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Under certain circumstances there are few hours in life more agreeable than the
hour dedicated to the ceremony known as afternoon tea. There are circumstances in
which, whether you partake of the tea or not—some people of course never do—the
situation is in itself delightful. Those that | have in mind in beginning to unfold this
simple history offered an admirable setting to an innocent pastime. The implements of
the little feast had been disposed upon the lawn of an old English country-house, in
what | should call the perfect middle of a splendid summer afternoon. The shadows on
the perfect lawn were straight and angular; they were the shadows of an old man sitting
in a deep wickerchair near the low table on which the tea had been served, and of two
younger men strolling to and fro, in desultory talk, in front of him. One of them, from
time to time, as he passed, looked with a certain attention at the elder man, who,
unconscious of observation, rested his eyes upon the rich red front of his dwelling.

The house stood upon a low hill, above the river—the river being the Thames, at
some forty miles from London. The house had a name and a history; the old gentleman
taking his tea would have been delighted to tell you these things: how it had been built
under Edward the Sixth, had offered a night’s hospitality to the great Elizabeth, had
been a good deal bruised and defaced in Cromwell’s wars, and then, under the
Restoration, repaired and much enlarged; and how, finally, after having been
remodelled and disfigured in the eighteenth century, it had passed into the careful
keeping of a shrewd American banker.

The old gentleman at the tea-table, who had come from America thirty years
before, had brought with him, at the top of his baggage, his American physiognomy;
and he had not only brought it with him, but he had kept it in the best order. He had a
narrow, clean-shaven face, with evenly distributed features, and an expression of placid
acuteness. It seemed to tell that he had been successful in life, but it seemed to tell
also that his success had not been exclusive and invidious, but had had much of the
inoffensiveness of failure. A beautiful collie dog lay upon the grass near his chair,
watching the master’s face almost as tenderly as the master contemplated the still
more magisterial physiognomy of the house; and a little bristling, bustling terrier
bestowed a desultory attendance upon the other gentlemen.

One of these was a remarkably well-made man of five-and-thirty, with a face as
English as that of the old gentleman | have just sketched was something else; a
noticeably handsome face, fresh-coloured, fair, and frank, with firm, straight features, a
lively grey eye, and the rich adornment of a chestnut beard. This person had a certain
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fortunate, brilliant exceptional look—the air of a happy temperament fertilised by a high
civilisation—which would have made almost any observer envy him at a venture.

His companion, measuring the length of the lawn beside him, was a person of
guite another pattern, who, although he might have excited grave curiosity, would not,
like the other, have provoked you to wish yourself, almost blindly, in his place. Tall,
lean, loosely and feebly put together, he had an ugly, sickly, witty, charming face—
furnished, but by no means decorated, with a straggling moustache and whisker. As |
have said, whenever he passed the old man in the chair, he rested his eyes upon him;
and at this moment, with their faces brought into relation, you would easily have seen
that they were father and son.

The father caught his son’s eye at last, and gave him a mild, responsive smile. “I|
am getting on very well,” he said.

“Are you cold?” his son inquired.

The father slowly rubbed his legs. “Well, | don’t know. | can’t tell till | feel.”

“Perhaps some one might feel for you,” said the younger man, laughing.

“Oh, hope some one will always feelfor me! Don’t you feel for me, Lord Warburton?”

“Oh yes, immensely,” said the gentleman addressed as Lord Warburton, promptly.
“I am bound to say you look wonderfully comfortable.”

“Well, | suppose | am, in most respects.” And the old man locked down at his
green shawl, and smoothed it over his knees. “The fact is, | have been comfortable so
many years that 1 suppose | have got so used to it | don’t know it.”

“Yes, that’s the bore of comfort,” said Lord Warburton. “We only know when we
are uncomfortable.”

“It strikes me that we are rather particular,” said his companion.

“Oh yes, there is no doubt we're particular,” Lord Warburton murmured. “! should
think you would be very unhappy with that shawl,” he said, while his companion filled
the old man’s cup again.

“Oh no, he must have the shawl! " cried the other gentleman.

“It belongs to my wife,” said the old man, simply.

“Oh, if it”’s for sentimental reasons—" And Lord Warburton made a gesture of apology.

“I suppose | must give it to her when she comes,” the old man went on.

“You will please to do nothing of the kind. You will keep it to cover your poor old
legs,” said his son.

“Well, you mustn’t abuse my legs,” said the old man. “l guess they are as good
as yours. Were you ever sick, Lord Warburton?”

Lord Warburton considered a moment. “Yes, sir, once, in the Persian Gulf.”

“He is making light of you, daddy,” said the other young man. “That's a sort of
joke. He is sick of life; he was just telling me so; going on fearfully about it,” said Lord
Warburton’s friend.

“Is that true, sir?” asked the old man gravely.

“If it is, your son gave me no consolation. He’s a wretched fellow to talk to—a
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regular cynic. He doesn’t seem to believe anything.”

“That’s another sort of joke,” said the person accused of cynicism.

“I am convinced there will be great changes; and not all for the better,” said the
old man.

“l quite agree with you, sir,” Lord Warburton declared. “l am very sure there will
be great changes, and that all sorts of queer things will happen. That’s why | find so
much difficulty in applying your advice; you know you told me the other day that | ought
to ‘take hold’ of something. One hesitates to take hold of a thing that may the next
moment be knocked sky-high.”

“You ought to take hold of a pretty woman,” said his companion. “He is trying hard
to fall in love,” he added, by way of explanation, to his father.

“The pretty women themselves may be sent flying! ” Lord Warburton exclaimed.

“No, no, they will be firm,” the oid man rejoined; “they will not be affected by the
social and political changes | just referred to. Make up to a good one and marry her,
and your life will become much more interesting.”

“If | marry an interesting woman, | shall be interested: is that what you say?” Lord
Warburton asked. “l am not at all keen about marrying—your son misrepresented me;
but there is no knowing what an interesting woman might do with me.”

“| shouid like to see your idea of an interesting woman,” said his friend.

“My dear fellow, you can’t see ideas—especially such ethereal ones as mine. If |
could only see it myself—that would be a great step in advance.”

“Well, you may fall in love with whomsoever you please; but you must not fail in
love with my niece,” said the old man.

“I haven’t the honour of knowing your niece,” Lord Warburton said. “| think it is the
first time | have heard of her.”

“She is a niece of my wife’s; Mrs. Touchett brings her to England.”

Then yoUng Mr. Touchett explained. “My mother, you know, has been spending
the winter in America, and we are expecting her back. She writes that she has
discovered a niece, and that she has invited her to come with her.”

“| see—very kind of her,” said Lord Warburton. “Is the young lady interesting?”

“We hardly know more about her than you; my mother has not gone into details.
She chiefly communicates with us by means of telegrams, and her telegrams are rather
inscrutable. ‘Changed hotel, very bad, impudent clerk, address here. Taken sister’s
girl, died last year, go to Europe, two sisters, quite independent.” Over that my father
and | have scarcely stopped puzzling; it seems to admit of so many interpretations.
Who is ‘quite independent,” and in what sense is the term used?—and is it used in a
moral or in a financial sense? Does it mean that they have been left well off, or that they
wish to be under no obligations? or does it simply mean that they are fond of their own
way?”

“Whatever else it means, it is pretty sure to mean that,” Mr. Touchett remarked.
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“Will you at least let me know when your cousin arrives?” Lord Warburton asked.

“Only on the condition 1 have mentioned—that you don’t fall in love with her! ” Mr.
Touchett declared.

“Ah, well,” said Lord Warburton with a humour broader still, “perhaps, after all, she
is not worth trying on! ”

| %@M’e/c <z

While this exchange of pleasantries took place between the two, Ralph Touchett
wandered away a little, with his little rowdyish terrier at his heels. His face was turned
towards the house, but his eyes were bent, musingly, upon the lawn; so that he had
been an object of observation to a person who had just made her appearance in the
doorway of the dwelling for some moments before he perceived her. His attention was
called to her by the conduct of his dog, who had suddenly darted forward, with a little
volley of shrill barks, in which the note of welcome, however, was more sensible than
that of defiance. The person in question was a young lady, who seemed immediately to
interpret the greeting of the little terrier. He advanced with great rapidity, and stood at
her feet, looking up and barking hard; whereupon, without hesitation, she stooped and
caught him in her hands, holding him face to face while he continued his joyous
demonstration. His master now had had time to follow and to see that Bunchie’s new
friend was a tall girl in a black dress, who at first sight looked pretty. Meantime the two
other gentlemen had also taken note of the new-comer.

“Dear me, who is that strange woman?” Mr. Touchett had asked.

“Perhaps it is Mrs. Touchett’s niece—the independent young lady,” Lord Warbur-
ton suggested. “I think she must be, from the way she handles the dog.”

“But where is my wife, then?” murmured the old man.

“| suppose the young lady has left her somewhere: that’s a part of the independence.”

The girl spoke to Ralph, smiling, while she still held up the terrier. “Is this your little
dog, sir?”

“He was mine a moment ago; but you have suddenly acquired a remarkable air of
property in him.”

“Couldn’t we share him?” asked the girl. “He’s such a little darling.”

Ralph looked at her a moment; she was unexpectedly pretty. “You may have him
altogether,” he said.

The young lady seemed to have a great deal of confidence, both in herself and in
others; but this abrupt generosity made her blush. “i ought to tell you that | am probably
your cousin,” she murmured, putting down the dog.
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“Probably?” the young man exclaimed, laughing. “! supposed it was quite
settled! Have you come with my mother?”

“Yes, half-an-hour ago.”

“And has she deposited you and departed again?”

“No, she went straight to her room; and she told me that, if | should see you, | was
to say to you that you must come to her there at a quarter to seven.”

The young man looked at his watch. “Thank you very much; | shall be punctual.” And then
he looked at his cousin. “You are very welcome here,” he went on. “l am delighted to see you.”

She was looking at everything with an eye that denoted quick perception. “! have
never seen anything so lovely as this place,” she said. “| have been all over the house;
it’s too enchanting. Is one of those gentlemen your father?”

“Yes, the elder one—the one sitting down,” said Ralph.

The young girl gave a laugh. “l don’t suppose it’s the other. Who is the other?”

“He is a friend of ours—Lord Warburton.”

“Oh, | hoped there would be a lord; it’s just like a novel! ”

She remained standing where they had met, making no offer to advance or to speak to
Mr. Touchett, and while she lingered in the doorway, slim and charming, her interlocutor
wondered whether she expected the old man to come and pay her his respects. American
girls were used to a great deal of deference, and it had been intimated that this one had a
high spirit. indeed, Ralph could see that in her face.

“Won’t you come and make acquaintance with my father?” he nevertheless
ventured to ask. “He is old and infirm—he doesn’t leave his chair.”

“Ah, poor man, | am very sorry! ” the girl exclaimed, immediately moving forward.
“| got the impression from your mother that he was rather—rather strong.”

Ralph Touchett was silent a moment. “She has not seen him for a year.”

They had come by this time to where old Mr. Touchett was sitting, and he slowly
got up from his chair to introduce himself.

“My mother has arrived,” said Ralph, “and this is Miss Archer.”

The old man placed his two hands on her shoulders, looked at her a moment with
extreme benevolence, and then gallantly kissed her.

“It is a great pleasure to me to see you here; but | wish you had given us a chance
to receive you.”

“Oh, we were received,” said the girl. “There were about a dozen servants in the
hall. And there was an old woman curtseying at the gate.”

“We can do better than that—if we have notice! ” And the old man stood there,
smiling, rubbing his hands, and slowly shaking his head at her. “But Mrs. Touchett
doesn’t like receptions.”

“She went straight to her room.”

“Yes—and locked herself in. She always does that. Well, | suppose | shall see her
next week.” And Mrs. Touchett’s husband slowly resumed his former posture.
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“Before that,” said Miss Archer. “She is coming down to dinner—at eight o’ clock.
Don’t you forget a quarter to seven,” she added, turning with a smile to Ralph.

She had been looking all round her again—at the lawn, the great trees, the reedy,
silvery Thames, the beautiful old house; and while engaged in this survey, she had also
narrowly scrutinized her companions. Her impressions were numerous, and they were
all reflected in a clear, still smile. “l have never seen anything so beautiful as this,” she
declared. “How old is your house? Is it Elizabethan?”

“It’s early Tudor,” said Ralph Touchett.

She turned toward him, watching his face a little. “Early Tudor? How very delight-
full And | suppose there are a great many others.” ‘

“There are many much better ones.”

“Don’t say that, my son! ” the old man protested. “There is nothing better than this.”

“l have got a very good one; | think in some respects it’s rather better,” said Lord
Warburton, who as yet had not spoken but who had kept an attentive eye upon Miss
Archer.

He bent towards her a little smiling; he had an excellent manner with women. The
girl appreciated it in an instant; she had not forgotten that this was Lord Warburton. “I
should like very much to show it to you,” he added.

“Don’t believe him,” cried the old man; “don’t look at it! It’s a wretched old
barrack—not to be compared with this.”

“l don’t know—I can’t judge,” said the girl, smiling at Lord Warburton.

In this discussion, Ralph Touchett took no interest whatever; he stood with his
hands in his pockets, looking greatly as if he should like to renew his conversation with
his newfound cousin.

“It’s most unaccountable that we should never have known you,” he said.

Miss Archer hesitated a moment. “lt was because there had been some
disagreement between your mother and my father, after my mother’s death, which took
place when | was a child. In consequence of it, we never expected to see you.”

“Ah, but | don’t embrace all my mother’s quarrels—Heaven forbid! ” the young
man cried. “You have lately lost your father?” he went on, more gravely.

“Yes; more than a year ago. After that my aunt was very kind to me; she came to
see me, and proposed that | should come to Europe.”

“| see,” said Ralph. “She has adopted you.”

“Adopted me?”

The girl stared, and her blush came back to her, together with a momentary look of
pain, which gave her interlocutor some alarm. He had under-estimated the effect of his
words. Lord Warburton, who appeared constantly desirous of a nearer view of Miss
Archer, strolled toward the two cousins at the moment, and as he did so, she rested her
startled eyes upon him. “Oh, no; she has not adopted me,” she said. “l am not a
candidate for adoption.”
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“I beg a thousand pardons,” Ralph murmured. | meant—| meant—" He hardly
knew what he meant.

“You meant she has taken me up. Yes; she likes to take people up. She has been
very kind to me; but,” she added, with a certain visible eagerness of desire to be
explicit, “I am very fond of my liberty.”

“Are you talking about Mrs. Touchett?” the old man called out from his chair.
“Come here, my dear, and tell me about her. | am always thankful for information.”

The girl hesitated a moment, smiling. “She is really very benevolent,” she
answered; and then she went over to her uncle, whose mirth was excited by her words.

Lord Warburton was left standing with Ralph Touchett, to whom in a moment he
said—

“You wished a while ago to see my idea of an interesting woman. There it is! ”
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Mrs. Touchett was certainly a person of many oddities, of which her behaviour on
returning to her husband’s house after many months was a noticeable specimen. She
had her own way of doing all that she did, and this is the simplest description of a
character which, aithough it was by no means without benevolence, rarely succeeded
in giving an impression of softness. Mrs. Touchett might do a great deal of good, but
she never pleased. She was virtually separated from her husband, but she appeared to
perceive nothing irregular in the situation.  had become apparent, at an early stage of
their relations, that they should never desire the same thing at the same moment. Then
she went to live in Florence, where she bought a house and established herself; leaving
her husband in England to take care of his bank. She usually came once a year to
spend a month with her husband. At fixed intervals she paid a visit to her own country;
but this last one had been longer than any of its predecessors.

She had taken up her niece—there was little doubt of that. One wet afternoon,
some four months earlier than the occurrence lately narrated, this young lady had been
seated alone with a book. To say that she had a book is to say that her solitude did not
press upon her; for her love of knowledge had a fertilising quality and her imagination
was strong. There was at this time, however, a want of lightness in her situation, which
the arrival of an unexpected visitor did much to dispel. The visitor had not been
announced; the girl heard her at.last walking about the adjoining room. It was an old
house at Albany—a large, square, double house, with a notice of sale in the windows of
the parlour. The girl had been in the house, at different periods, as a child; in those
days her grandmother lived there. Then there had been an absence of ten years,
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