Nash went to church with Charlotte the Second.
Shame, said Parson Holland under his breath; shame, said the
parish aloud; but Nash Caromel heeded them not.


We only knew it on the day before the wedding was to be.
On Wednesday morning, a fine, crisp, October day, a shooting
party was to meet at old Appleton's, who lived over beyond
Church Dykely. The Squire and Tod started for it after an
early breakfast, and they let me go part of the way with
them. Just after passing Caromel's Farm, we met Pettipher
the postman.


"Anything for the Manor?" asked the pater.


"Yes, sir," answered the man; and, diving into his
bundle, he handed a letter.


"This is not mine," said the Squire, looking at the
address; "this is for Mr. Caromel."


"Oh! I beg your pardon, sir; I took out the wrong letter.
This is yours."


"What a thin letter!—come from foreign parts,"
remarked the pater, reading the address, "Nash Caromel,
Esq." "I seem to know the handwriting: fancy I've seen it
before. Here, take it, Pettipher."


In passing the letter to Pettipher, which was a ship's
letter, I looked at the said writing. Very small poor
writing indeed, with long angular tails to the letters up
and down, especially the capitals. The Squire handed me his
gun and was turning to walk on, opening his letter as he did
so; when Pettipher spoke and arrested him.


"Have you heard what's coming off yonder, to-morrow,
sir?" asked he, pointing with his thumb to Caromel's
Farm.


"Why no," said the Squire, wondering what Pettipher meant
to be at. "What should be coming off!"


"Mr. Caromel's going to bring a wife home. Leastways,
going to get married."


"I don't believe it," burst forth the pater, after
staring angrily at the man. "You'd better take care what you
say, Pettipher."


"But it's true, sir," reasoned Pettipher, "though it's
not generally known. My niece is apprentice to Mrs. King the
dressmaker, as perhaps you know, sir, and they are making
Miss Nave's wedding-dress and bonnet. They are to be married
quite early, sir, nine o'clock, before folks are about. Well
yes, sir, it is not seemly, seeing he has but now
heard of his wife's death, poor Miss Charlotte Tinkle, that
grew up among us—but you'll find it's true."


Whether the Squire gave more hot words to Nash Caromel,
or to Charlotte the Second, or to Pettipher for telling it,
I can't say now. Pettipher touched his hat, said good-
morning, and turned up the avenue to Caromel's Farm to leave
the letter for Nash.


And, married they were on the following morning, amidst a
score or two of spectators. What was agate had slipped out
to others as well as ourselves. Old Clerk Bumford looked
more fierce than a raven when he saw us flocking into the
church, after Nash had fee'd him to keep it quiet.


As the clock struck nine, the party came up. The bride
and one of her sisters, both in white silk; Nave and some
strange gentleman, who might be a friend of his; and
Caromel, pale as a ghost. Charlotte the Second was pale too,
but uncommonly pretty, her mass of beautiful hair shining
like threads of gold.


The ceremony over, they filed out into the porch; Nash
leading his bride, and Nave bringing up the rear alone; when
an anxious-looking little woman with a chronic redness of
face was seen coming across the churchyard. It was Mrs.
Tinkle, wearing the deep mourning she had put on for
Charlotte. Some one had carried her the tidings, and she had
come running forth to see whether they could be
true.


And, to watch her, poor thing, with her scared face
raised to Nash, and her poor hands clasped in pain, as he
and his bride passed her on the pathway, was something sad.
Nash Caromel's face had grown white again; but he never
looked at her; never turned his eyes, fixed straight out
before him, a hair's point to the right or left.


"May Heaven have mercy upon them—for surely they'll
need it!" cried the poor woman. "No luck can come of such a
wedding as this."


III.



THE months went on. Mrs. Nash was ruling the roast at
Caromel's Farm, being unquestionably both mistress and
master. Nash Caromel's old easy indolence had grown now to
apathy. It almost seemed as though the farm might go as it
liked for him; but his wife was energetic, and she kept
servants of all kinds to their work.


Nash excused himself for his hasty wedding when people
reproached him—and a few had done that on his return
from the honeymoon. His first wife had been dead for some
months, he said, and the farm wanted a mistress. She had
only been dead to him a week, was the answer he received to
this: and, as to the farm, he was quite as competent to
manage that himself without a mistress as with one. After
all, where was the use of bothering about it when the thing
was done?—and the offence concerned himself, not his
neighbours. So the matter was condoned at length; Nash was
taken into favour again, and the past was dropped.


But Nash, as I have told you, grew apathetic. His spirits
were low; the Squire remarked one day that he was like a man
who had some inward care upon him. Mrs. Nash, on the
contrary, was cheerful as a summer's day; she filled the
farm with visitors, and made the money fly.


All too soon, a baby arrived. It was in May, and he must
have travelled at railroad speed. Nurse Picker, called in
hastily on the occasion, could not find anything the matter
with him. A beautiful boy, she said, as like his father,
Master Nash (she had known Nash as a boy), as one pea was
like another. Mrs. Nash told a tale of having been run after
by a cow; Duffham, when attacked by the parish on the point,
shut his lips, and would say never a word, good or bad.
Anyway, here he was; a fine little boy and the son and heir:
and if he had mistaken the proper time to appear, why,
clearly it must be his own fault or the cow's: other people
were not to be blamed for it. Mrs. Nash Caromel, frantic
with delight at its being a boy, sent an order to old
Bumford to set the bells a-ringing.


But now, it was a singular thing that the Squire should
chance to be present at the delivery of another of those
letters that bore the handwriting with the angular tails.
Not but that very singular coincidences do take place in
this life, and I often think it would not hurt us if we paid
more heed to them. Caromel's Farm was getting rather behind-
hand with its payments. Whether through its master's apathy
or its mistress's extravagance, ready money grew
inconveniently short, and the Squire could not get his
interest paid on the twelve hundred pounds.


"I'll go over and jog his memory," said he one morning,
as we got up from breakfast. "Put on your cap, Johnny."


There was a pathway to Caromel's across the fields, and
that was the way we took. It was a hot, lovely day, early in
July. Some wheat on the Caromel land was already down.


"Splendid weather it has been for the corn," cried the
Squire, turning himself about, "and we shall have a splendid
harvest. Somehow I always fancy the crops ripen on this land
sooner than on any other about here, Johnny."


"So they do, sir."


"Fine rich land it is; shouldn't grumble if it were mine.
We'll go in at this gate, lad."


"This gate" was the side-gate. It opened on a path that
led direct to the sitting-room with glass-doors. Nash was
standing just inside the room, and of all the uncomfortable
expressions that can sit on a man's face, the worst sat on
his. The Squire noticed it, and spoke in a whisper.


"Johnny, lad, he looks just as though he had seen a
ghost."


It's just what he did look like—a ghost that
frightened him. We were close up before he noticed us.
Giving a great start, he smoothed his face, smiled, and held
out his hand.


"You don't look well," said the Squire, as he sat down.
"What's amiss?"


"Nothing at all," answered Nash. "The heat pothers me, as
usual: can't sleep at night for it. Why, here's the postman!
What makes him so late, I wonder?"


Pettipher was coming straight down to the window, letters
in hand. Something in his free, onward step seemed to say
that he must be in the habit of delivering the letters to
Nash at that same window.


"Two, sir, this morning," said Pettipher, handing them
in.


As Nash was taking the letters, one of them fell, either
by his own awkwardness or by Pettipher's. I picked it up and
gave it to him, address upwards. The Squire saw it.


"Why, that's the same handwriting that puzzled me," cried
he, speaking on the impulse of the moment. "It seemed
familiar to me, but I could not remember where I had seen
it. It's a ship letter, as was the other."


Nash laughed—a lame kind of laugh—and put
both letters into his pocket. "It comes from a chum of mine
that I picked up over yonder," said he to the Squire,
nodding his head towards where the sea might be supposed to
lie. "I don't think you could ever have been familiar with
it."


They went away to talk of business, leaving me alone.
Mrs. Nash Caromel came in with her baby. She wore a white
dress and light green ribbons, a lace cap half shading her
bright hair. Uncommonly pretty she looked—but I did
not like her.


"Is it you, Johnny Ludlow?" said she, pausing a moment at
the door, and then holding out her hand. "I thought my
husband was here alone."


"He is gone into the library with the Squire."


"Sit down. Have you seen my baby before? Is he not a
beauty?"


It was a nice little fellow, with fat arms and blue
knitted shoes, a good deal like Nash. They had named him
Duncan, after some relative of hers, and the result was that
he was never called anything but "Dun." Mrs. Caromel was
telling me that she had "short-coated" him early, as it was
hot weather, when the others appeared, and the Squire
marched me off.


"Johnny," said he, thoughtfully, as we went along, "how
curiously Nash Caromel is altered!"


"He seems rather—down, sir," I answered,
hesitating for a word.


"Down!" echoed the Squire, slightingly; "it's more than
that. He seems lost."


"Lost, sir?"


"His mind does. When I told him what I had come about:
that it was time, and long ago, too, that my interest was
paid, he stared at me more like a lunatic than a
farmer—as if he had forgotten all about it, interest,
and money, and all. When his wits came to him, he said it
ought to have been paid, and he'd see Nave about it. Nave's
his father-in-law, Johnny, and I suppose will take care of
his interests; but I know I'd as soon entrust my affairs to
Old Scratch as to him."


The Squire had his interest paid. The next news we heard
was that Caromel's Farm was about to give an entertainment
on a grand scale; an afternoon fête out-of-doors, with a
sumptuous cold collation that you might call by what name
you liked—dinner, tea, or supper—in the evening.
An invitation printed on a square card came to us, which we
all crowded round Mrs. Todhetley to look at. Cards had not
come much into fashion then, except for public ceremonies,
such as the Mayor's Feast at Worcester. In our part of the
world we were still content to write our invitations on
note-paper.


The mother would not go. She did not care for fêtes, she
said to us. In point of fact she did not like Mrs. Nash
Caromel any better than she had liked Charlotte Nave, and
she had never believed in the cow. So she sent a civil note
of excuse for herself. The Squire accepted, after some
hesitation. He and the Caromels had been friends for so many
years that he did not care to put the slight of a refusal
upon Nash; besides, he liked parties, if they were
jolly.


But now, would any rational being believe that Mrs. Nash
had the cheek to send an invitation to Mrs. Tinkle and her
son Henry? It was what Harry Tinkle called it—cheek.
When poor Mrs. Tinkle broke the red seal of the huge
envelope, and read the card of invitation, from Mr. and Mrs.
Caromel, her eyes were dim.


"I think they must have sent it as a cruel joke,"
remarked Mrs. Tinkle, meeting the Squire a day or two before
the fête. "She has never spoken to me in her life. When we
pass each other she picks up her skirts as if they were too
good to touch mine. Once she laughed at me, rudely."


"Don't believe she knows any better," cried the Squire in
his hot partisanship. "Her skirts were not fit to touch your
own Charlotte's."


"Oh, Charlotte! poor Charlotte!" cried Mrs. Tinkle,
losing her equanimity. "I wish I could hear the particulars
of her last moments," she went on, brushing away the tears.
"If Mr. Caromel has had details—and that letter,
telling of her death, promised them, you know—he does
not disclose them to me."


"Why don't you write a note and ask him, Mrs.
Tinkle?"


"I hardly know why," she answered. "I think he cannot
have heard, or he would surely tell me; he is not bad-
hearted."


"No, only too easy; swayed by anybody that may be at his
elbow for the time being," concluded the Squire. "Nash
Caromel is one of those people who need to be kept in
leading-strings all their lives. Good-morning."


It was a fête worth going to. The afternoon as sunny a
one as ever August turned out, and the company gay, if not
numerous. Only a sprinkling of ladies could be seen; but
amongst them was Miles Caromel's widow, with her four
daughters. Being women of consideration, deserving the
respect of the world, their presence went for much, and Mrs.
Nash had reason to thank them. They scorned and despised her
in their hearts, but they countenanced her for the sake of
the honour of the Caromels.


Archery, dancing, promenading, and talking took up the
afternoon, and then came the banquet. Altogether it must
have cost Caromel's Farm a tidy sum.


"It is well for you to be able to afford this," cried the
Squire confidentially to Nash, as they stood together in one
of the shady paths beyond the light of the coloured
lanterns, when the evening was drawing to an end. "Miles
would never have done it."


"Oh, I don't know—it's no harm once in a way,"
answered Nash, who had exerted himself wonderfully, and
finished up by drinking his share of wine. "Miles had his
ways, and I have mine."


"All right: it is your own affair. But I wouldn't have
done one thing, my good friend—sent an invitation to
your mother-in-law."


"What mother-in-law?" asked Nash, staring.


"Your ex-mother-in-law, I ought to have said—Mrs.
Tinkle. I wouldn't have done it, Caromel, under the
circumstances. It pained her."


"But who did send her an invitation? Is it likely? I
don't know what you are talking about, Squire."


"Oh, that's it, is it?" returned the Squire, perceiving
that the act was madam's and not his. "Have you ever had
those particulars of Charlotte's death?"


Nash Caromel's face changed from red to a deadly pallor:
the question unnerved him—took his wits out of
him.


"The particulars of Charlotte's death," he stammered,
looking all abroad. "What particulars?"


"Why, those promised you by the man who wrote from San
Francisco—Munn, was his name? Charlotte's diary, and
letters, and things, that he was sending off to New
York."


"Oh—ay—I remember," answered Nash, pulling
his senses together. "No, they have not come."


"Been lost on the way, do you suppose? What a pity!"


"They may have been. I have not had them."


Nash Caromel walked straight away with the last words.
Either to get rid of the subject, or to join some people who
had just then crossed the top of the path.


"Caromel does not like talking of her: I can see that,
Johnny," remarked the Squire to me later. "I don't believe
he'd have done as he did, but for this second Charlotte
throwing her wiles across his path. He fell into the snare
and his conscience pricks him."


"I dare say, sir, it will come right with time. She is
very pretty."


"Yes, most crooked things come straight with time,"
assented the Squire. "Perhaps this one will."


Would it, though!




The weeks and the months went on. Caromel's Farm seemed
to prosper, its mistress being a most active manager, ruling
with an apparently soft will, but one firm as iron; and
little Dun grew to be about fifteen months old. The cow
might have behaved ungenteelly to him, as Miss Bailey's
ghost says to Captain Smith, but it had not hurt the little
fellow, or his stout legs either, which began now to be
running him into all kinds of mischief. And so the time came
round again to August—just a year after the fête, and
nearly twenty-two months after Nash's second marriage.


One evening, Tod being out and Mrs. Todhetley in the
nursery, I was alone with the Squire in the twilight. The
great harvest moon was rising behind the trees; and the
Squire, talking of some parish grievance that he had heard
of from old Jones the constable, let it rise: while I was
wishing he would call for lights that I might get on with
"The Old English Baron," which I was reading for about the
seventeenth time.


"And you see, Johnny, if Jones had been firm, as I told
him this afternoon, and taken the fellow up, instead of
letting him slope off and be lost, the
poachers—— Who's this coming in, lad?"


The Squire had caught sight of some one turning to the
door from the covered path. I saw the fag-end of a
petticoat.


"I think it must be Mrs. Scott, sir. The mother said she
had promised to come over one of these first evenings."


"Ay," said the Squire. "Open the door for her,
Johnny."


I had the front-door open in a twinkling, and saw a lady
with a travelling-cloak on her arm. But she bore no
resemblance to Mrs. Scott.


"Is Mr. Todhetley at home?"


The soft voice gave me a thrill and a shock, though years
had elapsed since I heard it. A confused doubt came rushing
over me; a perplexing question well-nigh passed my lips: "Is
it a living woman or a dead one?" For there, before me,
stood Nash Caromel's dead wife, Charlotte the First.




THE END
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