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LOB LIE-BY-THE-FIRE.
Table of Contents

INTRODUCTORY.
Lob Lie-by-the-fire—the Lubber-fiend, as Milton calls him—is
a rough kind of Brownie or House Elf, supposed to haunt
some north-country homesteads, where he does the work of
the farm laborers, for no grander wages than

“—to earn his cream-bowl duly set.”

Not that he is insensible of the pleasures of rest, for

“—When, in one night, ere glimpse of morn,
His shadowy flail hath threshed the corn

That ten day-laborers could not end,
Then lies him down the Lubber-fiend,

And, stretched out all the chimney’s length,
Basks at the fire his hairy strength.”

It was said that a Lob Lie-by-the-fire once haunted the
little old Hall at Lingborough. It was an old stone house on
the Borders, and seemed to have got its tints from the gray
skies that hung above it. It was cold-looking without, but
cosy within, “like a north-country heart,” said Miss Kitty,
who was a woman of sentiment, and kept a common-place
book.

It was long before Miss Kitty’s time that Lob Lie-by-the-
fire first came to Lingborough. Why and whence he came is
not recorded, nor when and wherefore he withdrew his
valuable help, which, as wages rose, and prices rose also,
would have been more welcome than ever.



This tale professes not to record more of him than comes
within the memory of man.

Whether (as Fletcher says) he were the son of a witch, if
curds and cream won his heart, and new clothes put an end
to his labors, it does not pretend to tell. His history is less
known than that of any other sprite. It may be embodied in
some oral tradition that shall one day be found; but as yet
the mists of forgetfulness hide it from the story-teller of to-
day as deeply as the sea frogs are wont to lie between
Lingborough and the adjacent coast.

THE LITTLE OLD LADIES.—ALMS
DONE IN SECRET.

The little old ladies of Lingborough were heiresses.
Not, mind you, in the sense of being the children of some

mushroom millionaire, with more money than manners, and
(as Miss Betty had seen with her own eyes, on the daughter
of a manufacturer who shall be nameless) dresses so fine in
quality and be-furbelowed in construction as to cost a good
quarter’s income (of the little old ladies), but trailed in the
dirt from “beggarly extravagance,” or kicked out behind at
every step by feet which fortune (and a very large fortune
too) had never taught to walk properly.

“And how should she know how to walk?” said Miss Betty.
“Her mother can’t have taught her, poor body! that ran
through the streets of Leith, with a creel on her back, as a
lassie; and got out of her coach (lined with satin, you mind,
sister Kitty?) to her dying day, with a bounce, all in a heap,
her dress caught, and her stockings exposed (among
ourselves, ladies!) like some good wife that’s afraid to be
late for the market. Aye, aye! Malcolm Midden—good man!
—made a fine pocket of silver in a dirty trade, but his
women’ll jerk, and toss, and bounce, and fuss, and fluster



for a generation or two yet, for all the silks and satins he
can buy ’em.”

From this it will be seen that the little old ladies inherited
some prejudices of their class, and were also endowed with
a shrewdness of observation common among all classes of
north-country women.

But to return to what else they inherited. They were
heiresses, as the last representatives of a family as old in
that Border country as the bold blue hills which broke its
horizon. They were heiresses also in default of heirs male to
their father, who got the land from his uncle’s dying
childless—sons being scarce in the family. They were
heiresses, finally, to the place and the farm, to the furniture
that was made when folk seasoned their wood before they
worked it, to a diamond brooch which they wore by turns,
besides two diamond rings, and two black lace shawls, that
had belonged to their mother and their Auntie Jean, long
since departed thither where neither moth nor rust corrupt
the true riches.

As to the incomings of Lingborough, “It was nobody’s
business but their own,” as Miss Betty said to the lawyer
who was their man of business, and whom they consulted
on little matters of rent and repairs at as much length, and
with as much formal solemnity, as would have gone
elsewhere to the changing hands of half a million of money.
Without violating their confidence, however, we may say
that the estate paid its way, kept them in silk stockings, and
gave them new tabbinet dresses once in three years. It
supplied their wants the better that they had inherited
house plenishing from their parents, “which they thanked
their stars was not made of tag-rag, and would last their
time,” and that they were quite content with an old home
and old neighbors, and never desired to change the grand
air that blew about their native hills for worse, in order to be
poisoned with bad butter, and make the fortunes of
extortionate lodging-house keepers.



The rental of Lingborough did more. How much more the
little old ladies did not know themselves, and no one else
shall know till that which was done in secret is proclaimed
from the housetops.

For they had had a religious scruple, founded upon a
literal reading of the scriptural command that a man’s left
hand should not know what his right hand gives in alms, and
this scruple had been ingeniously set at rest by the parson,
who, failing in an attempt to explain the force of eastern
hyperbole to the little ladies’ satisfaction, had said that Miss
Betty, being the elder, and the head of the house, might be
likened to the right hand, and Miss Kitty, as the younger, to
the left, and that if they pursued their good works without
ostentation, or desiring the applause even of each other,
the spirit of the injunction would be fulfilled.

The parson was a good man and a clever. He had (as
Miss Betty justly said) a very spiritual piety. But he was also
gifted with much shrewdness in dealing with the various
members of his flock. And his work was law to the sisters.

Thus it came about that the little ladies’ charities were
not known to each other—that Miss Betty turned her
morning camlet twice instead of once, and Miss Kitty denied
herself in sugar, to carry out benevolent little projects which
were accomplished in secret and of which no record appears
in the Lingborough ledger.

AT TEA WITH MRS. DUNMAW.
The little ladies of Lingborough were very sociable, and
there was, as they said, “as much gaiety as was good for
anyone” within their reach. There were at least six houses at
which they drank tea from time to time, all within a walk. As
hosts or guests, you always met the same people, which
was a friendly arrangement, and the programmes of the



entertainments were so uniform, that no one could possibly
feel awkward. The best of manners and home-made wines
distinguished these tea parties, where the company was
strictly genteel, if a little faded. Supper was served at nine,
and the parson and the lawyer played whist for love with
different partners on different evenings with strict
impartiality.

Small jealousies are apt to be weak points in small
societies, but there was a general acquiescence in the belief
that the parson had a friendly preference for the little ladies
of Lingborough.

He lived just beyond them, too, which led to his
invariably escorting them home. Miss Betty and Miss Kitty
would not for worlds have been so indelicate as to take this
attention for granted, though it was a custom of many years
standing. The older sister always went through the form of
asking the younger to “see if the servant had come,” and at
this signal the parson always bade the lady of the house
good night, and respectfully proffered his services as an
escort to Lingborough.

It was a lovely evening in June, when the little ladies took
tea with the widow of General Dunmaw at her cottage, not
quite two miles from their own home.

It was a memorable evening. The tea party was an
agreeable one. The little ladies had new tabbinets on, and
Miss Kitty wore the diamond brooch. Miss Betty had played
whist with the parson, and the younger sister (perhaps
because of the brooch) had been favored with a good deal
of conversation with the lawyer. It was an honor, because
the lawyer bore the reputation of an esprit fort, and was
supposed to have, as a rule, a contempt for feminine
intellects, which good manners led him to veil under an
almost officious politeness in society. But honors are apt to
be uneasy blessings, and this one was at least as harassing
as gratifying. For a somewhat monotonous vein of sarcasm,
a painful power of producing puns, and a dexterity in



suggesting doubts of everything, were the main foundation
of his intellectual reputation, and Miss Kitty found them hard
to cope with. And it was a warm evening.

But women have much courage, especially to defend a
friend or a faith, and the less Miss Kitty found herself
prepared for the conflict the harder she esteemed it her
duty to fight. She fought for Church and State, for parsons
and poor people, for the sincerity of her friends, the virtues
of the Royal Family, the merit of Dr. Drugson’s prescriptions,
and for her favorite theory that there is some good in
everyone and some happiness to be found everywhere.

She rubbed nervously at the diamond brooch with her
thin little mittened hands. She talked very fast; and if the
lawyer were guilty of feeling any ungallant indifference to
her observations, she did not so much as hear his, and her
cheeks became so flushed that Mrs. Dunmaw crossed the
room in her China crape shawl and said, “My dear Miss Kitty,
I’m sure you feel the heat very much. Do take my fan, which
is larger than yours.”

But Miss Kitty was saved a reply, for at this moment Miss
Betty turned on the sofa, and said, “Dear Kitty, will you
kindly see if the servant——”

And the parson closed the volume of ‘Friendship’s
Offering’ which lay before him, and advanced towards Mrs.
Dunmaw and took leave in his own dignified way.

Miss Kitty was so much flustered that she had not even
presence of mind to look for the servant, who had never
been ordered to come, but the parson relieved her by
saying in his round, deep voice, “I hope you will not refuse
me the honor of seeing you home, since our roads happen
to lie together.” And she was glad to get into the fresh air,
and beyond the doubtful compliments of the lawyer’s nasal
suavity—“You have been very severe upon me to-night, Miss
Kitty. I’m sure I had no notion I should find so powerful an
antagonist,” &c.



MIDSUMMER EVE—A LOST
DIAMOND.

It was Midsummer eve. The long light of the North was pale
and clear, and the western sky shone luminous through the
fir-wood that bordered the road. Under such dim lights
colors deepen, and the great bushes of broom, that were
each one mass of golden blossom, blazed like fairy watch-
fires up the lane.

Miss Kitty leaned on the left arm of the parson and Miss
Betty on his right. She chatted gaily, which left her younger
sister at leisure to think of all the convincing things she had
not remembered to say to the lawyer, as the evening breeze
cooled her cheeks.

“A grand prospect for the crops, sir,” said Miss Betty; “I
never saw the broom so beautiful.” But as she leaned
forward to look at the yellow blaze which foretells good luck
to farmers, as it shone in the hedge on the left-hand side of
the road, she caught sight of the Brooch in Miss Kitty’s lace
shawl. Through a gap in the wood the light from the western
sky danced among the diamonds. But where one of the
precious stones should have been, there was a little black
hole.

“Sister, you’ve lost a stone out of your brooch!”
screamed Miss Betty. The little ladies were well-trained, and
even in that moment of despair Miss Betty would not hint
that her sister’s ornaments were not her sole property.

When Miss Kitty burst into tears the parson was a little
astonished as well as distressed. Men are apt to be so, not
perhaps because women cry on such very small accounts,
as because the full reason does not always transpire. Tears
are often the climax of nervous exhaustion, and this is
commonly the result of more causes than one. Ostensibly
Miss Kitty was “upset” by the loss of the diamond, but she
also wept away a good deal of the vexation of her unequal



conflict with the sarcastic lawyer, and of all this the parson
knew nothing.

Miss Betty knew nothing of that, but she knew enough of
things in general to feel sure the diamond was not all the
matter.

“What is amiss, sister Kitty?” said she. “Have you hurt
yourself? Do you feel ill? Did you know the stone was
out?”—“I hope you’re not going to be hysterical, sister
Kitty,” added Miss Betty anxiously; “there never was a
hysterical woman in our family yet.”

“Oh dear no, sister Betty,” sobbed Miss Kitty; “but it’s all
my fault. I know I was fidgeting with it whilst I was talking;
and it’s a punishment on my fidgety ways, and for ever
presuming to wear it at all, when you’re the head of the
family, and solely entitled to it. And I shall never forgive
myself if it’s lost, and if it’s found I’ll never, never wear it
any more.” And as she deluged her best company pocket-
handkerchief (for the useful one was in a big pocket under
her dress, and could not be got at, the parson being
present), Church, State, the Royal Family, the family Bible,
her highest principles, her dearest affections, and the
diamond brooch, all seemed to swim before her disturbed
mind in one sea of desolation.

There was not a kinder heart than the parson’s towards
women and children in distress. He tucked the little ladies
again under his arms, and insisted upon going back to Mrs.
Dunmaw’s, searching the lane as they went. In the pulpit or
the drawing-room a ready anecdote never failed him, and
on this occasion he had several. Tales of lost rings, and even
single gems, recovered in the most marvellous manner and
the most unexpected places—dug up in gardens, served up
to dinner in fishes, and so forth. “Never,” said Miss Kitty,
afterwards, “never, to her dying day, could she forget his
kindness.”

She clung to the parson as a support under both her
sources of trouble, but Miss Betty ran on and back, and



hither and thither, looking for the diamond. Miss Kitty and
the parson looked too, and how many aggravating little bits
of glass and silica, and shining nothings and good-for-
nothings there are in the world, no one would believe who
has not looked for a lost diamond on a high road.

But another story of found jewels was to be added to the
parson’s stock. He had bent his long back for about the
eighteenth time, when such a shimmer as no glass or silica
can give flashed into his eyes, and he caught up the
diamond out of the dust, and it fitted exactly into the little
black hole.

Miss Kitty uttered a cry, and at the same moment Miss
Betty, who was farther down the road, did the same, and
these were followed by a third, which sounded like a
mocking echo of both. And then the sisters rushed together.

“A most miraculous discovery!” gasped Miss Betty.
“You must have passed the very spot before,” cried Miss

Kitty.
“Though I’m sure, sister, what to do with it now we have

found it I don’t know,” said Miss Betty, rubbing her nose, as
she was wont to do when puzzled.

“It shall be taken better care of for the future, sister
Betty,” said Miss Kitty, penitently. “Though how it got out I
can’t think now.”

“Why, bless my soul! you don’t suppose it got there of
itself, sister?” snapped Miss Betty. “How did it get there is
another matter.”

“I felt pretty confident about it, for my own part,” smiled
the parson as he joined them.

“Do you mean to say, sir, that you knew it was there?”
asked Miss Betty, solemnly.

“I didn’t know the precise spot, my dear madam, but
——”

“You didn’t see it, sir, I hope?” said Miss Betty.
“Bless me, my dear madam, I found it!” cried the parson.
Miss Betty bridled and bit her lip.



“I never contradict a clergyman, sir,” said she, “but I can
only say that if you did see it, it was not like your usual
humanity to leave it lying there.”

I’ve got it in my hand, ma’am!

“Why

He’s got it in his hand, sister!”

cried the parson and Miss Kitty in one breath. Miss Betty
was too much puzzled to be polite.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“The diamond, oh dear, oh dear! The Diamond!” cried

Miss Kitty. “But what are you talking about, sister?”
“The Baby,” said Miss Betty.

WHAT MISS BETTY FOUND.
It was found under a broom-bush. Miss Betty was poking her
nose near the bank that bordered the wood, in her hunt for
the diamond, when she caught sight of a mass of yellow of a
deeper tint that the mass of broom-blossom above it, and
this was the baby.

This vivid color, less opaque than “deep chrome” and a
shade more orange, seems to have a peculiar attraction for
wandering tribes. Gipsies use it, and it is a favorite color
with Indian squaws. To the last dirty rag it is effective,
whether it flutters near a tent on Bagshot Heath, or in some
wigwam doorway makes a point of brightness against the
gray shadows of the pine forest.

A large kerchief of this, wound about its body, was the
baby’s only robe, but he seemed quite comfortable in it
when Miss Betty found him, sleeping on a pillow of deep hair



moss, his little brown fists closed as fast as his eyes, and a
crimson toadstool grasped in one of them.

When Miss Betty screamed the baby awoke, and his long
black lashes tickled his cheeks and made him wink and cry.
But by the time she returned with her sister and the parson,
he was quite happy again, gazing up with dark eyes full of
delight into the glowing broom-bush, and fighting the
evening breeze with his feet, which were entangled in the
folds of the yellow cloth, and with the battered toadstool
which was still in his hand.

“And, indeed, sir,” said Miss Betty, who had rubbed her
nose till it looked like the twin toadstool to that which the
baby was flourishing in her face, “you won’t suppose I would
have left the poor little thing another moment, to catch its
death of cold on a warm evening like this; but having no
experience of such cases, and remembering that murder at
the inn in the Black Valley, and that the body was not
allowed to be moved till the constables had seen it, I didn’t
feel to know how it might be with foundlings, and——”

But still Miss Betty did not touch the bairn. She was not
accustomed to children. But the parson had christened too
many babies to be afraid of them, and he picked up the little
fellow in a moment, and tucked the yellow rag round him,
and then addressing the little ladies precisely as if they were
sponsors, he asked in his deep round voice, “Now where on
the face of earth are the vagabonds who have deserted this
child?”

The little ladies did not know, the broom-bushes were
silent, and the question has remained unanswered from that
day to this.

THE BABY, THE LAWYER, AND
THE PARSON.



There were no railways near Lingborough at this time. The
coach ran three times a week, and a walking postman
brought the letters from the town to the small hamlets.
Telegraph wires were unknown, and yet news traveled quite
as fast then as it does now, and in the course of the
following morning all the neighborhood knew that Miss Betty
had found a baby under a broom-bush, and the lawyer
called in the afternoon to inquire how the ladies found
themselves after the tea party at Mrs. General Dunmaw’s.

Miss Kitty was glad on the whole. She felt nervous, but
ready for a renewal of hostilities. Several clinching
arguments had occurred to her in bed last night, and after
hastily looking up a few lines from her common-place book,
which always made her cry when she read them, but which
she hoped to be able to hurl at the lawyer with a steady
voice, she followed Miss Betty to the drawing-room.

It was half a relief and half a disappointment to find that
the lawyer was quite indifferent to the subject of their late
contest. He overflowed with compliments; was quite sure he
must have had the worst of the argument, and positively
dying of curiosity to hear about the baby.

The little ladies were very full of the subject themselves.
An active search for the baby’s relations, conducted by the
parson, the clerk, the farm-bailiff, the constable, the
cowherd, and several supernumeraries, had so far proved
quite vain. The country folk were most anxious to assist,
especially by word of mouth. Except a small but sturdy
number who had seen nothing, they had all seen “tramps,”
but unluckily no two could be got together whose accounts
of the tramps themselves, of the hour at which they were
seen, or of the direction in which they went, would tally with
each other.

The little ladies were quite alive to the possibility that the
child’s parents might never be traced, indeed the matter
had been constantly before their minds ever since the



parson had carried the baby to Lingborough, and laid it in
the arms of Thomasina, the servant.

Miss Betty had sat long before her toilette-table that
evening, gazing vacantly at the looking-glass. Not that the
reflection of the eight curl-papers she had neatly twisted up
was conveyed to her brain. She was in a brown study,
during which the following thoughts passed through her
mind, and they all pointed one way:

That that fine little fellow was not to blame for his
people’s misconduct.

That they would never be found.
That it would probably be the means of the poor child’s

ruin, body and soul, if they were.
That the master of the neighboring workhouse bore a

bad character.
That a child costs nothing to keep—where cows are kept

too—for years.
That just at the age when a boy begins to eat dreadfully

and wear out his clothes, he is very useful on a farm
(though not for these reasons).

That Thomasina had taken to him.
That there need be no nonsense about it, as he could be

brought up in his proper station in life in the kitchen and the
farmyard.

That tramps have souls.
That he would be taught to say his prayers.
Miss Betty said hers, and went to bed; but all through

that midsummer night the baby kept her awake, or flaunted
his yellow robe and crimson toadstool through her dreams.

The morning brought no change in Miss Betty’s views,
but she felt doubtful as to how her sister would receive
them. Would she regard them as foolish and unpractical,
and her respect for Miss Betty’s opinion be lessened
thenceforward?

The fear was needless. Miss Kitty was romantic and
imaginative. She had carried the baby through his boyhood



about the Lingborough fields whilst she was dressing; and
he was attending her own funeral in the capacity of an
attached and faithful servant, in black livery with worsted
frogs, as she sprinkled salt on her buttered toast at
breakfast, when she was startled from this affecting day-
dream by Miss Betty’s voice.

“Dear sister Kitty, I wish to consult you as to our plans in
the event of those wicked people who deserted the baby not
being found.”

The little ladies resolved that not an inkling of their
benevolent scheme must be betrayed to the lawyer. But
they dissembled awkwardly, and the tone in which they
spoke of the tramp-baby roused the lawyer’s quick
suspicions. He had a real respect for the little ladies, and
was kindly anxious to save them from their own indiscretion.

“My dear ladies,” said he, “I do hope your benevolence—
may I say your romantic benevolence?—of disposition is not
tempting you to adopt this gipsy waif?”

“I hope we know what is due to ourselves, and to the
estate—small as it is—sir,” said Miss Betty, “as well as to
Providence, too well to attempt to raise any child, however
handsome, from that station of life in which he was born.”

“Bless me, madam! I never dreamed you would adopt a
beggar child as your heir; but I hope you mean to send it to
the workhouse, if the gipsy tramps it belongs to are not to
be found?”

“We have not made up our minds, sir, as to the course
we propose to pursue,” said Miss Betty, with outward dignity
proportioned to her inward doubts.

“My dear ladies,” said the lawyer anxiously, “let me
implore you not to be rash. To adopt a child in the most
favorable circumstances is the greatest of risks. But if your
benevolence will take that line, pray adopt some little boy
out of one of your tenants’ families. Even your teaching will
not make him brilliant, as he is likely to inherit the minimum
of intellectual capacity; but he will learn his catechism,



probably grow up respectable, and possibly grateful, since
his forefathers have (so Miss Kitty assures me) had all these
virtues for generations. But this baby is the child of a
heathen, barbarous, and wandering race. The propensities
of the vagabonds who have deserted him are in every drop
of his blood. All the parsons in the diocese won’t make a
Christian of him, and when (after anxieties I shudder to
foresee) you flatter yourselves that he is civilized, he will
run away and leave his shoes and stockings behind him.”

“He has a soul to be saved, if he is a gipsy,” said Miss
Kitty, hysterically.

“The soul, my dear Miss Kitty”—began the lawyer, facing
round upon her.

“Don’t say anything dreadful about the soul, sir, I beg,”
said Miss Betty, firmly. And then she added in a conciliatory
tone, “Won’t you look at the little fellow, sir? I have no doubt
his relations are shocking people; but when you see his
innocent little face and his beautiful eyes, I think you’ll say
yourself that if he were a duke’s son he couldn’t be a finer
child.”

“My experience of babies is so limited, Miss Betty,” said
the lawyer, “that really—if you’ll excuse me—but I can quite
imagine him. I have before now been tempted myself to
adopt stray—puppies, when I have seen them in the round,
soft, innocent, bright-eyed stage. And when they have
grown up in the hands of more credulous friends into lanky,
ill-conditioned, misconducted curs, I have congratulated
myself that I was not misled by the graces of an age at
which ill-breeding is less apparent than later in life.”

The little ladies both rose. “If you see no difference, sir,”
said Miss Betsy in her stateliest manner, “between a babe
with an immortal soul and the beasts that perish, it is quite
useless to prolong the conversation.”

“Reason is apt to be useless when opposed to the
generous impulses of a sex so full of sentiment as yours,
madam,” said the lawyer, rising also. “Permit me to take a



long farewell, since it is improbable that our friendship will
resume its old position until your protegé has—run away.”

The words “long farewell” and “old friendship” were quite
sufficient to soften wrath in the tender hearts of the little
ladies. But the lawyer had really lost his temper, and, before
Miss Betty had decided how to offer the olive branch without
conceding her principles he was gone.

The weather was warm. The little ladies were heated by
discussion and the parson by vain scouring of the country
on foot, when they asked his advice upon their project, and
related their conversation with the lawyer. The two
gentlemen had so little in common that the parson felt it his
duty not to let his advice be prejudiced by this fact. For
some moments he sat silent, then he began to walk about
as if he were composing a sermon; then he stepped before
the little ladies (who were sitting as stiffly on the sofa as if it
were a pew) and spoke as if he were delivering one.

“If you ask me, dear ladies, whether it is your duty to
provide for this child because you found him, I say that
there is no such obligation. If you ask if I think it wise in your
own interests, and hopeful as to the boy’s career, I am
obliged to agree with your legal adviser. Vagabond ways are
seldom cured in one generation, and I think it is quite
probable that, after much trouble and anxiety spent upon
him, he may go back to a wandering life. But, Miss Betty,”
continued the parson in deepening tones, as he pounded his
left palm with his right fist for want of a pulpit, “If you ask
me whether I believe any child of any race is born incapable
of improvement, and beyond benefit from the charities we
owe to each other, I should deny my faith if I could say yes. I
shall not, madam, confuse the end of your connection with
him with the end of your training in him, even if he runs
away, or fancy that I see the one because I see the other. I
do not pretend to know how much evil he inherits from his
forefathers as accurately as our graphic friend; but I do
know that he has a Father whose image is also to be found



in His children—not quite effaced in any of them—and
whose care of this one will last when yours, madam, may
seem to have been in vain.”

As the little ladies rushed forward and each shook a hand
of the parson, he felt some compunction for his speech.

“I fear I am encouraging you in grave indiscretion,” said
he. “But, indeed, my dear ladies, I am quite against your
project, for you do not realize the anxieties and
disappointments that are before you, I am sure. The child
will give you infinite trouble. I think he will run away. And yet
I cannot in good conscience say that I believe love’s labor
must be lost. He may return to the woods and wilds; but I
hope he will carry something with him.”

“Did the reverend gentleman mean Miss Betty’s
teaspoons?” asked the lawyer, stroking his long chin, when
he was told what the person had said.

BABYHOOD.—PRETTY FLOWERS.
—THE ROSE-COLORED TULIPS.

The matter of the baby’s cap disturbed the little ladies. It
seemed so like the beginning of a fulfilment of the lawyer’s
croakings.

Miss Kitty had made it. She had never seen a baby
without a cap before, and the sight was unusual, if not
indecent. But Miss Kitty was a quick needlewoman, and
when the new cap was fairly tied over the thick crop of silky
black hair, the baby looked so much less like Puck, and so
much more like the rest of the baby world, that it was quite
a relief.

Miss Kitty’s feelings may therefore be imagined when
going to the baby just after the parson’s departure, she
found him in open rebellion against his cap. It had been tied
on whilst he was asleep, and his eyes were no sooner open



than he commenced the attack. He pulled with one little
brown hand and tugged with the other; he dragged a
rosette over his nose and got the frills into his eyes; he
worried it as a puppy worries your handkerchief if you tie it
round its face and tell it to “look like a grandmother.” At last
the strings gave way, and he cast it triumphantly out of the
clothes-basket which served him for cradle.

Successive efforts to induce him to wear it proved vain,
so Thomasina said the weather was warm and his hair was
very thick, and she parted this and brushed it, and Miss
Kitty gave the cap to the farm-bailiff’s baby, who took to it
as kindly as a dumpling to a pudding-cloth.

How the boy was ever kept inside his christening clothes,
Thomasina said she did not know. But when he got into the
parson’s arms he lay quite quiet, which was a good omen.
That he might lack no advantage, Miss Betty stood
godmother for him, and the parish clerk and the sexton
were his godfathers.

He was named John.
“A plain, sensible name,” said Miss Betty. “And while we

are about it,” she added, “we may as well choose his
surname. For a surname he must have, and the sooner it is
decided upon the better.”

Miss Kitty had made a list of twenty-seven of her favorite
Christian names which Miss Betty had sternly rejected, that
everything might be plain, practical, and respectable at the
outset of the tramp-child’s career. For the same reason she
refused to adopt Miss Kitty’s suggestions for a surname.

“It’s so seldom there’s a chance of choosing a surname
for anybody, sister,” said Miss Kitty, “it seems a pity not to
choose a pretty one.”

“Sister Kitty,” said Miss Betty, “don’t be romantic. The
boy is to be brought up in that station of life for which one
syllable is ample. I should have called him Smith if that had
not been Thomasina’s name. As it is, I propose to call him



Broom. He was found under a bush of broom, and it goes
very well with John, and sounds plain and respectable.”

So Miss Betty bought a Bible, and on the fly-leaf of it she
wrote in her fine, round, gentlewoman’s writing—“John
Broom. With good wishes for his welfare, temporal and
eternal. From a sincere friend.” And when the inscription
was dry the Bible was wrapped in brown paper, and put by
in Thomasina’s trunk till John Broom should come to years of
discretion.

He was slow to reach them, though in other respects he
grew fast.

When he began to walk he would walk barefoot. To be out
of doors was his delight, but on the threshold of the house
he always sat down and discarded his shoes and stockings.
Thomasina bastinadoed the soles of his feet with the soles
of his shoes “to teach him the use of them,” so she said. But
Miss Kitty sighed and thought of the lawyer’s prediction.

There was no blinking the fact that the child was as
troublesome as he was pretty. The very demon of mischief
danced in his black eyes, and seemed to possess his feet
and fingers as if with quicksilver. And if, as Thomasina said,
you “never knew what he would be at next,” you might also
be pretty sure that it would be something he ought to have
left undone.

John Broom early developed a taste for glass and
crockery, and as the china cupboard was in that part of the
house to which he by social standing also belonged, he had
many chances to seize upon cups, jugs and dishes. If
detected with anything that he ought not to have had, it
was his custom to drop the forbidden toy and toddle off as
fast as his unpractised feet would carry him. The havoc
which this caused amongst the glass and china was
bewildering in a household where tea-sets and dinner-sets
had passed from generation to generation, where slapdash,
giddy-pated kitchen-maids never came, where Miss Betty
washed the best teacups in the parlor, where Thomasina



was more careful than her mistress, and the breaking of a
single plate was a serious matter, and if beyond riveting, a
misfortune.

Thomasina soon found that her charge was safest, as he
was happiest, out of doors. A very successful device was to
shut him up in the drying-ground, and tell him to “pick the
pretty flowers.” John Broom preferred flowers even to china
cups with gilding on them. He gathered nosegays of daisies
and buttercups, and the winning way in which he would
present these to the little ladies atoned, in their benevolent
eyes, for many a smashed teacup.

But the tramp-baby’s restless spirit was soon weary of
the drying ground, and he set forth one morning in search of
“fresh fields and pastures new.” He had seated himself on
the threshold to take off his shoes, when he heard the sound
of Thomasina’s footsteps, and, hastily staggering to his feet,
toddled forth without farther delay. The sky was blue above
him, the sun was shining, and the air was very sweet. He
ran for a bit and then tumbled, and picked himself up again,
and got a fresh impetus, and so on till he reached the door
of the kitchen garden, which was open. It was an old-
fashioned kitchen-garden with flowers in the borders. There
were single rose-colored tulips which had been in the
garden as long as Miss Betty could remember, and they had
been so increased by dividing the clumps that they now
stretched in two rich lines of color down both sides of the
long walk. And John Broom saw them.

“Pick the pretty f’owers, love,” said he, in imitation of
Thomasina’s patronising tone, and forthwith beginning at
the end, he went steadily to the top of the right-hand border
mowing the rose-colored tulips as he went.

Meanwhile, when Thomasina came to look for him, he
could not be found, and when all the back premises and the
drying-ground had been searched in vain, she gave the
alarm to the little ladies.



Miss Kitty’s vivid imagination leaped at once to the
conclusion that the child’s vagabond relations had fetched
him away, and she became rigid with alarm. But Miss Betty
rushed out into the shrubbery and Miss Kitty took a whiff of
her vinaigrette and followed her.

When they came at last to the kitchen-garden, Miss
Betty’s grief for the loss of John Broom did not prevent her
observing that there was something odd about the borders,
and when she got to the top, and found that all the tulips
had been picked from one side, she sank down on the roller
which happened to be lying beside her.

And John Broom staggered up to her, and crying “For ’oo,
Miss Betty,” fell headlong with a sheaf of rose-colored tulips
into her lap.

As he did not offer any to Miss Kitty, her better judgment
was not warped, and she said, “You must slap him, sister
Betty.”

“Put out your hand, John Broom,” said Miss Betty, much
agitated.

And John Broom, who was quite composed, put out both
his little grubby paws so trustfully that Miss Betty had not
the heart to strike him. But she scolded him, “Naughty boy!”
and she pointed to the tulips and shook her head. John
Broom looked thoughtfully at them, and shook his.

“Naughty boy!” repeated Miss Betty, and she added in
very impressive tones, “John Broom’s a very naughty boy!”

After which she took him to Thomasina, and Miss Kitty
collected the rose-colored tulips and put them into water in
the best old china punch-bowl.

In the course of the afternoon she peeped into the
kitchen, where John Broom sat on the floor, under the
window, gazing thoughtfully up into the sky.

“As good as gold, bless his little heart!” murmured Miss
Kitty. For as his feet were tucked under him, she did not
know that he had just put his shoes and stockings into the
pig-tub, into which he all but fell himself from the exertion.



He did not hear Miss Kitty, and thought on. He wanted to be
out again, and he had a tantalising remembrance of the
ease with which the tender juicy stalks of the tulips went
snap, snap, in that new place of amusement he had
discovered. Thomasina looked into the kitchen and went
away again. When she had gone, John Broom went away
also.

He went both faster and steadier on his bare feet, and
when he got into the kitchen garden, it recalled Miss Betty
to his mind. And he shook his head, and said, “Naughty
boy!” And then he went up the left-hand border, mowing the
tulips as he went; after which he trotted home, and met
Thomasina at the back door. And he hugged the sheaf of
rose-colored tulips in his arms, and said, “John Broom a very
naughty boy!”

Thomasina was not sentimental, and she slapped him
well—his hands for picking the tulips and his feet for going
barefoot.

But his feet had to be slapped with Thomasina’s slipper,
for his own shoes could not be found.

EDUCATION.—FIRESIDE TALES.
In spite of all his pranks, John Broom did not lose the favor
of his friends. Thomasina spoiled him, and Miss Betty and
Miss Kitty tried not to do so.

The parson had said, “Treat the child fairly. Bring him up
as he will have to live hereafter. Don’t make him half pet
and half-servant.” And following this advice, and her own
resolve that there should be “no nonsense” in the matter,
Miss Betty had made it a rule that he should not be
admitted to the parlor. It bore more heavily on the tender
hearts of the little ladies than on the light heart of John
Broom, and led to their waylaying him in the passages and



gardens with little gifts, unknown to each other. And when
Miss Kitty kissed his newly-washed cheeks, and pronounced
them “like ripe russets,” Miss Betty murmured, “Be
judicious, sister Kitty;” and Miss Kitty would correct any
possible ill effects by saying, “Now make your bow to your
betters, John Broom, and say, ‘Thank you, ma’am!’ ” which
was accomplished by the child’s giving a tug to the forelock
of his thick black hair, with a world of mischief in his eyes.

When he was old enough, the little ladies sent him to the
village school.

The total failure of their hopes for his education was not
the smallest of the disappointments Miss Betty and Miss
Kitty endured on his behalf. The quarrel with the lawyer had
been made up long ago, and though there was always a
touch of raillery in his inquiries after “the young gipsy,” he
had once said, “If he turns out anything of a genius at
school, I might find a place for him in the office, by-and-by.”
The lawyer was kind-hearted in his own fashion, and on this
hint Miss Kitty built up hopes, which unhappily were met by
no responsive ambition in John Broom.

As to his fitness to be an errand boy, he could not carry a
message from the kitchen to the cowhouse without stopping
by the way to play with the yard-dog, and a hedgehog in the
path would probably have led him astray, if Thomasina had
had a fit and he had been dispatched for a doctor.

During school hours he spent most of his time under the
fool’s-cap when he was not playing truant. With his school-
mates he was good friends. If he was seldom out of
mischief, he was seldom out of temper. He could beat any
boy at a foot-race (without shoes); he knew the notes and
nests of every bird that sang, and whatever an old pocket-
knife is capable of, that John Broom could and would do with
it for his fellows.

Miss Betty had herself tried to teach him to read, and she
continued to be responsible for his religious instruction. She
had tried to stir up his industry by showing him the Bible,



and promising that when he could read it he should have it
for his “very own.” But he either could not or would not
apply himself, so the prize lay unearned in Thomasina’s
trunk. But he would listen for any length of time to Scripture
stories, if they were read or told to him, especially to the
history of Elisha, and the adventures of the Judges.

Indeed, since he could no longer be shut up in the drying-
ground, Thomasina had found that he was never so happy
and so safe as when he was listening to tales, and many a
long winter evening he lay idle on the kitchen hearth, with
his head on the sheep dog, whilst the more industrious
Thomasina plied her knitting-needles, as she sat in the
ingle-nook, with the flickering firelight playing among the
plaits of her large cap, and told tales of the country side.

Not that John Broom was her only hearer. Annie “the
lass” sat by the hearth also, and Thomasina took care that
she did not “sit with her hands before her.” And a little
farther away sat the cowherd.

He had a sleeping-room above the barn, and took his
meals in the house. By Miss Betty’s desire he always went in
to family prayers after supper, when he sat as close as
possible to the door, under an uncomfortable consciousness
that Thomasina did not think his boots clean enough for the
occasion, and would find something to pick off the carpet as
she followed him out, however hardly he might have used
the door-scraper beforehand.

It might be a difficult matter to decide which he liked
best, beer or John Broom. But next to these he liked
Thomasina’s stories.

Thomasina was kind to him. With all his failings and the
dirt on his boots, she liked him better than the farm-bailiff.
The farm-bailiff was thrifty and sensible and faithful, and
Thomasina was faithful and sensible and thrifty, and they
each had a tendency to claim the monopoly of those virtues.
Notable people complain, very properly, of thriftless and
untidy ones, but they sometimes agree better with them



than with rival notabilities. And so Thomasina’s broad face
beamed benevolently as she bid the cowherd “draw up” to
the fire, and he who (like Thomasina) was a native of the
country, would confirm the marvels she related, with a
proper pride in the wonderful district to which they both
belonged.

He would help her out sometimes with names and dates
in a local biography. By his own account he knew the man
who was murdered at the inn in the Black Valley so
intimately that it turned Annie the lass as white as a dish-
cloth to sit beside him. If Thomasina said that folk were yet
alive who had seen the little green men dance in
Dawborough Croft, the cowherd would smack his knees and
cry, “Scores on ’em!” And when she whispered of the white
figure which stood at the cross roads after midnight, he
testified to having seen it himself—tall beyond mortal
height, and pointing four ways at once. He had a legend of
his own too, which Thomasina sometimes gave him the
chance of telling, of how he was followed home one
moonlight night by a black Something as big as a young
calf, which “wimmled and wammled” around him till he fell
senseless into the ditch, and being found there by the farm-
bailiff on his return from market, was unjustly accused of the
vice of intoxication.

“Fault-finders should be free of flaws,” Thomasina would
say with a prim chin. She had seen the farm-bailiff himself
“the worse” for more than his supper beer.

But there was one history which Thomasina was always
loth to relate, and it was that which both John Broom and
the cowherd especially preferred—the history of Lob Lie-by-
the-fire.

Thomasina had a feeling (which was shared by Annie the
lass) that it was better not to talk of “anything” peculiar to
the house in which you were living. One’s neighbors’ ghosts
and bogles are another matter.



But to John Broom and the cowherd no subject was so
interesting as that of the Lubber-fiend. The cowherd sighed
to think of the good old times when a man might sleep on in
spite of cocks, and the stables be cleaner, and the beasts
better tended than if he had been up with the lark. And John
Broom’s curiosity was never quenched about the rough,
hairy Good-fellow who worked at night that others might be
idle by day, and who was sometimes caught at his hard-
earned nap, lying, “like a great hurgin bear,” where the boy
loved to lie himself, before the fire, on this very hearth.

Why and where he had gone, Thomasina could not tell.
She had heard that he had originally come from some other
household, where he had been offended. But whether he
had gone elsewhere when he forsook Lingborough, or
whether “such things had left the country” for good, she did
not pretend to say.

And when she had told, for the third or fourth time, how
his porridge was put into a corner of the cowhouse for him
overnight, and how he had been often overheard at his
work, but rarely seen, and then only lying before the fire,
Miss Betty would ring for prayers, and Thomasina would fold
up her knitting and lead the way, followed by Annie the lass,
whose nerves John Broom would startle by treading on her
heels, the rear being brought up by the cowherd, looking
hopelessly at his boots.

THE FARM-BAILIFF.—PRETTY
COCKY.—IN THE WILLOW TREE.

Miss Betty and Miss Kitty did really deny themselves the
indulgence of being indulgent, and treated John Broom on
principles, and for his good. But they did so in their own
tremulous and spasmodic way, and got little credit for it.
Thomasina, on the other hand, spoiled him with such a



masterful managing air, and so much sensible talk, that no
one would have thought that the only system she followed
was to conceal his misdemeanors, and to stand between
him and the just wrath of the farm-bailiff.

The farm-bailiff, or grieve, as he liked to call himself, was
a Scotchman, with a hard-featured face (which he washed
on the Sabbath), a harsh voice, a good heart rather deeper
down in his body than is usual, and a shrewd, money-
getting head, with a speckled straw hat on the top of it. No
one could venture to imagine when that hat was new, or
how long ago it was that the farm-bailiff went to the
expense of purchasing those work-day clothes. But the dirt
on his face and neck was an orderly accumulation, such as
gathers on walls, oil-paintings, and other places to which
soap is not habitually applied; it was not a matter of spills
and splashes, like the dirt John Broom disgraced himself
with. And his clothes, if old, fitted neatly about him; they
never suggested raggedness, which was the normal
condition of the tramp-boy’s jackets. They only looked as if
he had been born (and occasionally buried) in them. It is
needful to make this distinction, that the good man may not
be accused of inconsistency in the peculiar vexation which
John Broom’s disorderly appearance caused him.

In truth, Miss Betty’s protegé had reached the age at
which he was to “eat dreadfully, wear out his clothes, and
be useful on the farm;” and the last condition was quite
unfulfilled. At eleven years old he could not be trusted to
scare birds, and at half that age the farm-bailiff’s eldest
child could drive cattle.

“And no’ just ruin the leddies in new coats and
compliments, either, like some ne’er-do-weels,” added the
farm-bailiff, who had heard with a jealous ear of six-pences
given by Miss Betty and Miss Kitty to their wasteful favorite.

When the eleventh anniversary of John Broom’s
discovery was passed, and his character at school gave no
hopes of his ever qualifying himself to serve the lawyer, it


