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Sir Ashleigh Carruthers was the son of a country squire who lived in Midlandshire, where his family had resided for generations in a venerable pile that appeared to defy the ravages of time, and was called Tudor House. The death of his father had occurred some months after the son had reached his majority. He was a young man of active mind and restless body, and the prospect of the humdrum existence of a country gentleman, with its daily monotonous round of commonplace duties and the society of his bucolic neighbours, offered little attraction to him. His mother, who had died some years before her husband, had often expressed a wish that Ashleigh should marry early in life some lady of suitable age and position, and settle down. His father had expressed the same desire, and had gone so far as to call his son’s attention to certain families with daughters, with one of whom he might form an alliance in every way desirable; in fact, he was never tired of pointing out to his son the advantages and desirability of keeping up the family name.

Ashleigh Carruthers was of a romantic and sanguine temperament, and felt a passionate desire to live a little for himself as well as for the family name; in short, he wanted to see and know something of the world and humanity, and to live a life outside the narrow surroundings which had cramped his existence for so many years. Nothing could be more repugnant to him than the idea of settling down before he had felt and known the bitter and sweet of life, like the ordinary cut-and-dried Philistine. Such a life might suit a mild young curate, brought up by a maiden aunt, who would be content to bury himself in the country and vegetate from youth to age, immersed in his parochial duties; but it would not do for a man of active mind and ardent aspirations like Carruthers.

He chafed at the social restraints that were part and parcel of his position, and sighed for a life of travel and adventure, with its accompanying light and shadow of pleasure and pain; in fact, he considered anything would be better than the wearisome, deadly routine of his present existence, which seemed to him like that of a purring cat, on a thick hearth-rug, before a clear fire.

He had not tasted the wonderful draught of life for which his soul thirsted, and yet his friends wanted him to commit the suicidal act of early marriage.

But the reader, whom we want to take an interest in the character and career of our hero, has a right to be able to picture the man physically as well as mentally. Ashleigh Carruthers was six feet high, square and broad-shouldered, his nose was long and broad at the base, with large sensitive nostrils; his mouth was quite big enough, his lips straight, but full and rather prominent, his chin was square and pronounced, the jaw indicated determination and ready energy. His eyes were blue-grey, well set under straight, thick eyebrows; the complexion was sanguine; and the well-formed, compact head was covered by closely curling fair hair; the lower part of his face was finished off by a closely cut beard and full moustache. Ashleigh Carruthers was not a sentimental, poetical-looking man; but his appearance was full of virility, and, if we may use the term, masculinity; and underneath the fierceness and strength there were, to the keen observer, clear indications of tenderness and enthusiasm. He would be difficult to excite and subdue; but when warmed to real affection he would never change or cool. We must mention his voice: it was a fine baritone, full of manly vibrations, and admirably modulated; but, perhaps, the greatest charm of the man was his unconsciousness, and the entire absence of personal vanity.

When the days of mourning for his father’s death were over and Ashleigh had entered into possession, there were great speculations and greater expectations throughout the county as to which lady would fall the happy lot of ultimately becoming the mistress of Tudor Manor and the wife of the good-looking owner. Taking into consideration his family, his property, and his personal qualities, there was not in the county a better match than he.

As a matter of course, invitations poured in from all sides, and many a matchmaking mamma had already, in imagination, secured him for her eldest unmarried darling. The young squire was, however, of a rather reserved nature, and preferred hunting to being hunted, and was soon set down as proud and unsociable because he did not care to be hail-fellow-well-met with every featureless nonentity to whom he had the bad luck to be neighbour. Ashleigh Carruthers had a heart, but he did not wear it on his sleeve. He held aloof from as many parties and public meetings as he decently could. This conduct did not and could not add to his popularity.

At last, however, he got tired of his own company; and, then, to the delight and astonishment of all, accepted the invitations of his neighbours, and, as a change from solitude, enjoyed their society. He was always eagerly welcomed, and not being by temperament cold to the attractions of the opposite sex, he made himself a favourite without difficulty, and was soon described by those to whom he paid attention as the most charming of men, possessed of perfect manners, an easy flow of amusing conversation, and an appearance so attractive as to be almost irresistible.

So far all seemed to be progressing satisfactorily, and the hopes of many an anxious mother, with daughters to marry, appeared to have a good chance of realization; but as week followed week and month followed month and no proposal followed, a marked change was discernible in the attentions paid by the squire to the young ladies with whom he had flirted so easily and naturally, for Ashleigh, although young and inexperienced, had an instinctive knowledge of the world which made him perfectly aware of the witching wiles of astute mothers and the hardly less clever daughters, and drew back just at the critical moment when it was expected that the momentous question was ripe for utterance.

The interested mothers had an informal meeting, at which was discussed the question of how this young squire, who so easily eluded all their most carefully elaborated plans, could be brought to the point.

Ashleigh was master of that invaluable gift, a sense of humour; and saw through the subtle devices that were used for his capture, and was much amused by them. We are sorry to confess that he was hard enough even to take a malicious pleasure in paying extra attention to some girl he cared nothing for, in the presence of her mother and, very soon after, doing the same to another; but not one word of love and still less of marriage passed his lips.

“This has gone too far,” said one elderly lady to another. “It is quite time he declared himself to someone.”

“And he will have to do so, or I’ll know the reason why,” broke in a plethoric middle-aged man, the son of a prosperous butcher, who had overheard the remark and had himself a large family of daughters.

“I call the squire’s conduct perfectly outrageous—yes, outrageous and dishonourable,” he added with emphasis, as he excitedly mopped his red face with a bandana handkerchief. These remarks were made at a county ball, and this worthy gentleman, a member of the borough council and an aspiring local magnate, had just emerged from the refreshment room.

“Hush, my dear, not so loud!” whispered his equally plethoric and gaudily dressed wife, who sat fanning her red face next him. “He will hear you!”

“So much the better,” blurted out her irresponsible husband. “I wish—” Then, however, the band striking up forte, drowned the rest of Mr. Blogg’s sentence, while Sir Ashleigh coolly advanced and claimed the hand of the prettiest of the ex-butcher’s daughters for the commencing waltz, carrying her off on his arm under the short but admirably coloured nose of her astonished and indignant father.

“Consummate puppy!” muttered an invidious aspirant to the hand of pretty Miss Blogg, as he gazed ruefully at the pair. The ball was kept going with vigour till the small hours of the morning, and wound up with Sir Roger de Coverley.

It is needless to descant on the sensation that the County Ball made in the dead-and-alive town of Little Fuddleton, or how for the next six months nothing was discussed but as to how Miss-so-and-so, the belle of the season, looked in her ball dress of white satin, trimmed with lace; or, old Mrs. Somebody-else in her quaint, old-fashioned gown.

“Such a caution, my dear! and, then, that odious, always flirting and never proposing squire; but there, my dear, let us leave him to his own devices, for he evidently means nothing honourable.”

“He doesn’t seem to be a marrying man,” meekly suggested the plain Miss Stubbs, who, poor girl, knew she had no chance of winning such a matrimonial prize as Sir Ashleigh, and could, therefore, afford to be charitable.

“Nonsense about his not being a marrying man!” retorted her plainer mother. “All men who are worth anything are marrying men. He ought to be pre-eminently so in his position. More shame for him, then, if he isn’t a marrying man, that’s all I can say!”

“But surely, mother, he is at liberty to remain unmarried, if he likes,” remarked her daughter, disinterestedly.

“At liberty, do you say!” exclaimed Mrs. Stubbs. “Ah! that’s where it is. These men with their notions of liberty! Bah! a set of libertines, all of them!”

With this summary judgment, which we respectfully offer for the consideration of all hard-hearted and obdurate bachelors, we take respectful leave of Mrs. Stubbs.

♦ ♦ ♦
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