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T h e  F i r s t  S c e n e 
COMBE-RAVEN, SOMERSETSHIRE

CHAPTER I

The hands on the hall-clock pointed to half-past six in 
the morning. The house was a country residence in 
West Somersetshire, called Combe-Raven. The day was 

the fourth of March, and the year was eighteen hundred and 
forty-six.

No sounds but the steady ticking of the clock, and the 
lumpish snoring of a large dog stretched on a mat outside 
the dining room door, disturbed the mysterious morning 
stillness of hall and staircase. Who were the sleepers hidden 
in the upper regions? Let the house reveal its own secrets; 
and, one by one, as they descend the stairs from their beds, 
let the sleepers disclose themselves.

As the clock pointed to a quarter to seven, the dog woke 
and shook himself. After waiting in vain for the footman, 
who was accustomed to let him out, the animal wandered 
restlessly from one closed door to another on the ground-
floor; and, returning to his mat in great perplexity, appealed 
to the sleeping family with a long and melancholy howl.

Before the last notes of the dog’s remonstrance had died 
away, the oaken stairs in the higher regions of the house 
creaked under slowly descending footsteps. In a minute more 
the first of the female servants made her appearance, with 
a dingy woollen shawl over her shoulders—for the March 
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morning was bleak; and rheumatism and the cook were old 
acquaintances.

Receiving the dog’s first cordial advances with the worst 
possible grace, the cook slowly opened the hall door and let 
the animal out. It was a wild morning. Over a spacious lawn, 
and behind a black plantation of firs, the rising sun rent its 
way upward through piles of ragged grey cloud; heavy drops 
of rain fell few and far between; the March wind shuddered 
round the corners of the house, and the wet trees swayed 
wearily.

Seven o’clock struck; and the signs of domestic life began 
to show themselves in more rapid succession.

The housemaid came down—tall and slim, with the state of 
the spring temperature written redly on her nose. The lady’s-
maid followed—young, smart, plump, and sleepy. The kitchen-
maid came next—afflicted with the face-ache, and making no 
secret of her sufferings. Last of all, the footman appeared, 
yawning disconsolately; the living picture of a man who felt 
that he had been defrauded of his fair night’s rest.

The conversation of the servants, when they assembled 
before the slowly lighting kitchen fire, referred to a recent 
family event, and turned at starting on this question: Had 
Thomas, the footman, seen anything of the concert at Clifton, 
at which his master and the two young ladies had been present 
on the previous night? Yes; Thomas had heard the concert; he 
had been paid for to go in at the back; it was a loud concert; 
it was a hot concert; it was described at the top of the bills 
as Grand; whether it was worth travelling sixteen miles to 
hear by railway, with the additional hardship of going back 
nineteen miles by road, at half-past one in the morning—was 
a question, which he would leave his master and the young 
ladies to decide; his own opinion, in the meantime, being 
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unhesitatingly, No. Further inquiries, on the part of all 
the female servants in succession, elicited no additional 
information of any sort. Thomas could hum none of the songs, 
and could describe none of the ladies’ dresses. His audience, 
accordingly, gave him up in despair; and the kitchen small talk 
flowed back into its ordinary channels, until the clock struck 
eight and startled the assembled servants into separating for 
their morning’s work.

A quarter past eight, and nothing happened. Half past—
and more signs of life appeared from the bedroom regions. 
The next member of the family who came downstairs was 
Mr. Andrew Vanstone, the master of the house.

Tall, stout, and upright—with bright blue eyes, and healthy, 
florid complexion—his brown plush shooting-jacket carelessly 
buttoned awry; his vixenish little Scotch terrier barking 
unrebuked at his heels; one hand thrust into his waistcoat 
pocket, and the other smacking the banisters cheerfully as 
he came downstairs humming a tune—Mr. Vanstone showed 
his character on the surface of him freely to all men. An easy, 
hearty, handsome, good-humoured gentleman, who walked 
on the sunny side of the way of life, and who asked nothing 
better than to meet all his fellow-passengers in this world on 
the sunny side, too. Estimating him by years, he had turned 
fifty. Judging him by lightness of heart, strength of constitution, 
and capacity for enjoyment, he was no older than most men 
who have only turned thirty.

“Thomas!” cried Mr. Vanstone, taking up his old felt hat 
and his thick walking stick from the hall table. “Breakfast, this 
morning, at ten. The young ladies are not likely to be down 
earlier after the concert last night.—By-the-by, how did you 
like the concert yourself, eh? You thought it was grand? Quite 
right; so it was. Nothing but crash-bang, varied now and then 
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by bang-crash; all the women dressed within an inch of their 
lives; smothering heat, blazing gas, and no room for anybody—
yes, yes, Thomas; grand’s the word for it, and comfortable 
isn’t.” With that expression of opinion, Mr. Vanstone whistled 
to his vixenish terrier; flourished his stick at the hall door in 
cheerful defiance of the rain; and set off through wind and 
weather for his morning walk.

The hands, stealing their steady way round the dial of 
the clock, pointed to ten minutes to nine. Another member of 
the family appeared on the stairs—Miss Garth, the governess.

No observant eyes could have surveyed Miss Garth 
without seeing at once that she was a north-countrywoman. 
Her hard featured face; her masculine readiness and decision 
of movement; her obstinate honesty of look and manner, all 
proclaimed her border birth and border training. Though little 
more than forty years of age, her hair was quite grey; and she 
wore over it the plain cap of an old woman. Neither hair nor 
head-dress was out of harmony with her face—it looked older 
than her years: the hard handwriting of trouble had scored it 
heavily at some past time. The self-possession of her progress 
downstairs, and the air of habitual authority, with which she 
looked about her, spoke well for her position in Mr. Vanstone’s 
family. This was evidently not one of the forlorn, persecuted, 
pitiably dependent order of governesses. Here was a woman 
who lived on ascertained and honourable terms with her 
employers—a woman who looked capable of sending any 
parents in England to the right-about, if they failed to rate 
her at her proper value.

“Breakfast at ten?” repeated Miss Garth, when the footman 
had answered the bell, and had mentioned his master’s 
orders. “Ha! I thought what would come of that concert last 
night. When people who live in the country patronize public 
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amusements, public amusements return the compliment 
by upsetting the family afterward for days together. You’re 
upset, Thomas, I can see your eyes are as red as a ferret’s, and 
your cravat looks as if you had slept in it. Bring the kettle at 
a quarter to ten—and if you don’t get better in the course of 
the day, come to me, and I’ll give you a dose of physic. That’s 
a well-meaning lad, if you only let him alone,” continued Miss 
Garth, in soliloquy, when Thomas had retired; “but he’s not 
strong enough for concerts twenty miles off. They wanted me 
to go with them last night. Yes: catch me!”

Nine o’clock struck; and the minute-hand stole on to 
twenty minutes past the hour, before any more footsteps 
were heard on the stairs. At the end of that time, two ladies 
appeared, descending to the breakfast room together—
Mrs. Vanstone and her eldest daughter.

If the personal attractions of Mrs. Vanstone, at an earlier 
period of life, had depended solely on her native English 
charms of complexion and freshness, she must have long 
since lost the last relics of her fairer self. But her beauty as 
a young woman had passed beyond the average national 
limits; and she still preserved the advantage of her more 
exceptional personal gifts. Although she was now in her 
forty-fourth year; although she had been tried, in bygone 
times, by the premature loss of more than one of her children, 
and by long attacks of illness, which had followed those 
bereavements of former years—she still preserved the fair 
proportion and subtle delicacy of feature, once associated 
with the all-adorning brightness and freshness of beauty, 
which had left her never to return. Her eldest child, now 
descending the stairs by her side, was the mirror, in which 
she could look back and see again the reflection of her 
own youth. There, folded thick on the daughter’s head, lay 
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the massive dark hair, which, on the mother’s, was fast turning 
grey. There, in the daughter’s cheek, glowed the lovely dusky 
red, which had faded from the mother’s to bloom again no 
more. Miss Vanstone had already reached the first maturity 
of womanhood; she had completed her six-and-twentieth 
year. Inheriting the dark majestic character of her mother’s 
beauty, she had yet hardly inherited all its charms. Though 
the shape of her face was the same, the features were scarcely 
so delicate, their proportion was scarcely so true. She was not 
so tall. She had the dark-brown eyes of her mother—full and 
soft, with the steady lustre in them, which Mrs. Vanstone’s 
eyes had lost—and yet there was less interest, less refinement 
and depth of feeling in her expression: it was gentle and 
feminine, but clouded by a certain quiet reserve, from which 
her mother’s face was free. If we dare to look closely enough, 
may we not observe that the moral force of character and 
the higher intellectual capacities in parents seem often to wear 
out mysteriously in the course of transmission to children? 
In these days of insidious nervous exhaustion and subtly 
spreading nervous malady, is it not possible that the same 
rule may apply, less rarely than we are willing to admit, to 
the bodily gifts as well?

The mother and daughter slowly descended the stairs 
together—the first dressed in dark brown, with an Indian 
shawl thrown over her shoulders; the second more simply 
attired in black, with a plain collar and cuffs, and a dark orange-
coloured ribbon over the bosom of her dress. As they crossed 
the hall and entered the breakfast room, Miss Vanstone was 
full of the all-absorbing subject of the last night’s concert.

“I am so sorry, mamma, you were not with us,” she 
said. “You have been so strong and so well ever since last 
summer—you have felt so many years younger, as you said 
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yourself—that I am sure the exertion would not have been 
too much for you.”

“Perhaps not, my love—but it was as well to keep on 
the safe side.”

“Quite as well,” remarked Miss Garth, appearing at 
the breakfast room door. “Look at Norah (good morning, my 
dear)—look, I say, at Norah. A perfect wreck; a living proof 
of your wisdom and mine in staying at home. The vile gas, 
the foul air, the late hours—what can you expect? She’s not 
made of iron, and she suffers accordingly. No, my dear, you 
needn’t deny it. I see you’ve got a headache.”

Norah’s dark, handsome face brightened into a smile—
then lightly clouded again with its accustomed quiet reserve.

“A very little headache; not half enough to make me 
regret the concert,” she said, and walked away by herself to 
the window.

On the far side of a garden and paddock the view over-
looked a stream, some farm buildings, which lay beyond, and 
the opening of a wooded, rocky pass (called, in Somersetshire, 
a Combe), which here cleft its way through the hills that closed 
the prospect. A winding strip of road was visible, at no great 
distance, amid the undulations of the open ground; and along 
this strip the stalwart figure of Mr. Vanstone was now easily 
recognizable, returning to the house from his morning walk. 
He flourished his stick cheerfully, as he observed his eldest 
daughter at the window. She nodded and waved her hand in 
return, very gracefully and prettily—but with something of 
old-fashioned formality in her manner, which looked strangely 
in so young a woman, and which seemed out of harmony with 
a salutation addressed to her father.

The hall-clock struck the adjourned breakfast-hour. When 
the minute hand had recorded the lapse of five minutes more 
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a door banged in the bedroom regions—a clear young voice 
was heard singing blithely—light, rapid footsteps pattered 
on the upper stairs, descended with a jump to the landing, 
and pattered again, faster than ever, down the lower flight. 
In another moment the youngest of Mr. Vanstone’s two 
daughters (and two only surviving children) dashed into view 
on the dingy old oaken stairs, with the suddenness of a flash of 
light; and clearing the last three steps into the hall at a jump, 
presented herself breathless in the breakfast room to make 
the family circle complete.

By one of those strange caprices of Nature, which science 
leaves still unexplained, the youngest of Mr. Vanstone’s 
children presented no recognizable resemblance to either 
of her parents. How had she come by her hair? How had she 
come by her eyes? Even her father and mother had asked 
themselves those questions, as she grew up to girlhood, and 
had been sorely perplexed to answer them. Her hair was of 
that purely light-brown hue, unmixed with flaxen, or yellow, 
or red—which is oftener seen on the plumage of a bird than 
on the head of a human being. It was soft and plentiful, and 
waved downward from her low forehead in regular folds—
but, to some tastes, it was dull and dead, in its absolute want of 
glossiness, in its monotonous purity of plain light colour. Her 
eyebrows and eyelashes were just a shade darker than her hair, 
and seemed made expressly for those violet-blue eyes, which 
assert their most irresistible charm when associated with a fair 
complexion. But it was here exactly that the promise of her face 
failed of performance in the most startling manner. The eyes, 
which should have been dark, were incomprehensibly and 
discordantly light; they were of that nearly colourless grey, 
which, though little attractive in itself, possesses the rare 
compensating merit of interpreting the finest gradations of 
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