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    I do not love thee!—no! I do not love thee! 
 
    And yet when thou art absent I am sad; 
 
       And envy even the bright blue sky above thee, 
 
    Whose quiet stars may see thee and be glad. 
 
      
 
    I do not love thee!—yet, I know not why, 
 
    Whate’er thou dost seems still well done, to me: 
 
       And often in my solitude I sigh 
 
    That those I do love are not more like thee! 
 
      
 
    I do not love thee!—yet, when thou art gone, 
 
    I hate the sound (though those who speak be dear) 
 
       Which breaks the lingering echo of the tone 
 
    Thy voice of music leaves upon my ear. 
 
      
 
    I do not love thee!—yet thy speaking eyes, 
 
    With their deep, bright, and most expressive blue, 
 
       Between me and the midnight heaven arise, 
 
    Oftener than any eyes I ever knew. 
 
      
 
    I know I do not love thee! yet, alas! 
 
    Others will scarcely trust my candid heart; 
 
       And oft I catch them smiling as they pass, 
 
    Because they see me gazing where thou art. 
 
      
 
    Caroline Norton (1808-1877) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Encounter 
 
      
 
    November 1837, Hertfordshire 
 
      
 
    From his upholstered seat in first-class, Fitzwilliam Darcy observed the teeming platform at Boxmoor station. His carriage lay at the back, away from the worst of the steam and smoke; he shared it with half a dozen travellers including a red-faced elderly gentleman who talked incessantly. Outside he noticed a fashionable couple, the lady in a tight bell-shaped dress, the man bearing a low top hat and cane. Further ahead, passengers swarmed around the cheaper carriages. 
 
    His eye ran along a row of low buildings, all new: ticket office, tea room, Ladies’ Room, a privy for the gentlemen. A woman in grey coat and bonnet darted from the ticket office, slowing as she realised there was no hurry. Her lively step roused a faint memory. 
 
    Darcy squinted, wishing his vision was keener. The woman’s dress was unfashionable, but indicative of money and taste. She carried a bulky carpet bag, but had not called a porter. He quivered as his eye tracked her progress towards the second-class section. 
 
    Could it be? 
 
    He rose, with a muttered explanation to the gentleman opposite. ‘I’ll stretch my legs.’ 
 
    His companion grunted and opened The Times to read news of the young queen. 
 
      
 
    Descending, Darcy lost sight of his target. He peered into two second-class carriages with wooden benches. A grey coat drew his attention, but the figure was wrong, the hat too. Desperately he scanned the crowd at third-class, near the engine with its cylindrical tank and long thin funnel. People stared at him as he pushed in. A woman protested, but after mutual apologies went on her way. 
 
    He went rigid, as if electrified, as another woman came forward. 
 
    Grey bonnet. Lively expression. Those eyes. 
 
    She gasped and dropped her bag. They stood staring at one another as the crowd moved past. 
 
    ‘Mr Darcy?’ Her voice was almost inaudible. 
 
    Darcy managed a token bow, struggling to recall her name. ‘Mrs, ah …’ 
 
    ‘Sibley.’ A smile, and the wonderful eyes came to life. ‘Why, we have not met since …’ 
 
    ‘Hunsford.’ 
 
    She coloured. ‘Not my finest moment.’ 
 
    ‘Nor mine.’ 
 
    She gestured towards his plain black coat and cravat. ‘I heard of your bereavement. I am so sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    She picked up her bag. ‘We had better hurry.’  
 
    ‘May I accompany you?’ 
 
    ‘My ticket is third-class.’ An ironic smile. ‘You find me in somewhat reduced circumstances.’ 
 
    Darcy frowned, wondering how the wife of a well-off clergyman could possibly be short of money. 
 
      
 
    Third-class carriages were open boxes on wheels. As they gathered speed Darcy gripped his hat in case it flew off in the breeze; the other hand he laid over the side. For all its discomfort the ride was exhilarating. 
 
    Mrs Elizabeth Sibley, née Bennet, tightened the laces on her bonnet. ‘What brings you here?’ 
 
    ‘A whim. Travelling down from Pemberley, I told my driver to leave me at Berkhamstead so that I could try out the new line.’ 
 
    Elizabeth leaned over so that her ear was inches away: with wind rushing past, and the drumming of wheels on rails, it was impossible to hear otherwise. She would be in her early forties now, he estimated, but her complexion retained its bloom, and the hair was only lightly speckled with grey. 
 
    ‘I am come from Jane’s family. They have a farm outside Meryton.’ 
 
    ‘You found her in good health?’ 
 
    ‘As usual.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘I tease her that she is a mother hen, obsessed with her brood.’ 
 
    Darcy looked away pensively, and she asked with sympathetic concern, ‘Have I said something to upset you?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all …’ He faced her again. ‘I hoped once that the shades of Pemberley would resound to the cries of happy young voices. But it was not to be.’ 
 
    Her face fell. ‘I’m sorry …’ 
 
    ‘My wife blamed herself for our misfortune. I fear this contributed to her decline.’ 
 
    Elizabeth touched his arm, and moved, he said, ‘You have children?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Grace is eleven, Robert nine.’ Sadness shadowed her face. ‘I had to leave them behind.’ 
 
    ‘I was puzzled to find you travelling alone with inadequate funds.’ 
 
    Elizabeth leaned over the edge, looking down the line as they approached Watford station. 
 
    ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘It is none of my business.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘On the contrary, it is kind of you to ask. The truth is that relations with Fredo …’ She reddened. ‘I mean my husband. I call him that. Relations are, shall we say, strained. He did not wish me to visit Jane, and refused to let the children go with me. I am hoping on my return to effect a reconciliation. Which means that I, the wife, will have to admit fault.’ 
 
    ‘You will say whatever your husband wishes to hear?’ 
 
    ‘A salutary destiny for one so outspoken, is it not?’ 
 
    He studied her, sensing a despair concealed by her irony. ‘I believed in absolute honesty—once.’ 
 
    ‘We were young. Life had not yet prevailed on us to compromise.’ Her face opened in a warm smile. ‘Mr Darcy, it is such a delight to meet you again. It takes me back to merry days when we danced and sang, my family was together, my parents were alive, and I had nothing to vex me except what to wear at the next ball.’ 
 
    He blinked back tears. If only he had behaved better. Won her good opinion. Warned her father of Wickham. Left Bingley to court her sister … 
 
    If only. 
 
    The train stopped, people climbed in and out. Spots of rain fell on his hand. He wondered whether she would let him buy her a first-class ticket, if the weather worsened. 
 
    They set off again, towards London Euston. 
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    December 1813, London 
 
      
 
    In the public gallery of the Old Bailey Justice Hall, Elizabeth sat next to her Uncle Gardiner as the judge summed up the case against a man who had stolen money from a chandler’s shop. Standing in the dock, the accused was a sheepish youth who looked resigned to his fate. His defence was that the shopkeeper had asked him, as a favour, to take the cash to a neighbour in payment of a debt. 
 
    She whispered to Mr Gardiner, ‘It won’t be long now.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Unless the jury disagree and the judge adjourns for lunch.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed: there was little prospect of that. She looked around the cramped courtroom, where Justice Le Blanc perched over a grand table with seats for bewigged lawyers, and scribes to record the proceedings; on his left twelve jurymen filled two rows. Next to the judge sat the Lord Mayor, peering down in contempt at the persons brought before them. Cases were dispatched in quick succession: typically half an hour sufficed to hear the complaint, the witnesses, and an appeal from the accused. 
 
    Justice Le Blanc addressed the jury. ‘Are you agreed on your verdict?’ 
 
    A spokesman replied. ‘We are, milord.’ 
 
    ‘How do you find?’ 
 
    ‘Guilty, milord.’ 
 
    The judge faced the accused, for whom this was not a first offence. Elizabeth winced as sentence was passed. Death. By public hanging, three days hence, at the scaffold outside Newgate prison. 
 
    The impassive prisoner was taken away while the lawyers shuffled papers for the next case. Elizabeth blinked, feeling a nightmarish sense of unreality as her sister Lydia was led into the dock. 
 
      
 
    The prosecutor, a morose elderly gentleman with corded pince-nez, summoned witnesses from the front of the gallery. ‘If your lordship pleases, the accused, Miss Lydia Bennet, was indicted for taking a purse, and a watch valued at three guineas, from Mr Samuel Harding, after consorting with him at a room in the Plough Inn, St Mary Islington. Also, for stealing two sovereigns from Mr John Groves through the same subterfuge.’ 
 
    Elizabeth observed her sister throughout this speech, but noticed no reaction. In the dock Lydia cut a pathetic figure, staring in bewilderment at the gallery as if expecting someone to rescue her. Their eyes met in a twitch of recognition, and Elizabeth discreetly raised a palm. 
 
    The main witness was called. Mr Harding was a man in his thirties, gaudily kitted out in green waistcoat and cream breeches. He had met Miss Lydia Bennet in a tavern, in the company of a certain George Wickham. After Wickham had left them alone, Miss Bennet had declared Mr Harding’s profile pleasing, and suggested adjourning to a room at the Plough Inn. While passing the evening in her company he was roused by a creak from the door while dozing. He found Miss Bennet outside in the street, examining the contents of his purse. 
 
    ‘And did the accused restore your property?’ the prosecutor asked. 
 
    Harding mopped his brow. ‘She returned the purse but claimed the money belonged to her.’ 
 
    The prosecutor raised his eyebrows. ‘Had payment been mentioned?’ 
 
    ‘It had not.’ 
 
    Reacting for the first time Lydia looked daggers at the witness, and Elizabeth feared she might incur the court’s disapproval by contradicting him. But it seemed she had been coached, for she held herself in check. 
 
    ‘Pray continue,’ the prosecutor said. 
 
    ‘Naturally I disputed this.’ Harding raised his arms and looked in supplication at the jury. ‘A constable happened by and overheard our argument. Out of pity I offered to forget the incident provided Miss Bennet returned the money. Then we discovered she had also taken my watch, after which the constable took her into custody.’ 
 
    The judge called on the defence lawyer Mr Tallboy, a friend of Mr Gardiner’s, who rose to face the witness. He was an earnest young man, keen to do his best, but Elizabeth wished they could have found a counsel with more gravitas.  
 
    ‘Mr Harding.’ Tallboy paused. ‘For how long had you known Mr Wickham?’ 
 
    ‘A few days.’ 
 
    Tallboy turned to the prosecutor. ‘Have attempts been made to obtain his testimony?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Wickham has left his lodgings, milord,’ the prosecutor said. ‘His whereabouts are unknown.’ 
 
    Tallboy resumed his questioning of the witness. ‘Did Wickham receive money from you before leaving you alone with Miss Bennet?’ 
 
    Harding bristled. ‘Certainly not!’ 
 
    The prosecutor called his second witness, Mr Groves. He too had been introduced to Miss Bennet by Wickham. After a tryst at a different inn he had awoken to find his purse empty and the lady gone. Having no means of tracing her he had let the matter drop until questioned by a constable, who got his name from the innkeeper. 
 
    The defence counsel rose to ask the same questions as before. Like Harding, Groves denied any agreement to pay for Lydia’s attentions. From the sniggers in the gallery Elizabeth realised nobody believed him; nevertheless, the testimony stood. 
 
    Since there were no more witnesses, Justice Le Blanc called on Lydia to answer the charges.  
 
    ‘Miss Bennet.’ Tallboy smiled encouragingly. ‘Do you accept the evidence just given, or wish to contest?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I met with them, as they said.’ Lydia glared at her accusers. ‘But it wasn’t stealing. It was a joke that George played on them …’ 
 
    ‘You mean, Mr Wickham?’ 
 
    Lydia addressed the whole courtroom. ‘We eloped, you see, and were bound for Gretna Green, but George needed money for the journey so he looked for friends who might pay for a bit of fun. But he feared they would not honour their word, so he suggested I took their valuables as a precaution. Not to steal them, you understand, but to deduct what we were owed before returning them.’ 
 
    ‘Can you assure the court that you acted entirely under Mr Wickham’s direction? In other words, that this joke, as you call it, was entirely his idea?’ 
 
    Elizabeth cringed as Lydia suppressed a giggle. 
 
    ‘George said we’d have a good laugh about it once we were on our way to Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘Milord.’ Tallboy addressed the judge. ‘Miss Bennet’s uncle is in the gallery. He can confirm that Wickham did indeed persuade Miss Bennet to elope, and that she is innocent of any prior misdemeanour.’ 
 
    The prosecutor rose. ‘Milord, that is unnecessary. It is conceded that Miss Bennet acted under Wickham’s influence. However, no evidence has been adduced of coercion.’  
 
    Tallboy asked Lydia, ‘Did Mr Wickham ever threaten you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. He loved me.’ 
 
    Further laughter rang from the gallery as the judge began summing up. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth leaned towards Mr Gardiner, keeping her voice low. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve been deliberating ten minutes, a good sign.’ 
 
    ‘Surely they will see Lydia is naive, more a victim than a malefactor?’ 
 
    Her uncle sighed. ‘A pity she did it twice.’ 
 
    Elizabeth fell silent. Her emotions since August had oscillated between guilt and anger, but what she felt most was fear. After searching for Lydia in London, her father had returned exhausted and taken to his bed with a racking cough. Months passed and the fugitives remained at large, until an express from Mr Gardiner with the awful news that Lydia was in Newgate prison, indicted for theft. Mr Bennet was too feeble to travel. Elizabeth had come instead, hoping to raise Lydia’s morale as Mr Gardiner did his best to procure a defence. 
 
    Most unbearable of all was the thought that she, Elizabeth, could have prevented this disaster. 
 
    If she had only spoken out. Confided to her father the depravity of Wickham’s character, as revealed by Darcy’s letter. 
 
    Obsessively she daydreamed of what might have been. She recalled the day she had visited Pemberley with the Gardiners. The loveliness of the setting, a perfect blend of nature and design. Their tour with Darcy’s housekeeper, who painted such a glowing picture of her master, with a sincerity that could not be doubted.  
 
    And of this place I might have been mistress … 
 
    Afterwards, waiting for the gardener who was to conduct them round the estate, she had daydreamed of Darcy approaching from the road that led to the stables. If only they could have met again. The quarrel at Hunsford might have been overlaid by a civil conversation. He might have forgiven her harsh accusations … 
 
    But no. They had returned to the inn at Lambton, until Jane’s letters had ended their trip. 
 
    Back at Longbourn, the family were in confusion. Jane exhausted, having borne most of the stress. Mrs Bennet hysterical, blaming everyone but herself. Kitty and Mary sullen. Mr Bennet away in London. A succession of short notes from Gracechurch Street reported no progress. 
 
    Their disgrace could not be hidden. Neighbours called: Lady Lucas, Mrs Philips and Mrs King all commiserated, while secretly revelling at the Bennets’ fall from grace. Gossip spread of the debts Wickham had left. Everyone was wise after the event. Yes, they had always suspected something. But one could not impugn a man’s reputation without being certain … 
 
      
 
    The jury had decided. Their spokesman, in a voice tinged with sadness, read out the agreed statement. 
 
    ‘Guilty, milord, on all charges. But if the court permits, we request leniency, in view of the immaturity of the accused.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shivered as Lydia’s face crumpled. It was as if for the first time, the girl understood the seriousness of her situation. 
 
    ‘Lydia Bennet.’ Justice le Blanc intoned his words with exaggerated clarity. ‘You are guilty of stealing a gentleman’s property after enticing him into an immoral liaison. The crime has been repeated, at least once. Under normal circumstances such offences receive the ultimate penalty. However, mindful of the jury’s appeal, I am prepared to exercise clemency. You will be taken to Newgate, where you will await transportation, on the next convict ship, for a period of fourteen years.’ 
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    Four years later, April 1817, London 
 
      
 
    Almack’s Assembly Rooms had changed little since Darcy had left with Georgiana and Bingley on their European tour. Blue curtains with a satin sheen hung from a ceiling high as a town house. False columns decorated the walls. The orchestra occupied a gallery ten feet above the dancers; chandeliers hung in sparkling clusters. The arena was ringed with divans and chairs, upholstered in orange and crimson. 
 
    It was Georgiana’s first London season, but she had debuted at the Apollo, in Vienna, and attended balls and soirées in Venice, Florence and Rome. From the beginning she had been in demand as a partner, not only for her demure loveliness, but for her graceful dancing. When she took the floor people watched—not only gentlemen, but ladies too. 
 
    The passing years had not made Darcy any fonder of dancing: he would rather go fishing or read a book. But he felt a lingering pressure to produce an heir for Pemberley. Sooner or later he would have to grasp the nettle, and where better to begin a romance than Almack’s. 
 
    ‘Darcy, old fellow!’ A hand slapped him on the back, and he recognised Henry Mountjoy, Earl of Ballytore, his senior at Harrow school. ‘Haven’t bumped into you for years. Where have you been hiding?’ 
 
    ‘Abroad. Italy mostly.’ 
 
    ‘Good show!’ Mountjoy lowered his voice. ‘I’d like to pick your brains on that subject. But first you must meet my sister.’ He wheeled round. ‘I see her! With the baroness.’ 
 
    With a sigh of resignation Darcy followed, and the introduction was made. Lady Sarah Mountjoy was younger than her brother, tall and confident, with abundant glossy blonde hair pinned up in a complicated braid to show her fine neck and shoulders. She appraised him with the look of a woman who has seen everything. 
 
    ‘Your reputation precedes you, sir. A pleasure to meet at last.’ 
 
    He wondered what this reputation might be. ‘The pleasure is mine.’ 
 
    ‘I see that like me, you are not a devotee of the reel.’ 
 
    ‘All things in moderation.’ 
 
    She laughed and moved closer, as if imparting a confidence. ‘My brother had dared me to dance the waltz.’ 
 
    Darcy looked for Mountjoy, who had withdrawn to a corner with the baroness. ‘As his partner?’ 
 
    Lady Sarah snorted. ‘You must be joking.’ 
 
    It occurred to Darcy that he had not seen Mountjoy’s wife. ‘Is the countess here?’ 
 
    ‘Julia stayed at home.’ For a moment the mask slipped, and she looked concerned. ‘She hasn’t been well.’ 
 
    ‘Does she write poetry still?’ 
 
    ‘When she feels strong enough. The doctor is optimistic, provided Julia stays warm and keeps her spirits up.’ 
 
    ‘I hope she soon recovers.’ Darcy hesitated, impressed by Mountjoy’s sister. ‘If you wish to essay the waltz may I offer my services? I was recently in Vienna, where it is all the rage.’ 
 
    Lady Sarah smiled, as if to a conspirator. ‘Sir, you have rescued me! I shall learn under your tutelage.’ 
 
      
 
    The waltz still raised eyebrows at Almack’s, but since its introduction by the Russian ambassador’s wife, a set was conceded at most balls. The music favoured the German style, which Darcy had learned. Moves from other dances were included, but the novelty was the face-to-face position in which the gentleman clasped his arm around the lady’s waist.  
 
    It was exciting, no question about it, and whirling in the clinches Darcy met Lady Sarah’s eye, sharing her exhilaration. Her earlier banter was flimflam: she knew the dance perfectly and had probably practised with a master. Beautiful, intelligent, amusing—at the back of his mind a voice insisted, She may be the one. But he recoiled from the thought. Somewhere in the world, Elizabeth Bennet was at this moment talking with her sisters, or reading a book, or embroidering a handkerchief, still unmarried, so far as he knew. He sighed at his own irrationality. The Bennets were disgraced. Elizabeth disliked him. Why could he not let her go? 
 
    ‘You are pensive, sir!’ Lady Sarah stepped back, and he realised the dance had ended. 
 
    ‘My apologies.’ 
 
    ‘I intended no complaint, nor would I criticise a gentleman for thinking, a rare accomplishment in the ton.’ She pointed. ‘But a lady claims your attention. Have I a rival?’ 
 
    He welcomed the distraction from her flirting, which stirred him more than he liked to admit. ‘May I introduce my sister?’ 
 
    ‘Delighted, but I suspect she wishes to confer with you on some private matter, so I shall be brief.’ 
 
    True to her word, Lady Sarah showered compliments on Georgiana for a few seconds only, before going off to powder her nose.  
 
    ‘William, she is so fine!’ Georgiana was wide-eyed. ‘Do you think she likes you?’ 
 
     ‘Lady Sarah was certainly charming. But perhaps this is her normal style, whether to prince or pauper.’ 
 
    ‘Oh fiddlesticks. But listen, I need your advice.’ She pointed to a group near the orchestra. ‘My friend claims an artist has been drawing me.’ 
 
    ‘How does she know?’ 
 
    ‘She says his eye tracked me during the waltz, while he sketched in a notebook.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we confront him?’ 
 
    Georgiana shrank away. ‘You go.’ 
 
    ‘We will both go, but I will take the lead.’ 
 
    As they approached, Darcy recognised the baronet Sir Humphrey Molyneux and his wife engaged in a discussion with another couple. The artist, perhaps their son, was an earnest young man, lightly built, with a humorous intelligent face. 
 
    Darcy bowed. ‘My sister and I are devotees of art and would be interested to see your work.’ 
 
    The young man looked up with a hint of irritation, but broke into a smile on seeing Georgiana. He studied her a moment, tilting his head, then made a correction to the drawing before handing it over. 
 
    Darcy showed it to Georgiana, who gasped. It was a sketch of just a few strokes, but caught perfectly the line of her face, and her graceful posture in the dance. 
 
    She spoke directly to the artist. ‘A beautiful execution, but too flattering.’ 
 
    He rose with a bow. ‘Philip Molyneux at your service. May I know your name, madam, to add a caption?’ 
 
    Darcy performed the introduction. ‘It is a fine sketch,’ he said. ‘We have others of my sister at home, but none, I believe, so animated.’ 
 
    Philip Molyneux ran his nail along the page and carefully tore it out. ‘I would like you to keep it, Miss Darcy, but you must pay a forfeit.’ 
 
    She smiled, reminding Darcy how much she had matured: he saw little trace of her former shyness. ‘Very well, sir, but I warn you, I am not given to extravagance.’ 
 
    ‘The price is that you grant me the next set.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I am engaged. But you may have the Cotillion.’ 
 
    His eyes widened. ‘The supper set?’ 
 
    ‘If you promise to talk to me and not spend the whole time drawing.’ 
 
    ‘You have my word.’ He held out the sketch.  
 
    Georgiana turned to the floor, where the second waltz was about to begin. ‘I shall collect it later.’ 
 
    Darcy smiled, intrigued at this new acquaintance, as he looked forward to another dance with the alluring Lady Sarah Mountjoy. 
 
      
 
    Caroline Bingley had recently married a member of parliament named Trevelyan, who represented a constituency in Cornwall which as a rule he never visited; the only exception came when an election was due, and he needed to canvas the handful of gentlemen entitled to vote. He was a stout man in his forties, usually busy politicking, or socialising at his club. But he gave Caroline what she wanted: security, status, an address in Mayfair. 
 
    With his town house nearby Darcy could have called often, but for various reasons had held back. He did not like Trevelyan, either politically or as a companion. Georgiana found Caroline daunting. Even Charles avoided his sisters, whom he had never forgiven for opposing his romance with Jane Bennet, an error for which they, unlike Darcy, had refused to apologise. 
 
    Still, such a long separation was embarrassing, and on receiving an invitation for dinner, a private affair to be attended only by Bingley, his sisters, and Mr Hurst, Darcy thought it best to accept. Trevelyan, mercifully, would be absent. Georgiana was also invited, but pleaded tiredness. 
 
    The meal unfolded on familiar lines. Louisa let her sister make the running. Mr Hurst, his face redder than ever, concentrated on the wine. Caroline spoke most, her eyes fixated on Darcy as if seeking his reaction. The subtext now was how well she had done. Trevelyan was not only rich but ambitious, already a junior minister in the Earl of Liverpool’s government, and eager for promotion. It was a little tedious, but Darcy nodded approval, as did Bingley. They agreed it was very fine that Trevelyan had joined the government. No doubt he would do an excellent job. 
 
    The topic switched to the ball, of which Caroline demanded a full report. 
 
    ‘I trust Miss Darcy enjoyed her evening?’ 
 
    ‘She danced every set, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine some very eligible gentlemen would ask, for she performs exquisitely.’ 
 
    He deflected Caroline with generic answers, to her increasing frustration. She wanted names, preferably with titles attached. 
 
    ‘And yourself, Mr Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘Did not dance, I wager,’ Bingley quipped. 
 
    Caroline faced Darcy again. ‘Put my mind at rest. Tell me Charles is mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘I danced one set.’ 
 
    ‘And who was the lady thus honoured?’ 
 
    ‘The sister of an old schoolmate.’ 
 
    Caroline slapped the table. ‘The name!’ 
 
    Darcy sighed. ‘Lady Sarah Mountjoy. Her brother is Earl of Ballytore.’ 
 
    There was a ripple of interest, even Mr Hurst looking up from his wine glass. 
 
    Caroline whistled. ‘A handsome and wealthy lady by all accounts. She would do very well for you.’ Her face broke into a grin. ‘I hope she has fine eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Shapely, but lacking acuity, otherwise she would have passed me over for a younger man.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense.’ Caroline looked at her sister. ‘It is a fine match, do you not agree Louisa? A step up at least from Eliza Bennet. Which reminds me!’ She shifted her gaze to include Bingley. ‘Have you heard the news? So distressing for poor Jane.’ 
 
    ‘You refer to Mr Bennet’s passing?’ Darcy asked. ‘Yes, we received a letter in Italy, from my Aunt Catherine. She was irritated at losing Collins, who inherited Longbourn.’ 
 
    ‘A sad affair,’ Bingley said. ‘I suppose it stemmed from the calamity that befell Miss Lydia. Remember, Darce? We were visiting the Cullums and learned only later.’ 
 
    Darcy grimaced. He recalled all too well their sojourn in Suffolk, after he had narrowly missed Elizabeth Bennet at Pemberley. Had he arrived a day early, instead of a day late, they might have met. As it was, he had hastened to Lambton only to learn that her party had interrupted their trip. Six weeks later, a gloating letter from his aunt had arrived too late. Mrs Younge provided an address, but it led nowhere. 
 
    ‘But there is more,’ Caroline continued. ‘My sister-in-law’s governess met a woman in the park, and lo and behold it was Eliza Bennet, looking after the children of her uncle.’ She grinned. ‘You remember, the one in trade at Cheapside. The other Bennets live in a cottage near Meryton.’ She looked at Bingley. ‘I would hope, Charles, that you have accepted the wisdom of our advice when we left Netherfield. To think you might have married into such a family!’ 
 
    Anger flashed across Bingley’s face, but he did not rise to the bait. ‘It’s a sad business, and I wish them all better fortune in the future.’ 
 
    Darcy fell silent, thinking this over. He had obtained the Gardiners’ address at the time of the elopement, and would have made contact had he come up with anything useful. Gracechurch Street. Elizabeth might be there now … 
 
      
 
    The social whirl persisted. Philip Molyneux called bearing another sketch, this time tinted with watercolour. It was rewarding to see Georgiana talk with a man who had interesting things to say, not just pleasantries. He played the piano too, not at her level, but well enough to carry off a simple duet.  
 
    Darcy, meanwhile, was invited to the Mountjoys for what the Earl mischievously dubbed an intimate dinner. By this he meant that there were no other guests, just himself, his wife Julia, and Lady Sarah. The avowed purpose was to quiz Darcy on his Grand Tour; he suspected however that Lady Sarah planned to dazzle him by a further display of her charms. 
 
    The highlight was the opportunity to meet Mountjoy’s wife Julia, whose poetry Darcy had read in literary magazines. Elfin and delicate, she might easily be overlooked, especially in a party that included the spirited Lady Sarah. But when Julia spoke, any impression of weakness went away. She was at once penetrating and kind: you felt she looked into your soul, divining your secrets, and yet you were safe. Her voice was soft contralto with a limpid Irish accent. Darcy was glad to find her convalescent. 
 
    Dinner was not free. Information was demanded, with a servant on hand to note down every detail. Best channel crossing. Where to find a guide. Steamboats up the Rhine. Crossing the Alps. Best hotel in Florence. Venice. Genoa. Security. Number of servants. Opera houses. Art galleries. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ Lady Sarah cried, waving at her brother. ‘Never has a guest been so ill-used.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah is right.’ Countess Julia smiled at Darcy. ‘But I think our visitor not too displeased, for it is flattering to be considered expert.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Darcy conceded. ‘But perhaps during dessert I might be allowed a respite.’ 
 
    The earl waggled a finger. ‘We have not even begun to speak of Rome.’ 
 
    Lady Sarah cuffed her brother. ‘Our guest is a distinguished gentleman, not your fag at school. I have it!’ She held out her arms. ‘Take him with you! How about it, Mr Darcy? What could be nicer than a second tour with all expenses paid?’ 
 
    ‘Capital idea!’ Mountjoy boomed. 
 
    Darcy smiled. ‘As a distinguished gentleman am I allowed a say in the matter?’ 
 
    ‘You will do as you are bid,’ Lady Sarah laughed. ‘I insist. What is more, I shall come too.’ 
 
    Darcy knew he was being ribbed, but could not deny a stirring of excitement. ‘With such an inducement it is difficult to refuse.’ He paused, smiling. ‘But not impossible.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ Julia clapped. ‘You are put in your place, Sarah.’ 
 
    Lady Sarah glared at Darcy in mock fury. ‘I shall not speak to you for the rest of the evening.’ 
 
    ‘You consider that a punishment?’ Mountjoy quipped. 
 
    A tongue poke from Lady Sarah suggested a history of amiable quarrelling—and also that her ladyship had drunk a lot of wine. 
 
    ‘Shut up you two.’ Julia smiled at Darcy. ‘Shall we send them up to the nursery?’ 
 
    ‘No need.’ Mountjoy leaned back as the maid served a selection of exotic ices. ‘But for your own sake, dear, allow me one more question. Concerning the companion.’ 
 
    The countess shook her head. ‘We have exploited Mr Darcy too much already.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be brief.’ Mountjoy spoke to Darcy. ‘It’s just that we’d like to bring a lady on the trip, to serve as company for Julia. I advertised, but found no-one suitable.’ 
 
    ‘Any particular requirements?’ Darcy asked. 
 
    ‘Someone who makes me laugh,’ Julia said. ‘And who sees the world with fresh eyes. And will leave me in peace when I want to work.’ 
 
    ‘And likes music and art and architecture,’ Lady Sarah added. ‘And literature and travel …’ 
 
    ‘In short, a paragon.’ The earl took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. ‘Any ideas, Darcy? Someone you met on your journey? She could be French, or Italian, provided she spoke good English.’ 
 
    Darcy frowned. ‘Offhand, no. But I will think on it.’ 
 
      
 
    Two days later, on a Sunday morning, Darcy sat at the back of St Michael’s Cornhill church in Cheapside. He had arrived early and found a seat behind one of the pillars that framed the aisle. It was an impressive site of pre-Norman vintage, rebuilt after the Great Fire of 1666, but his interest was not historical. By his calculation, it was also the nearest Anglican church to Gracechurch Street. 
 
    Darcy had not come to renew his acquaintance with Elizabeth. Yes, he assumed he was acquitted of mistreating Wickham, whether or not she had read his letter. The cynical flesh-peddling of her sister Lydia had exposed that gentleman’s character in all its heartless villainy. But this could hardly be sufficient to moderate her dislike—except that he might now be the next-to-last man that she would consider marrying. In any case, with Georgiana now out, and befriending families like the Molyneuxs, it would be irresponsible to risk her happiness by associating with the Bennets. 
 
    Still, he could not forget Elizabeth. Cultured Viennese ladies had attracted him; so had dark Florentine beauties with perfect complexions and soulful eyes. But always he had held back, unable to take the step that would separate him forever from his first love. Lady Sarah was plainly interested, and a wonderful match. He should give her a chance. But no, some demon drew him to the unattainable dream. 
 
    People filed in, and suddenly he saw Elizabeth pass to the front in the company of an older couple, presumably her aunt and uncle. She looked calm, but lacking her former sparkle. Of course one could read too much into a glimpse. But to be reduced to the role of nursemaid! 
 
    The service began, and Darcy shifted to keep Elizabeth in view. He longed to hear her voice as she sang the hymns. But he feared to move closer and risk being seen. 
 
    She could never be his. He must persuade his foolish heart to accept this painful inevitability. But to help her might bring relief … 
 
    He observed her intently as an idea took root. 
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    Six years later, March 1823, Italy 
 
      
 
    Springtime in Florence was Elizabeth’s favourite season. Summer was too hot; even in autumn she had had trouble sleeping, forced to endure mosquitos or the damp stuffiness of shuttered windows. But in late March the wonderful gardens of Villa la Pietra came to life, with their roses and their fruit trees in blossom. To dwell in this paradise was a privilege she had never dreamed of. 
 
    Added to this, she was admitted to the company of a kind and gifted woman whose presence in the city drew fascinating visitors. In 1818-19 she had met the Shelleys, who were staying in a pensione where Mary gave birth to a son. She recalled good-natured debates between the radical Percy Shelley and the earl. John Keats had stayed once on his way to Rome, where he had died of consumption a year later. Now Shelley too was dead, drowned in a boating accident. But Countess Julia had thrived in the warm climate. Slowly but surely her cough had gone, her colour improved. Before long she should be well enough to return to England—assuming they could bear to leave. 
 
    It was in the summer of 1817 that Elizabeth’s fortunes had changed. A letter came, out of the blue, urging her to apply for a position as companion to the Countess of Ballytore. At the interview, and afterwards, the origin of this invitation was never revealed. A private recommendation, Julia said. From a man who wished to remain anonymous. 
 
    Whatever its source, the recommendation opened up a lifestyle of constant delight. From the start she felt in no way Julia’s servant, but her friend and admirer. Accepting the generous allowance was an embarrassment: she should be paying them. At least it provided a surplus she could send to her family, struggling to live off the £200 a year left by Mrs Bennet’s marriage settlement. 
 
    Their routine in London had varied little. In the mornings Julia rose late, and after tea and pastries set herself immediately to work. During this time no disturbance was allowed, but Julia liked Elizabeth to occupy an adjoining office and deal with secretarial tasks like correspondence with publishers. Before long this role extended to include copy editing, and searches in Roget’s Thesaurus for lists of synonyms. Poetry, it transpired, did not originate entirely from the heart. It was permitted to use reference books too. 
 
    After lunch, work gave way to pleasure. Friends called. In warm weather they walked by the Serpentine. Once a week they attended the theatre, or a concert. Often the earl came too, or his sister Lady Sarah. It could have been stifling, but Julia respected Elizabeth’s solitude, often retiring early to read in her boudoir. 
 
    The plan was to leave for Italy in early 1818—almost too late, as it turned out, since Julia had first to survive a winter in the icy fog of London. A compulsive shopper, she insisted on regular outings to Regent Street in spite of the doctor’s warnings. Fierce arguments ensued: by now Elizabeth had influence, and did not fear to use it. Henry, the earl, agreed to remove them all to a cousin’s estate on the Sussex coast. Julia swore at them, poured out her ire in poems, but coughed up no more blood. Only Lady Sarah remained in London, where it was whispered she had a beau. 
 
    At last April came, and the journey of a lifetime. Paris. The Alps. Across northern Italy to Verona, then south to Bologna and Florence. The wines and magical landscapes of Tuscany. Villa la Pietra, with its magnificent drive lined with cypress; the ancient lemon-coloured house; the fruit trees and olive groves; views over the city. 
 
    Not even Pemberley could rival it. Destiny had led her to the most beautiful villa in the most beautiful city in the world. At night she cried, overcome with guilt that she, Elizabeth, had been granted this blessing, while Jane and the others lived in poverty outside Meryton, and Lydia in unimaginable wretchedness in an Australian penal colony. 
 
      
 
    At dinner they ate on the grand terrace, where they were joined by a brother and sister who had rented rooms at the villa until summer. Their names were Frederick and Martha Sibley, and they were returning from a long stay in Rome, where the brother had studied at the Vatican Library. He was an aspiring clergyman, touring Italy before taking over a living in Spitalfields, a London parish north-east of Cheapside. He struck Elizabeth as a gentle sort of man, dominated in practical affairs by his elder sister. 
 
    ‘We were swindled by our driver,’ Martha Sibley was saying, as the minestra was served. ‘I knew we had to watch him like a hawk, but Fredo’s head is always in the clouds.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Julia smiled, ‘so it is Fredo?’ 
 
    ‘It has become a habit,’ Frederick Sibley said. ‘Italians stumble over consonants.’ 
 
    ‘It is the same wherever we go,’ Martha continued. ‘I don’t know how much Fredo paid Signor Capponi for our rooms here, but I guarantee he was overcharged.’ 
 
    A look passed between Sibley and Henry Mountjoy, before the clergyman said mildly, ‘I doubt that, dear. The earl and I conferred first.’ 
 
    ‘Were you impressed by Rome?’ Elizabeth asked. 
 
    He faced her with a grave smile. ‘Who could not be? We find there the roots of our civilisation. I am not one to denigrate Catholicism. It is part of our history, and has much to teach us.’ 
 
    Julia nodded. ‘Our denominations diverge on minor issues, but much more unites us.’ 
 
    ‘Is it not curious,’ Elizabeth said, ‘that conflict so often breaks out among people who are almost the same?’ She smiled. ‘Perhaps that is why there is so much quarrelling in families.’ 
 
    Martha Sibley threw her a scowl, perhaps interpreting this as a reference to her criticisms of her brother. ‘You express your opinions very openly Miss Bennet.’ 
 
    Frederick, still watching Elizabeth, bestowed another of his indulgent smiles. ‘I feel sure Miss Bennet intended no affront.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come, Fredo,’ Martha said. ‘Can the split between our churches be compared with a family squabble?’ 
 
    Elizabeth raised a hand. ‘Allow me to apologise, Miss Sibley. It was merely a light-hearted observation.’ 
 
    ‘And a true one,’ Henry Mountjoy said, grinning at his wife. ‘Sarah and I have been at each other’s throats since we left the cradle. Yet we love one another.’ 
 
    ‘There is a lesson in that,’ Frederick Sibley said gravely. 
 
      
 
    During the next weeks Elizabeth often met Mr Sibley in the labyrinthine gardens at the back of the villa. He was in his middle twenties, having completed a degree at Oxford and taken holy orders. His father Sir Nicholas Sibley was a baronet, a title that would pass to an older brother also called Nicholas. In appearance Frederick Sibley was tall and lean, with a long pleasant face. He dressed as modestly as he behaved, and spoke with quiet sincerity. Yet she sensed ambition. He hoped one day not just to practise his religion but to write about it, in tracts that would influence opinion in the Anglican church. 
 
    It was not long before Sibley’s affinity for her became obvious. In his eyes Elizabeth complemented him. She was sociable, eloquent, humorous. He was serious and dignified, an intellectual who lacked facility with words. He had sought in vain a woman who could support him both in his ministry and his writing. Now perhaps he had found one. 
 
    For her part Elizabeth found him endearing, but was wary of offering encouragement. For one thing, she was uncertain she wished to marry at all: her life as companion to Julia was so satisfying. For another, Sibley was unaware of her family history. His ardour might cool when faced with a sister transported to Australia for seducing two men and stealing their purses.  
 
    April came, and with it an exciting project. They were to spend a fortnight in Genoa and meet Lord Byron before he quitted Italy for Greece. Julia had exchanged letters with the famous poet, but never met him face to face. The earl would accompany her; so would Elizabeth. 
 
    On the evening before their departure, as the sun set over the city, Sibley joined Elizabeth on the terrace and declared his love. She listened calmly, having had time to prepare her answer. She was honoured. She shared his affection and hoped they could remain friends. However, there were issues in her family history that he ought to consider … 
 
    He listened gravely. She sensed his admiration was unaffected by this revelation of family weakness. What he feared was Martha’s reaction, and perhaps that of his father, the baronet. 
 
    He regarded her with longing. ‘My dear Miss Bennet, what a heavy cross you have had to bear. But it is surely encouraging that the Earl of Ballytore has judged you a fit companion for the countess.’ 
 
    ‘I beg you to think carefully,’ Elizabeth said. ‘If we are to marry, let it be with honesty.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean …’ He spoke breathlessly. ‘Would you be minded to accept my proposal, were it not for this difficulty?’ 
 
    ‘I too need time to think.’ She looked across the gardens, glowing red in the sunset. ‘Let us wait until I have returned from Genoa. You can tell me then whether your offer remains open. And I will give my answer.’ 
 
      
 
    They reached Genoa after three days, following the coast route through La Spezia. Elizabeth began the journey in a frenzy of indecision which kept her awake at night. The thought of losing Julia as a companion dismayed her. On the other hand, she wanted intimacy, children, a home of her own. She had spurned what was probably the best offer she would ever receive. Now fate had brought her a second chance. It might be her last. 
 
    Elizabeth tried to lose herself in the scenery and architecture. She was reluctant to discuss her dilemma with Julia and Henry. For all she knew Sibley would withdraw his offer. Why trouble Julia over a separation that would probably never happen? 
 
    They lodged in a grand hotel on the seafront. Genoa was a busy port, where British sailors were often to be seen swigging from bottles of Chianti and chasing the local girls. Byron lived a mile outside, in the village of Albaro. A message was sent; the reply invited them to call at Casa Saluzzo the following morning. 
 
    As their carriage drew up, Elizabeth pondered her fortune in having Julia as a friend. To meet Lord Byron! Back in England, thousands of women would swoon with envy. It was a fine palazzo set on high ground commanding views inland as well as seaward. The owners had divided it into spacious apartments, one of which Byron rented. 
 
    They were received in a large airy living room, modestly furnished. Elizabeth’s first reaction on seeing the poet was surprise: she had imagined a tall commanding presence, not a thin gentleman of average height, with clumsy movements and ill-fitting clothes. His grey eyes flickered on hearing the name Miss Bennet, as if it roused a memory, but as expected he was soon engaged in earnest conversation with Julia. All Elizabeth had to do was sit and attend. 
 
    Studying Byron, she understood how people could fall under his spell. In profile his face was graceful and masculine, with large shapely nose and chin. He had a general air of sadness; she wondered whether he grieved for his comrades Keats and Shelley. But his expression was easily moved to gaiety as he extemporised entertainingly in a pleasantly soft but distinct voice. 
 
    They talked of common acquaintances, and in particular of reviewers, at whose hands they had both prospered, or suffered. One journalist had had the temerity to turn up at Casa Saluzzo and request an interview, despite having attacked him in print. ‘I told him to clear off,’ Byron said. ‘For which action, I imagine, he will take revenge by inventing outrageous stories, to satisfy the craving appetites of our slander-loving countrymen.’ 
 
    As the literary gossip continued, Elizabeth scanned the room, noticing an engraving of the poet as a young man, next to a drawing of his daughter Ada. ‘They say she is clever,’ Byron said, ‘Let’s hope they are mistaken.’ She was wondering whether this remark was flippant when there came a pause, and she noticed Byron’s gaze fixed on herself. 
 
    ‘I have placed you!’ he said, clapping his hands. ‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet is it not? From Hertfordshire? Blessed with four sisters and no brothers?’ 
 
    She glanced at Julia, who shook her head: she had not, apparently, mentioned Elizabeth in her letters. 
 
    ‘I am more famous than I thought,’ she said. 
 
    He smiled, as if enjoying her embarrassment. ‘It was a month ago that your name came up. Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy, whom I knew at Harrow, looked me up during a trip to Venice with his sister Mrs Molyneux and her husband. Remember Darcy, Henry? Serious, kept his own company. Disliked cards. Good at fencing.’ 
 
    ‘We met again a few years ago,’ the earl said. ‘I expected him to marry my sister Sarah, but nothing came of it. Hard man to please.’ 
 
    Elizabeth reddened as Byron’s penetrating eyes turned again in her direction. ‘Are you not curious to know what account he gave of you?’ 
 
    She rallied. ‘Curiosity carries risks, sir. Do you read every word written by your critics?’ 
 
    ‘Aha!’ He laughed. ‘You have confirmed one of his observations, at any rate. He declared you the cleverest lady he ever bantered with.’ 
 
    Elizabeth huffed: this was becoming silly. She could see no reason why Darcy would mention her family, except to recount the scandal of Lydia’s transportation. She frowned at Byron, who was still smiling. 
 
    ‘I have no wish to be thought clever, sir, especially following your remark about your daughter.’ 
 
    Byron was silent a moment, then raised his hands as if to pacify her. ‘Excuse my flippancy. In truth, Darcy mentioned you only in passing. But he spoke of you respectfully, and with the warmest admiration.’ 
 
    Elizabeth looked down, too embarrassed to speak. But inside, she exulted—and felt a fool for doing so. 
 
      
 
    Byron was busy revising a long poem, but called on them next day, and conceded Julia a long tête-à-tête to discuss her work. He introduced them to Italian friends, and organised a trip to the countryside. Days passed pleasantly, with no further talk of Darcy. 
 
    Returning, they travelled at a more relaxed pace, and spent two days in Pisa. A discussion had begun on when the Mountjoys would return to England. Julia was fully recovered now, and keen to have children—a risk the earl had avoided hitherto. With sadness, Elizabeth saw a new phase opening, one in which they would leave their paradise at Villa la Pietra, and Julia would have more need of a governess than a companion. 
 
    Perhaps she, Elizabeth, should start a new chapter too. Marriage. Family. 
 
    She imagined Frederick Sibley, waiting for her in Florence. A fine respectable man, no doubt. But she had been shaken more than she liked to admit by Byron’s teasing revelation. Warmest admiration. Could it be that Darcy still loved her? More to the point, did she want him to? 
 
    It was absurd, of course. He would never even consider marrying her. Still, she wished she could make sure. If only they could meet one more time, straighten out their misunderstandings, come to know one another afresh. 
 
    Sibley had declared himself impatient at long engagements. He would wish them to tie the knot soon, in Italy. 
 
    Wait, a voice insisted. Return to England first. 
 
    But was this realistic? In all likelihood she would find Darcy as disagreeable as ever. He would not demean himself by marrying into her family, no matter how warm his admiration. Meanwhile, she would lose Sibley. 
 
    Never mind. Wait. 
 
    Her thoughts tilted back and forth until all she cared for was resolution, one way or the other. 
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    April 1825, Hardwick, Suffolk 
 
      
 
    Darcy sat with Bingley at the edge of an indoor Venetian riding school, known as the Cavallerizza, while their friend Thomas Cullum drilled a grey Lusitano horse in the courbette, a hop on the back legs. The performance was impressive, but Darcy paid only fleeting attention, his mind on Cullum’s family, especially the sisters. 
 
    Thomas’s father was a distinguished naturalist and Fellow of the Royal Society, whose interests embraced not only botany but local history and antiquarian books: his library surpassed Pemberley’s. They had known the family many years, meeting recently at a ball where Bingley had danced twice with Miss Susannah Cullum. Darcy recalled her as a child, riding her pony; she was now an effervescent debutante with dark curls and a passion for dancing. Her sister Arethusa was approaching thirty, a serious lady who enjoyed helping her father to research the history of their county, Suffolk. 
 
    ‘Bravo!’ Bingley applauded a levade, a 45-degree pose of deceptive difficulty, as Thomas pointed his mount at the exit leading to the stables. 
 
    ‘That’s real horsemanship.’ Bingley jumped up. ‘Shall we join the ladies in the rose garden?’ 
 
    Darcy sighed: he had been seeking an opportunity to speak with Bingley in private, but with Susannah missing no chance to parade her charms, he would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    The grounds at Hardwick included woods deliberately left wild, and after taking tea, a party set out to view the bluebells. Thomas led off with his father, but paused often to examine specimens. Susannah danced ahead with Bingley, leaving Darcy to accompany her sister. 
 
    ‘You liked our grey horses?’ Arethusa Cullum had fair straight hair, angular features, and an air of ironic amusement. ‘Thomas is so proud of them!’ 
 
    ‘Superb, like your indoor arena,’ Darcy said. ‘Still, I’m glad to be out in the sunshine.’ 
 
    ‘It tempts me from the bookshelves, which are my natural habitat.’ 
 
    Darcy had already come across Miss Cullum in the library. ‘What are you studying?’ 
 
    ‘The abbey at Bury St Edmunds. Until dissolution the richest in the country; now a ruin, the stones stripped by local builders. We can visit if you like.’ 
 
    A peal of laughter suggested that Bingley was successfully charming his companion. Darcy met Arethusa’s eye, returning her smile. ‘I wish I had Charles Bingley’s facility for conversation.’ 
 
    ‘I too have difficulty simply talking, without something particular to relate.’ She paused. ‘Enjoying your visit?’ 
 
    ‘I am. To be honest, I accepted your brother’s invitation mainly to catch up with Charles. I did not expect to discover one of the finest private libraries in the country.’ 
 
    She looked at him appraisingly. ‘May I say something in confidence, Mr Darcy? Concerning your friend?’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘You will have observed that my sister Susannah is exceedingly sociable. She talks, laughs, flatters, as naturally as a bird flies. I don’t doubt that she feels sincere affection for Mr Bingley—just as she does for many other friends. I just hope …’ She raised her arms. ‘That he understands this.’ 
 
    ‘Bingley is the most modest of men. He is unlikely to imagine himself the object of a lady’s regard without convincing proofs. Still, thank you for your warning.’ 
 
    ‘I may be wrong.’ Miss Cullum coloured. ‘This year I have detected a change in Susannah. She may be ready to seek a partner in life. So do not take my remarks too seriously.’ She smiled. ‘My sister thinks I am destined to become an old maid.’ 
 
    Darcy recalled rumours that Arethusa had received four proposals of marriage, and rejected them all. ‘Who knows what twists and turns await—for all of us?’ 
 
    She acknowledged this with a lift of the eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    The drawing room clock was striking eleven as Darcy set aside a Linnean Society monograph on the classification of woodland flora. After a demanding half-hour with Mr Cullum senior he was in no mood to absorb any further information, and having been left alone at last, he poured himself a brandy. 
 
    A door creaked, and Bingley entered. 
 
    ‘Charles! Join me in a nightcap?’ 
 
    Bingley sank into the divan and swirled the liquor in its deep glass before taking a sip. 
 
    ‘Hits the spot, eh?’ 
 
    They sat in silence, enjoying the stillness of the dimly lit room. After a while, Bingley asked, ‘What do you make of Arethusa?’ 
 
    ‘Intelligent and sensible.’ Darcy shrugged. ‘Not as pretty as her sister.’ 
 
    ‘Still, a handsome woman.’ 
 
    Darcy looked away, recalling a phrase he had once uttered under provocation: One of the handsomest women of my acquaintance. Yes, Miss Cullum was admirable, and he would have been drawn to her—once.  
 
    He turned back to Bingley. ‘Arethusa has a project to visit the abbey tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘That ruin?’ Bingley looked distracted. He took a final sip and pushed his glass aside. ‘If you agree, I’d be happy to cut short our stay and return to London. Susannah is delightful, but …’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘She talks all the time!’ Bingley grabbed his glass, as if forgetting it was already empty, and set it aside irritably. ‘Confound it, what has happened to the fair sex? I used to find them all so agreeable.’ 
 
    Darcy smiled. ‘Do you remember the ball at Meryton? You claimed you had never seen so many pleasant girls in your life.’ 
 
    ‘I think often of those times. So jolly, so unpretentious compared with the ton. Lucases, Kings, Robinsons. Those madcap girls chasing the militia officers. The Bennets of course. Jane …’ He sighed. 
 
    ‘If only I had left you to marry her.’ 
 
    ‘You gave bad advice in good faith. If I was fool enough to follow it, the fault is mine.’ 
 
    ‘We might have repaired the damage—but for Wickham.’ 
 
    Bingley refilled their glasses. ‘Jane Bennet has children, according to Caroline. Two boys. I don’t know where my sisters get their tittle-tattle from. The Lucases maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Elizabeth is also married, to a clergyman. I heard from Henry Mountjoy after he got back from Italy.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it had to happen sooner or later.’ Bingley sighed. ‘Rum how things turn out. Just think, Darce, we’d have been like brothers, each married to a Bennet girl.’ 
 
    ‘We could look for another pair of sisters.’ 
 
    Bingley laughed. ‘You can have Susannah.’ 
 
    ‘I would not dream of it. She is yours.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to become brothers that much.’ Bingley slapped the table. ‘I’m leaving tomorrow. You?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stay a little longer.’ 
 
    Bingley whistled. ‘Surely you’re not after more botany and local history?’ 
 
    ‘My interests are wide-ranging.’ 
 
    ‘If I’m any good at guessing, they might range as far as Mademoiselle Arethusa.’ 
 
    Darcy fell silent. Bingley was right. He liked Miss Cullum and desired to know her better. Matters would run smoothly this time, he sensed. It would be a relief to escape family pressure, end the gossip in the ton, produce an heir. He could conceive no better solution. And yet, if he were honest, it felt like a defeat. 
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    Autumn 1830, Spitalfields, London 
 
      
 
    Evenings were the best time to work, especially with her husband away. Elizabeth had shared a modest dinner with her children before the maid put them to bed; now she sat in the study facing two stacks of papers. The first was a book review for The Lady’s Magazine; the second, a sermon on transubstantiation, to be revised for the benefit of Fredo’s Oxford friends. She needed to finish the magazine review by tomorrow so that the October issue could go to the printers. To please Fredo, however, the sermon would take precedence. 
 
    She had begun writing for The Lady’s Magazine as a way of supplementing their income. It was a popular mixture of fiction, poetry, culture, fashion, and humour, edited by Mr John Allsop, a friend of Julia Mountjoy’s, but written almost entirely by women. Issues came out every month, priced sixpence, and sold in thousands. The remuneration was small, but Elizabeth had widened her range to include humorous pieces, such as letters from imaginary readers, and the dribs and drabs mounted up. 
 
    After gazing longingly at the book review, Elizabeth dragged her attention to the sermon. The task as Frederick defined it was to make fair copy, as if he needed merely a duplicate in neat handwriting. In fact, his texts were so obscure that they needed rewriting, not copying—and not only through clumsiness with words. 
 
    Elizabeth was puzzling over the final paragraphs when there was a tap on the door, and the maid entered. 
 
    ‘Yes, Harriet?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon, ma’am, Miss Grace is asking for you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘She’s afraid. A nightmare.’ 
 
    Elizabeth replaced her pen and ran upstairs. The night nursery was at the back, remote from the bustle of Commercial Street. Heavy curtains and a thick rug gave it a soft aura. Grace perched on the edge of her bed, head in hands, facing her brother’s cot. Her fair hair and angelic features filled Elizabeth with tenderness, reminding her of Jane as a child. 
 
    ‘Dearest, what is the matter?’ She sat beside the little girl and put an arm around her. 
 
    ‘I was scared. By the moth.’ 
 
    ‘Moth?’ Elizabeth looked round the room. 
 
    ‘Outside.’ Grace pointed at the window. 
 
    ‘The curtains are drawn.’ 
 
    ‘A monster, this big.’ She raised both her hands. ‘Flapping its wings, because it was cross with me.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, a dream moth.’ Elizabeth smiled, and reached for paper and pencil. ‘They can be quite troublesome, but did you know, they’re afraid of teeth?’ She drew a circle, added eyes and nose, and handed Grace the pencil. ‘Try!’ 
 
    The simple task calmed the little girl. Elizabeth opened the curtains to place the drawing on the sill. She glanced fondly at Robert, who had slept through the whole affair. 
 
    Marriage had not been entirely felicitous, but it had its compensations … 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth squeezed her temples as she tried to make sense of Fredo’s concluding section.  
 
      
 
    Gathering together what has been said, it is, in brief, contended, that Popish transubstantiation stands in contrast, not only with our Protestant reading of what is given to us in the Gospels, but to the very scripture itself, and the doctrines set out in clarification of it, by the Ancient Fathers of the Romish Church. For inasmuch as we do not question, whether the Body and Blood of Christ be absent from the Sacrament, after consecration of the Bread and Wine, but in such form that these victuals are not utterly destroyed, but elevated to a nobler dignity, through the agency of God’s infinite power … 
 
      
 
    Even as the words swirled like leaves in a breeze, she understood what they must mean: she had read not only this sermon, but many similar works. The subtext was that Protestants upheld traditional Catholic doctrines that later popes had distorted. Bread and wine did not vanish, replaced by Christ’s body and blood. Bread and body were present, in some more subtle mystical union.  
 
    Elizabeth sighed, irritated that she could not strike out the paragraph and begin again. She had tried once to express Sibley’s ideas in her own words, but stated clearly, they sounded ingenuous. The illusion of depth required a measure of obscurity. The problem was to revise the original just enough to provide a glimpse of plausible meaning, like a tree seen dimly through fog as compared to one entirely hidden. 
 
    She heard the front door, and shivered: Fredo was earlier than usual, and two paragraphs remained unfinished. In the hallway she ran to greet him. 
 
    ‘Benvenuto, Fredo! You’ve made good time.’ 
 
    He stooped to kiss her forehead. ‘How are the little ones?’ 
 
    ‘Tucked up in bed.’ She wondered whether to tell him about Grace’s moth, but decided better not: like St Paul, Fredo had put away childish things. 
 
    ‘And the sermon? Is your copy ready for checking?’ 
 
    ‘Almost.’ She took his arm. ‘Why not relax with a glass of wine while I finish off? I can ask Harriet to bring ham and pickles if you’re hungry.’ 
 
    ‘I was hoping to find the copy completed, Elizabeth. I realise you have other demands on your time. But serious work should always take priority over frippery.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, dear. It is because I take the work so seriously that I perform it carefully, to ensure that every nuance of meaning is preserved.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He patted her hand indulgently. 
 
    Elizabeth suppressed a chuckle as she left her husband and sought the maid. She had evolved a technique for coping with his sanctimonious disapproval. It consisted in lacing conciliatory responses with a drop of acid, such as praise exaggerated to the point of absurdity. Elizabeth was amazed how completely Fredo was blind to her irony: the possibility that she was teasing never seemed to occur to him. It was cruel in a way, but helped her bear criticism without quarrelling. 
 
    Marriage had proved a mixed blessing. Having met the Sibleys during their tour, she had assumed they were well off. It transpired instead that the baronet had loaned the money, which Fredo would pay back once he took over the living. They moved into a terraced house near Spitalfields market and Christ’s Church, where Fredo was rector. Not a fashionable district, Spitalfields embraced poor housing in the East End as well as prosperous traders in fruit and vegetables. Sibley employed two curates, who threw themselves into the work with zeal. He fulfilled his duties minimally, but was not resigned to a life of ministry. Theology was his passion; he took every chance to visit like-minded academics at Oxford University. 
 
    Their early years were harmonious and rewarding, on the whole. Elizabeth found ways of helping in the parish, and soon became a popular figure. Managing their modest household was straightforward. She kept in touch with Julia, through whose good offices she became a writer for The Lady’s Magazine. She was blessed with two lovely children. With her help, Fredo was emerging as a respected voice in High Church theology. 
 
    The main anxieties in her life came from family—her own, and more directly, Fredo’s. Having lost her income as Julia’s companion Elizabeth could send only crumbs to her mother and sisters; luckily, Jane’s husband made up the difference. Fredo had helped until his father died and the baronetcy passed to his older brother. This proved a double blow: not only did young Nicholas lack the old baronet’s generosity, but he shared Martha’s mistrust of the siren that had bewitched Fredo. 
 
    The issue came to a head in 1828 when Lydia’s term of transportation expired. From notes that arrived every few years at Gracechurch Street they knew she was alive. But the expense of paying her fare would fall entirely on Mr Gardiner—unless Fredo could help. Reaction from the Sibleys was dismissive. To have an in-law in a penal colony was disgrace enough: better that she stayed there. Fredo, to Elizabeth’s distress, shared this attitude. A further note from Lydia resolved the question. She had married a settler named Mr Cobb. They would stay in Australia. 
 
    There followed an uneasy truce with the Sibleys. Lydia was never mentioned. At gatherings on their Essex estate, Elizabeth stayed in the background while Martha and Lady Sibley cooed over Grace and Robert. She understood Fredo’s dilemma, straddled between family and wife. All she wished was that now and then, in private at least, he would take her side. 
 
      
 
    The copy was complete. Elizabeth allowed herself a glass of wine while Fredo studied each sheet. Tomorrow would be a better day, she thought. She would have time to finish her review for the magazine, before an outing to see Don Giovanni at the Haymarket.  
 
    ‘Thank you, my dear.’ Fredo set the stack of papers on one side. ‘Better late than never!’ 
 
    ‘You are happy with my changes?’ 
 
    ‘One or two errors. But overall, satisfactory.’ He studied her expectantly. ‘What did you make of it?’ 
 
    The usual phrases came into Elizabeth’s mind: masterful contribution, deep insight, and the like. But the blatant flattery gave her pause: suppose that one day he saw through the irony? Was it not possible to treat her husband as an adult capable of rational discussion? On impulse she sought a response that would be both polite and true. 
 
    ‘I think it summarises accurately the positions different denominations have adopted over a divisive issue.’ 
 
    He stared at her. ‘That is all?’ 
 
    ‘Why should more be required?’ 
 
    ‘My aim is not merely to summarise! Can you not see? It is to advance knowledge.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘I intended no criticism, dear. It is a fine piece of work.’ 
 
    He leaned forward. ‘You do not see the originality?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you can explain it.’ 
 
    He launched into a confused recapitulation of his argument, which remained what it was before. 
 
    ‘Do you see now?’ 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated. She should have replied, Yes, it is all clear. But the words stuck in her mouth, and instead she said, ‘I’m tired.’ 
 
    ‘This is worrying indeed. If you do not appreciate the originality of the work, you cannot have understood it.’ 
 
    This was too much. Coldly she said, ‘You may be right Fredo, in which case I had better give up my role as copy editor. No doubt you can find an assistant whose level of comprehension is superior to mine.’ 
 
    He flinched, and she felt a stir of triumph as he floundered for a reply. 
 
    ‘Let us not excite ourselves.’ He picked up the decanter. ‘More wine?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I exaggerated. You know how much I value your contribution. Shall I come to your room?’ 
 
    ‘I’m very tired, as I said.’ 
 
    Irritation flickered on his face, but he made no reply. 
 
      
 
    The Haymarket Opera House, also known as the King’s Theatre, stood on a corner a short way from Pall Mall. A grand construction with columns and arches, its facade boasted an arcade where people met up before the performance. The day had gone well, after Fredo’s piece on transubstantiation had won the approval of the Bishop of London. Elizabeth was beginning to grasp the political significance of the positions Fredo was adopting. By impressing the bishop, he could contend for the prestigious post of prebendary at the cathedral. 
 
    They had a box on the first tier, and as the orchestra tuned up, Elizabeth ran her eye across the grander boxes opposite. No sign of Julia and Henry, but a couple taking their seats made her jump. The gentleman was tall, with a familiar statuesque bearing; the lady slender, fair, dressed in exquisite taste.  
 
    She was almost sure. The man was Darcy. 
 
    She had heard from Julia that he was married at last, to a lady from Suffolk. Arethusa Darcy was intelligent, by all accounts, transformed from bluestocking to silk stocking now that her husband had enticed her into society. Elizabeth drew back into the shadows. 
 
    And of this place I might have been mistress … 
 
    Pemberley was Arethusa’s now, while Elizabeth made do with a terraced house in Spitalfields, and a tetchy self-important man whose ambition exceeded his ability. 
 
    A corrosive surge of jealousy possessed her. She took a deep breath. Fredo was not so bad. The children were lovely. In any case, Darcy had flaws aplenty. 
 
    She closed her eyes as the overture started. The opera was a morality tale according to Fredo, but she cared little about the story: it was the music that she loved. Every so often she could not resist a glance at Darcy’s box. She wondered whether he had seen her: if so, he gave no sign of it. His wife, on closer inspection, looked tired. Darcy was attentive, pouring wine, procuring an extra cushion, with a gentleness that Elizabeth found moving. 
 
    Fredo, still in a high good humour, had noticed none of this. During the interval Elizabeth remained in her seat as Darcy left arm in arm with his wife. Apparently Mrs Darcy really was indisposed, for they did not return.  
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    June 1836, Hadfield Farm, near Meryton 
 
      
 
    Jane had married well, Elizabeth thought. Arnold Hadfield was a cheerful man, if distinguished more by brawn than elegance: no Charles Bingley. But he was practical, a good farmer who got on with everyone from landlord to customers to wife and children. Their older boys helped on the farm; a third boy was more bookish, and protective of his two small sisters. The lively household centred on the huge kitchen, where Jane presided with the help of a maid, baking bread and cakes and pies for the benefit of family and farmworkers.  
 
    Elizabeth had brought along Grace and Robert, taking advantage of Sibley’s lengthy stay in Oxford. They had travelled with the Gardiners, alone now that their children had left home. The farmhouse absorbed the large party, Jane’s brood cramming into a single bedroom. Mary had a room too: Jane had offered her the role of governess after Mrs Bennet’s passing—a happy solution since with Kitty married to a merchant seaman, Mary would have been left by herself in the Meryton cottage. 
 
    ‘Now Lizzy.’ Jane bustled round the kitchen, perpetually busy. ‘You must try a cheese scone.’ 
 
    ‘I have eaten too much already.’ Elizabeth flinched as two Hadfield children scampered past. ‘You promised me a ramble.’ 
 
    ‘I should collect the eggs …’ 
 
    ‘The eggs can stay where they are.’ 
 
    Jane gave instructions to the maid, and they walked through the farmyard to a bridle path between the fields. As always, Elizabeth was struck by her sister’s altered appearance. The angel that had entranced Charles Bingley was now a tanned, strong-looking woman who oversaw her domain with confidence. But her beauty endured, as did her kindness. The children were boisterous, but leniency had not spoiled them. 
 
    ‘Did you pass by Longbourn church?’ Jane asked. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded: she had visited Mrs Bennet’s tomb, next to their father’s. ‘Poor mother. She was so close to achieving her ambition after Lydia and Kitty married.’ 
 
    ‘I fear Mary will remain a spinster,’ Jane said. ‘But she is happy looking after the children, and useful too.’ 
 
    ‘Good for her.’ Elizabeth grimaced. ‘The benefits of marriage are overstated.’ 
 
    ‘Now Lizzy!’ Jane laughed, then became serious. ‘You are referring to your own case, I fear.’ 
 
    ‘It’s so dispiriting.’ Elizabeth blinked back tears, afraid of breaking down. ‘On the surface, all has gone well. We have been working for years to build Fredo’s reputation. Last year a volume of sermons was accepted for publication. After which he gained the post he has craved. Prebendary, at St Paul’s.’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘He has joined the committee that runs the cathedral, while retaining two parishes where nominally he is vicar. Curates perform most of the work, while he collects most of the tithes.’ 
 
    ‘Is this not a benefit for your family?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely! We have a large house near St Paul’s Cathedral. Our own carriage. Fredo is admitted to the highest echelons of the church. He is content in every respect, except one. His wife.’ 
 
    ‘But Lizzy, you have worked so hard! Would his writings have been published, without your help?’ 
 
    ‘Almost certainly not. But this must never be said, or even hinted at. The trouble is that when Fredo’s seniority rises, so does his insecurity. He fears I am a liability, as his family has always maintained. My opinions are flippant. I express them too freely. I write for a popular magazine. My sister is a harlot and a convict. I am a bad influence on the children.’ 
 
    ‘But Lizzy, this is absurd. Mr Sibley married you in full knowledge of your history. What is more, his success is substantially due to your assistance.’ 
 
    ‘Just so, and consider how this humiliates him! Rationally he should be grateful. In reality he hates me all the more.’ 
 
    Jane gasped. ‘Hates is a strong word.’ 
 
    ‘He holds it in.’ Elizabeth sighed. ‘Fredo seldom expresses anger. He has never struck me. Yet a dark cloud overhangs our lives. Mistrust. Disapproval.’ 
 
    Jane put a maternal arm around her shoulder. ‘Dearest Lizzy. Is it not strange how things turn out?’ 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes filled, and she walked on in silence as the path led into a wood. 
 
    ‘Do you still think of Longbourn?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘Often.’ Elizabeth breathed deeply. ‘Oh Jane, what a mess I made of everything.’ 
 
    ‘If only we had never met Mr Wickham,’ Jane mused. ‘Was he ever caught?’ 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. ‘He probably went abroad in search of further victims.’ 
 
    ‘I never expected to be a farmer’s wife.’ Jane laughed. ‘But there are compensations.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Bingley loved you, dearest.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he did. But not well enough to overrule his friend.’ 
 
    Elizabeth began a reply, but hearing hoof beats they both turned, to see Jane’s eldest son riding after them. 
 
    He drew up a few yards away, and cried breathlessly, ‘Aunt Elizabeth, a post-boy’s come with an express. He’s at the porch now in case you have a reply.’ 
 
    Jane looked at Elizabeth. ‘What can this be?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ But she could not hide her anxiety. 
 
      
 
    Back in the drawing room Elizabeth recognised Fredo’s handwriting on the folded note.  
 
      
 
    You may imagine (or perhaps not) my shock and dismay at returning home to find my children gone. If you would restore them to me forthwith I should be grateful. 
 
      
 
    Hovering near the door, Jane asked, ‘Is all well, Lizzy?’ 
 
    ‘No-one has come to harm, at least.’ Elizabeth handed the note across, and observed Jane’s startled expression as she read it. 
 
    ‘Unpleasant.’ She gave it back. ‘How will you reply?’ 
 
    Elizabeth considered. They had planned to stay three more days, and it would upset her to inconvenience the Gardiners by cutting short their visit. ‘Fredo knows the date of our return, since I left a note with Harriet. I shall thank him for his enquiry and inform him that our plans are unchanged.’ 
 
    ‘He will be displeased, Lizzy.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot answer for another person’s moods.’ 
 
      
 
    They had moved to a house in Carter Lane, at the back of St Paul’s Churchyard. It was a more prestigious area than Spitalfields, and within walking distance of Cheapside, as well as the magazine publishers in Paternoster Row. Elizabeth found Fredo with his sister, who had been visiting. They had a spare bedroom, so Martha could have stayed. Instead she demanded a hackney, sweeping past Elizabeth without a word. 
 
    With the children Fredo was sweetness and light, but over dinner he faced Elizabeth with the air of one striving to be lenient despite relentless misuse. 
 
    ‘I thought I had made it clear that such outings should be undertaken only with my permission. Can it be that I was insufficiently explicit? I could write it down, if that would help.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Fredo, but the opportunity arose suddenly, and you know how the children love to visit their Aunt Jane. It does them good to leave smoky London for a few days and breathe fresh country air. I did leave word, and hope that as their mother I can take such decisions during your absence.’ 
 
    ‘Then I remind you of the law. You have no right to act against my instructions, whether I happen to be present or not.’ 
 
    She sighed, longing to puncture his self-importance, but afraid of starting a quarrel that would upset the children. ‘Come dear, no harm resulted, and Grace and Robert had the happiest time. Tell me about Oxford. Did your colleagues admire your tract on Holy Baptism?’ 
 
    His manner relaxed for a moment, but he steeled himself. ‘I shall not be deflected, Elizabeth. It’s time you understood your responsibilities. On which subject, there’s another point I must raise. This work at the, ah, magazine.’ He waved his arms, disdaining to mention the full title. ‘Do you not see that it is unseemly, for the wife of a man in my position?’ 
 
    Elizabeth could not help smiling. ‘When has that been a problem? My reviews are signed only with my initials. Have your colleagues said anything?’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘The anomaly has been, ah, noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Your family then?’ He coloured, and she realised what must have happened. ‘Of course. Martha!’ 
 
    Unusually his control wavered, and he spluttered, ‘It is not your place to interrogate me. Contributing to this, ah, publication is unseemly. It has been remarked upon. It will stop. Do I make myself clear?’ 
 
    Elizabeth fell silent, trying to hide her distress. They had argued before, but seldom so disagreeably.  
 
    ‘Well?’ he pressed. 
 
    ‘I understand what you are saying.’ 
 
    She resumed eating, hoping this would satisfy him for now. 
 
      
 
    Next day Fredo’s duties took him to the Bishop’s Palace, and Elizabeth took the opportunity to visit the Mountjoy residence in Mayfair. Julia had a boy now, Robert’s age, an only child: the earl, delighted with his heir, remained cautious over Julia’s health. 
 
    The countess’s usual calm gave way to anger as Elizabeth described her difficulties. She could accept the dispute over the children as understandable, if unfortunate. But to prevent someone from publishing was bizarre, and seemed motivated by sheer spite. 
 
    ‘He cannot do this to you!’ she said. 
 
    ‘Legally he can.’ 
 
    ‘Legally men can do anything they want, but it is ridiculous. Have you spoken to John Allsop?’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded: she had passed by the editor’s office on the way. ‘He suggests I ignore Fredo and write the pieces anyway. They can sign them with different initials and keep my authorship secret.’ 
 
    ‘Did you agree?’ 
 
    ‘No. Why should I be obliged to deceive my husband, when I’m doing nothing wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Poor Lizzy.’ Julia covered her face. ‘I blame myself. I should never have introduced you to Fredo and his Medusa of a sister in the first place.’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘My marriage has not been that bad. We have had happy times in the past, and may do again. Fredo just feels under pressure, with so much expected of him.’ 
 
    ‘I would not be so charitable.’ Julia smiled. ‘You make no effort to defend his sister.’ 
 
    Elizabeth snorted. ‘Is Henry well?’ 
 
    ‘So-so. We had bad news during the weekend. About someone you know, in fact, Mr Darcy. His wife Arethusa is sick, with consumption. He has been advised to prepare for the worst.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Elizabeth coloured, recalling her attack of jealousy on seeing Mrs Darcy at the opera. ‘Have you met her?’ 
 
    ‘Once or twice. Unusual woman. Reserved, studious, interested in science. Devoted to Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘Do they have children?’ 
 
    Julia shook her head. ‘To their great regret.’ 
 
    Elizabeth thought of her beloved Grace and Robert. Yes, she had problems. But much to be thankful for, too. Perhaps she should make more effort to see Fredo’s point of view. Even sacrifice her writing, if it distressed him so much. 
 
    They drank Chianti, a reminder of Tuscany, and talked of happier things.  
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    Spring 1838, London 
 
      
 
    In the tearooms at Vauxhall Gardens, Elizabeth sat opposite Sir Nicholas Sibley and his wife Lady Beatrice. The baronet was a stouter version of Fredo—long-faced, but of only middling height. She could find in him none of Fredo’s gentleness or ambition, only a brittle disavowal of anything unconventional. His wife was small, with prettyish features in a puffy face; in conversation, she seemed content to echo whatever her husband said. 
 
    The gardens were not busy yet; parts were closed so that new spectacles could be prepared for the coronation, just two months away. The children of both families had gone with Fredo and Martha to view acrobats and a tight-rope walker. Elizabeth would have preferred to accompany them, but Lady Beatrice had urged her to take tea. 
 
    ‘We are relieved to find matters settled.’ Sir Nicholas offered cream cakes to his wife before transferring a jam tart to his plate. ‘The disruption must be troubling for the little ones.’ 
 
    ‘It is such a difficult age,’ Lady Beatrice said. 
 
    Elizabeth sipped tea, wondering what could be said in reply to this. Was she being praised for no longer stirring up trouble? Eventually she tried to make light of it, and said with a smile, ‘Is there is an age at which children are not difficult?’ 
 
    Lady Beatrice twitched, and looked at her husband, as if expecting him to deal with this remark. 
 
    ‘I see no call for flippancy, ah, Elizabeth.’ Sir Nicholas hesitated over the name, as if it pained him to use it. ‘We are naturally protective of Frederick’s children, given the unfortunate situation of your family.’ 
 
    ‘You refer to my sister’s transportation?’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘If you must be explicit.’ 
 
    ‘It was certainly unfortunate,’ Elizabeth said. ‘For everyone, Lydia most of all. But I cannot believe this exposes our children to danger. If it did, Fredo would never have married me in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘He assumed, no doubt, that you would take appropriate measures to reduce the risk.’ 
 
    Elizabeth eyed a cream cake, and to relieve her irritation, imagined squashing it in the baronet’s sanctimonious face. Instead she forced another smile. ‘And what precisely is the nature of this risk?’ 
 
    He waved his arms. ‘Your family, obviously. Visits.’ 
 
    ‘To Jane’s farm? I can assure you, sir, that there are no dangerous animals there except the bull, which is kept in secure isolation.’ 
 
    His fists tightened, in a gesture of restrained anger that reminded her of Fredo. Lady Beatrice waited a moment, before saying, ‘As you must realise, we refer to their reputation and moral character.’ 
 
    Elizabeth faced her, and said earnestly, ‘Your ladyship, you would not speak thus if you had met Jane. She is the kindest person imaginable.’ 
 
    ‘Kindness is all very well.’ The baronet had recovered his poise. ‘Children require firmness, and moral example. But enough of this. I am told you have ended your writing of frivolous material for magazines, and promised no repetition of the escapade in Hertfordshire. If so, well and good.’ 
 
    ‘We do wish the best for you,’ Lady Beatrice said. ‘It is just that you are so, ah, argumentative.’ 
 
    Elizabeth took a deep breath, and made no reply. 
 
      
 
    Back at Carter Lane, Fredo had left on cathedral business, leaving Elizabeth to continue her editing of a long tract on prayers for the dead. The Tractarian movement was now publishing freely, pressing for a High Church Protestantism which reintroduced traditional doctrines of Catholicism while remaining critical of recent popes. A tract could be any length from a short essay to a book. To Elizabeth’s relief, Fredo’s efforts tended to the former; even so, rewriting his tortuous manuscripts took up much of her time. 
 
    Later in the afternoon she went to the nursery to have tea with Grace and Robert—and give their governess a rest. Nearly twelve now, Grace still reminded her of Jane, except that her manner was more outspoken. In accomplishments she was average: played the piano a little, drew a little, read enough to complete her lessons but no more. Her social acumen was remarkable: she picked up undercurrents with a facility incongruous in a child. Robert was different: small, neat, bookish, often so lost in thought that he hardly noticed his environment. 
 
    ‘You enjoyed the gardens?’ Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Robert said seriously, ‘I liked the tightrope walker.’ 
 
    ‘Aunt Martha was terrified,’ Grace put in. ‘But Elspeth was hoping the man would fall.’ 
 
    Elizabeth gasped in mock horror. ‘I don’t believe you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true! When he wobbled she got excited.’ 
 
    ‘Would he have died, mama?’ Robert asked. 
 
    Elizabeth had seen the drop, which would be like falling from a second-floor window. ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘I liked the pole,’ Robert said. ‘The way it helped him keep his balance.’ 
 
    ‘Who cares twopence about the pole?’ Grace turned to Elizabeth. ‘Aunt Martha doesn’t like you.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Your name is never uttered, only a pronoun. “She is always running off to Hertfordshire. She kept us waiting.” Always she this and she that.’ 
 
    ‘And does she, meaning Martha, talk about me a lot?’ 
 
    ‘Only when speaking to Papa.’ 
 
    ‘They were whispering,’ Robert said. ‘They didn’t want us to hear.’ 
 
    ‘That proves what a bottle-head you are because actually we could hear, and Aunt Martha knew it. I caught her once glancing to see how I reacted.’ 
 
    ‘Grace, apologise to Robert,’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘But mama, what I said was true.’ 
 
    ‘You can give your opinion without being rude.’ 
 
    ‘My head is not bottle-shaped,’ Robert said seriously, ‘so I think Gracie was joking.’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘That’s a diplomatic way of putting it, dear.’ 
 
    Grace dealt Robert a tongue-poke. ‘Bottle-headed way of putting it.’ 
 
    Elizabeth let this pass, seeing they were fooling around rather than quarrelling. 
 
    ‘What does diplomatic mean?’ Robert asked. 
 
    Elizabeth had to puzzle about that one. What a boon to have a governess … 
 
      
 
    In the drawing room Elizabeth poured a glass of claret and allowed herself a rare moment of solitude. Since her last visit to Jane she had worked hard to restore domestic calm. To appease Fredo she had broken off her work at The Lady’s Magazine, rejecting the option of continuing in secret as too risky. Submission went against the grain, but in compensation there were no arguments to distress the children. 
 
    Her mind returned often to the encounter with Darcy on the railway line to Euston. They had remained in the open carriage until Harrow and Pinner station, where after a downpour they ran to first class. They talked mostly of children—her own, and also his nephews and nieces. At Euston he suggested a warming cup of coffee, an offer she declined, fearing that whispers might reach Fredo’s family. Darcy had gallantly called her a hackney instead—and insisted on paying the driver. 
 
    She wondered whether they would meet again. It had been painful in a way, reminding her of past follies. On the other hand she had enjoyed their bumpy ride. It was as if a woman hidden inside had reawakened, like Snow White on finding her prince. 
 
    Harriet entered, holding an envelope. 
 
    ‘This just arrived, ma’am.’ 
 
    The message was not sent through normal post; she recognised Mr Gardiner’s handwriting on the inscription, For the personal attention of Mrs Elizabeth Sibley. Inside was a second envelope, addressed to Gracechurch Street. It was frayed and repeatedly franked; from the blurring of the ink it had been damaged by water. But the script was familiar. It was from Lydia. 
 
      
 
    Dear Uncle, Bill is dead from smallpox and I am left alone with Peter. I want to return home but would need £65 to cover the fare in second-class. I get some work supervising at the Female Factory in Paramatta but not enough to save up. A promissory note would serve. It is a lot, I know, and I would have to stay with you at first when I arrive. You could ask Jane or Lizzy but perhaps they would rather not … 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth scanned the rest, which described Bill Cobb’s last days, and the room Lydia was renting near the factory. The sum would not have seemed large, once. But Mr Gardiner was retired, and frail. His sons might help. But how to support Lydia after her return? Could Jane take her in? 
 
    Elizabeth took the letter to the study and wrote out a copy, so that she could forward the original to Jane. 
 
      
 
    There had been no mention of Lydia’s letter during dinner. Fredo was excited, expecting acclaim for his latest tract: the Tractarians were winning converts among Anglican bishops. The children were in bed, after Fredo had heard their prayers. The household was so peaceful that Elizabeth was loath to speak. 
 
    But sooner or later, the news had to be imparted. 
 
    His reaction at first was one of forced calm. A pity about the husband. Apparently Lydia was coping. Perhaps she would marry again. 
 
    ‘She wants to return,’ Elizabeth said. ‘The poor woman has been away now for 24 years.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Sisterly affection is clouding your judgement, dear. Would it not be better for all concerned if she stayed?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you for help with the fare, and I understand Lydia has always been an embarrassment. But could I not make a contribution by writing again? Not the humorous pieces, just reviews, of serious books.’ 
 
    His expression darkened. ‘I had hoped this matter was resolved, Elizabeth. You agreed to end your inappropriate role at the magazine. In any case, the money you earn belongs to me, so in effect I would be paying for your sister’s voyage, not you.’ 
 
    ‘The trouble is that the burden will fall on my uncle, who will feel obligated to cover the full amount, and also to look after Lydia and her son when they arrive.’ 
 
    ‘Then dissuade him. Your sister chose vice over virtue. Such choices have consequences. Explain this to Mr Gardiner. Let your sister stay where she can inflict no more ruination on your family. I assume, of course, that if by some mischance she returned to these shores, you would have nothing to do with her.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘Believe me, Fredo, I am sufficiently aware of the harm caused by Lydia’s thoughtlessness. But are we not enjoined to show charity? I will quote this wrongly, but is there not more joy in heaven over one sinner that repents, than over ninety-nine souls that remain sinless?’ 
 
    There was a sudden tension, and with fists clenched he said, ‘You will please me, dear, by not presuming to bring the Holy Gospels into this discussion.’ 
 
    ‘Surely that is what they are for? To guide us through moral perplexity?’ 
 
    ‘We may hope that your sister repents. But she can do so equally well in Australia.’ 
 
    ‘The passage covers that too. The lost sheep is welcomed home with joy, not left to its fate.’ 
 
    Fredo rose and began to pace up and down the carpet. ‘You are misinterpreting the verse.’ 
 
    Exasperated, Elizabeth stood to face him. ‘Then how should it be interpreted?’ 
 
    ‘By men with the education and intellectual capacity to comprehend the word of God. Not an ignorant woman whose judgement is clouded by emotion.’ 
 
    He spoke through clenched teeth, straining not to raise his voice. But Elizabeth had had enough, and said witheringly, ‘Then perhaps you can demonstrate your erudition by stating the correct interpretation.’ 
 
    Fredo floundered, interrupting himself repeatedly as he sought a reading that would disqualify Lydia from the status of lost sheep. Eventually he threw up his hands and said, ‘You are not equipped to understand such matters, so I am wasting my breath.’ 
 
    ‘And yet I am equipped to re-express your convoluted tracts so lucidly that they are accepted by your publisher.’ Elizabeth lost control, and her voice dripped with scorn. ‘You are a fraud, Fredo. You have no originality of mind. You re-arrange ideas copied from other writers, in such a distorted form that they are almost unrecognisable …’ 
 
    She stopped, alarmed by a violence in his features that she had never witnessed before. He stepped forward, his arm raised to strike her, but a demon in her refused to retreat. Let him hit her, and suffer the remorse. 
 
    But he could not do it. He froze, his gesture reduced to absurdity, and retreated red-faced. 
 
    ‘Leave my house!’ As if to account for his raised hand, Sibley redirected it to point to the hallway. ‘Immediately. When you have regained a semblance of rationality, you will admit fault, apologise, and sign an agreement in regard to your future conduct. Until this is done you will have no access to the children. Am I clear?’ 
 
    Elizabeth was too disgusted to plead. She walked past him to the hall, where a startled Harriet helped her pack.  
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    The hackney turned off Regent Street, towards Mayfair. It was a cool, damp evening. Elizabeth opened a window so that rain sprayed fresh against her face.  
 
    She had felt more angry than distressed on setting out. But during the labyrinthine journey across London she recognised that anger had its price. To express her true opinion of Fredo had brought a surge of affirmation. But there were consequences. 
 
    For years she had compromised for the sake of the children. Helped Fredo, put up with his family. Now she had thrown away all this effort with a single outburst, and could see no way of repairing the damage. The words had been said. Fredo knew she despised him. He would never view her in the same way again. 
 
    The hackney reached Mountjoy House. Elizabeth paid, took her bag, and climbed the familiar steps. A footman answered. The Earl of Ballytore was away, at his cousin’s estate. Countess Julia too, and most of the servants. 
 
    Elizabeth withdrew to the street. The hackney had left. It was late, and the rain had intensified. Residents passed, regarding her with curiosity. She should return to a main road and find a driver willing to take her to Gracechurch Street. 
 
    Rain was pouring down now, splattering the cobbles. The area was residential: there was no inn or tavern where she could shelter. Elizabeth hurried to the end of the road and turned into Grosvenor Street, with Hyde Park on her right. 
 
    She recalled Darcy’s final words, at Euston Station. ‘If you ever need help, you will find me during the season at Darcy House in …’ 
 
    Grosvenor Street. 
 
    She inquired of a passer-by, who pointed her at a terraced house just fifty paces away. 
 
    Perhaps Darcy was merely being polite. He might be at Pemberley. It was an absurd hour to call … 
 
    She rang the bell. 
 
      
 
    A young liveried footman studied her. ‘Ma’am?’ 
 
    Elizabeth could well understand his perplexity at seeing a bedraggled lady on the hallowed doorstep at such an hour. But explanation must wait. She asked simply, ‘Is Mr Darcy in residence?’ 
 
    ‘Which name should I give?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Sibley. May I step inside?’ 
 
    He hesitated, evidently wary of leaving her alone in the hallway. Along the passage a woman came into view.  
 
    ‘Visitors, Simpson?’ 
 
    ‘A Mrs Sibley, ma’am, asking for the master.’ 
 
    The woman emerged from dim light, an elegant lady in her late thirties with a relaxed confident manner. 
 
    ‘Good evening.’ She stepped forward and gasped. ‘Do come in. You will be soaked! Let me help with your bag.’ 
 
    The footman retreated, keeping an eye on Elizabeth as his mistress shut the door. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid my brother is out. My name is Molyneux, by the way. Georgiana.’ 
 
    ‘Elizabeth Sibley. Formerly Bennet. I once knew …’ 
 
    ‘Elizabeth!’ Mrs Molyneux’s face lit up. ‘What a delight to meet you at last! William has spoken so warmly of you. Please come through and let us get you dry. William is at the theatre, but should be back within the hour.’ 
 
    Dazed, almost weeping with relief, Elizabeth submitted like a child to Georgiana’s ministrations. Her wet coat and hat were hung by the fire. Silk slippers were offered. A maid was called to assist. 
 
    ‘Have you a spare dress?’ Georgiana asked. 
 
    Elizabeth opened her carpet bag, but the dress, packed in a hurry, was crumpled and damp. 
 
    ‘You can borrow one of Anne’s.’ 
 
    They went to a first floor chamber usually reserved for Georgiana’s daughter, at present visiting the London residence of Sir Humphrey and Lady Molyneux. A dress was provided, and a fresh petticoat. 
 
    ‘You have sons too?’ Elizabeth prompted. 
 
    ‘Edmund and Matthew. Also away at Molyneux Place, which grants us a rest from their incessant quarrelling. We should have christened them Cane and Abel. My husband Philip is in the study working on some incomprehensible scientific monograph.’ She smiled. ‘He can concentrate better when the boys are away.’ 
 
    They descended to the drawing room, where a jug of cocoa was served. 
 
    ‘You will be wondering why I am here,’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘Port in a storm?’ Georgiana suggested. 
 
    Elizabeth explained that she had found the Mountjoys away from their London home. ‘Once my clothes are dry I will leave for my uncle’s house.’ 
 
    Georgiana looked puzzled. ‘How far?’ 
 
    ‘Cheapside.’ 
 
    ‘You said you lived in Carter Lane.’ 
 
    Elizabeth swallowed. ‘I’m sorry to burden you with my troubles, but I have had to leave my family suddenly after a quarrel.’ 
 
    ‘Then spend the night here, in Anne’s room. I insist.’ 
 
    ‘Your brother …’ 
 
    ‘Will also insist.’ Georgiana leaned forward. ‘Forgive me, dear Mrs Sibley, but I cannot help seeing that you are distressed. It is not my business to enquire into your private life, but if you need friends, you have them here.’ 
 
    This kindness was too much for Elizabeth, who had to struggle to avoid breaking down. 
 
    ‘You are uncommonly generous, considering that I am virtually a stranger.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure of that, Mrs Sibley.’ Georgiana smiled mischievously. ‘Or should I say, EB?’ 
 
    Elizabeth gasped. ‘You read The Lady’s Magazine?’ 
 
    ‘Your pieces especially. They are so amusing! But what has happened these last months? No more EB! We are desolate.’ 
 
    Elizabeth trembled with alarm that her authorship appeared to be generally known. Had Fredo been right after all? 
 
    ‘How did you find out?’ 
 
    ‘Did you not tell William that you had written reviews? Obviously we thought of The Lady’s Magazine, because it is so popular. Then we found your made-up letter from a lady who lives near a churchyard and is worried about the possibility of ghosts. She asks for reassurance that they do not exist, and wonders whether the matter should be debated in Parliament.’ 
 
    ‘One of my silliest.’ 
 
    ‘It was hilarious! William thought it sounded just like you, and in any case the initials gave the game away.’ 
 
    Elizabeth relaxed, anxiety yielding to a glow of pleasure that some people, at least, enjoyed her efforts. ‘I beg you, Mrs Molyneux, tell nobody else of this.’ 
 
    ‘I promise. And please call me Georgiana.’ 
 
    ‘Then you can dispense with Mrs Sibley as well. It is a name I would prefer to forget, for the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ Georgiana hesitated, as if wondering whether to pursue this. ‘You are not, I hope, anxious over your children.’ 
 
    ‘My husband always treats them well. He will say I’m visiting friends.’ She grimaced. ‘It has happened before. They will understand.’ 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hall, and Georgiana jumped to her feet. ‘That will be William. Shall we surprise him?’ 
 
      
 
    She had been left tête-à-tête with the master of the house, while Georgiana rejoined her husband. Elizabeth returned to the settee, her scalp tingling with an eerie unreality as Darcy sat just an arm’s length away in a wingback chair.  
 
    He looked well, she thought, even more distinguished as his hair greyed, and vigorous for a fifty-year-old. At the same time, he had lost the air of condescension that she had once found off-putting. Perhaps disappointment had softened him. Still dignified, but no longer the disdainful peacock. Out of mourning now, he wore a crimson waistcoat with a silk finish, and pale breeches. But he was no dandy: the frock coat was unpadded, the waist natural, not nipped by a corset. 
 
    There was no point in concealment: her arrival out of the blue had to be explained. From the workings of Darcy’s face she saw how vehemently he despised Fredo, but he did not over-react. He understood, no doubt, that she had to bear with Fredo as a permanent fixture in her life. 
 
    ‘What will you do?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Go to my uncle’s house in Cheapside, and wait.’ 
 
    ‘Until your husband calms down and makes some kind of offer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She sighed. ‘As usual, the only route back will be through humiliation.’ 
 
    ‘Why not stay here for a few days? Anne’s room is free until the weekend, when she returns with the boys.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Darcy, I could not possibly …’ 
 
    ‘Think it over.’ He picked up the jug. ‘Would you like more cocoa? Or a stronger potation?’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘What have you in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Brandy would warm us, on such a dank evening.’ 
 
    ‘Then let it be brandy. I need something to put me in a better frame of mind.’ 
 
    ‘It does make life’s troubles recede, I find.’ 
 
    Darcy returned with two round glasses swirling with deep golden liquor. Elizabeth felt the glow spread to her limbs. What kind people! What a delightful household! She was tempted to take up Darcy’s offer, but the sheer pleasure of living here would be bittersweet. It would underline her own folly, so many years ago. 
 
    ‘Better?’ he asked. 
 
    She smiled warmly. ‘Much.’ 
 
    ‘A little more?’ 
 
    ‘A drop.’ 
 
    He refilled her glass to the same level as before. ‘It will sort itself out, Eliz … I mean, Mrs Sibley.’ 
 
    ‘Use my first name if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘Elizabeth then. I was going to say that this situation is not new. You have quarrelled before and been reconciled. In all probability history will repeat itself.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘In my anger, I made the disastrous error of telling my husband what I thought of him, in the most outspoken language.’ 
 
    Darcy raised his eyebrows. ‘I cannot believe you would do any such thing.’ 
 
    ‘But I assure you …’ Elizabeth caught his meaning and burst out laughing. ‘Oh dear, how slow I am tonight. Yes! It was just like that.’ 
 
    ‘Your arrogance,’ he quoted. ‘Your conceit …’ 
 
    She raised both hands. ‘Stop it!’ 
 
    ‘Your selfish disdain of the feelings of others …’ 
 
    ‘Be silent, you horrible man. Did you not remark on my incivility? And what of my appearance? Tolerable!’ 
 
    ‘You were not meant to hear that.’ 
 
    ‘Is that supposed to be a defence? The rest I may forgive one day. But tolerable? Never!’ 
 
    He joined in her laughter. It felt curious that words that once gave pain should now occasion only merriment. The brandy no doubt played its part. 
 
    Eventually he said, ‘Then like you I appeal to St Luke. If a man sins against you even seven times a day, you are to forgive him provided he repenteth.’ 
 
    Still laughing, she said, ‘You hath not repented.’ 
 
    ‘I do so now.’ 
 
    ‘After 25 years? I require more contrition than that.’ 
 
    Darcy nodded, more seriously. ‘Leaving aside this particular case, I share your misgivings. It has never been in my nature to forgive easily. Take Wickham, from whose villainy we have both suffered. Should his slate be wiped clean merely because he mouths a few words of regret?’ 
 
    ‘I assume the penitence would have to be sincere.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, I would require more. Some kind of recompense, which in Wickham’s case he would be in no position to provide. He may be dead, for all I know.’ 
 
    ‘What of Lydia? Do you think I view her too indulgently, as my husband claims? Because she is my sister?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Darcy sipped brandy reflectively. ‘To be honest, I never thought Miss Lydia a sensible young lady. But evil, absolutely not. Nor did she do much harm, by relieving two foolish men of a few coins. She has been justly punished, and served her term.’ He looked up, as if an idea had occurred to him. ‘How long do her letters take to reach you?’ 
 
    ‘Three months at best.’ 
 
    ‘I still hold myself partly responsible for her misfortune. Had I informed your father of Wickham’s vicious character, the debacle could have been avoided.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. ‘As you must realise, that is absurd. You warned me repeatedly in Hertfordshire, before providing a full explanation in your letter. I should have told my father immediately I returned from Kent.’ 
 
    ‘Let us share the blame, if you insist. But I beg you, allow me to help. The sum required is a minimal price for easing my self-reproach. With your permission I will arrange for a note to be dispatched immediately, sufficient for a first-class cabin. Do you have the address?’ 
 
    Elizabeth gasped. Darcy’s assistance would transform Lydia’s prospects, allowing her to return in comfort. But she felt obliged to protest. 
 
    ‘This is too much to ask of you, Mr Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘I thought we were using first names.’ 
 
    ‘All right! William. Your offer is generosity itself. But I feel so guilty.’ 
 
    ‘I ask it as a favour, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘Then I accept gratefully. As to address, we send letters to the post office at the Rocks, Sydney, since Lydia is always on the move.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. I will make arrangements tomorrow.’ 
 
    Elizabeth leaned back, relaxing at this sudden injection of hope. But the consequences of Lydia’s return remained a nagging doubt. ‘This is not going to please Fredo.’ 
 
    ‘Must you tell him?’ 
 
    ‘I shall certainly not mention your role.’ 
 
    ‘Then wait. If he raises the matter, tell him the benefactor is an acquaintance who prefers to remain anonymous. He will probably think it is the Earl of Ballytore.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, swayed by Darcy’s confidence. But her husband had sources of information unknown to her. Deceiving him, she would never feel entirely safe. 
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    Elizabeth awoke to sunlight filtering through gauzy curtains. The room was warm from a fire lit on the previous evening. A maid had brought hot water and hung up the clothes drenched in the rain. 
 
    Elizabeth washed, and put on a morning dress. Opening a curtain she found she was at the back of the house, overlooking the mews. On the wall she noticed a watercolour sketch of a young woman who resembled Georgiana. On a caption at the bottom the artist had pencilled the name Anne, initials PM, and the date 1837. The work of Philip Molyneux, presumably. Another portrait hung in a shady corner; looking more closely she was amazed at its authenticity. Some kind of ink on thick paper, but the detail must have consumed days of laborious work. 
 
    A maid entered carrying a pair of silk slippers in Elizabeth’s exact size, and matter-of-factly outlined the morning routine as she pinned her hair. The master had gone for his early-morning ride. Mrs Molyneux was downstairs in the music room. Breakfast would be served in an hour. 
 
    As Elizabeth descended, faint sounds from the music room became intelligible. A complex piece was being taken apart into its elements, first the right hand, then the left, with bars repeated again and again. The tone of the pianoforte was full and round, allowing rich harmonies to build up through the sustaining pedal. It made her own instrument seem tinny by comparison. The piece was replayed, this time with both hands, and Elizabeth listened outside the door, mesmerised. Such sweep and passion: it transformed the atmosphere of the house. 
 
    She slipped in and found a seat. Intent on the score, Georgiana did not look up. Her hands flew over the keyboard in a level of proficiency Elizabeth had witnessed only at concerts. A complicated arpeggio sequence went awry and the pianist finally turned round. 
 
    ‘Oh, good morning! I’m sorry …’ 
 
    ‘What amazing music!’ 
 
    ‘It’s Chopin, a new Ballade. I love it, but parts are very difficult.’ 
 
    Elizabeth advanced for a closer view of the grand piano. ‘The instrument is remarkable.’ 
 
    ‘William had it delivered specially from Paris. It’s made by the Pleyel firm favoured by Chopin himself.’ She pointed at the mechanism. ‘The felt on the hammers allows a broader range, from a whisper, to a volume that shakes the whole room. Some call it vulgar, but for Beethoven and Chopin it’s perfect.’ She moved over. ‘Would you like to try?’ 
 
    Smiling, Elizabeth joined Georgiana on the long stool. The Ballade was so daunting she made no attempt to play even a bar, but launched into an Irish air called The Last Rose of Summer which she recalled playing and singing at Rosings. This time she did not sing; she wanted to listen to the instrument. 
 
    Georgiana clapped. ‘Shall we try together? I have duets suitable for sight-reading.’ 
 
    The stool opened into a box for keeping sheet music. Georgiana pulled out a booklet of short party pieces, and offered her partner the easier upper part. Hesitant at first, Elizabeth was soon lost in enjoyment. Aided by the fine pianoforte, and Georgiana’s steadiness, her own performance was raised to a new level. She was surprised too by the relaxed gaiety with which Georgiana played. And this was the proud Miss Darcy! Once, Georgiana pretended to daydream, and mechanically played a chord over and over even though it no longer fitted the tune. 
 
    They finished a military march with a flourish, to find the gentlemen had joined them. Darcy, flushed with exercise, was standing at the doorway beside a dapper gentleman who would presumably be Mr Molyneux. 
 
    Darcy introduced Georgiana’s husband, who bowed to Elizabeth with enthusiasm. 
 
    ‘So I come face to face with the famous EB!’ 
 
    ‘Then you would be PM,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I loved your sketch of your daughter.’ 
 
    ‘If that is all the compliments,’ Darcy said gravely, ‘we may adjourn for breakfast.’ 
 
      
 
    The meal was so lavish that Elizabeth wondered whether it was designed to impress. Soft-boiled eggs and crescent-shaped rolls called kipferl were supplemented by dishes of devilled kidneys and cauliflower cheese—all this in addition to bowls of fruit and jugs of coffee. The family had no intention of letting her leave: her day was planned out already. A stroll by the Serpentine. Rotten Row at the fashionable hour. Concert in the evening. 
 
    ‘And after lunch?’ Elizabeth asked. 
 
    ‘No respite,’ Philip Molyneux said. ‘You will sit so that I can capture your likeness.’ 
 
    Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. ‘A portrait?’ 
 
    ‘Of a kind. Have you heard of drawing with light?’ 
 
    Georgiana explained, ‘It means the recording on paper of an image seen through a camera obscura.’ 
 
    ‘All my life,’ Molyneux continued, ‘I have sought a way of preserving a scene as it is presented to my eye at a given moment. Art may come close, but an element of subjectivity distorts the image. We see not what is there, but what we expect to be there, or even what we would like to be there.’ 
 
    Elizabeth gasped. ‘So the picture of your daughter that hangs in her chamber …’ 
 
    ‘Is a photogenic drawing,’ Molyneux said. ‘I am trying to extend methods of my friend Mr Fox Talbot. The idea is to coat paper with a chemical solution that darkens on exposure to light. In a camera obscura, a sharp image results, but with dark and light reversed. By shining bright light through this image, on to another sheet similarly prepared, the original scene is recovered.’ 
 
    ‘Except,’ smiled Darcy, ‘that on exposure to daylight, the whole image turns black.’ 
 
    ‘That would be true,’ Molyneux said, ‘were it not for a further stage of fixing, after which the paper is no longer darkened by light …’ 
 
    ‘But slowly whitens instead,’ Darcy said, ‘so that over a period of months the picture disappears altogether.’ 
 
    ‘And all that remains is a dirty yellow piece of paper,’ Georgiana added. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, enjoying their enthusiasm. ‘All right, I’ve been warned. It is like life: all beauty fades. But what is required of me?’ 
 
    ‘Only that you sit still,’ Molyneux said. ‘Very still, for fifteen minutes, or ten if the sun is out.’ 
 
    ‘Which explains why we have no pictures of the boys,’ Georgiana said. 
 
      
 
    Next on the agenda was an outing to the park, but Elizabeth had begun to take fright. She drew Darcy aside, and said softly, ‘I think I should remain behind.’ 
 
    ‘You are afraid of being recognised?’ 
 
    ‘You must see it from the Sibley family’s perspective. I come from an immoral family. If I am seen with a gentleman, inferences are drawn.’ Another thought struck her. ‘Which means we should reconsider our plan for bringing Lydia to England. If Fredo finds out, you will be placed in the most embarrassing position.’ 
 
    Elizabeth felt wretched at rejecting Darcy’s offer. She feared he would be offended, but instead he said calmly, ‘There is no urgency, so we can reflect further. As to our morning outing, may I suggest we employ a stratagem to ensure you are not recognised?’ 
 
    ‘Namely?’ 
 
    ‘We have a chest containing items for dressing up. It is used for charades, or acting out scenes from plays.’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘Am I to be a princess? A pirate?’ 
 
    ‘A wig should suffice, since people pay most attention to hair colour.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later Elizabeth studied herself in the mirror, silver-haired, in fashionable dress and hat. The effect was so startling that any remaining worries were silenced. No-one would recognise this woman as herself. 
 
    The park was a five minute walk away, and before long their party divided, the Molyneuxs a little ahead, leaving Elizabeth on Darcy’s left arm, while he sported a cane in the other hand. To parade with Darcy was so piquant that Elizabeth was reluctant to start a conversation: she wanted to savour the moment. Passers-by greeted him, and heads turned to ascertain who this new friend might be. But she felt secure in her disguise. 
 
    ‘Forgive me,’ she said. ‘I was so pre-occupied with my own reputation that I forgot about yours.’ 
 
    ‘The conventions are more relaxed for a gentleman.’ 
 
    ‘But what if someone is introduced to me?’ 
 
    ‘We will have to invent a plausible visitor from afar. A Russian countess, perhaps.’ 
 
    They reached a broad path beside the lake, shaded by a row of lime trees. 
 
    ‘Are you still in touch with the Bingleys?’ she asked. 
 
    He hesitated, aware no doubt that this would be a sensitive topic. ‘Charles has an estate thirty miles from Pemberley, so we meet often.’ He looked at her. ‘You knew he was married?’ 
 
    ‘No, although it is hardly surprising.’ 
 
    ‘Took his time, but tied the knot a year after I married Arethusa.’  
 
    ‘So Mr Bingley followed your lead in matrimony, as in most other things?’ Elizabeth said slyly. 
 
    ‘He remains as before: good-humoured, accommodating. There were tensions once, for reasons you can guess, but he forgave me.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of person is his wife?’ 
 
    ‘Vanessa is calm, pleasant, pretty. They have four children at the last count.’ Darcy smiled. ‘I thought he might marry Arethusa’s vivacious sister Susannah, but in the end he showed good judgement. Vanessa steadies him.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded sadly: Vanessa Bingley sounded a lot like Jane. ‘Why do they avoid London?’ 
 
    ‘He says it is too crowded, although that never bothered him before. I think the real purpose has been to protect his wife from Caroline and Louisa. Vanessa’s family, like Charles’s, gained its wealth through industry. Her father is a successful cotton mill owner.’ Darcy met Elizabeth’s eye. ‘You can probably guess Caroline’s reaction to that. Mind you, her own stock has fallen since the Great Reform Act. She used to live in Mayfair, near Grosvenor Street.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shivered: she had not weighed the risk of a chance meeting with the former Miss Bingley. ‘And now?’ 
 
    ‘They had to move south of the river after her husband lost most of his fortune. Trevelyan was Member of Parliament for a rotten borough where he was elected by a mere dozen votes. When the Act became law he lost his seat, and was accused of exploiting his ministerial position to favour his private investments. Only reparations and a substantial fine kept him out of prison.’ Darcy smiled. ‘I believe Charles helped bail him out, which is ironic.’ 
 
    ‘And so like Mr Bingley.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Charles has more generosity than common sense, if you want my frank opinion.’ 
 
    Elizabeth threw him a teasing glance. ‘Frank opinions are usually unpleasant, I have found. Your aunt was a case in point.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Catherine is no longer with us, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Elizabeth coloured. ‘And Miss de Bourgh? Colonel Fitzwilliam?’ 
 
    Darcy sighed. ‘Cousin Anne never regained her health. If only we could have persuaded her to walk in the fresh air and build up her strength. But no, she stayed indoors, took potions that did her no good, and gradually faded. It was a blow my aunt never recovered from; the following year she too passed away.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Rosings?’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Lady Catherine intended to leave it to me, provided I married Anne, but when I got engaged to Arethusa she redrafted her will in favour of her brother, the earl. Accordingly it was he that inherited, and upon his death the estate passed to Colonel Fitzwilliam’s brother—who also inherited Matlock, of course.’ 
 
    ‘And what of the colonel?’ 
 
    ‘Fitz carried on soldiering after distinguishing himself at Waterloo. He seemed a confirmed bachelor. But a tragic accident transformed his fortunes. His brother, the new earl, was fond of hunting, and while jumping a wall fell from his horse and broke his neck. He left no male heir. And so Fitz, who had complained all his life of his status as younger son, found himself master of both Matlock and Rosings, a holding amounting to £35,000 a year.’ 
 
    ‘And did this change his marital prospects?’ 
 
    ‘It did. The very next year he wedded the Duke of Suffolk’s youngest daughter.’ 
 
    ‘How extraordinary.’ Another teasing glance. ‘You are not jealous?’ 
 
    Darcy stiffened, and for a moment the old hauteur was back. ‘You will call me pompous, but I can honestly disavow the sentiment. Fitz was heroic during the war against France. If any man deserves good luck, it is he. Of course he grieved to inherit through his brother’s accident. But the estates are flourishing. From his time in the army, he knows how to organise and lead.’ 
 
    Ahead, Georgiana had halted to watch a race between two rowing crews. Philip Molyneux spun round to tackle Darcy. ‘You are monopolising our guest, William.’ 
 
    They argued semi-seriously on who should accompany Elizabeth back to Darcy House, until she settled the matter by returning with Georgiana. 
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    Three days later, Gracechurch Street 
 
      
 
    The Gardiners had kept their large house in Cheapside so that grandchildren could visit. Retired now, Mr Gardiner poured through the financial pages of newspapers, watching over his investments; his wife was often found writing letters or lost in a novel. Both were impressed by the portrait that Elizabeth had brought them. 
 
    ‘So this is a photogenic drawing.’ Mr Gardiner shook his head in wonder. ‘Whatever next.’ 
 
    ‘The likeness is remarkable, Lizzy, yet the face is a bit blurred,’ Mrs Gardiner said. 
 
    ‘My fault for moving my head.’ Elizabeth raised a finger. ‘Best to keep it to yourselves. If Mr Fox Talbot finds out, he may demand royalties.’ 
 
    ‘To which he would be entitled,’ Mr Gardiner said. 
 
    They were taking afternoon tea, after Darcy’s landau had crossed London carrying Elizabeth and her luggage, now enhanced by a case with two new dresses and a pair of slippers. The three days at Darcy House had been an oasis of pleasure, a gift as unexpected as Villa la Pietra. She had sampled life in a wealthy household where people followed interesting pursuits and treated one another with humour and kindness. But reality was about to administer a cold shower. Two letters awaited on a tray in the hall; on finishing tea she would have to open them. 
 
    ‘It would be so exciting to see Lydia again.’ Elizabeth sighed. ‘What think you of Mr Darcy’s offer, Uncle? Am I being foolish?’ 
 
    ‘It shows unusual generosity,’ Mrs Gardiner said. ‘I am reminded of his housekeeper’s tribute, which at the time we thought exaggerated.’ 
 
    Mr Gardiner nodded. ‘I am inclined to agree with Lizzy that the responsibility should be ours. It is not after all a huge sum. By selling railway shares I can easily raise it.’ 
 
    Elizabeth reddened. ‘I feel I am imposing.’ 
 
    ‘Lydia is our niece,’ Mr Gardiner said. ‘£150 for first class, you said?’ 
 
    ‘Less than half that amount for second class. Mr Darcy made enquiries.’ 
 
    ‘The voyage is long,’ Mr Gardiner said. ‘I have waited six months for merchant ships to arrive from Australia.’ 
 
    ‘Then let us pay the first-class fare,’ Mrs Gardiner said. ‘We can take in lodgers if we run short.’ 
 
      
 
    Both letters were from Fredo. Elizabeth went to the bedroom she usually occupied, to open them in private. The first, delivered two days before, was predictable enough: 
 
      
 
    Since you left without telling me your destination I have had to copy this note to other addresses. Please remedy this omission forthwith: despite all, I am responsible for you. As to your outburst, I await some sign of contrition, after which I will communicate the terms under which you may return to my house. 
 
      
 
    The second urged Elizabeth to respond immediately, since the children were anxious over her whereabouts. The tone as before was patronising, but at least she was reassured on one point: Fredo had not learned of her visit to Darcy House. She did not believe Grace and Robert were anxious. This had been said only to frighten her into compliance. 
 
    Elizabeth sat a long time at a window desk, pondering her reply. Her usual strategy had been appeasement, for the children’s sake. But there were limits. She recalled a remark of Darcy’s, in the drawing room at Netherfield, distinguishing vanity and pride. Pride was not in itself a vice. Every person had a right to self-respect, and hers had been pushed too far. 
 
    She took a sheet of rough paper to outline a possible response. 
 
      
 
    Dear Fredo, Please tell the children that I am well, and staying with my uncle and aunt. As to contrition, I accept that in my anger, I made comments on your work that were insulting and exaggerated. I would ask you, however, to recall your own comments, to which I was reacting. To whit, that I was ignorant, too emotional to judge clearly, too stupid to understand scripture. To this one might add the insults I have borne over many years from members of your family. Has anyone ever asked whether an apology might be due to me? I am not refusing to admit error. Like most people, I have faults as well as virtues. What I cannot accept is that your family is entirely virtuous, while I am entirely flawed. 
 
      It might reassure Grace and Robert if I could see them at a pleasure garden or other venue. If you are agreeable to this, please let me know where and when. Yours, E. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth read through this effort several times, making small changes. She could imagine the derision with which it would be received. But how satisfying to say what she truly thought.  
 
    This duty discharged, she owed a reply also to Darcy, over Lydia. She felt her whole posture relax at the prospect. A note would suffice, but she wanted to strike the right tone. 
 
      
 
    Dear Mr Darcy, As you know I am the most heartless of creatures, which would explain why I have decided to frustrate your generous plan by letting my uncle pay for Lydia’s voyage home. You may view this as evidence of feminine indecision, since originally I accepted your offer, but I did so only after you had overfilled my brandy glass, so the fault is yours. In any case, I regard you as equally heartless, for making my stay at DH so delightful that normal existence pales in comparison. Thank Georgiana for her kindness. With warmest good wishes, EB. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled, enjoying the silliness of the letter: it was as if her 20-year-old self had escaped from long imprisonment. 
 
      
 
    For two weeks Elizabeth remained at Gracechurch Street, reacquainting herself with the simple pleasure of reading whatever she wanted, and writing pieces that could eventually be offered to The Lady’s Magazine. In the meantime messages passed back and forth, including the following from her husband:  
 
      
 
    I have taken legal advice over your last, and the situation is as I imagined. You have violated your vows before God to honour and obey. Your accusations of ill-use are void, since you have on two occasions left home and then returned, thus accepting that any error was yours alone. When you have shown genuine contrition, I will consider your request regarding the children.  
 
      
 
    In response, Elizabeth reminded him that she had already expressed regret for her part in their quarrel; she also enclosed short letters to Grace and Robert. These were returned with a warning to attempt no further communication with the children until she had complied. 
 
    Her note to Darcy received a more constructive reply: 
 
      
 
    Dear EB, May I submit for your favourable consideration a plan that I hope will leave us all satisfied? It is this: Mr Gardiner will send a promissory note for the first-class fare, drawn on his own bank; I will then reimburse him privately. In this way my connection with the matter will be untraceable, your uncle will suffer no financial loss, and I will have atoned in some measure for past errors. I realise that as a heartless creature you will bridle at such a solution, but you should consider also your reputation as an indecisive female, which will be enhanced if you change your mind again. Meanwhile, remember you are always welcome at Darcy House, at any time of day and in any kind of weather. Best wishes from all of us, W. 
 
      
 
    Mr Gardiner remained uneasy over this offer but proceeded with the payment to Lydia; whether he accepted Darcy’s reimbursement could be left for future argument.  
 
    Amid all this correspondence Elizabeth did not neglect Jane, who had written to the Gardiners after receiving an unpleasant enquiry from Mr Sibley. She wondered who else Fredo had approached in his efforts to locate her. Part of the answer was revealed when a message arrived from the countess. Julia was back in London, and had found Fredo’s note as well as a letter from Elizabeth explaining her predicament. Elizabeth was welcome to stay at Mountjoy House: indeed, if she wished, the post of companion remained open. 
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    One week later 
 
      
 
    Paternoster Row ran from Cheapside towards St Paul’s; it was so-called, according to Mr Gardiner, because monks once chanted the Lord’s Prayer as they approached the cathedral. Now it was the London centre for publishing books and periodicals, including The Lady’s Magazine. 
 
    The staff, almost all women, sat at two rows of desks in what looked like a small library, its shelves filled with reference books and back issues. Once a frequent visitor, Elizabeth received a chorus of cheerful greetings as she passed. The editor John Allsop worked from a den at the back. He was fortyish with a handsome but puffy face and a penchant for silk waistcoats that fitted tightly over his barrel-like chest. No wife: people said he was married to the job. 
 
    ‘Mrs Sibley.’ Allsop’s resonant voice commanded authority even when he spoke softly. ‘To what do we owe this honour?’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘I wanted to offer my services, if needed. No doubt you have managed splendidly without me.’ 
 
    ‘Have you read this year’s issues?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Very fine.’ 
 
    ‘Yet circulation has fallen, and my postbag bulges with complaints. Where is EB? Why no letters column?’ 
 
    ‘You exaggerate, to mock me.’ 
 
    He glared at her. ‘So now you crawl back and expect me to forgive your desertion.’ 
 
    She waved this away. ‘Enough, Mr Allsop. Have you any reviews for me?’ 
 
    ‘The novels are taken. I can offer you a political pamphlet, by Mrs Norton.’ 
 
    Elizabeth frowned: politics were not her strong point. ‘I’ll have a look and let you know tomorrow. Same rates as before?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure we can afford that.’ He studied her. ‘You won’t do the correspondence feature?’ 
 
    Made-up letters were Elizabeth’s favourite pieces, but also, she feared, the most objectionable from Fredo’s perspective. ‘Don’t you think it’s too frivolous?’ 
 
    ‘Readers like it.’ He hesitated, thinking. ‘You can have full rate for reviews and letters if you do them both. Otherwise, half-rate.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
    ‘I need to know by tomorrow.’ He pointed at the door. ‘You can get Mrs Norton’s broadside from the ladies.’ 
 
      
 
    Crossing London to Mountjoy House, Elizabeth browsed the pamphlet. Its title immediately struck a chord: Separation of mother and child by the law. She had heard of Caroline Norton through a scandal, two years earlier, in which the Prime Minister had been accused by Mr Norton of criminal conversation with his wife—legal hyperbole for an affair. The case was thrown out owing to lack of evidence, but the gossip columns had a field day, with cartoons of Lord Melbourne (his surname was Lamb) depicted as a sheep petted by the lovely Caroline, while the cuckolded husband looked on. But Mrs Norton’s marital breakdown had a dark side, for she had been forbidden access to her children, and was now using her friends in the political elite to press for a change in the law—at least for infants up to seven years old. The pamphlet was to appear anonymously: perhaps the author feared her notoriety would prevent readers taking the message seriously. 
 
    It was a passionate polemic, and poignant for one who had not seen her own children for ten days. The exchange of messages with Fredo had stalled. He assumed, evidently, that if he merely waited, Elizabeth would surrender in order to see Grace and Robert again. But a line had been crossed. She was in no mood to submit to blackmail, and determined to construct a satisfying life outside marriage. 
 
    The return to Mountjoy House had led to negotiations of a more friendly kind. Julia wanted to renew Elizabeth’s status as companion, so that she would have an allowance as well as board and lodging. Elizabeth met her half-way: she gratefully accepted a room, but would earn her own pin money by resuming work for The Lady’s Magazine. 
 
    As before, life with the Mountjoys was delightful. The earl was his usual amiable self. Friends from the London literary scene called. Elizabeth got to know their ten-year-old son Samuel—a mixed blessing, since he reminded her achingly of Robert. She was back in their luxurious home near Hyde Park. Which meant she was just five minutes’ walk from Darcy … 
 
    The hackney reached Mayfair, and Elizabeth put away Mrs Norton’s pamphlet. Should she do the correspondence column too? It was fun, and meant more money. In a way she was breaking a promise to Fredo. But the situation had altered: barred from the family home, she had to fend for herself. 
 
    Her thoughts switched to the evening, when there was to be a dinner, including, disturbingly, their neighbours at Darcy House. Julia, extravagant as ever, sported a new evening dress—and was not outdone by her husband. For such a modest gathering the decorations were also lavish, with huge vases of white lilies, and silver candelabra for extra illumination. Cards were laid out seating Elizabeth between Darcy and Mr Molyneux; opposite, Julia and Georgiana accompanied the earl. But the symmetry was broken when Henry Mountjoy’s sister turned up at the last minute and was invited to join the party. 
 
    Elizabeth studied this formidable lady, whom she had not met for many years. Lady Sarah had married Mr Clarence Westwood, a very wealthy widower with estates near Bath. For most of the year she lived in the west country with her husband and two boys, but she found provincial society confining. Westwood, by all accounts an accommodating man, was content for her to visit London for the season provided he could remain at home with the children. Liking the Bohemian life, she resided with artist friends in Chelsea and not at Mountjoy House—to Julia’s relief. 
 
    Lady Sarah moved into a seat opposite Darcy, whom she studied with uninhibited familiarity. 
 
    ‘You look well, Mr Darcy, almost back to your old self. Am I not right, Julia?’ 
 
    The countess’s eyebrows lifted a fraction. ‘Of course, Sarah. You invariably are.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously it has been a difficult year,’ Darcy said. ‘But yes, life must go on.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Sibley.’ Lady Sarah’s inquisitive eye moved back and forth between Elizabeth and Darcy. ‘I declare you are lovely as ever.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, guessing that her ladyship expected this compliment to be returned. She would be in her forties now, but the blonde hair was still striking, the figure elegant. ‘It would be nice to think one could improve in beauty and wisdom as time passes. But I fear we delude ourselves on both counts.’ 
 
    ‘Shocking!’ Lady Sarah looked round the table. ‘Beauty may fade, requiring us to work a little harder. But wisdom grows with experience. Do you not agree, Mr Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘I could not say.’ Darcy smiled at Elizabeth. ‘What I do believe is that Mrs Sibley sometimes finds enjoyment in expressing opinions that are not in fact her own.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed!’ Another searching glance. ‘You are better acquainted with Mrs Sibley than I realised.’ 
 
    There was an awkward pause, before Henry Mountjoy said, ‘For my part, I concur with Elizabeth. Age does not bring wisdom. On the contrary, I become sillier with every passing year.’ 
 
    Julia patted her husband’s hand. ‘Come dear, that is hardly possible.’ 
 
    Elizabeth burst out laughing, as did the earl when he saw the joke. 
 
    The conversation moved on. Ever the good hostess, Julia drew out Philip Molyneux on his researches into the preservation of images. Georgiana spoke of her daughter, who would be coming out next year. Lady Sarah tactfully avoided any enquiry into Elizabeth’s family: her brother had probably warned her that this was a sensitive topic. But she kept an eye on Elizabeth and Darcy, as if wondering what, if anything, lay between them. 
 
    Luckily, Lady Sarah was unlikely to meet Fredo or any of his colleagues: St Paul’s Cathedral was separated from Bohemian Chelsea by more than geography. All the same, Elizabeth saw she had to take care. It was to be expected that as a neighbour she would be seen now and again in Darcy’s company. But in truth he was more than an acquaintance—as Lady Sarah had noticed. 
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    June 1838, one month later 
 
      
 
    As the ton awaited Queen Victoria’s coronation, Elizabeth prepared her contributions to a celebratory issue of the magazine. Her life had settled into a new routine, pleasant except for her continuing separation from Grace and Robert. If only she had some idea of how they were coping. But Fredo was adamant. There would be no communication, no news, until she gave in to his demands. 
 
    Exchanges with Fredo were now sporadic. His tract on Prayers for the Dead had been published by The Church Magazine, and received respectfully. Whether he was writing another she did not know. His messages gave nothing away; nor, to her relief, did he show any interest in what his wife was doing. She must apologise and agree to behave as instructed. Otherwise she would not see the children. 
 
    The morning had been passed in her old office next to the study, where she resumed her role as Julia’s secretary. For the afternoon an outing was planned at the fashionable hour: with luck they might bump into Darcy’s party. In the meantime, Mr Allsop demanded amusing letters, of which she had come up with the following:  
 
      
 
    Dear Mr or Mrs Editor, I am a simple country girl just arrived at the age of 18. Last night I went for the first time to a ball, where kind friends congratulated me at “having come out”. This puzzled me exceedingly, since it surely requires no great skill to walk out of one’s own home. In innocence I replied, “Thank you, Madam, I have been out now two hours,” (being this the time needed for our carriage to arrive at the Assembly Rooms). At which the ladies smiled, and the young men were rude enough to laugh, which made me blush. I have since asked several intimate friends whether I said anything I ought not, but obtained no useful reply. Can you please explain what I said to cause such merriment, and how I might avoid blushing, which I think unbecoming? It makes one turn red all over, and besides, is considered so unfashionable in this part of the country that I found, on inquiry, that no lady present suffered this indignity except myself. 
 
    Your devoted and grateful servant, Amelia Meanwell  
 
      
 
    While polishing this effort Elizabeth heard conversation in the hall; shortly afterwards a maid entered with a message from Julia. A visitor had arrived. Elizabeth was invited to join them in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had expected Darcy, who called every few days, but Julia’s guest was a woman of striking beauty, thirtyish, with very dark hair pinned high, classic features, and deep brown eyes framed by dramatic brows.  
 
    ‘Caroline, may I present my friend Mrs Sibley, who is staying with us,’ Julia said. ‘Elizabeth, Mrs Norton.’ 
 
    Elizabeth recognised the face that she had seen depicted in salacious cartoons. Mrs Norton rose with a welcoming smile, but looked tired and pale, despite an application of rouge. Her work was known to Elizabeth—not just the pamphlet, but poetry and novels. 
 
    ‘I’m honoured to meet you,’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘We were talking of the Custody of Infants Act,’ Julia said. ‘Caroline has been campaigning for years.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. ‘I have read about it, and think it an excellent measure.’ 
 
    ‘We have succeeded in the House of Commons,’ Mrs Norton said. ‘But still have to pass the Lords.’ 
 
    They discussed prospects, and Caroline Norton entertained them by mimicking the antediluvian bishops and peers who would be entrusted with this decision. Eventually she turned to Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘Julia said you had helped with her writing.’ 
 
    ‘As copy editor,’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘But Lizzy writes too,’ Julia said. ‘The most amusing pieces for The Lady’s Magazine.’ 
 
    Mrs Norton nodded. ‘I publish there too, and have enjoyed reading it.’ A thought seemed to strike her, and she turned to Elizabeth with a frown. ‘But should you come across EB, who has written the most frivolous review of my pamphlet on infant custody, please tell her that she is a traitor to her sex, and that if I ever set eyes on her I will tear her hair out.’ 
 
    Elizabeth flinched, and a blush rivalling that of Amelia Meanwell spread over her head and shoulders. Julia too was struck dumb. 
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ Mrs Norton sighed, before addressing Elizabeth coldly. ‘You are EB?’ 
 
    ‘Guilty.’ Elizabeth swallowed. ‘I’m so sorry to have offended you. It was never my intention to make fun of the pamphlet. On the contrary, I applauded both the humane purpose, and the lucidity of the writing.’ 
 
    ‘That was not my impression. One can, after all, damn with faint praise. Added to which, you mock my claim on the attachment of mother to child.’ She turned to Julia for support. ‘Nature decrees that women should bear children, nurse them, watch over them during anxious nights of sickness. By what right do men overrule nature, and arrogate to themselves control over their offspring?’ 
 
    ‘I wished only to raise a problem with the argument,’ Elizabeth said. ‘What is found in nature is not always desirable.’ 
 
    ‘My enemies are powerful enough, without my supposed allies adding to their arsenal,’ Mrs Norton replied acidly. ‘And your examples! It is natural for a cat to torture a mouse unless we stop it. It is natural for grass to grow out of control unless we cut it. You are interested only in extracting maximum hilarity from ridiculing me.’ She jumped to her feet. ‘Julia, I shall stay no longer. In future, pray, choose your friends more carefully.’ 
 
    Elizabeth remained in shock on the divan as Julia followed Mrs Norton to the hall. 
 
      
 
    This incident upset Elizabeth so much that she retired to her room. For a while she rested; then she found a copy of her review, and studied it line by line, trying to fathom Mrs Norton’s reaction. Her aim had been to praise, with one small reservation. Admittedly the tone was humorous at times. But this was one reason readers liked her pieces. 
 
    At five o’clock the Mountjoys left for their stroll in the park. Elizabeth stayed behind. Half an hour later came a tap on the door. She had a visitor. 
 
    She found Darcy in the parlour, where the maid had served wine with rolled wafer biscuits. His grave reassuring presence almost provoked her to break down as she sat at the opposite end of the divan. 
 
    ‘Pardon the intrusion.’ He poured her a glass of wine. ‘I met the countess at the park, and she said you were distressed. I thought you might appreciate company, but if not, I will leave directly.’ 
 
    Elizabeth was warmed by his sympathy. As he spoke, she felt a yearning that he might take her in his arms: how comforting that would be. She sipped the sweet Madeira wine. ‘Stay, William. I feel better for seeing you.’ 
 
    ‘Does this concern your husband?’ 
 
    ‘For once, no …’ 
 
    She explained, not very coherently, at one point losing control and bursting into tears. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Elizabeth dabbed her eyes. ‘It was just so painful to be hated by a person I admired.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I can imagine.’ 
 
    A smile at the corners of his mouth suggested this remark might be double-edged. In her agitation, Elizabeth was slow to catch on. 
 
    ‘I see. Hunsford.’ She raised her hands as if to hold him off. ‘Yes! I am paid back in my own coin.’ 
 
    ‘Do you see a valid reason for Mrs Norton’s anger?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. She was obsessed with one small part of the review, to the exclusion of the rest.’ 
 
     ‘Then you cannot sincerely apologise. In time her indignation will fade; so will your distress.’ 
 
    ‘I have been wondering …’ Elizabeth searched for the right words. ‘Whether all my troubles stem from a defect of character. My father used to make fun of everyone, my mother especially. Looking back, I see I have picked up this habit. In Hertfordshire, you were my victim—along with Mr Collins. Later came Fredo, whom I have never taken seriously as a theologian. Perhaps this carries over into my reviews. Without realising it, I find ways of making the author ridiculous.’ 
 
    Darcy smiled. ‘You are certainly outspoken, Elizabeth. Also quick-witted, and disposed to tease. For my part, I would not have you any other way. Others, however, will be offended. One cannot please everyone.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘I am a pathetic creature, burdening you with my troubles. Are you well?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, although tiring of city life. At this time of year I like to be in Pemberley. There is also a person whose attentions I would like to escape.’ 
 
    She looked up sharply. ‘Myself, I imagine.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘Lady Sarah. I used to know her quite well when we were young, and I fear she had, ah, hopes in my regard.’ 
 
    ‘So now that she is a free spirit in Bohemian London, Sarah seeks to rekindle the flame?’ 
 
    Darcy smiled. ‘She is entertaining. But there are limits.’ 
 
    ‘Many gentlemen would cherish such an attractive chère amie.’ 
 
    ‘My father used to warn me to avoid those weaknesses that expose a man to ridicule.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, recalling an exchange at Netherfield. As then, he sounded pompous, but it was endearing that he remained so principled. She wondered what had really transpired between Darcy and Lady Sarah all those years before. Such a lively and beautiful woman: a better match, superficially, than the quiet Arethusa. 
 
    ‘For how long will you stay at Pemberley?’ 
 
    ‘Two months at least.’ 
 
    She sighed. Would she have seen Grace and Robert in two months? Or returned to Carter Lane? The prospect of a separation from Darcy left a curious feeling of emptiness. ‘You can meet up with Mr Bingley again,’ she said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘I shall miss you.’ 
 
    He looked moved. ‘I too will miss our conversations. But it won’t be for long. I’ll be back in the autumn.’ 
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    August 1838, six weeks later 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed, and little changed. Even Darcy’s absence left no gap in Elizabeth’s life, for they immediately struck up a correspondence. His first, sent from Bingley’s estate, filled four sides closely written. He told her everything, his thoughts too, as if he were writing in a journal. Elizabeth replied in the same vein, and kept her treasures in a locked drawer, re-reading them often. 
 
    On 30th July the House of Lords debated the Custody of Infants Act, which was defeated by two votes. Elizabeth studied a report in The Times summarising the objections raised by Lord Wynford: the measure would inflict hardship on husbands, encourage adultery, corrupt the morals of the young. Julia, deeply upset, called at Bolton Street to commiserate with Mrs Norton. 
 
    Next day, Elizabeth received an unexpected message: 
 
      
 
    Dear Mrs Sibley, Julia has explained your situation to me, and for this and other reasons I want to apologise for my tantrum. If you can bear it would you come round for tea and cakes? I will be in this afternoon from 3pm. I promise to behave rationally and not pull your hair out. With best regards, Caroline Norton. 
 
      
 
    Excited, Elizabeth replied by return, and at the appointed hour the Mountjoy’s chaise delivered her to Bolton Street, a pleasant residential area not far from the Regent’s Park. The maid showed her to the drawing room, where Mrs Norton sat at a small table writing a letter. She pointed to a settee. 
 
    ‘A moment! I’ve nearly finished.’ 
 
    Elizabeth looked around the room, cosy enough, but modest after Mountjoy House. She was glad to find Mrs Norton looking healthier, with less need of rouge. 
 
    ‘Into the lion’s den!’ Mrs Norton moved to the settee. ‘You’re a brave woman.’ 
 
    ‘I was so sorry the Act was thrown out.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s an uphill struggle. Which is why your review upset me. If one cannot find support in a magazine for ladies, then where?’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. ‘Mea culpa. I have a habit of striving for humour at all costs.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have tea.’ Mrs Norton called for the maid. ‘As if I hadn’t enough distractions, my husband has refused to pay all debts I have incurred since he ejected me from Wilton Place. My driver has taken him to court, so more legal business will start up. I was writing a fresh appeal to him when you arrived, but it will go nowhere.’ She took a deep breath. ‘What of yourself? Julia said you had not seen your children for weeks.’ 
 
    Elizabeth confided her troubles, and before long they were immersed in an intimate comparison of their marriages. She had found Fredo mistrustful, but George Norton was far worse. On one occasion, in a foul temper, he had pressed a hot kettle against Caroline’s hand; on another he had crumpled pages of her poetry and set light to them. Her social success and wide range of friendships aroused him to fits of jealousy. On trying to see her children while he was away from Wilton Place, she had been manhandled out of the house by servants acting under his orders. 
 
    Fresh tea and sandwiches were brought: they had been talking over two hours. 
 
    ‘Do you regret ever getting married?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘Not just to your husband. To anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I love my children.’ Caroline sighed. ‘But rationally, what can one say?’ She leaned forward. ‘Do you not see, a married woman has no legal existence, except as an appendage of her husband. Any money she earns belongs to him. He may sell her clothes and other possessions, and keep the money. She cannot make a will or sign a contract. She cannot divorce him for adultery. She can leave his house only to escape a level of cruelty that endangers her life. So her situation is actually inferior to that of a maid, who can keep the money she earns, and leave when ill-used.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head; it was overwhelming. ‘And yet, to bear children, we must marry.’ 
 
    ‘Or forfeit respectability.’ Caroline smiled ironically. ‘Yet how blithely we place ourselves in a man’s power. When I agreed to marry George, I hardly knew him. My sisters were marrying: it would be humiliating to be left behind. I was flattered by his admiration.’ 
 
    ‘My case was little better.’ Elizabeth hung her head. ‘I was ambivalent even at the time. If only I had waited.’ 
 
    ‘In which case you would not have your children.’ 
 
    ‘I know! But perhaps I could have chosen better …’ 
 
    Caroline smiled. ‘Julia mentioned that you had been seeing a neighbour, Mr Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘We are old acquaintances.’ 
 
    The beautiful eyebrows lifted. ‘Only that?’ 
 
    Elizabeth waggled a finger. ‘I’m not obliged to answer all your questions, Caroline.’ 
 
    ‘So I am to have no hold over you? I’m going to need one, in case you write about me again in the magazine.’ 
 
    ‘I will retaliate by asking you about Lord Melbourne.’ 
 
    She pouted. ‘That will not get you far. I write regularly and devotedly, but he has eyes only for the queen.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘I was not serious. It is none of my business. As for the Darcys, they have given help when I desperately needed it. His sister is the kindest person.’ 
 
    ‘Oh I see.’ Caroline grinned. ‘It is the family that you like, and the sister in particular. Not the gentleman.’ 
 
    ‘You are a wicked woman. Everything they say of you in the gossip columns is true.’ 
 
    ‘I am also a busy woman, my dear, and must return to my letters. Will you come and see me again?’ 
 
    ‘I might, unless I discover you are gossiping about me.’ 
 
    But Elizabeth knew she would return. Caroline Norton’s charm was magnetic: no wonder so many were held in her thrall. 
 
      
 
    Back at Mountjoy House a parcel awaited her, addressed to her surprise in Fredo’s hand. Since it felt like a stack of foolscap sheets she feared some kind of legal fusillade. But she found only a handwritten draft entitled Addendum, accompanied by the following note: 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, I remain astonished that you care so little for Grace and Robert that you continue to flout your legal and moral responsibilities. I notice daily the ill-effects of this dereliction on the children, and believe they would be reassured if regular meetings could be arranged, for example at the Regent’s Park. It goes without saying that I take this step for their sake alone; as regards your return to the family home, my conditions are as before. 
 
      As a sign of good will, may I offer you the opportunity to make amends by helping with the enclosed, which is an addendum to my tract on Prayers for the Dead. My colleagues, while approving the content, have advised me to seek continuity with the style of the original, before submitting for publication. Yours, F. 
 
      
 
    Having feared the worst, Elizabeth burst out laughing. It was obvious what had happened. Fredo had tried to respond to critics of his tract through an addendum written without her help. Expressed in his own contorted style, it had been dismissed by his academic friends as incomprehensible. In desperation he was begging her to resume her services, offering outings with the children in exchange. 
 
    Elizabeth thumbed through the pages. It was a short piece that would take a few days. Of course she had no guarantee that access to the children would continue once she had performed the task. It would be advisable to arrange at least two outings before sending back the revised text. But she had a hold over Fredo now. His bid to write without her help had failed. To succeed in his ambitions he would need her services in future. And if this was the price for seeing Grace and Robert, it was one she was happy to pay.  
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    Elizabeth sat on a bench in the Regent’s Park zoological gardens. She had arrived early and spent half an hour reminding herself of the layout. Now she waited anxiously at the agreed spot by the monkey cages. The gardens were busy with families enjoying the sunshine.  
 
    A woman in severe grey dress approached, accompanying a girl that might be Grace. A boy in a familiar straw hat scampered after them. 
 
    Elizabeth sighed with relief. They had come—without Fredo.  
 
    ‘Mama!’ Robert ran forward, ignoring the woman’s cry of warning, and clung to Elizabeth’s dress. She held him a long time before turning to Grace. 
 
    ‘Hallo dear. Are you well?’ 
 
    Grace faced her uneasily, while remaining at the woman’s side. ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    Elizabeth spoke to the woman. ‘I’m Mrs Sibley. Elizabeth. I haven’t had the pleasure …’ 
 
    ‘Miss Wrigley. The new governess.’ 
 
    She was heavily built and impassive, with an air of defiance. Elizabeth noticed the absence of the usual madam, but let it pass. ‘What happened to Miss Staddon?’ 
 
    ‘She left.’ 
 
    ‘I had inferred that, but why?’ 
 
    Miss Wrigley flinched, perhaps recognising Elizabeth as someone who would demand respect. ‘Not my place to say, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Staddon was dismissed,’ Grace said, her tone disturbingly flat. ‘For speaking out of turn.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Elizabeth spoke to the governess. ‘Would you like to take an hour to see the gardens? I recommend the tea room. We can meet back here at four o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stay with you, thank you ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘But you deserve a rest, and I prefer to see the children alone.’ 
 
    Miss Wrigley stiffened. ‘The master told me not to let them out of my sight.’ 
 
    Elizabeth was tempted to press the point, but what if Fredo used this as a pretext to stop further meetings? She forced a smile. ‘In that case, why not follow us at a discreet distance? Then you can keep an eye on the children without having to overhear our conversation.’ 
 
    Treating Miss Wrigley’s hesitation as consent, Elizabeth took Robert’s hand and led him towards the monkeys. Grace glanced at the governess, then followed. 
 
      
 
    The largest group had formed around a baby elephant that cowered beneath its mother’s enormous head. A man was feeding buns to the mother elephant; Robert ran over to join him.  
 
    Grace said quietly, ‘Why do you not want to live with us any more?’ 
 
    Elizabeth moved closer so that she could whisper. ‘Of course I want to live with you.’ 
 
    ‘Father says you do not.’ 
 
    ‘He is mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘He says you refuse to apologise, for shouting at him.’ 
 
    ‘We had a quarrel and I insulted him. I merely ask him to admit that he also insulted me.’ 
 
    ‘Is that important? I am often accused of rudeness, by father, or by Wiggly.’ She strangled a laugh. ‘I mean, Miss Wrigley. Robert calls her that. Usually I don’t think I was rude at all, but it’s easier to say sorry, even though I don’t mean it, so that things can go back to normal.’ 
 
    Elizabeth remained silent, seeing Grace’s point. She watched the man with the buns hand one to Robert so that he could feed the elephant. The excited boy extended a hand tentatively, but withdrew it too fast so that the bun fell to the grass. The elephant scooped it up anyway. 
 
    Robert ran back, disconsolate. 
 
    ‘Butterfingers,’ Grace said. 
 
    Elizabeth put an arm around him. ‘Never mind, dear. Discretion is the better part of valour.’ 
 
    He frowned, his interest immediately caught. ‘What is discretion, Mama?’ 
 
    ‘Ask Miss Wrigley.’ 
 
    ‘She isn’t good at explaining.’ He clung to her. ‘I wish you’d come home.’ 
 
    ‘People say you don’t care about us,’ Grace said. 
 
    ‘Which people?’ Elizabeth tried to speak calmly. ‘Does Papa say that?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Robert cried. 
 
    ‘Then who?’ 
 
    ‘Aunt Martha.’ Grace frowned. ‘But Father didn’t contradict her.’ 
 
    ‘I expect he was trying to avoid an argument,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Where shall we go next?’ 
 
    Robert pointed. ‘The camels!’ 
 
    ‘Grace? It’s your turn to choose.’ 
 
    The girl shrugged. ‘Anything.’ 
 
    They moved from one exhibit to another, Mrs Wrigley comically following in their wake. In time Grace relaxed enough to meet Elizabeth’s eye, walk closer to her, even smile. But her awareness of the governess was evident. It was as if she feared criticism if she displayed affection for the estranged mother. 
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    September 1838 
 
      
 
    A month passed tranquilly with the same regime. On two afternoons a week Elizabeth met up with Grace and Robert, always accompanied by Mrs Wrigley. Fredo’s messages were a little more polite, but his terms were the same. He approved of her revision of his addendum, which had been accepted for publication in The Church Magazine. Julia was writing a lengthy poem, working faster with Elizabeth’s secretarial help. Caroline Norton was on the Isle of Wight, hoping to regain her health. Sales of The Lady’s Magazine had recovered, bringing increased demand for the writings of EB.  
 
    On a grey afternoon, Elizabeth returned from the park carrying an envelope passed to her by Mrs Wrigley. She feared that Fredo was about to impose further conditions, or even break the truce altogether. He might have found out that she was working again for the magazine. But no, it was merely another text to edit, this time a letter to The Church Magazine continuing a debate with an Evangelical on prayers for the dead. 
 
    ‘A gentleman called, ma’am.’ The maid, a new recruit, pointed to the silver tray on the hall table. ‘Left his card.’ 
 
    Elizabeth went to her office to file away Fredo’s letter. From the next room, Julia came to join her. 
 
    ‘Children happy?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘As usual.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been scribbling all day. I’d better go upstairs and see Samuel.’ She grinned. ‘Did you hear we had a visitor?’ 
 
    ‘And why should that be amusing?’ 
 
    ‘No reason. Will you be going out?’ 
 
    ‘A short stroll to Grosvenor Street would be pleasant. I’ll be back for dinner.’ 
 
      
 
    Heart fluttering, Elizabeth checked up and down the road as she waited on the porch of Darcy House. Pedestrians passed, but nobody that would recognise her. She recalled the night six months before when she had stood on this very step in the pouring rain, having been banished from the family home.  
 
    The same footman answered, but he knew her now. 
 
    ‘Master is in his study, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘And Mr and Mrs Molyneux?’ 
 
    ‘In Surrey, visiting the baronet, ma’am.’ 
 
    He led her to the drawing room, where she looked at some new pictures, including a photogenic drawing of the street, until Darcy appeared in the doorway. His face lit up as he approached and took her hands. 
 
    ‘Elizabeth! I have been deprived of your company too long.’ 
 
    ‘And I yours.’ She trembled as his long fingers gently enfolded her ungloved hands. It had been a separation in which, through their long letters, intimacy had grown rather than faded. She studied the handsome dignified face and found his complexion improved: days spent walking and fishing in Pemberley had served him better than London grime. 
 
    After what seemed minutes he released her, and they sat on opposite ends of the settee. He poured two glasses of wine as she brought him up-to-date with her improved circumstances. 
 
     ‘Your husband is relenting,’ Darcy said. ‘Before long you should be in a position to return home on your own terms.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that should be my objective, so that I can be with the children every day.’ Elizabeth sighed. ‘Yet in a way I prefer things as they are. It is such a privilege to live with Julia.’ She paused, before continuing, ‘I wish that as a young woman, I had thought more deeply about what I wanted from life.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ He looked away, pensive. ‘I knew well enough what I wanted. Unfortunately I did not get it.’ 
 
    Elizabeth grimaced. ‘Hunsford again?’ 
 
    ‘Children too.’ 
 
    ‘Is that enough, William?’ Elizabeth faced him earnestly. ‘Certainly a man of means aims to marry and produce an heir. But that is hardly sufficient to occupy most of his time. When Fredo married me he wanted children, but he also had a mission. He saw himself as part of a movement to shift the Anglican Church in the direction of traditional Catholicism.’ 
 
    She watched as Darcy thought about this. One reason she liked talking with him was that neither of them feared silences. If he saw she was thinking, he waited; now she showed him the same consideration. 
 
    ‘I was never interested in ideologies,’ he said eventually. ‘Either political or religious. As a boy I knew that one sad day my father would pass on, leaving me responsibility for Pemberley. Not only the household, but the tenant farmers, the church, charitable groups, schools, magistrate duty, and so forth. As it turned out, I had guardianship of Georgiana as well. So I was born into a job that would fill much of my time, if I took it seriously. I may not have achieved what I hoped in my personal life, but I tried to maintain this legacy and look after my dependants.’ 
 
    ‘You must be proud of how Georgiana has flourished.’ 
 
    ‘The credit is mostly hers.’ 
 
    ‘You would have made an ideal father …’ Elizabeth reddened. ‘Forgive me. In any case, you may marry again.’ 
 
    Darcy smiled, as if to show he was not offended. ‘If I did, I might still remain childless. Infertility can be due to the gentleman rather than the lady, as I tried to explain to Arethusa. But producing an heir is no longer uppermost in my mind. I do not wish to marry again.’ 
 
    Elizabeth was intrigued by this comment, but did not enquire further: perhaps he still grieved for Arethusa. She said lightly, ‘Marriage is over-rated in my opinion, especially for a woman. You should hear Caroline Norton on the subject.’ 
 
    ‘You are her confidant now?’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed: she had informed Darcy of Caroline’s volte-face in a letter, but given no details of her visit. 
 
    ‘Is it not diverting? One day she threatens to tear me asunder, the next she invites me for tea and tells me her most intimate secrets.’ 
 
    ‘And what exactly does she say of marriage?’ 
 
    ‘That it is a swindle through which a woman’s maternal instinct is exploited by a man, to trick her into surrendering her legal identity and becoming his chattel.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Do you agree?’ 
 
    Elizabeth considered. ‘I believe I do! After all, laws are made by men, so it is hardly surprising.’ 
 
    ‘As sometimes happens, I cannot tell whether you are speaking seriously or in jest.’ 
 
    ‘A bit of both.’ Elizabeth listed the rights that a woman gave up on marrying: living where she wanted, earning her own money, and the rest. 
 
    ‘All that is true,’ Darcy conceded. ‘Yet most women marry happily, and some dominate their husbands. In the end it comes down to character.’ 
 
    ‘But when disputes arise we need laws, which should be fair to both parties.’ 
 
    He reached for the decanter and refilled their glasses. ‘I was thinking of my own case. Arethusa enjoyed having pin money, her own patch of garden, control over menus and decorations. But for our finances, and the running of the estate, she begged me to decide on my own. I did try once or twice to explain the options and get her opinion, but it only made her anxious.’ 
 
    ‘It seems she was an ideal companion. Neither opinionated nor argumentative.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t go as far as that. Arethusa was highly intelligent and had strong opinions on some subjects. But she argued calmly, and would listen to others.’ Darcy smiled. ‘So we never quarrelled.’ 
 
    ‘A shame, since you are such fun to quarrel with.’ Elizabeth’s smile quickly faded. ‘The same cannot be said for Fredo, unfortunately.’ 
 
    ‘I longed sometimes for Arethusa to express anger,’ Darcy said. ‘Even on her sickbed she remained calm, resigned.’ Sorrow shadowed his face. ‘She was a devoted friend to me, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘I saw her once.’ Elizabeth looked away, remembering. ‘At a performance of Don Giovanni. A lovely woman, but she looked tired.’ 
 
    ‘Arethusa felt faint during the first act, so I persuaded her to leave.’ He smiled. ‘I noticed you hiding in the corner of your box.’ 
 
    ‘It was the only time I saw you after you handed me the letter in Hunsford Wood. Until we met on the railway last year.’ 
 
    ‘I did see you—one other time.’ 
 
    She gasped. ‘When?’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘I’ll explain one day.’ 
 
    ‘William, you will tell me immediately!’ 
 
    ‘If I confide all I know, you will have no incentive to call again.’ 
 
    ‘I see. You want to start a quarrel.’ 
 
    Elizabeth pressed once or twice more, but it obviously diverted him to frustrate her, so she sighed and gave in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    16 
 
      
 
    A week later 
 
      
 
    The temperature was dropping, the leaves turning. Outings with Grace and Robert continued; on one occasion, Mrs Wrigley brought them as far as Hyde Park, for a walk by the Serpentine. One morning, two notes arrived. The first contained a dinner invitation from Georgiana, who had returned from Sir Humphrey Molyneux’s estate and was now at Darcy House. The other ran as follows: 
 
      
 
    Dearest EB, I am back from the Isle of Wight and drafting a piece on Infant Custody which I hope to work up into a pamphlet, when I have the energy. It would help no end if you could drop by this afternoon, so that I might run the argument past my most fearsome reviewer. In return I have a little present for you. With best wishes, Caroline. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth scribbled a reply. Her day was filling up, since she had arranged to visit the Gardiners for coffee, but the Mountjoys had a carriage free. 
 
    She had plenty of news for her aunt and uncle—not only her outings with Grace and Robert, but evenings in the company of Julia’s literary friends. Mrs Gardiner had received a letter from Kitty, postmarked Bombay, where her husband Captain Harte had unloaded cotton clothing from the mills of Lancashire, and was preparing to return with a cargo of silk brocades. From Lydia they had heard nothing. 
 
    After lunch, Elizabeth called at John Allsop’s office in Paternoster Row. He had received dozens of requests for more letters by the innocent girl who could not control her blushes, and wondered whether Elizabeth could develop it into a new feature called Amelia Meanwell’s Journal. Opinion in the staff room was so enthusiastic that Elizabeth forgot about her appointment with Mrs Norton and set off half an hour late. 
 
    At Bolton Street, Elizabeth found the scandalous author at work in the drawing room. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry …’ Elizabeth began, but Caroline waved her away. 
 
    ‘Have you seen what they have been writing about me in the British and Foreign Review?’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘Of course. I study every issue from beginning to end.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Always the humourist. For your information it’s a Tory periodical penned by semi-literate neoliths who understandably seek refuge in anonymity.’ She passed Elizabeth an open copy, with some passages marked. ‘As you will see, I am an agitatrice. An agitator for female equality. A violent and irrational woman who seeks to corrupt the morals of the nation.’ 
 
    Elizabeth touched her arm, moved that this formidable lady was so vulnerable. ‘Why take it seriously, when the author is plainly an idiot?’ She pointed at the phrase violent and irrational woman. ‘This bit is true. You threatened to tear my hair out.’ 
 
    Caroline glared at her, but soon saw the funny side and threw the magazine on the floor. ‘Tea time.’ She went to call the maid. 
 
    ‘Are you well, Caroline?’ Elizabeth asked. 
 
    ‘Not very.’ She slumped on to the settee. ‘I still get migraines. Yourself?’ 
 
    Elizabeth described recent changes in her life—seeing the children again, extra work at The Lady’s Magazine. 
 
    ‘And Mr Darcy, who as we know is your good friend and nothing more?’ 
 
    ‘He is back from his estate in Derbyshire. And still my good friend.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Caroline jumped up. ‘Which reminds me. I have a little present for you.’ 
 
    She handed Elizabeth a sheet on which a poem had been handwritten in elaborate copperplate. It began thus: 
 
      
 
    I do not love thee!—no! I do not love thee! 
 
    And yet when thou art absent I am sad; 
 
    And envy even the bright blue sky above thee, 
 
         Whose quiet stars may see thee and be glad … 
 
      
 
    Four verses followed, in similar style. Elizabeth knew she was being teased, but the lines still moved her.  
 
    ‘Is this supposed to be me speaking?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I actually wrote it two years ago, from my own viewpoint.’ Caroline grinned. ‘Whether it applies to your own case is not for me to say.’ 
 
    ‘The poem is beautiful.’ Elizabeth put the sheet aside. ‘I shall treasure it. No wonder they call you an agitatrice.’ 
 
    ‘Will you help me with my pamphlet, even so?’ 
 
    ‘Of course …’ Elizabeth paused, her mind still on the poem. ‘Remember that I’m a married woman, Caroline.’ 
 
    ‘Listen.’ Caroline moved closer and lowered her voice. ‘I take marriage seriously. I have tried to respect the vows made as a foolish girl. But my dear, consider this. We are granted only one life. And during that life, opportunities for a true meeting of hearts come rarely, if at all. I do not flout convention casually. But nor will I subjugate my deepest yearnings to rules dictated by others.’ 
 
    Elizabeth froze, so shaken by Caroline’s intensity that for a moment she stopped breathing. 
 
    ‘You give no weight to morality? Not just reputation, but your immortal soul?’ 
 
    ‘How do we know what God wants?’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘According to my husband, the answer is found in scripture, as interpreted by men like himself.’ 
 
    ‘Men who habitually flout the very rules that they impose on us, then boast about it later at their clubs.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sipped tea, trying to calm down so that she could give full attention to Caroline’s pamphlet. She felt a tingle of excitement—or was it fear? She wondered what Darcy would make of the scandalous Mrs Norton. 
 
      
 
    At dinner Elizabeth was the only guest. Georgiana’s boys had gone to Harrow School for the Michaelmas term, so the party comprised only Darcy, Mr and Mrs Molyneux, and their daughter, Anne, whose bedroom Elizabeth had borrowed on her first visit. Anne was cheerful and confident, with no evidence of Darcy hauteur; perhaps in temperament she tended to her father’s side. 
 
    The meal was leisurely, with much conversation as the maid served small portions of soup, baked salmon, roast lamb, and two desserts. As in her earlier visits, Elizabeth noticed a characteristic blending of quality and moderation. The family never ate or drank to excess, nor did they flaunt their wealth by striving to impress. The decor told the same story. Furniture, carpets, pictures, were in good taste without being ostentatious. 
 
    They adjourned to the music room where Georgiana performed a difficult Chopin piece, the Ballade that Elizabeth had heard her practise before. Her hands flew over the keys building up a sustained wall of sound; in spite of a few slips and hesitations, it was mesmerising. Georgiana offered the instrument to Elizabeth, but she declined: it would have been an anti-climax. 
 
    Anne took over, and confidently rattled out the introduction to a reel. With a smile, Georgiana went to Philip, leaving Elizabeth to partner Darcy. It occurred to her that this was the first time they had danced since the ball at Netherfield, when she had goaded him in the most unpleasant manner. How different were her feelings now. 
 
    He regarded her with an ironic smile, and she guessed he was experiencing similar memories. 
 
    ‘Are you still of the opinion that people ought to talk while dancing?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Definitely not. In the confusion of performing two activities at once, one can say the silliest things.’ 
 
    They switched around, Georgiana taking over the pianoforte while Darcy danced with his niece and Elizabeth with Philip Molyneux. After a break, Elizabeth was finally persuaded to take a turn on the instrument. She had not sung for months, but managed The Last Rose of Summer with only minor mishaps. 
 
    Hours slipped by, and it was quite late when Darcy offered to walk her home. 
 
    As they reached the steps of Mountjoy House, Elizabeth wondered why she felt deflated. Was it simply that a pleasant evening had come to an end? It occurred to her that she had spent little time in conversation with Darcy himself. The party had been festive; she had been treated as one of the family. But something inside her had hoped for more. 
 
    As the footman opened the door she turned, checking up and down the empty street before asking Darcy, ‘Will you come in for a nightcap?’ 
 
    He looked surprised. But accepted.  
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    The earl and countess had retired; only the young footman had stayed up. Following Elizabeth’s instructions, he too went to his room, leaving her alone with Darcy. 
 
    On the drawing room cabinet she found Muscat wine. She poured two glasses and joined Darcy on the settee. 
 
    ‘At last.’ She leaned back. ‘I’ve been meaning to apologise for last week.’ 
 
    ‘Apologise?’ 
 
    ‘I implied you had no mission in life.’ She grimaced. ‘I may even have compared you unfavourably with Fredo.’ 
 
    Darcy sipped wine. ‘Perhaps I misled you by focussing on my responsibilities. Pemberley. Georgiana. My life has encompassed far more. I’ve toured Europe. Enjoyed theatre, books, art. Known men of remarkable talent, such as Byron.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. ‘Yes, and I too count many blessings. Living in Italy. Julia’s companionship.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad it worked out well,’ Darcy said. 
 
    She smiled. ‘I am convinced it was you who recommended me.’ 
 
    He shrugged, as if it were a matter of little account. ‘I may have suggested your name.’ 
 
    ‘You transformed my life. I thought it must be you, but could imagine no reason why you would act as my guardian angel.’ 
 
    ‘It was around then that I saw you in London. I was informed you were staying with your uncle and aunt, so I found the church nearest to Gracechurch Street and sat at the back.’ 
 
    She gasped. ‘Why did you not speak to me? Were you ashamed to associate with a disgraced family?’ 
 
    ‘I assumed you still hated me and that a meeting would distress you.’ 
 
    Elizabeth felt a lurch of disappointment. This was not a chance sighting: Darcy had deliberately sought her out. If only she had spotted him, or he had felt able to approach her. 
 
    She tensed, in shock, before replying with forced calm. 
 
    ‘I cannot be sure how I would have reacted. But what a shame …’ 
 
    ‘It was cowardly of me.’ 
 
    ‘I took a similar decision, in Italy …’ Elizabeth grew more and more agitated as she described the visit to Byron at Genoa, where the poet had assured her of Darcy’s continuing admiration. ‘It was just after Fredo proposed.’ She recalled the agonising return from Genoa, when she had lain awake at night torturing herself with indecision. ‘I knew you were unmarried. Oh, what a fool I was …’ 
 
    Elizabeth’s voice broke as remorse overwhelmed her. She could have waited. She had ruined both their lives. She rose and paced the room as if trying to escape this realisation. It was not just self-reproach, but grief too, at what had been lost. Sobs racked her body. Why had she not waited? She grew anxious that Julia or Henry might overhear her cries, and leaned over the back of an armchair burying her face to muffle the sound. 
 
    Hands held her shoulders. Elizabeth unfurled her head and Darcy’s fingers parted her mussed hair. His hand remained on her cheek. 
 
    ‘Dearest, do not distress yourself. You could not know what the future would hold.’ 
 
    She took out a handkerchief and dabbed her wet face. ‘But do you not see?’ She met his gaze, just inches away. ‘We could have had a wonderful life. We would have travelled around Europe. Attended opera and theatre. Talked openly and entertainingly, as now. All of this was ours for the taking, but through folly we threw it away.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying …’ His throat dried up, but after a few seconds he continued, ‘That you might have granted me another chance?’ 
 
    She broke down again, and unable to speak, frantically nodded, then threw herself into his arms. 
 
    He said bitterly, ‘Then the fault is mine. I should have greeted you at the church, or called at your uncle’s house.’ 
 
    ‘You would have wanted me still, after what happened to Lydia?’ 
 
    ‘I would have asked you to wait until Georgiana was settled. But my feelings remained as they were at Hunsford. I proposed to Arethusa only after learning that you were married.’ 
 
    Elizabeth retreated a step, grief giving way to rage at the waste of it all. ‘So now there is no hope. We must remain separated.’ She stamped her foot, losing control again. ‘It is unbearable. Unbearable!’  
 
    He tried to comfort her. ‘We can be friends, as we are.’ 
 
    She faced him imploringly, not crying now, but with her lips apart and her eyes devouring him. ‘Is that enough for you?’ 
 
    He gazed back with yearning, but made no reply. She could imagine the turmoil in his mind. She held his hands fiercely. 
 
    We are granted only one life. 
 
    ‘I love you, William. Already we have wasted so much time. Will we let our remaining years pass, one by one, as hope ebbs away?’  
 
    She feared he would be repelled, but as she spoke, tension left his face, to be replaced by a look of relaxed contentment; it was as if a pain endured for most of his life had receded. 
 
    ‘My dearest love.’ His hands framed her face. ‘You can have no idea how much those words mean to me.’ 
 
    Time stood still. Later, Elizabeth could not recall how long they paused on the brink, or who initiated the kiss. She knew only that it felt right, inevitable even, something that happened to them rather than something they chose. The anger had long gone: she felt a spreading glow in her limbs, a certainty. 
 
    I am married. I should not be doing this … 
 
    Was it conscience that whispered, or just convention? Whichever, it did not matter. If they were to burn in hell, they would at least be together. She cast inhibitions aside, gave way to the bliss of being truly cherished. Her fingers explored his face, pushed into his hair. He laid her on the settee, kneeled on the rug, and fluttered kisses over her eyes, nose and mouth. She unbuttoned his silk waistcoat and ran her hands over the crisp cotton drill of his shirt. She snuggled against him and whispered in his ear how much she loved him. 
 
    I am married … 
 
    She was curled up in his arms, sated with kissing. He looked pensive, as if emerging from a dream. 
 
    ‘What are we to do, my love?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘All I know is that I will never regret this, so long as I live. Yes, it is frightening. I am like Lydia, transported to a faraway country. But I feel whole again.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose there is no … hope.’ 
 
    ‘I could ask for a divorce.’ Her lip curled in contempt. ‘Which could be obtained only by appealing to the House of Lords, its benches packed with bishops who will support Fredo.’ 
 
    ‘The appeal would fail, and stain your reputation.’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘My reputation can hardly sink any lower.’ 
 
    He shook his head, dazed. ‘All my life I have despised men who make love to other men’s wives.’ 
 
    ‘My poor dear.’ She stroked his face. ‘Your principles, once so firm, reduced to tatters.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘You would prefer me unprincipled?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! I love you as you are. And I would agree that in general one should respect the marital bond. But rules have exceptions, do they not? Bishops preach Thou shalt not kill whilst urging that thieves be hung.’ 
 
    ‘You are treading on thin ice, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘You fear civilisation collapsing? Satan emerging from the pit? All because we kissed?’ 
 
    ‘I fear that I want you so much that I am in danger of blinding myself to the consequences.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘You are right. But I beg you, William …’ She wriggled free so that they could talk face to face. ‘Let us have no regrets.’ 
 
    He remained silent for a while, then looked up at the mantel clock. ‘I had better return. But I share your sentiment. I would not undo the most perfect hour of my life.’ 
 
    It was well past midnight. The road was deserted. They stood outside the front door in the cool air. He looked at her longingly, as if making a memory, kissed her hand, descended the steps. His boots tapped on the pavement. She watched, shivering a little at the cold, as he turned the corner and was gone. 
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    After tip-toeing to her bedroom Elizabeth lay awake a long time, reliving her tryst with Darcy. She accepted his warning at the end: they had crossed into dangerous territory. Nevertheless she felt blissful, and deeply fulfilled. It was as if their declared love had given her strength—an illusion, no doubt, but for the time being she acquiesced. 
 
    In a waking dream, fragments of music played in her head. She heard Chopin’s Ballade, Georgiana’s current favourite, with its unbridled passion that traditional critics declared vulgar. Lines from Caroline’s poem chased each other round and round. I do not love thee, do not love thee, do not love thee. 
 
    But sleep came eventually, and when Elizabeth joined the breakfast table, she was greeted in the usual way. She found this incongruous: surely nothing could be the same again? But she received no knowing glances, no awkward questions. The earl planned to visit the King’s Library at the British Museum. Julia was considering whether to go with him. Samuel asked the most elegant way of eating a boiled egg. 
 
    As they finished up, a footman entered with a letter for Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘Just arrived, ma’am. Marked URGENT.’ 
 
    As expected, the hand was Fredo’s. Probably another text to correct. She took it to her room, unworried, pulled out the message, and jumped as if she had been stung by a wasp. She re-read it slowly, in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    I am informed that once again you have disgraced me and betrayed my trust. Seeing no alternative, I have written to the gentleman in question, to declare my intention of bringing a suit against him for criminal conversation. If you have any regard for my rights as husband, or the welfare of your children, you will cease your visits to this gentleman directly. It goes without saying that there will be no more outings with the children until this matter is resolved to my satisfaction. Shame on you. F. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth paced the room. How had Fredo discovered so quickly? Could he have ordered a servant to hide in the shadows and keep Mountjoy House under observation? If so, the spy would have seen her invite Darcy inside at a late hour. He might even have seen their intimate farewell on the doorstep. 
 
    It was far-fetched, but possible. 
 
    She gritted her teeth. By now Darcy had probably received Fredo’s letter. They had to talk. 
 
      
 
    At Darcy House, the family was still at breakfast. As Elizabeth joined them, Darcy greeted her with a relaxed smile and offered coffee.  
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ She apologised to Georgiana and her husband and daughter. ‘I must see William in private.’ 
 
    Darcy frowned. ‘It is urgent?’ 
 
    ‘Very.’ 
 
    As he led her to the study, she asked, ‘Has your post arrived this morning?’ 
 
    ‘A letter from my steward. Nothing more.’ He closed the door and took her hands. ‘What is the matter? I hope you are not upset over … last night.’ 
 
    She looked around, as if spies might be hiding under the desk and behind the curtains, and kissed him lightly. 
 
    ‘No regrets, dear William, but the most extraordinary message has arrived.’ 
 
    She handed him the note, and he stared at it in astonishment. 
 
    ‘This is absurd. I cannot believe we were observed.’ 
 
    ‘Then whence the accusation?’ 
 
    Darcy pointed to a sentence. ‘He orders you to discontinue your visits. But last night it was I that visited you. If I am the gentleman in question, Sibley must be referring to your visits here. Of last night he can know nothing.’ 
 
    Elizabeth relaxed a little. ‘I overlooked that. But why does he claim to have written to you?’ 
 
    ‘The letter may be in transit.’ He rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘Do not distress yourself. Write back to say you have no idea what he is talking about. Meanwhile I will let you know if any unpleasant messages arrive here.’ 
 
    He pressed her to stay for coffee, but Elizabeth felt too jittery for company. She returned to Mountjoy House, where the earl and countess were getting ready for their outing. 
 
    ‘Lizzy!’ Julia ran to meet her. ‘A servant just called with an urgent note for you.’ 
 
    The note was no more than a scrap of paper, folded over, and this time the handwriting was not Fredo’s:  
 
      
 
    Dear EB, Please come to my office as soon as possible. It is very urgent. John Allsop. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed with relief. Nothing to do with Fredo or Darcy; merely some crisis at The Lady’s Magazine. 
 
    ‘Not bad news, I hope,’ Julia said. 
 
    ‘Only a call to arms from Mr John Allsop. I’m needed in Paternoster Row.’ 
 
    ‘Come with us,’ Henry Mountjoy said. ‘Our driver can take you after dropping us off at the library.’ 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated. She feared missing Darcy, should he call with further news. But it would not take long to visit the office. 
 
    She joined them in the carriage. 
 
      
 
    At the offices of The Lady’s Magazine, Elizabeth ran the gauntlet of the ladies as they edited copy and wrote captions for the fashion engravings. One or two humourists had begun calling her Miss Amelia Meanwell. It would be fun to banter with them, but not today. She was eager to get back to Mayfair, and Allsop was plainly in a flap. 
 
    He jumped up as she entered, waving her to a chair, and ran to close the door, which was normally left open. She watched, amused: for a portly man he was surprisingly nimble. But he seemed agitated as he drew out a letter. 
 
    ‘I suppose you know what this is about?’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘No doubt you have some urgent assignment for the next issue.’ 
 
    ‘Assignment?’ He stared at her. ‘What are you talking about? I am referring, naturally, to this.’ 
 
    Elizabeth flinched as she recognised Fredo’s handwriting. She took a deep breath and read the following: 
 
      
 
    Dear Mr Allsop 
 
    It has come to my attention that you are holding regular private meetings with my wife. Since she has given me a solemn promise to discontinue her work for your publication, I can only assume that these appointments are of a personal nature. I find myself therefore with no alternative but to bring a suit against you for criminal conversation. If you wish to avoid the ignominy of such a suit, I am willing to settle out of court for £200. It goes without saying that your meetings with my wife will cease forthwith. 
 
    Yours, Frederick Sibley 
 
      
 
    Throwing down the letter, Elizabeth could only burst out laughing, partly at its absurdity, but mostly with relief that her supposed lover was not Darcy.  
 
    Allsop glared at her. ‘You will forgive me, madam, if I fail to see the joke. As an editor in the public eye, my reputation matters. I am also not wealthy.’ 
 
    Elizabeth managed to compose herself. ‘It is just so ridiculous. My husband publishes in The Church Magazine. He probably sent a footman to Paternoster Row, to deliver a manuscript. You can imagine what happens next. The servant sees me enter your office. Reports back. My husband makes this absurd accusation as a way of punishing me. He cannot seriously intend taking you to court. He wants me to admit that I disobeyed him, and he wants to remind you that my earnings should be his, not mine.’ 
 
    Allsop ran his eye over the letter again, as if checking that the wording supported this interpretation. ‘If you are correct, all this is marital fun and games that have nothing to do with me. Fight your battles if you must, but do not use an innocent party as a weapon.’ 
 
    ‘This is not my doing, Mr Allsop. I am as much a victim as you.’ 
 
    ‘You married the man. Don’t expect me to share the ill consequences.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, realising how much the letter had scared him. He was right, she said. There was no need for him to reply to the letter. She would explain the situation to Fredo and persuade him to drop his allegations. 
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    Elizabeth found the negotiation ludicrous as much as distressing. As an opening sally she admitted returning to The Lady’s Magazine. Yes, she had once promised to give up her magazine writing, but that was before he had forced her out of the house, leaving her no income. If he objected, he should provide her with an allowance, or pay for her work copy-editing his tracts. Meanwhile, he should apologise to Mr Allsop for the untrue allegation, and reinstate outings with the children. 
 
    As expected, Fredo had no intention of paying an allowance. Elizabeth was not destitute, he argued, since she was staying with friends. If she wanted pin-money and access to the children, she should admit fault, agree to his terms, and return home. But on one point he did relent. Within the week, Allsop received a second letter:  
 
      
 
    Dear Mr Allsop,  
 
    I have learned that my wife continued writing for your magazine, after faithfully promising that she would not. As you will appreciate, this has come as a shock. I did not expect that she would so flagrantly dishonour her word. Since your meetings were apparently of a business nature, I have decided not to seek legal redress. I ask in return that you inform me if my wife takes up further employment at your magazine, and remind you that by law any earnings from this activity belong to me. If they are paid instead to my wife, it is your responsibility to make good my loss. 
 
    Yours, Frederick Sibley. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was in a quandary. She could not accept money from the magazine without embarrassing Allsop, who was legally required to give her earnings to Fredo. But readers had been promised a new series featuring the journal of Miss Amelia Meanwell, an innocent girl inclined to blush. Darcy suggested a subterfuge. In her next letter to Fredo she promised to stop earning pin money from magazine work. At the same time she offered John Allsop her services free of charge. As to income, Darcy assured her that the EB fans under his roof would gladly make up the difference. Elizabeth was embarrassed to exploit his generosity, but saw no alternative. 
 
    Fortunately, Fredo too was inconvenienced by the impasse. A debate over his tract on Prayers for the Dead was still rumbling on, and he urgently needed more help with copy-editing. He proposed a truce. Elizabeth would revise his writings without pay. In return she would see the children once a week. 
 
    It was enough. A new status quo. 
 
    Meanwhile, unknown to Fredo, Elizabeth’s emotional centre of gravity had shifted. She yearned for further intimacy with Darcy, longed for his kisses—and a good deal more. But the episode with Allsop had scared her badly, adding to her guilt. Moreover, she saw how uncomfortable Darcy was at such an illicit relationship. After an agonising discussion they agreed to pull back. Their love was a fact they could not control. It imparted a glow to their lives. But they would not allow it to be tarnished by guilt and fear. Yes, they would meet as before, all the more delightfully now that their feelings were declared. But the passionate hour in Julia’s drawing room would remain the sole physical expression of their love, neither regretted, nor repeated. 
 
    Weeks passed, and miraculously, all ran smoothly. No unpleasant letters accused Darcy of criminal conversation. No thunderbolt from the skies struck them dead as they promenaded by the Serpentine. Julia still suspected her of loving Darcy, but was unaware of their new intimacy. The Molyneuxs likewise saw them as just friends. Outwardly, then, nothing had changed. Caroline Norton would have guessed, Elizabeth thought, with her rich experience of le grand amour. But she had gone back to the Isle of Wight to treat a persistent cough. 
 
    In mid-October, rain frustrated the usual outing with Grace and Robert. Elizabeth stayed indoors finishing a complicated revision for Fredo. Georgiana had left with her husband to visit a fellow-scientist interested in photogenic drawing, while Anne stayed with her uncle. One afternoon the weather turned, and a servant passed with a note from Darcy. He was free to walk in the park, if she had no objection to an expedition à deux. The grey wig was available if needed. 
 
    There was a delicious tingle in being alone with Darcy—excepting of course the staff. He led her to the dressing-up chest from which she selected the usual wig, and a coat and hat suited to late autumn sunshine. 
 
    They had grown tired of discussing their dilemma. As they walked arm in arm through Hyde Park, along paths strewn with silver birch leaves, he spoke of Georgiana’s wedding, their trips to Vienna, Venice, Rome, and his early married life with Arethusa. They compared impressions of Lord Byron. The past had become the only satisfying topic, since they saw no future together except a continuation of their present masquerade. 
 
    Returning to Darcy House, Elizabeth tried to act naturally while keeping an eye open in case Fredo had sent a footman to spy on her. Fashionable couples were out and about in the fine weather, while servants hurried by in the gutters carrying messages or shopping baskets. Opposite Darcy House stood a man with the appearance of a gentleman down at heel. He peered up and down the street, then loped off unsteadily as if he had been drinking. She sighed with relief. Some ne’er-do-well, probably, but not one of Fredo’s footmen, who would be dismissed if they were seen inebriated or shabbily attired. 
 
    ‘A mug of cocoa?’ Darcy suggested. 
 
    Elizabeth accepted with a wry smile. A warm beverage would be nice, but again her self-control would be tested. 
 
      
 
    The man who had loitered opposite Darcy House swore between his teeth as he turned towards Piccadilly. Mayfair was a long way from his lodgings in Edward Street unless he took a horse bus. He wondered again about the couple approaching from Hyde Park. The gentleman was almost certainly Darcy. The woman he had not recognised, but given her silver hair and middling height she could hardly be Georgiana. Which was a pity, since the former Miss Darcy had a generous heart.  
 
    He fingered a purse containing sufficient for the horse bus or a jug of ale, but not both. The ale would dull his disappointment, but he was unsure he could manage the trek back. Added to which, he was two weeks behind in the rent. If he arrived tipsy, Mrs Younge might order the servant to throw him out. Which would mean no supper, no bed, and no bawdy chat with Rosie, the widow in the upstairs room. 
 
    If only he had militia friends that he could touch for a tenner. He would join a card game and earn some decent cash. But those days were over. Years scraping an existence in Paris and Brussels had stripped him of the elegant clothes and good health needed to impress the gentlemen and charm the ladies. He had been forced to mix with men and women of lower rank, who would steal his purse in the blink of an eye. For old time’s sake Mrs Younge had taken him in, but she was losing patience. 
 
    He reached Piccadilly and waited for the horse bus. Rosie was a good sort. In funds too. Perhaps she would share a bottle with him. 
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    November 1838, a month later 
 
      
 
    The truce held. Elizabeth remained welcome at Mountjoy House, continuing her old role as Julia’s companion but accepting only board and lodging. Every week she met up with Grace and Robert, taking them for tea at the luxurious Mivart’s Hotel when the weather was too stormy for a walk in the park. Fredo sent further work as he began a tract. Georgiana was back at Darcy House with her husband and daughter. Caroline Norton had returned from her holiday and was lobbying for a second presentation of the Custody of Infants Act in the new year.  
 
    Elizabeth’s life centred on Darcy. They tried to ration private meetings so that their intimacy was not too obvious. But Georgiana invited her to dinner most weeks, often including the earl and countess too—and Julia returned the compliment. In company, Darcy tried hard to treat Elizabeth as simply another dinner guest, but their eloquent glances must have been noticed. 
 
    The equilibrium did not endure. One morning a message arrived from the Gardiners comprising three words that would transform Elizabeth’s world. 
 
    She is here. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth’s first reaction was to call at Grosvenor Street. Darcy expressed his relief and offered use of his fashionable cabriolet carriage. For once Elizabeth did not argue. She accepted a five-pound note for emergencies, and set off in high excitement. 
 
    At Gracechurch Street the company was in the dining room for early lunch. Entering, Elizabeth found a woman she hardly recognised, seated beside a boy slurping soup. The dress at least was familiar: it had once belonged to a Gardiner daughter. But the complexion was leathery, with knotted brow, steely eyes, and a scar running from cheek to forehead. They froze, until with a cry Elizabeth ran forward holding out her hands. 
 
    ‘Dearest Lydia. At last.’ 
 
    ‘Hallo Lizzy.’ The accent was shockingly new, and the hands so calloused they scraped her skin. ‘You haven’t changed. Much.’ 
 
    Elizabeth studied Lydia’s features. Yes, she recalled the button nose, narrow eyes, full lips. The hair was pale grey, and sparser. But expression and posture were unrecognisable. Lydia stood tall and lean, and her hands gripped powerfully.  
 
    ‘I last saw you in court.’ Elizabeth blinked back tears. ‘Nearly 25 years ago.’ 
 
    Lydia grimaced. ‘Stupid troll, wasn’t I?’ 
 
    Elizabeth laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, removing it when he spun round suspiciously. ‘You must introduce me to this young man.’ 
 
    ‘Pete, this is your Aunt Lizzy,’ Lydia said, in a matter-of-fact tone that sounded reproving to Elizabeth. 
 
    He eyed her uneasily. ‘Hallo.’ 
 
    ‘And hallo to you.’ 
 
    The boy was also thin, and had that alert look. In the genteel dining room he looked incongruous, full of contained energy. 
 
    Elizabeth turned back to Lydia with a sigh. 
 
    ‘Well! Where does one start?’ 
 
    ‘With lunch,’ Mrs Gardiner said. 
 
    Elizabeth took her place and tried to calm down. Lydia was safe, that was the main thing. There was no hurry. 
 
      
 
    After lunch, Lydia asked Mrs Gardiner to keep an eye on Peter. ‘I need to talk alone with Lizzy.’ 
 
    Lydia had been assigned a bed, where she lay against pillows while Elizabeth took the armchair. 
 
    ‘I should thank you.’ Lydia regarded her without smiling. ‘For arranging things.’ 
 
    ‘It was really Uncle Gardiner …’ 
 
    Lydia shook her head. ‘He told me you’d helped. Generous of you, in the circumstances.’ 
 
    Elizabeth frowned. ‘Dearest, whatever can you mean? Of course I wanted you home.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come off it, Lizzy. We both know what happened. I acted like an empty-headed hedge-creeper and injured the whole family. You lost father, Longbourn, your reputations, everything. If I was in your place I wouldn’t be so forgiving.’ 
 
    ‘You were only sixteen.’ 
 
    Lydia snorted. ‘Will you stop being polite? Listen.’ She leaned forward. ‘I never liked you much. So superior and clever, always joking with father about how the rest of us were all idiots. Except Jane. But we’re different now, and you were right about one thing, I was an idiot. So maybe we can be mates, and to be frank, I need one.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I can’t stay with Uncle and Aunt. Pete’s not a bad boy but he’s a handful. It wouldn’t be fair.’ 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated, shaken by so much plain speaking. ‘Unfortunately, I’m estranged from my husband and staying with friends.’ 
 
    Lydia stared at her. ‘I assumed Mr Sibley had contributed to my fare.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ She swallowed. ‘Do you remember Mr Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you hated him.’ 
 
    ‘You were not the only foolish one.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re living with Mr Darcy now?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Elizabeth explained. ‘However, Jane says you can stay on their farm. Plenty of company for Peter, and Mary is there too.’ 
 
    Lydia’s eyes rolled. ‘I couldn’t stomach all those scandal-loving Meryton biddies walking past with their noses in the air. Not to mention Mary quoting scripture at me.’ 
 
    ‘So what are we to do?’ Elizabeth threw up her hands. ‘You have to live somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll work.’ She leaned forward. ‘I thought maybe you’d take me in while I got started. But if not, I’ll manage.’ 
 
    ‘There are people I can ask …’ 
 
    ‘Like Mr Ten-thousand-a-year from Pemberley?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘It really is good to see you back at last. I have so much to ask.’ She paused. ‘Do you mind talking about it?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t feel you have to. I wouldn’t want to upset you.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, seeing that this warning was intended seriously. 
 
      
 
    ‘The worst part was the voyage out.’ Lydia lay back, looking into the distance. ‘We sailed in winter with 120 cons, all women. They boarded us in chains. Then we were unshackled and taken down to the prison deck, where there were cages linked by a corridor. I shared a mess with ten women, mostly in for shoplifting, or whoring with theft. Like me.’ 
 
    Elizabeth tried to imagine it. ‘Where did you sleep?’ 
 
    ‘Hammocks. Routine was always the same. Up at 5.30, or earlier if you were on cook duty.’ She grinned. ‘Which I never was, being useless. We were issued drinking water and biscuits, then taken on deck, one mess at a time, to wash and use the privies. Then down for breakfast. Scrub out the mess. Inspection. On deck for prayers, followed by exercise and school.’ 
 
    ‘School?’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘Religious instruction.’ Lydia cackled. ‘To set us on the path of righteousness. Dinner was at midday, then lots of cleaning and scrubbing, supper at five, more prayers, bed. Every day, for six months. It was the worst experience of my life, but most of us survived. The two that died were already sick when they got on the ship.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. ‘It sounds unbearable.’ 
 
    ‘The first weeks I wanted to die, but you get accustomed to it. Some days go better than others, and when they do, you even feel happy. Like once when this washerwoman Fanny Jones bashed me and got caught by the super. That was great. The cow got carted off to the mess where they put the hard cases, and stopped annoying me.’ 
 
    ‘What had she done?’ 
 
    ‘Called me names, punched me, stolen my food. None of them liked me, you see. They thought I was the instructor’s pet because he kept asking me to read from the Bible. I was Miss La-di-da and Miss Snooty. I hated them all, but when I got Fan thrown out, the others were nicer.’ 
 
    ‘They feared you?’ 
 
    ‘Respected me, because I tricked her by whispering an insult when I heard the super coming. She was unpopular anyway because she kept nicking biscuits.’ 
 
    ‘Did the crew treat you well?’ 
 
    ‘Did they try it on? A few leers, but they were afraid of the captain. It was male convicts you had to watch out for, but luckily they were sent on a different ship.’ 
 
    ‘And when you reached Sydney?’ 
 
    ‘We had to stay on board for the medical inspection. Then they took us to the Female Factory, which in those days was a group of huts by the River Parramatta. We got the best ones at first because we were new arrivals waiting to be assigned. If you stayed on as a factory worker they put you into second class, or down into third if you were convicted of another offence in the colony.’ 
 
    Elizabeth recalled one of Lydia’s sketchy letters, where she had used the word assignment. ‘And that was when you went to your first family?’ 
 
    ‘The Haggarts.’ Lydia winced. ‘He was a sheep farmer. They took me on as nanny, but his wife made me scrub floors and wash clothes, which ruined my hands. I stayed a few months until hubby took a fancy to me, wifie said it was my fault for being a coquette, and I was sent back to the factory.’ 
 
    A tap on the door, and Mrs Gardiner entered. 
 
    ‘Lydia dear, can you come down?’ 
 
    Lydia sighed. ‘Pete playing up?’ She looked at Elizabeth. ‘See what I mean?’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, impressed by her sister. Lydia might have been coarsened by Australia, but she was practical, stoical, considerate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    21 
 
      
 
    It was a week before Elizabeth summoned the courage to tell Fredo. There was much to do first. Darcy promised to investigate accommodation; he also rented a carriage so that she could take Lydia and Peter to visit Jane at Hadfield Farm. Elizabeth was uncomfortable at falling more and more in Darcy’s debt, but had come to understand the satisfaction he took in helping others. 
 
    The trip to Hertfordshire began well. Lydia was wary of Jane, whose hopes of marrying Bingley had been ended by her elopement. But Jane’s warmth was reassuring, and Mary welcomed her sister back without drawing embarrassing moral conclusions. Jane’s children were interested in kangaroos, Mr Hadfield in merino sheep. Peter was the only problem. At first he explored the farm happily enough with the other children, but a fight broke out after the girls laughed at his accent. Jane’s youngest boy tried to defend them and ended up with a nosebleed. Jane and Lydia managed to restore order. The girls apologised; the boys missed dessert. But Elizabeth detected relief on Jane’s face when it was time to leave. 
 
    In London, Darcy had found an alternative. Charles Bingley owned an apartment in Chandos Street which he used on business trips to London. Through an exchange of letters he agreed for Lydia to stay there provided she employed a trusted maid-of-all-work.  
 
    Darcy arranged a viewing. The furnishings were reassuringly plain: no heirlooms for a five-year-old boy to damage. Noise might be a problem: an elderly couple had the apartment underneath, and shared the hallway. The spare bedroom meant that Elizabeth could stay overnight sometimes: Peter had got used to sleeping with his mother. The street was near Covent Garden, midway between Mayfair and Cheapside. 
 
    Lydia moved in. The Gardiners breathed a sigh of relief. Elizabeth worried whether Lydia could cope on her own. 
 
    But first, she had to tell Fredo. 
 
      
 
    The hackney left her outside St Paul’s. Elizabeth crossed the churchyard towards Carter Lane, holding an envelope with her latest corrections. She had left the children with Mrs Wrigley in the Regent’s Park tea-rooms. Fredo was expecting her; he had agreed to see her alone. 
 
    They sat facing one another in the study—as if to underline the businesslike nature of the meeting. Yet there was warmth in his reception which contrasted oddly with the severity of his written messages. He leafed through the pages, read one or two paragraphs carefully, and nodded approvingly. 
 
    ‘Excellent, dear. Thank you.’ 
 
    Elizabeth reddened: dear was unexpected. ‘Fredo …’ 
 
    ‘I have waited a long time for this day.’ He studied her. ‘I have heard nothing more from Mr Allsop, so I assume you have broken off your association.’ 
 
    ‘I no longer work, ah, for pin money at the magazine, if that is what you are asking.’ Elizabeth cringed inwardly at the deceptiveness of her reply. 
 
    ‘Good. Good.’ He smiled encouragingly. ‘This separation must end, Elizabeth. Surely we can agree terms and go forward as a united family.’ 
 
    She hesitated. ‘There is something I must tell you.’ In her head, she imagined the honest continuation. I am a liar and a cheat. I am still writing for the magazine. I am in love with another man … 
 
     Doubt crossed his face. ‘I hoped you had decided to accept my offer and return home.’ 
 
    ‘My sister Lydia has returned from Australia.’ 
 
    He flinched, but after recovering his composure replied, ‘Why should that be an impediment? I have always been aware of such a possibility. I ask only that you do not aid her with funds that belong to me. Also, of course, that you exclude her from our circle of acquaintance.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘Surely you can sympathise with my predicament. Lydia is penniless. She has a son to support. She has not lived in this country for decades. How can I abandon her?’ 
 
    ‘We have been through this before. Of course your sister has difficulties. She should have taken that into account when committing her crimes. Your choice lies between her welfare, and that of your husband and children.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you to meet Lydia, Fredo. I will avoid mentioning her to Grace and Robert. But I must see her. Surely you see that?’ 
 
    ‘No. I do not.’ 
 
    ‘Then we are at an impasse.’ 
 
    His fingers drummed on the desktop. ‘As I have explained before, Elizabeth, actions have consequences. If you persist in this inconsiderate folly, I will have to protect my children.’ 
 
    Elizabeth’s stomach lurched: she had feared just this reaction. ‘They will never meet Lydia. She will not come to this house, and I will never bring her on our outings.’ 
 
    ‘There will be no outings.’ His hand slapped the desk. ‘I will be forced to take special precautions so that Grace and Robert can have no contact with you whatever.’ 
 
    She stared at him. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You will no longer be told where they are.’ He sighed, as if struggling to remain polite. ‘My duty is clear, and it is important that you understand it. I will not have my children associating with criminals.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about? The children will remain here, with you.’ 
 
    He took a deep breath. ‘Have you been listening? The children will be sent away, since I cannot leave London. Fortunately there are relatives on my side of the family whom I can trust.’ 
 
    She regarded him coldly. ‘They will lose their father as well as their mother?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, through your irresponsibility.’ 
 
    ‘And your own actions?’ Elizabeth tried to control her contempt. ‘Do they have consequences?’ 
 
    He drew himself up. ‘Every night I kneel humbly before Almighty God and beg Him to to guide me. Do not presume to judge me, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    There was a long silence. It was tempting to cite New Testament passages that supported her position, such as the parable of the Good Samaritan. But such arguments would infuriate him further—especially if he had no convincing answer. She recalled Caroline Norton’s chilling words. As a wife she had no legal existence. Her children belonged to Fredo. He could do with them whatever he wished. 
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    ‘Donkeys, Aunt Lizzy! Come and see!’ 
 
    Elizabeth rolled over and saw Peter looking down at Chandos Street. It occurred to her that the boy should be told not to enter her room when dawn had barely broken. 
 
    Lydia came through the open door. ‘Pete, what are you doing? Out of here!’ 
 
    He mumbled an apology and left. Lydia did not cuff him, Elizabeth noticed. She had explained that after the rough discipline of Sydney, such a punishment had little effect. What deterred him was the threat of no dinner. 
 
    Elizabeth went to the window to see what the fuss was about. All along the lane donkey barrows were parked, as costermongers unloaded mountains of apples, potatoes, cabbages, into baskets and carried them off. It was Saturday, she recalled. Market day. 
 
    She dressed quickly and joined the others. No maid to help. They had been introduced to a girl called Ellen who lived with the couple below; by arrangement with Bingley she would attend to the fires and help with cleaning and laundry. But for much of the day they would be on their own—a novelty for Elizabeth, although not for Lydia. 
 
    ‘Coming for a walk?’ Lydia asked. 
 
    In the distance they saw a pink glow as the sun rose. They edged along the pavement, past men and boys that carried baskets over the cobbles. In Garrick Street and Henrietta Street it was the same. Every spare inch had been commandeered for the unloading of fruit, vegetables, flowers, shoes, and so on. A horse drawing a cart full of turnips leaned into a neighbouring barrow and helped itself to an apple. Peter pointed excitedly as a shouting match flared up between the owners. 
 
    They passed into the main square, one of the most colourful sights Elizabeth had ever witnessed. Gas lights glowed in the shops. Flower girls passed leaving the air scented with violets. Irish women sat behind stalls of apples, smoking pipes and calling out Basket, yer honour? The cries blended with a hum issuing from thousands of voices. Carrots and onions hung in bunches. They passed every kind of fragrance, from herbalists to oranges piled high to chestnuts roasting over fires. 
 
    Elizabeth had viewed smaller markets from the window of a carriage. She had walked past stalls set up by the railings of St Paul’s Cathedral. But to be thrown into this huge whirlpool of activity was overwhelming. She looked at Lydia and Peter, neither of whom seemed concerned. 
 
    ‘Shall we go back?’ 
 
    Lydia pointed. ‘We could have breakfast.’ 
 
    Below the pillars of the market, cafés were demarcated by sheets of linen, draped over ropes to protect from the wind. Inside these parlours people sat on benches or upturned baskets, in front of improvised tables laden with plates of bread and butter, and urns of coffee. The café Lydia had spotted was a cut above the others—more expensive no doubt, but boasting chairs and better-dressed clientele. They feasted on crusty bread, plum jam, coffee, and baked apples drizzled with honey. Elizabeth listened as Lydia confidently struck up conversation with a woman who worked nearby in a draper’s shop. They talked of hours, wages, perks, references, schools. 
 
    As they circled back towards Chandos Street, Elizabeth asked, ‘Would you work in a shop if the opportunity arose?’ 
 
    ‘References would be needed.’ Lydia screwed up her face. ‘I suppose your husband …’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘No help from that quarter.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘I could ask.’ She sighed. 
 
    ‘They might have work for Pete too when he’s older,’ Lydia said. ‘But until then I’d have to pay to send him to school. There are church charity schools in the area that don’t cost much.’ 
 
    Elizabeth fell silent. She had stayed in Chandos Street to help her sister cope with an unfamiliar city. Now she realised Lydia was accustomed to improvising, and turning her hand to any work that presented itself. It was rewarding to catch up after their long separation, but Lydia did not need her, except as a go-between with Darcy, her real benefactor. 
 
      
 
    To spend the entire day with Lydia and Peter would overstrain sisterly affection: by mid-morning, Elizabeth was in a hackney bound for Mayfair. She stopped first at Mountjoy House, expecting to find Julia at her desk. Instead she was admitted to the drawing room, where the countess sat opposite a smiling Mrs Norton. 
 
    ‘Caroline!’ Elizabeth joined her on the settee. ‘Are you well? I ought not interrupt a literary conference.’ 
 
    ‘Restored in body.’ Caroline Norton said. ‘As for my mood, the less said the better.’ 
 
    ‘More trouble with Mr Norton?’ Elizabeth asked. 
 
    ‘The newspapers,’ Julia said. ‘Poor Caroline is back on the front page of Crim Con Gazette.’ 
 
    ‘Another cartoon with Lord M.’ Mrs Norton grimaced. ‘But the worst part is inside, where I am denounced as a husband-hater. Some diligent mischief-maker has collected every adjective I have employed to describe men that mistreat their wives.’ 
 
    Elizabeth tried not to laugh: much as she liked Caroline, she knew from experience that the scandalous author gave as good as she got. ‘I could add a few more adjectives on my own account.’ 
 
    ‘Our guest came to see you really,’ Julia said. 
 
    ‘Untrue, dear Julia.’ Caroline said. ‘It is a rule with me that business should be combined with pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘Julia representing pleasure?’ Elizabeth suggested. 
 
    ‘And yourself, business.’ Caroline waved a notebook. ‘I was hoping the ever-amusing EB might pass her critical eye over my letter to the Lord Chancellor.’ 
 
    Julia coughed. ‘I ought to go upstairs to see Samuel. If I leave you two together do you promise not to fight?’ 
 
    Alone with Mrs Norton, Elizabeth asked, ‘Are you all right? Really?’ 
 
    ‘Upset of course.’ She sighed. ‘One has to struggle on. How is Mr Darcy, whom you do not love?’ 
 
    ‘Generous, as always.’ Elizabeth hesitated. ‘I had better not talk of it.’ 
 
    ‘Very wise. I have come to trust you, but I would not confide, for example, what has transpired between myself and Lord Melbourne.’ 
 
    ‘I am in bad trouble, Caroline.’ Haltingly she described Lydia’s return, and the painful encounter with Fredo. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, dear.’ Caroline paused, thinking. ‘I believe the Act may pass next year. It will not help you directly since your children are older than seven years. It might, however, contribute to a shift in public opinion. The law will still grant exclusive rights to the father, but if your husband persists in separating you from your children, he will lose esteem among his colleagues.’ 
 
    ‘What I find infuriating is that Fredo feels no obligation to discuss the problem. He cannot defend his behaviour logically or even theologically. But apparently there is no need. He is a man of God, so his opinions must be true whether or not he can justify them. I am a woman, so my opinions are irrelevant.’ 
 
    ‘He is humiliated, Elizabeth, because he cannot best you. Kind as you are, you are so acute that you will always get under people’s skin. You got under mine, once.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes I think I must be wrong. Perhaps men really are intellectually superior. We may think we know better, but we are deluded.’ 
 
    ‘You must distinguish the individual from the general. Some women are superior to some men. But in general, I have never thought the sexes equal. One need only look at the achievements of men in philosophy, science, literature, music, art, with which we cannot compare.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Elizabeth grimaced. ‘At present I am unwilling to admit male superiority in any attribute except pompous self-importance.’ 
 
    ‘Even Mr Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘Shush. We agreed not to talk about him.’ 
 
    ‘All right, but in return you must read my pamphlet.’ 
 
    Elizabeth took the notebook. ‘You are heroic, Caroline. Generations of mothers will be in your debt.’ 
 
    ‘Are you teasing me?’ 
 
    ‘For once I am serious.’ 
 
      
 
    On returning to Mountjoy House, Elizabeth found a dinner invitation from Georgiana. No Lady Sarah these days: she had given up Darcy as a hopeless case and returned to Bath. The party listened in fascinated horror as Elizabeth described conditions on the convict ship. Their sympathetic support was bittersweet, reminding her that she had thrown away her chance of belonging to this wonderful family. During the dessert, Philip Molyneux passed round his latest efforts at photogenic drawing, including a portrait of Georgiana at the pianoforte.   
 
    As usual, Darcy saw Elizabeth safely back to Mountjoy House—a five-minute walk. The dark streets were almost deserted. He listened gravely as she confided her anxiety over the children. Darcy’s advice was to wait. Fredo had given way before. He might have over-reacted to the sudden news of Lydia’s return. 
 
    Elizabeth did not invite Darcy to enter. The drawing room would be free for a tête-à-tête: Julia and Henry were usually abed early. But it had become in her mind a shrine to their declaration of love. The memory would be disturbed if they sat there again, trying to make conversation while longing to re-enact that precious hour of passion. 
 
      
 
    The man watching Darcy House shivered in the darkness of an alley. He had taken a horse bus from St Paul’s after making a little money from the market. A careless coster had allowed him to abscond with a pair of boots, which he had sold cheaply in a back-street to a rival stall. Earlier he had acquired a lady’s purse after finding her alone in an alley, drawing his knife, and politely asking her to hand over her valuables. Sooner or later a bobby would catch him in the act, but what could a man do? He needed a pie and a glass of ale for dinner. He also needed a room for the night, having been let down by Mrs Younge. 
 
    The good news was that the former Georgiana Darcy was in residence. He had spotted her face at the window. Unfortunately he could not risk knocking on the door while the master was at home.  
 
    The door opened, and a woman came out, followed by a man. Darcy! But the lady? Not Georgiana. He squinted for a better look. She moved lightly down the steps on Darcy’s arm. She spoke and they both laughed. The voice was familiar. So was the gait. He retreated into the shadows, watching them walk away. 
 
    Where had he seen her before? 
 
    He would never get a better chance. 
 
    He edged across the street, looking left and right in case Darcy returned. Paused in the doorway to straighten his coat and scarf. He hoped his appearance would pass muster, after investing precious pennies in a shave. 
 
    A young footman answered. ‘Good evening, sir?’ 
 
    Another furtive look round. ‘I would like to speak to the mistress, if she is available?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Molyneux?’ 
 
    So that was her name. ‘I knew her when she was Miss Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘Very good sir, and what name should I give?’ 
 
    He hesitated. If he gave his name, it would be mentioned to Darcy. 
 
    ‘Um, Mr Smith.’ 
 
    The footman eyed him up and down. ‘Your real name please, sir.’ 
 
    Footsteps sounded further along the road. A tall gentleman approached. 
 
    ‘Never mind. I’ll call another day.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, sir.’ 
 
    He misjudged the last step, turned his ankle, and hobbled into the safety of an alley. The tall gentleman crossed the street and entered another house. 
 
    Not Darcy. But it would do no good to try again. 
 
    He recalled the woman, and light finally dawned. Meryton. One of the Bennet girls. The dark lively one. Lydia’s sister. Elizabeth. 
 
    But with Darcy? How could that be? 
 
    He continued down the alley, making his way towards Piccadilly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    23 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    The storm following Lydia’s return had given way to eerie silence. No more outings with the children. No requests for revisions. No letters from Fredo, pleasant or unpleasant. Elizabeth sent a birthday greeting for Grace, knowing it would probably be intercepted. This would be the first birthday party she had missed. 
 
    Meanwhile, Elizabeth continued dividing her time between Mayfair and Chandos Street. Lydia and Peter were happy in what they saw as their palatial home. Their accents were changing as they mixed with Londoners. They dropped in often at Gracechurch Street, where letters arrived for Lydia: she had given this address to people met during the voyage, including a Lieutenant Horrocks who invited her to join a party at the Lamb and Flag in nearby Rose Street. Elizabeth passed the evening reading to Peter from Grimm’s Fairy Tales. It was encouraging that the boy tried to make out the words himself; she was reminded sadly of reading the same tales to her own children. 
 
    Gradually Elizabeth and Lydia filled in the years spent apart. While Peter was sleeping, Lydia recounted assignments with settlers, interspersed with periods of spinning flax in the Female Factory, at first in huts, then on the second-class floor of a new stone building. Assignments were stressful, with long hours, and men eager to seduce the pretty Englishwoman. But conditions in the factory were worse. The women were resentful and violent. On several occasions they rioted, wielding axes and iron bars, and fought furious battles with soldiers trying to recapture them. By refusing to participate, Lydia angered the ringleader, who attacked her with a knife—hence the scar. But Lydia had fought back so fiercely with scratches and eye gouges that she gained a measure of respect. Towards the end of her 14-year term she had been assigned to a Mr Cobb, whose younger brother she had married. 
 
    Elizabeth, for her part, told of her experiences with Julia and the period in Italy. But she tried to tone it down: Villa la Pietra, Byron, Keats, the Shelleys—all in all, she had enjoyed the best of fortune. 
 
    Returning to Mountjoy House one evening Elizabeth found a letter from Fredo. She opened it in anxious excitement, to be brought down to earth by the following: 
 
      
 
    Having heard no more from you I have been obliged to take the measures mentioned during your last visit. 
 
      
 
    That night she lay awake wondering what this meant. Had Fredo already sent the children away? Or was he merely arranging to do so? There was only one way to find out. She would have to return to Carter Lane. 
 
      
 
    Passing St Paul’s next morning, Elizabeth was pausing to check her route when she saw a man following some fifty yards behind. She did not recognise him, nor was he distinctive. What puzzled her was that when she stopped, so did he. She took another glance at a corner. This time the man did not stop. She shrugged and forgot about him. 
 
    At the house she waited, getting her breath back. Was Fredo at home, she wondered? Were Grace and Robert upstairs with Mrs Wrigley? 
 
    She rang, and the maid answered. 
 
    ‘Oh. Good morning, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Hallo Harriet. May I come in?’ 
 
    The maid stood her ground. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but the master gave orders …’ 
 
    ‘Are the children here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not at liberty to say.’ 
 
    ‘This is ridiculous …’ Elizabeth stepped back as Fredo’s stooped figure appeared in the hall. 
 
    ‘Elizabeth?’ He seemed perplexed rather than angry. ‘May I hope you have seen sense and decided to accept my terms?’ 
 
    ‘I want to know where our children are. I think I have that right, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘You have stopped associating with your, ah, sister?’ 
 
    ‘Will you answer my question please?’ 
 
    ‘I most certainly will not!’ He reddened. ‘You will leave immediately. And do not call again until you have learned humility and admitted the error of your ways.’ 
 
    Elizabeth spun away without reply. 
 
      
 
    The man following her remained in hiding as she stormed off. He had missed the exchange with the maid, but after the gentleman joined them, voices had been raised. I want to know where our children are. So this was the lovely Elizabeth’s husband—and they were at war! She had not even been allowed into the house. 
 
    He sidled up to the door and read the brass nameplate. Reverend Frederick Sibley, plus a string of letters. So Miss Bennet had become Mrs Sibley. Nice house: Sibley must be well-off. Which was interesting, because a wealthy man with a wayward wife might wonder what she was getting up to. Sibley might pay for this information, especially if he discovered she was seeing another gentleman. 
 
    And how piquant if this gentleman happened to be the vainglorious Master of Pemberley! 
 
    The door opened, and Reverend Sibley came down the steps, dressed formally in clerical robes and black sash. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir.’ 
 
    Sibley seemed in a hurry, but stopped. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I believe your wife is Mrs Elizabeth Sibley?’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘What of it?’ 
 
    ‘I used to know her, many years ago. The other day I came across her again, in Mayfair.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Consorting with a gentleman friend.’ 
 
    Sibley hesitated. But the hook had taken. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I can find out more. But you will have to pay.’ 
 
    ‘Have you been drinking?’ Sibley sniffed. ‘I wager you made the whole thing up. Be off with you!’ 
 
    ‘I knew her name, didn’t I? Elizabeth?’ 
 
    ‘A lucky guess.’ 
 
    ‘What if I told you that her maiden name was Bennet? That her sisters were called Lydia, Kitty, …’ He floundered, forgetting the others. ‘That she lived near Meryton, Hertfordshire?’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ Sibley chewed his lip. ‘You knew my wife once. But you have no information of value. Yes, she has been in Mayfair. I knew that already.’ 
 
    ‘And who is she staying with?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business.’ 
 
    ‘Suppose I told you that she has been walking out with a man named Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘Darcy?’ Sibley looked into the distance, as if this name roused a faint memory. 
 
    ‘Not what you were expecting, eh? But I knew Darcy donkey’s years ago, and what’s more, so did your wife.’ 
 
    ‘So? Mrs Sibley has spoken with a man she once knew. What of it? Be on your way. I am in a hurry.’ 
 
    ‘You should have seen how friendly they were.’ 
 
    Sibley drew himself up. ‘Are you alleging impropriety, sir? My wife is a respectable woman. Take care how you speak of her.’ 
 
    ‘Promenading together arm in arm? Laughing?’ 
 
    Sibley fell silent, his imagination evidently at work. 
 
    ‘What are you proposing Mr, ah, …’ 
 
    ‘Smith. I can find out what they are up to. They won’t spot me. Nobody will know, except you and me.’ 
 
    Sibley hesitated a long time, then leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. 
 
    ‘I will be in St Paul’s Churchyard near the east gate at six o’clock on Friday evening. If you have useful information I will give you ten pounds, and that will end the matter. Understood?’ 
 
    ‘Thirty pounds, and a fiver now for my expenses.’ 
 
    Sibley fumbled in his pocket for coins. ‘This will cover expenses. Thirty pounds is absurd. Fifteen and not a penny more.’ 
 
    The man calling himself Smith accepted the coins, but before he could make a counter-offer Sibley turned away and hastened towards the cathedral. 
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    Three days later 
 
      
 
    In Darcy’s study Elizabeth was introduced to his lawyer, a imperturbable man named Soames. She had arrived earlier that morning in such distress that Darcy had taken her in his arms. A cup of coffee laced with brandy had helped restore her composure; meanwhile, Darcy had grimly read the message that Soames was studying now. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, As a courtesy I hereby give notice that I am bringing a suit against you for restitution of my conjugal rights. If you wish to avoid this ignominy, you must return home immediately and resume normal married life. You will not find the children here, since for their own protection I have sent them away. You will be allowed to see them again only after promising under oath that you will never associate again with your convict sister. Kindly inform those harbouring you that if they continue to offer you sanctuary, constables will enter their house forcibly to take you away. F. 
 
      
 
    Soames set the letter down with the world-weary shrug of one who has seen it all before.  
 
    ‘Well?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘Can my husband do this?’ 
 
    ‘He is within his rights, if you have deserted the family home.’ 
 
    ‘But it was my husband that drove me out.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ Soames spoke in a monotone, neither his speech nor his face expressing emotion. ‘If I have understood correctly, he required only your obedience, as he is entitled to do.’ 
 
    ‘So Mr Sibley can order constables to enter Mountjoy House by force?’ Darcy asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Soames turned to Elizabeth. ‘In addition he will probably obtain a decree from the Ecclesiastical Courts, which will excommunicate you unless you comply.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘What can I do?’ 
 
    Another shrug. ‘The best path is always reconciliation. You once liked this man enough to marry him and have his children.’ Soames paused. ‘Can you adduce evidence of physical cruelty?’ 
 
    ‘Fredo has never struck me.’ 
 
    ‘Even striking you would not be sufficient. We would have to prove danger to life and limb.’ 
 
    ‘So I must submit.’ Elizabeth looked at Darcy. ‘It is as Caroline says. I am a slave, and what is more upsetting, a formerly free woman who chose to enslave herself.’ 
 
    She wondered whether Darcy would contest this, but instead he turned to Soames. 
 
    ‘Practically, what do you advise? I realise the law cannot help, but there must be ways and means.’  
 
    Soames counted on his fingers. ‘Comply, negotiate, or flee. Most ladies negotiate. Apologise, plead, offer something in exchange, persuade men of authority to intervene on their behalf. Some move far away, or flit from house to house so that they cannot be located.’ 
 
    Darcy asked Elizabeth, ‘Have you given the countess Lydia’s address?’ 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. ‘I said she was staying near Covent Garden. But did not name the street.’ 
 
    ‘Why not move there for the time being?’ 
 
    Elizabeth put her head in her hands. ‘Julia knows you found Lydia an apartment. Constables will come to Darcy House. You will have to answer their enquiries, or be accused of obstruction.’ 
 
    ‘At the least we can buy time.’ 
 
    Elizabeth turned to Soames. ‘Do you agree?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You are like a fox that jinks to dodge the hounds. It is unpleasant, even degrading. But in time, the hounds may tire and give up the chase.’ 
 
      
 
    Back in Chandos Street, Elizabeth and Lydia took a late afternoon tea. From the bedroom came noises representing marching and musket fire as Peter played with his new set of toy soldiers.  
 
    ‘You can stay here as often as you like,’ Lydia said. ‘It was you that found me the place anyway.’ 
 
    ‘That’s kind of you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t go all polite again. You look ill, Lizzy. Is something the matter?’ 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated, wondering how much to confide. ‘I can’t stay with Julia any more.’ 
 
    ‘They asked you to leave?’ 
 
    ‘No …’ Elizabeth threw up her hands. ‘It’s my husband. He’s trying to force me to return home.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that what you want? To see your children again?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve gone. Probably to Sir Nicholas Sibley’s estate in Essex. I would have to agree to certain terms …’ 
 
    Lydia stared at her. ‘For heaven’s sake, stop hemming and hawing. What terms? Has this to do with me?’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘In part.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he doesn’t want his precious children mixing with convicts?’ Lydia snorted. ‘So what’s the problem? Don’t bring them here.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t want me mixing with convicts either.’ 
 
    ‘Then stop visiting me. Really, Lizzy! I thought you were supposed to be clever.’ 
 
    Elizabeth managed a twisted smile. ‘You’re saying you don’t need me?’ 
 
    ‘You found me a place to live, for which I’m grateful. But Pete and I can manage alone.’ 
 
    ‘I see that. But I can’t bear to submit to such an unreasonable demand.’ 
 
    There was a tap on the door, and Ellen entered. 
 
    ‘Shall I clean up and do the fires now, Mrs Cobb?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Lydia rose. ‘Come on, Lizzy, let’s go for a walk. We can pick up some supper from the pie stall.’ 
 
    ‘How about Peter?’ 
 
    ‘Ellen will be here another hour.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, very well.’ Elizabeth dressed warmly, wishing that she could acquire some of Lydia’s resilience. 
 
      
 
    When Elizabeth emerged into the busy street, a man leaning against a lamp-post turned sharply, and for a second she saw his face. He limped away immediately. 
 
    As Lydia joined her, Elizabeth pointed. ‘Did you see?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That man has been following me, but this time he got too close.’ She lowered her voice to a hiss. ‘It seems incredible, but I think he’s Mr Wickham.’ 
 
    Lydia gasped. ‘Let’s go after him!’ 
 
    Elizabeth regarded her anxiously. ‘Is that a good idea?’ 
 
    ‘Come on!’ Lydia tugged her arm.  
 
    They hid behind other pedestrians, keeping the man in view. Elizabeth wondered if it could really be Wickham. The pleasant features were familiar; so was the impudent smirk. But there was something feral about him, like a cat, once sleek and domesticated, that has been driven out to scrabble for food in the gutters. 
 
    The man turned towards the river. Once or twice he looked round, but showed no sign of spotting them. At the Strand he joined the queue for a horse bus. 
 
    ‘We’ll lose him now,’ Elizabeth said. 
 
    ‘I want to find out where he lives.’ Lydia pointed at a hackney. ‘Quick!’ 
 
    They told their driver to stay near the bus so that they could watch passengers getting off. By now Elizabeth was worried about Lydia. Was it conceivable that she was still infatuated with the man who had ruined her life? Or was she intent on taking revenge by giving his address to the authorities? The bus trundled down the Strand into Fleet Street, where the man got off. 
 
    Elizabeth thrust a handful of coins over to the driver, and ran after their quarry, who was crossing into a street she knew well. It led to St Paul’s Churchyard. 
 
    People were sparser here, and Lydia pulled her back. 
 
    ‘Don’t get too close, Lizzy.’ 
 
    Slowing down, the man hobbled to the cathedral. Elizabeth frowned as he paused near the main entrance. Was he going inside? To pray? It did not seem likely. 
 
    He looked up at the clock, then edged towards a gate at the east side which Elizabeth knew well. There was a paved yard broad enough for carriages to park, an area of lawn, a few trees and hedges. The man found a bench on the grass, and sat down, breathing heavily. 
 
    The cathedral clock struck six. 
 
    A tall man in a cassock came out of a side door. 
 
    Elizabeth pulled Lydia behind a hedge, and put a finger to her lips. 
 
    The clergyman waited in the shadows under a buttress, out of sight of the road, and beckoned the other man to join him. 
 
    ‘Do you know the priest?’ Lydia whispered. 
 
    ‘He looks like …’ Elizabeth hesitated. It was impossible. Then the clergyman spoke, and she was sure. 
 
    ‘It’s Fredo! Quiet.’ 
 
    She strained to hear as the man with the limp began to reply. 
 
    Lydia gripped Elizabeth’s arm in excitement, and they exchanged a nod of agreement. 
 
    It was indisputably Wickham. 
 
    ‘Of course I’m sure,’ he was saying. ‘I’ve known your wife longer than you have. You’re right, she lives with the Earl and Countess of Ballytore. But every day she scoots off to visit Darcy House. Stays late. Then Darcy takes her home. You should see them! Talking nineteen to the dozen, laughing. Except this morning …’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘She rushes over in a state. Darcy puts his arms around her. She stays until lunchtime, then leaves in his cabriolet. I flagged down a cab and got back on her trail. She’s staying near Covent Garden. Chandos Street. Number 14.’ 
 
    Elizabeth gasped in horror. There could be no reconciliation with Fredo if he believed this report. 
 
    Sibley hesitated, then muttered, ‘Is that all?’ 
 
    ‘The apartments had nameplates for Bingley and Mayfield. Which is interesting, since Darcy has a friend called Bingley. No-one entered or left until late in the afternoon, when your wife came out with another woman. I had to look sharp, or she might have spotted me.’ 
 
    Another pause. ‘Did you recognise the other woman?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Bingley, you say.’ Sibley reached into a pocket. ‘If that is all, I have other matters to attend to. I will pay you £15, as agreed. I do not expect us to meet again.’ 
 
    ‘I could carry on watching. Same rate.’ 
 
    ‘That will not be necessary. Chandos Street you said?’ 
 
    ‘I had to pay for the hackney.’ 
 
    ‘I paid you expenses last time.’ Sibley sniffed in distaste. ‘Have you been drinking again?’ 
 
    ‘No. Well, a nip to keep out the cold. Listen, I’ve spent more than you gave me on cabs and buses. I’ve given you valuable information. I’m entitled to a bit more, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Elizabeth ducked down as Sibley took a step forward. He looked up and down the yard to check the coast was clear.  
 
    ‘Twenty then, and not a penny more.’ 
 
    Elizabeth whispered into Lydia’s ear. ‘I’m not standing for this. Wait here!’ 
 
    ‘Careful Lizzy …’ 
 
    But Elizabeth was too angry to exercise caution. There could be no deceiving Fredo now. He knew where Lydia lived. He would sue Darcy for criminal conversation and win a large settlement. Only one defence remained to her: to discredit Wickham. Boldly she came out of hiding and strode towards the two men, who looked round in horror. 
 
    ‘Elizabeth!’ Sibley’s voice trembled. ‘How …’   
 
    ‘Fredo, do not trust this man!’ She ran to Fredo’s side as he stood poised, his outstretched hand holding a bundle of £5 notes. ‘He is Mr George Wickham. The scoundrel that eloped with my sister. An inveterate liar. He will tell you anything, if he thinks you will pay.’ 
 
    Sibley glared at Wickham. ‘You said your name was Smith.’ 
 
    Wickham ignored him and made a grab for the money. But Sibley snapped back his hand. 
 
    ‘Be off! And shame on you for staining the good name of my wife.’ 
 
    Wickham bared his teeth. ‘I told you what I saw. You owe me £20. Pay up or it will be the worse for you.’ 
 
    Another grab, but Sibley was too quick. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Wickham sneered. ‘If that’s how you want to play it, you leave me no choice.’ 
 
    Elizabeth flinched, fearing he would attack Fredo, but instead he grabbed her shoulder, darted behind her, and wrapped an arm around her windpipe. 
 
    ‘Well, Reverend Sibley? After showing such touching faith in your wife’s virtue, will you pay to save her life?’ 
 
    Elizabeth almost gagged as she smelled the liquor on Wickham’s breath and the mustiness of his clothing. She found his left wrist and tried to lever it off. But his other hand came up holding a knife, which he pricked into her neck. 
 
    ‘Keep still, my lovely.’ Wickham looked up menacingly at Sibley. ‘Hand over the money.’ 
 
    Sibley counted out four five-pound notes and handed them over—an awkward transaction since Wickham’s left arm was still around Elizabeth’s neck, and his right hand gripped the knife. But by twisting his left hand, Wickham managed to trap the notes in his fingers. 
 
    Sibley stepped back. ‘You have been paid in full. Now leave. And take care not to injure my dear wife.’ 
 
    Wickham’s grip loosened, then tightened again. 
 
    ‘I’m most grateful, Reverend, but the rate just went up. Another £10 for my trouble will serve, if you want your dear wife back in one piece.’ 
 
    Elizabeth doubted Wickham would harm her deliberately, but he might cut her if she struggled. She kept very still as Sibley searched for more cash. 
 
    ‘Hurry up!’ Wickham growled. 
 
    With Wickham’s attention on Fredo, Elizabeth turned her head a fraction to view the hedge next to the gate. Lydia was watching intently, as if wondering whether to intervene. Elizabeth tried a little shake of the head, as if to say No! Stay where you are! It was not the moment to tackle the man with the knife. Once Wickham had the money, he would release her to make his getaway. 
 
    Sibley held out his hand. ‘This is all I have. Release my wife, and go.’ 
 
    Wickham relaxed his hold on Elizabeth’s neck so that he could add the extra notes to the bunch in his left hand. Breathing more easily, Elizabeth assumed the matter was now concluded. Fredo would step back, Wickham would run off with his booty. Instead, to her shock, Sibley made a dart for Wickham’s right hand, which held the knife. The move took Wickham completely by surprise. Instinctively he freed his left arm, releasing Elizabeth and allowing the precious bank notes to flutter to the ground. The two men staggered across the yard with Sibley gripping Wickham’s wrist and trying to force out the knife. 
 
    Elizabeth whirled round, screaming. ‘Call for help!’ 
 
    But Lydia was already running to the road, yelling for a constable. Elizabeth turned back to the fight, wondering whether she should intervene. They were veering towards a verge where an ornamental wire fence protected a flower bed. She wished Fredo would release Wickham, whose primary objective must now be to escape before the police turned up. But instead, Fredo hung on, as if in fear that his opponent would repeat his attack on her. 
 
    Hardly breathing, Elizabeth watched as they stumbled into the fence. It was flimsy, and barely six inches high, but locked together, the two men had no means to recover their balance. They teetered, and as if by a soldier’s instinct Wickham twisted so that he landed on top. 
 
    Sibley grunted, as if the air had been driven from his lungs, and lay motionless, at his enemy’s mercy. Elizabeth was terrified that Wickham would take vengeance. Instead he rolled off, and climbed to his feet, empty-handed. 
 
    ‘You blackguard!’ Elizabeth almost spat at Wickham, too furious to feel fear. But he did not retaliate. He saw one of the five-pound notes, picked it up, looked for the others. Ignoring him, Elizabeth ran to Fredo, still lying on the grass. He tried to sit up, croaked, and fell down again. Then Elizabeth saw the knife. Its bone handle protruded from the left side of his chest, where blood was spreading on his surplice. Instinctively she reached for the handle, then withdrew. 
 
    ‘Be still, dear,’ she said gently. ‘Do not move.’ 
 
    She jumped up, shouting for help. Wickham had given up looking for the lost money and was limping past the gate. Lydia had disappeared, presumably still looking for a policeman. But as Wickham reached the pavement outside the churchyard, Lydia ran back into view. 
 
    Elizabeth froze in horror as Wickham stumbled into Lydia’s path. 
 
    ‘Hallo, George.’ Lydia’s voice dripped with contempt. ‘Don’t you recognise me?’ 
 
    He gaped. ‘Lydia? Listen, you must help me …’ 
 
    ‘Sorry mate. Not this time.’ 
 
    ‘Get out of the way, then.’ 
 
    As Wickham pushed past, Lydia closed and drove her fist into his midriff. Elizabeth stared in disbelief, fearing Wickham would strike back. But he was hopelessly winded. With a groan he folded to the pavement gasping for breath, while Lydia leaned over him. 
 
    ‘You’re not going anywhere, sunshine.’  
 
    Two policemen ran from the street, and after a hurried conversation with Lydia, one detained Wickham while the other ran to Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘My husband has been stabbed.’ 
 
    The policeman bent over Sibley and grimaced. 
 
    ‘Stay here, ma’am. Don’t touch the knife. I’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    Elizabeth knelt beside Sibley again. His eyes were open now, and he was shivering. 
 
    ‘Elizabeth …’ 
 
    She stroked his forehead. ‘Keep still, dearest. You will be all right. We just need to wait for help.’ 
 
    ‘That man …’ 
 
    ‘Has been arrested. He can do us no more harm.’ 
 
    ‘I should not have doubted you …’ 
 
    Guilt overwhelmed her, but she tried to stay calm. ‘Do not upset yourself. Relax, breathe gently. The doctor will come soon.’ 
 
    ‘I feel so … cold.’ 
 
    Elizabeth draped her coat over him, taking care not to touch the knife. His hand felt clammy. She rubbed it gently. ‘Hold on, dear Fredo.’ 
 
    ‘I have always loved …’ His eyes flickered. He tried to draw breath, but she heard only feeble puffs. 
 
    Priests came from the cathedral to join the eerily silent crowd. Elizabeth felt Lydia’s arm around her. Constables cleared a path for two men carrying a stretcher. She withdrew as a junior surgeon kneeled beside the injured man and felt for a pulse. He did not remove the knife, but put his hands either side and pressed. Then he called for scissors, cut away a circle of clothing, coiled a dressing round the entry point, and pressed again. 
 
    ‘Will he be all right?’ Elizabeth whispered. 
 
    ‘Depends how deep it is. Are you a relative, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Wife.’ She pointed to Lydia. ‘And sister-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take him to St Bart’s, just round the corner. Do you know the way?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll accompany you, ma’am,’ a constable said. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Lydia. ‘You need to get back.’ 
 
    Another police officer offered to take Lydia home so that he could note down her witness statement. Elizabeth followed as Sibley was carried to a hospital transport carriage parked outside the gate. In a daze, she said farewell to Lydia and left for the hospital. 
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    As the cathedral clock chimed quarter to nine, Elizabeth waited outside the Carter Lane house where, six months earlier, she had been mistress.  
 
    An unfamiliar manservant answered, the maid Harriet hovering behind him. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I am Mrs Sibley. And you are …’ 
 
    ‘Dawson, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get my message?’ 
 
    Harriet stepped forward. ‘How is master?’ 
 
    ‘May I come in?’ 
 
    The maid looked at Dawson. ‘Master said …’ 
 
    ‘Sadly my husband has passed away. It therefore falls to me to run this household and pay your wages.’ 
 
    Harriet’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Poor children …’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ Elizabeth stepped forward, and after an uneasy pause, Dawson stood aside to let her pass. 
 
    ‘I assume Grace and Robert are still away?’ she said. 
 
    Again Harriet looked at Dawson, as if uncertain how much to tell. ‘Yes. Ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘I … cannot say. I mean, I don’t know.’ 
 
    Elizabeth asked Dawson, ‘Have you any clue to their whereabouts? Letters? A chance word overheard?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Harriet, I’m going to stay here this evening. Can you make sandwiches and a pot of tea? My usual.’ 
 
    ‘There’s broth left over, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Good. In the dining room, please.’ 
 
    Elizabeth hung up her coat, and with a feeling of unreality began to explore the house. 
 
      
 
    She went first to her chamber, which had been left unaltered, with the bed made. In the wardrobe hung dresses which for months had been inaccessible. A bookcase reminded her what she had been reading. She fingered these possessions while re-imagining obsessively the tragic events of the evening. If only she had refused to follow Wickham. Or remained in hiding behind the hedge. Or tugged Fredo away from the struggle with Wickham.  
 
    At St Bartholomew’s, Fredo had spoken no more. She had stayed at his bedside after surgeons had removed the knife and stemmed the bleeding, but he had rapidly faded. Afterwards, the constable took her witness statement, and the hospital sent a messenger to inform the coroner. The inquest would take place at the Old Bell Tavern in Fleet Street the following afternoon. Details would be sent in the morning to her address at Carter Lane. 
 
    Elizabeth went to the dining room, where Harriet had laid her meal. The hot soup helped bring her to her senses. Guilt and grief must wait: she had duties to perform. Inform the family. Locate the children. 
 
    In the study she wrote a note to Sir Nicholas Sibley, to be sent by express to his estate at Great Notley in Essex. Dawson left immediately to dispatch it, with a copy to the Sibleys’ town house. She included the bare facts of how Fredo had met his death, and the probable time and place of the inquest, along with a matter-of-fact request to return Grace and Robert to Carter Lane. She did not know for sure the children were in Essex, but it seemed likely. Meanwhile, she would search for further clues. 
 
    She had received at the hospital a bunch of keys found in Fredo’s pocket. One fitted the front door; others were probably for the cathedral. There was a smaller key which she tried on the locks in the study. It fitted a drawer on a robust oak unit with book-shelves over low cupboards. Inside were keys to the other drawers. 
 
    Guiltily, as if invading a shrine, she explored records of Fredo’s private life. Letters, mostly from academics or clerics. Notes on theological issues. A diary of upcoming duties. Yearly account books noting incomes and expenses, including wages for the servants and rentals on the house. No will: this would presumably be lodged with his lawyer. She scanned recent letters from Fredo’s brother and sister, but found no mention of the children except for the bare statement that they were doing well.  
 
    Harriet tapped on the door. 
 
    ‘May I have a word, ma’am?’ 
 
    Elizabeth began putting away papers. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘We were wondering, Dawson and me, should we look for other positions? And will you be giving us references, in spite of …’ The maid blushed. ‘What happened.’ 
 
    Elizabeth pondered: their anxiety was understandable. She had not thought about the house, but the rent would be paid for now, and wages too, at least for a week. 
 
    ‘I’d like you to stay, Harriet. I will be living here, and I trust the children will join me soon. As for references, if you serve me honestly, you will both leave with an excellent recommendation.’ 
 
    A sigh from Harriet. ‘Thank you, ma’am. Will you be needing anything more tonight?’ 
 
    The prospect of passing this night in Carter Lane was chilling. The hour was late, but Lydia would be worrying what had happened. 
 
    ‘Has Dawson returned?’ 
 
    ‘Ten minutes ago, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Then ask him to call me a cab directly.’ 
 
      
 
    As the hackney neared Mayfair, Elizabeth saw the time on a church clock. Ten past eleven. She had paused at Chandos Street to pass on her news to a shocked Lydia. Now she was bound for Mountjoy House. She needed her familiar room, and the company of friends. 
 
    Her thoughts kept returning to Fredo. The manner of his death overshadowed any other consideration. But she had experienced bereavement before, and knew that the focus would shift later to his life as a whole. She would seek, somehow, a way of making peace with his memory. 
 
    Yet now, only hours after the tragedy, another feeling struck her with startling force. She was free. In Caroline Norton’s words, she existed as a legal entity. She had control over her possessions. She could go where she liked. Sign contracts. Keep any money she earned. Servants would obey her instructions. The children would live with her.  
 
    At Mountjoy House the earl and countess were abed. Elizabeth preferred not to disturb them. She returned to the cab and directed the driver to Grosvenor Street. 
 
      
 
    Since Georgiana was present as well as Darcy, Elizabeth told her story without identifying Wickham as the man employed by Fredo to shadow her. 
 
     ‘What a terrifying ordeal!’ Georgiana rose. ‘Let me order a hot drink to revive you. And feel free to stay for the night. Anne’s room is available.’ 
 
    Georgiana left to make these arrangements, and Elizabeth lost no time informing Darcy of the full story. He listened in silence, his face giving little away. But between them hung a thought that she dared not express. Sibley was no more. After mourning him for a year, she would be free to marry the man she loved. The idea of welcoming a man’s death was so abhorrent that she buried it at the back of her mind. 
 
    Darcy showed no sign that his thoughts were running on these lines. Instead, he thanked her for her consideration to Georgiana. 
 
    ‘So that devil returns to torment us again.’ He sighed. ‘I am shocked that he so nearly caused you harm. Whatever we may think of your husband, he died bravely trying to protect you.’ 
 
    ‘I believe Fredo wished us to be reconciled, at the end. But the trauma was so great he could not speak.’ Elizabeth paused to thank a maid, who had brought a mug of cocoa. ‘I feel riven apart, William. I want to think about Fredo, and assimilate what has happened. But there is so much to do.’ 
 
    ‘That is often the way. Responsibilities descend on you when you can least cope.’ 
 
    Elizabeth explained the actions she had taken so far. 
 
    ‘You’ve made a good start,’ Darcy said. ‘Do you have enough money for your immediate needs?’ 
 
    ‘I found the cashbox, which will meet our household expenses for this week.’ She grimaced. ‘I also have some banknotes that Wickham dropped during the struggle. A constable handed them to me later.’ 
 
    ‘I would urge you to consult a lawyer, not only to sort out the finances, but to support you at the inquest tomorrow. I will ask Soames if you wish.’ 
 
    She flinched. ‘Is that necessary?’ 
 
    ‘I strongly recommend it, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘Then please ask him to attend.’ 
 
    She studied Darcy’s grave countenance, realising how much she relied on him. 
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    The Old Bell Tavern opened out from its narrow facade to a fair-sized room, set up with chairs in rows facing the coroner’s table. Two constables guarded Wickham, shackled hand and foot; opposite, near the front, the deceased was laid out. Attired in black bombazine trimmed with crepe, Elizabeth sat beside Lydia and Soames. Colleagues of Fredo’s were in attendance; so were a group of reporters. As yet she saw no sign of the Sibleys. 
 
    She had conferred with Soames at Carter Lane, where Peter was now in Harriet’s care. The lawyer’s advice was to answer all questions truthfully, without elaboration. If asked explicitly about their history with Wickham, they should give the bare information requested, but no more. Similarly, there was no need for Elizabeth to mention her rift with Fredo except in response to a direct enquiry. 
 
    The coroner was a stout, affable man, straightforward in dress and manner, and brisk in speech, as if in a hurry. At 3.30 pm, the scheduled start, he called the meeting to order, only to be interrupted by a voice from the back. 
 
    ‘May I speak?’ 
 
    ‘If you must, Mr, ah …’ 
 
    ‘Flynn. Representing the family. I request a postponement so that Sir Nicholas Sibley, brother of the deceased, can attend.’ 
 
    ‘He is expected shortly?’ 
 
    ‘Half an hour, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Denied. The proceedings will last at least that long, so Sir Nicholas can have his say at the end. I call Constable Albert Trott, first officer to arrive on the scene.’ 
 
    Elizabeth recognised the policeman who had accompanied her to St Bartholomew’s. He gave his testimony as expected. He had heard a lady, Mrs Lydia Cobb, crying for help outside St Paul’s Cathedral. Found Mrs Sibley at her husband’s side. Sent a junior colleague to the hospital to fetch a medical transport team. 
 
    Another constable had seen Lydia punch Wickham, a testimony that brought contemptuous laughter from the audience. While being handcuffed, Wickham had protested that the stabbing was accidental—so admitting that he was not merely an innocent passer-by. 
 
    Next came the junior surgeon, who described the scene that had awaited him in the churchyard, and the injuries to heart and lungs recorded on the death certificate. 
 
    Then it was Elizabeth’s turn. 
 
      
 
    She was seated at the front, at an angle allowing her to see the audience as well as the coroner. 
 
    ‘My deepest condolences,’ the coroner began. 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ 
 
    ‘We have established the location of the tragedy, the dramatis personae, the outcome. What is not yet clear is how the various parties arrived on the scene.’ 
 
    Responding, Elizabeth found it hard not to elaborate. She explained why they had trailed Wickham across London. As she spoke two people pushed in at the back, and she saw Sir Nicholas and Martha Sibley glaring at her with undisguised hostility. 
 
    ‘Mrs Sibley?’ prompted the coroner. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry …’ 
 
    ‘I was asking why you remained in concealment.’ 
 
    ‘I was curious what business my husband had with Mr Wickham.’ 
 
    ‘You overheard their conversation?’ 
 
    ‘Some of it.’ 
 
    ‘Can you summarise?’ 
 
    ‘They seemed to have met before and arranged for Mr Wickham to track my movements. He described my visits to friends in Mayfair; then he demanded payment. At this point I came out to warn my husband not to trust him.’ 
 
    A hush descended over the gathering as they moved to the denouement. 
 
    ‘So in your view, Mr Wickham had no reason to harm your husband?’ 
 
    ‘None. He wanted to extort money, then flee.’ 
 
    ‘Did you witness an action of stabbing?’ 
 
    ‘No. They fell while fighting for control over the knife. I assume that by mischance the blade was pointing at my husband’s chest when Mr Wickham fell on top of him.’ 
 
    ‘In other words, you believe the stabbing accidental.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You described Mr Wickham as untrustworthy. Was he ever, to your knowledge, guilty of violence?’ 
 
    ‘Formerly, never. Which is why I was astonished when he held a knife to my throat.’ 
 
    ‘You must have been terrified.’ 
 
    ‘Shocked rather than terrified. I simply did not believe that the man I once knew would injure me.’ 
 
    She glanced at Wickham, who gave a slight nod. 
 
    The next witness was Lydia, who showed great skill in giving non-committal responses. Elizabeth knew she had testified at trials in Sydney, after the riots, treading a thin line between obstructing the court and grassing on her fellow-convicts. By the end, she had added little to Elizabeth’s account, which she confirmed in every detail. 
 
    Wickham was next. Elizabeth expected outright denial, since nobody had actually seen him fight Sibley except for herself and Lydia. But from the start Wickham admitted his prior agreement with Sibley. This part of the story was new, and Elizabeth listened anxiously, fearing he might take the opportunity to blacken Darcy’s name. 
 
    To her relief, he did not. Yes, he mentioned that she had stayed in Mountjoy House and visited Darcy House. But he alleged no impropriety. At one point he looked at her with a slight raise of the eyebrow. Perhaps this was a quid pro quo, she thought. She had declared the stabbing accidental. In return, he would gloss over the intimacies he had reported to Sibley. 
 
    ‘So I acted in defence of my rights,’ he said, appealing to the whole gathering. ‘I was hired to perform a job for £15. Reverend Sibley refused to pay. I was left no alternative. Of course I’d never have harmed Mrs Sibley, whom I hold in the highest esteem. I assumed her husband would see sense and pay up. Instead he attacked me and tried to grab the weapon. For my own safety I resisted. It was an unfortunate accident, and I extend my sympathy to Mrs Sibley and other members of his family.’ 
 
    Wickham retained his charm, Elizabeth thought. Even facing a potential prosecution for murder, he simpered to the audience. But this last declaration was too much, and a groan echoed round the tavern. 
 
    The coroner raised a hand. ‘Silence! We are not here to try Mr Wickham. In due course I imagine he will be prosecuted for extortion. But in regard to Mr Sibley’s death, our witnesses concur on all essential points. I see no evidence of pre-meditated murder. My conclusion is that Mr Sibley died through an act of involuntary manslaughter.’ 
 
    A nod from Soames suggested he welcomed this outcome. But heads turned to the back as Sir Nicholas Sibley rose with such force that he knocked his chair over. 
 
    ‘With respect, sir, this investigation is a travesty. You have overlooked a factor that casts the whole episode in a far more sinister light.’ 
 
    The coroner frowned. ‘And what is that, pray?’ 
 
    ‘The witnesses are old confederates, all of dubious character.’ He pointed at Lydia. ‘This woman is a convict who in collaboration with Mr Wickham committed harlotry with theft. Her sister, the wife of my unfortunate brother, has disgraced him by her improper conduct. Is it not plain what occurred? All this talk of an accident is theatre. Nobody else observed it. I submit that in reality, Mrs Sibley wanted rid of my brother, and found willing accomplices in her sister and old acquaintance.’ 
 
    Soames rose to his feet before the coroner could reply. ‘May I remind all present, and especially members of the press, that this accusation is slanderous.’ His voice was as usual impassive, as if making a routine announcement. 
 
    The coroner addressed Sir Nicholas. ‘Your opinion is noted, sir, but you have advanced no new evidence. Mrs Sibley has already testified that her family was acquainted with Mr Wickham. She has also acknowledged a dispute with her husband. The rest is supposition. My verdict remains as before.’ 
 
    There was an excited murmur as heads turned back to Sir Nicholas. Red-faced, he pointed to Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘Do not imagine, madam, that you will get away with this atrocity. I intend to initiate a private prosecution on the charge of conspiracy to murder.’ 
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    The week that followed saw Elizabeth at her lowest point since the death of her father. She dreaded a further confrontation with the Sibleys at the funeral. First came the gauntlet of the newspapers, which alighted on the tragedy with the alacrity of a pig sniffing a trough of swill. For the first time, Elizabeth truly appreciated what Caroline Norton had endured.  
 
    The Times gave the inquest a full column under the title Baronet accuses sister-in-law of murder. Pens had been busy in the back row: much of the testimony was recorded verbatim. An artist had drawn Wickham sitting in chains next to a constable. Another reporter had dug up Lydia’s court case from 1813. Elizabeth glanced at other dailies, which carried less detailed reports with no pictures. 
 
    She understood now why Darcy had wanted a lawyer to support her at the inquest. In her innocence, she had not foreseen how the episode might appear to others—not only the Sibleys, but society in general. The coroner had accepted her testimony, but others noticed only that a woman quarrelling with her husband had been present at his violent death, along with a sister transported for theft, and an acquaintance of poor reputation. 
 
    At the funeral the scandal was not mentioned: the focus was on Fredo’s career in the church. The ceremony was held in St Paul’s with the Bishop of London presiding. Clergymen and theologians spoke of Sibley’s dedicated pastoral mission at Spitalfields, and the tracts through which he had contributed to the Oxford Movement. The bishop expressed sympathy for the family, with a brief reference to the deceased’s wife and children. 
 
    After the funeral, she was obliged to sit opposite Sir Nicholas Sibley as lawyers read the will. The estate would be held in trust for Robert, the trustees being Sir Nicholas, and Fredo’s lawyer. For Elizabeth a jointure had been allotted in her marriage settlement amounting to £200 a year. To this would be added a small contribution from a fund for clergymen’s widows. 
 
    Fredo’s accountant, also present, stressed that the estate was almost negligible. Fredo had set aside no savings. House and carriage were leased. Bank deposits amounted to a month’s pay. Domestic possessions were valued at £250. There would be a trickle of royalties, but tracts on topics such as Transubstantiation and Prayers for the Dead did not command a wide readership. 
 
    Elizabeth decided to make Carter Lane her home, and invited Lydia and Peter to join her. She could afford to keep the servants until the spring, when the lease ran out. It upset her to be distant from Julia and Darcy, but on the plus side she was at walking distance from Cheapside and Paternoster Row. She could write for the magazine in the knowledge that the proceeds were legally hers. 
 
    Soames called often to help prepare the defence. Since Sir Nicholas alleged conspiracy with Wickham and Lydia, all three were charged; Darcy had been subpoenaed, presumably to give evidence on his relationship with Elizabeth. Soames advised Elizabeth to delay any legal action to recover Grace and Robert: this would never be conceded with such an accusation hanging over their mother. 
 
    At nights Elizabeth lay awake consumed by fear and guilt. Fredo dead; Lydia once more in the dock; Darcy’s reputation dragged through the mud. What had she done to embroil the people she loved in such an ordeal?   
 
    Friends rallied round. Jane and Mary sent kind letters. A note from Caroline Norton wished her luck in the trial. Darcy called with Julia to find out whether there was anything she needed. All were aware that servants should not see Darcy alone with Elizabeth. Too obvious an intimacy would only strengthen Sir Nicholas’s case. 
 
      
 
    By the weekend Elizabeth was settling into a routine. The servants accepted her without reservation. Soames called most days to discuss preparations for the trial. Lydia liked the spacious house, and Peter finally got used to sleeping alone. Elizabeth did not feel up to magazine work yet; instead, she began organising Fredo’s writings, including an unfinished tract on Purgatory. As a homage, she tried to rewrite it for posthumous publication. 
 
    In the daily newspapers the brouhaha had died down, but she had reckoned without the weeklies, and in particular The Satirist, which specialised in scandalous goings-on in the ton. It was not a magazine she had bought before, but while passing a stall near St Paul’s, Lydia happened to observe the front page. It juxtaposed two caricatures of Elizabeth: first, a widow weeping at her husband’s grave; second, a sorceress urging a ne’er-do-well to murder, under the heading Will no-one rid me of this meddlesome priest? A question mark linked the cartoons, asking whether she fell into the former category or the latter. 
 
    In Saturday’s post Elizabeth received a very different sort of publication with the compliments of the Bishop of London’s office: the November issue of The Church Magazine included a last-minute obituary of Fredo by an Oxford professor. It focussed on his theological works, and included the following:  
 
      
 
    Frederick Sibley will be remembered, not as an originator of new doctrine, but as a lucid expositor who untangled complex theological disputations and made them more accessible to the lay reader—and, if we are honest, to academics as well. The grace and wit of his writings leave a legacy that will long endure. We are all the poorer for his tragic passing. 
 
      
 
    For the first time that day, Elizabeth managed a smile. If only they knew! 
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    December 1838 
 
      
 
    As the decisive day approached, the gossip columns again caught the whiff of scandal—all the more alluring when it was decided to hold the trials during the same afternoon. First, the private prosecution of Elizabeth Sibley and her so-called conspirators. Next, Crown against Wickham, in which a charge of paid assassin would be added to Wickham’s other offences if Elizabeth were found guilty. 
 
    For a second time Elizabeth and Lydia found themselves in the Old Bailey Justice Hall. Beneath the judge’s pedestal the opposing teams faced one another across a table. Mr Flynn represented the Sibleys; Mr Soames defended Elizabeth and Lydia; a public prosecutor waited in readiness for the case against Wickham, who had elected to speak for himself. The judge was a wizened man in his sixties with a nasal voice that exuded distaste for lawyers and witnesses alike. 
 
    From her seat beside Soames, Elizabeth saw a stony-faced Sir Nicholas Sibley in the gallery, accompanied by Lady Beatrice and Martha. Darcy sat beside Mr Gardiner, with Julia and Henry Mountjoy nearby. 
 
    Soames had warned that the opening statement would be offensive. Flynn wheeled as he spoke, appealing sometimes to the judge, but mostly to the jury, in a voice dripping with righteous indignation. 
 
    ‘We will show, milord, that this lady, to all appearances well-bred and decorous, is nothing of the kind. Wit, beauty and charm are her weapons, but they conceal a calculating mind and heart of stone. Coming from a disgraced family, and offering a meagre dowry, she enticed Frederick Sibley into a union that was disastrous both personally and professionally. On realising her true nature he strove to protect their children, so becoming an obstacle, to be removed by any means necessary.’ 
 
    While attending this speech Elizabeth noticed that the onlookers were focussed not on Flynn but herself—the monster. She tried to keep her expression impassive as he completed his portrait of her character. 
 
    ‘Another gentleman had caught her eye.’ Flynn looked up at the gallery, where Darcy was seated. ‘A widower, far wealthier than her husband. Inside that calculating mind, a plan took shape. After eliminating Mr Sibley she would remarry, and regain control over her unfortunate children. And so she conspired, with her ex-convict sister and her sister’s lover, to dispose of her husband in the hallowed grounds of the cathedral he had served so well.’ 
 
    Soames rose, calm as ever. ‘Milord, we will prove that this accusation is not merely false but absurd. As this becomes clear we hope the Sibleys will make peace with my client, so that her children grow up in a family not riven by conflict.’ 
 
      
 
    A difficulty for the prosecution was that the only witnesses to the stabbing were the accused. Flynn drew however on the court records of Lydia’s trial in 1813, and also on the coroner’s report. After entering these in evidence, he called Sir Nicholas Sibley. 
 
    ‘Milord, we refer first to the trial of Lydia Bennet, now Mrs Cobb. Sir Nicholas, how did you learn of this?’ 
 
    ‘From my brother Frederick, when he returned from Italy in late 1823, having married Lydia Bennet’s sister.’ 
 
    ‘How did you react?’ 
 
    ‘I thought the marriage unwise. Frederick was besotted with his wife. I remained sceptical.’ 
 
    ‘May I ask your initial impression of Mrs Sibley?’ 
 
    ‘I found her flippant, opinionated, and argumentative, although possessed of a charm that might easily captivate a gentleman as unworldly as my brother.’ 
 
    ‘Did you express these doubts?’ 
 
    ‘I did. Frederick agreed that his wife sometimes spoke out of turn, and put it down to liveliness. But as the years passed, he began to view her more clearly.’ 
 
    ‘Let us proceed to the inquest. Were you convinced by Mrs Sibley’s account of what transpired?’ 
 
    ‘I judged it unlikely in the extreme.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have a more plausible explanation?’ 
 
    ‘Is it not obvious? Mrs Sibley wants rid of her husband so that she may remarry. She arranges to meet my brother in a secluded courtyard outside the cathedral, and brings as accomplices her convict sister and their disreputable friend Wickham. Mrs Cobb hides by the gate as lookout. Mrs Sibley distracts my brother while Wickham sneaks up with the knife. The scuffle attracts the attention of passers-by, so they invent a cock-and-bull tale of a theft gone awry.’ 
 
    As the questioning moved on to the supposed motive for the crime, Elizabeth’s attention wandered, so shocked was she by Sir Nicholas’s compelling interpretation of the stabbing. Perhaps there was more to this than sheer spite. The Sibleys might sincerely believe what they alleged. 
 
    Soames rose to cross-examine. 
 
    ‘Sir Nicholas, your theory has some plausibility up to the moment of the stabbing. But thereafter? Why did Mrs Cobb raise the alarm, then return and prevent Mr Wickham from escaping? Is this not odd behaviour from an accomplice?’  
 
    Sir Nicholas threw up his hands. ‘Villains fall out.’ 
 
    ‘Meanwhile, Mrs Sibley makes no attempt to flee, but remains in tears at her husband’s side?’ 
 
    ‘All part of their cover story.’ 
 
    Soames paused, allowing this feeble reply to hang in the air. ‘Let us turn to the question of Mrs Sibley’s character. You thought her a liability to your brother’s career?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Yet he achieved eminence, both as a prebendary at St Paul’s, and a theologian.’ 
 
    ‘If so, it was in spite of her disobedience and improper conduct.’   
 
    ‘Thank you.’ And Soames left it at that. 
 
    The judge turned to Flynn, who jumped to his feet. 
 
    ‘Milord, I call Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy.’ 
 
      
 
    As Darcy was sworn in, Elizabeth recalled a conversation at Carter Lane when they had discussed how to act under interrogation. From Wickham’s testimony at the inquest, the Sibleys knew that Elizabeth had been a frequent visitor at Darcy House; they knew also that Darcy was a rich widower. Probably they would pull at this thread and try to brand Elizabeth as Darcy’s chère-amie—unfortunately, a claim close to the truth. But Darcy refused to lie. If asked a direct question he would answer it, whatever the consequences for his reputation. 
 
    Flynn went straight to the point. ‘How would you describe your relationship with Mrs Sibley?’ 
 
    ‘She is a close friend of myself and my family.’ 
 
    ‘You have met often these last months?’ 
 
    ‘Two or three times a week, when we were neighbours in Mayfair.’ 
 
    Elizabeth wondered whether Flynn would ask for how long Darcy had known her, in which case the proposal at Hunsford might come to light. But the Sibleys appeared unaware of this history. 
 
    ‘You have spent time alone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And in these encounters, have you been intimate?’ 
 
    Darcy raised his eyebrows and spoke to the judge. ‘Milord, does this bear on the case?’ 
 
    Flynn approached the judge’s pedestal. ‘We aim to establish motive, milord.’  
 
    The judge sighed. ‘I allow the question.’ 
 
    Darcy nodded. ‘It would depend what you mean by intimate.’ 
 
    ‘Did you embrace? Kiss?’ 
 
    ‘On one occasion we became aware of strong feelings and I kissed her. Afterwards, we decided that despite these feelings, we would respect her marital status.’ 
 
    ‘And now? Do you love her?’ 
 
    ‘My feelings are unchanged.’ 
 
    ‘Are they returned?’ 
 
    Soames raised a hand. ‘Milord, the witness should not be asked to read my client’s mind.’ 
 
    Flynn shrugged. ‘Now that Mrs Sibley is free, will you marry her?’ 
 
    Darcy drew himself up tall. ‘With respect, sir, it would be in poor taste to contemplate remarriage at such a time.’ 
 
    ‘That is not an answer.’ 
 
    The judge sniffed. ‘You have pursued this line of enquiry quite far enough, Mr Flynn. Mr Soames, have you questions?’ 
 
    ‘No milord.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed as Darcy passed near her, with a glare at Wickham. At least they need not fear discovery any more. By tomorrow, everyone would know. 
 
      
 
    ‘The prosecution’s case rests on two assertions.’ Soames opened the defence. ‘First, that they have a more plausible explanation of what took place in the churchyard—a view we have already refuted. Second, that my client Mrs Elizabeth Sibley is a diabolical woman who held back her husband’s career. On this point, I call David Neville, Professor of Theology at Oxford University.’ 
 
    Elizabeth looked up: this was unexpected. A man she had never met descended from the gallery: fortyish, she judged, with greying beard and penetrating eyes. 
 
    ‘Professor Neville, can you describe your relationship with Frederick Sibley?’ 
 
    ‘Collegial.’ Neville spoke vibrantly as if lecturing to the gallery. ‘Sibley belonged to an academic circle based at my university.’ 
 
    Flynn rose. ‘Milord, how can this bear on the matter?’ 
 
    Soames remained poker-faced. ‘The relevance will become clear.’ 
 
    The judge waved his hand. ‘Get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Professor, I have here a manuscript entitled Addendum on Prayers for the Dead, written in summer of this year. Do you recognise the handwriting?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly. It belongs to Frederick Sibley.’ 
 
    ‘Milord, I enter this document as Exhibit A, and wish to compare it with a second manuscript, Exhibit B. Do you recognise Exhibit B, Professor?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is a revision in the handwriting of Mrs Sibley.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Sibley’s wife copy-edited his work. In fact, every draft that Sibley circulated was in her handwriting, with the exception of exhibit A.’ 
 
    ‘Are there other differences between the versions?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Neville addressed the whole court again. ‘The version in Mr Sibley’s hand, Exhibit A, is a mediocre essay which hints at various ideas but fails to expound them clearly. Basically unpublishable. Exhibit B is superior not only in style but in accuracy and coherence. It could have been written only by someone who combined literary excellence with deep understanding.’ 
 
    ‘Did this discovery surprise you?’ 
 
    ‘Exceedingly. You see, every other draft circulated by Sibley had already been rewritten by his wife. Only in this one case did he send his original text—I assume, because Mrs Sibley was unavailable.’ 
 
    ‘In summary, could Frederick Sibley have built a reputation as a theologian without his wife’s assistance?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ 
 
    ‘And yet …’ Soames extended a hand towards Flynn. ‘It has been alleged that my client was not a help to her husband but an embarrassing hindrance.’ 
 
    Soames ceded the floor to Flynn, who floundered for a moment before declaring he had no questions. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Soames continued. ‘I call the Countess of Ballytore.’ 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth watched uneasily as Julia descended to the witness chair: another friend harangued on her behalf. But Julia seemed calm, and threw her the hint of a smile. 
 
    ‘Countess, how long have you known Mrs Sibley?’ 
 
    ‘Since she became my companion 15 years ago.’ 
 
    ‘We have been told she is a scheming murderer with a heart of stone. Do you recognise this portrait?’ 
 
    ‘You might as well ask whether she is a Gorgon with snakes wriggling out the top of her head.’ 
 
    ‘During your long association, did you ever witness her commit violence, say by beating a child or an animal?’ 
 
    ‘To children and pets she was gentle. I saw her swat a mosquito once, in Florence.’ 
 
    This drew laughter, lightening the torrid atmosphere in the court. Flynn rose with a scowl. 
 
    ‘I remind your ladyship that this is a serious case.’ 
 
    Julia made no reply, and Flynn continued: ‘So Mrs Sibley is a paragon?’ 
 
    ‘She is lively and inclined to tease. But when offence is taken, she is quick to apologise.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are Mrs Sibley’s friend …’ 
 
    Julia sighed. ‘Do you really believe I would have lived for so many years with the she-devil you describe?’ 
 
    Flynn turned to face Sir Nicholas Sibley, shrugged, and sat down. 
 
    ‘Milord.’ Soames approached the judge. ‘I was intending to call my client, Mrs Sibley. However, I am reluctant to expose this good lady to further abuse with the prosecution case already discredited.’ 
 
    A faint nod suggested that the judge shared this view. He looked at Sir Nicholas. ‘Well? Shall we draw a line under this episode and seek an amicable conclusion?’ 
 
    ‘Most certainly not!’ 
 
    As Sir Nicholas bellowed this retort, Elizabeth glanced at Martha Sibley and Lady Beatrice. The sister was obdurate. But Lady Beatrice looked upset. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Soames said. ‘I call Mrs Elizabeth Sibley.’ 
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    A hum of anticipation sounded from the gallery as Elizabeth walked to the witness chair. 
 
    ‘Mrs Sibley,’ Soames began. ‘Is there any validity in the prosecution’s account of events outside St Paul’s?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘And in their description of your character?’ 
 
    ‘I think of myself as a normal woman. I can recall instances when I have been foolish or inconsiderate. But to murder the father of my children is an idea so bizarre and abhorrent that it never entered my mind.’ 
 
    Soames sat down. 
 
    As the prosecutor wasted time playing with his notes, perhaps to disconcert her, Elizabeth recalled Darcy’s example. She would not spar with Flynn, try to score points. Truth was on her side. 
 
    ‘So Mrs Sibley.’ Flynn met her eye. ‘Did you love your husband?’ 
 
    ‘I always thought him a good and conscientious man, and still do. My affection waned in later years when I became a focus for his disapproval.’ 
 
    ‘You will forgive me if I detect an absence of passion. You were in love with him, I suppose, when you accepted his proposal?’ 
 
    ‘I felt affection, and hoped that passion would develop in time.’ 
 
    A raise of the eyebrows. ‘And did it?’ 
 
    Soames frowned, but let her answer the question. 
 
    ‘We were well-intentioned, but it turned out, not ideally suited.’ 
 
    Flynn looked surprised, as if she were playing into his hands. ‘Yet you are capable of passion with a man who is not your husband.’ 
 
    ‘If you refer to Mr Darcy’s testimony, then yes.’ 
 
    ‘Do you view infidelity as proper conduct for the wife of a clergyman?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Yet you make no attempt to hide it.’ Flynn pivoted to the jury. ‘You admit it brazenly, as if proud of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I admit it because I am under oath.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Flynn returned to his notes. ‘You accuse your husband of disapproving. Surely that is hardly surprising, if this is a sample of your loyalty.’ 
 
    ‘His reasons had nothing to do with Mr Darcy. He was angered by my magazine writing, and my wish to help my sister Lydia.’ 
 
    ‘And on both points you refused to obey him?’ 
 
    ‘On the first I relented. But you are correct in identifying obedience as an issue.’ 
 
    ‘You thought your judgement superior,’ Flynn sneered. ‘But then you are an outstandingly clever woman.’ 
 
    Elizabeth remained silent. 
 
    ‘Well?’ he insisted. 
 
    Soames stood up. ‘Milord, I hear no question.’ 
 
    ‘Nor I.’ The judge glared at Flynn. 
 
    ‘Do you agree?’ Flynn asked Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘I think a wife should be allowed to advance an opinion without being accused of intellectual arrogance.’ 
 
    ‘So the blame for your rift lies with your husband?’ 
 
    ‘I felt he undervalued my efforts. But I wish that I had appreciated his abilities more.’ 
 
    ‘Have we not heard from the professor that any merit in Sibley’s writings was due to you?’ 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated. She knew why Soames had gone to such lengths to highlight her contribution. But in doing so, he had undermined Fredo’s reputation. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Flynn pressed. 
 
    ‘What I believe, on reflection, is that these works were a collaboration in which both of us played a necessary part. I could never have written them on my own. You see …’ She looked into the distance, lost in her memories. ‘My husband was one of those rare people with a transcendental purpose. He saw our church split into conflicting doctrines, and sought to reinstate a common tradition. His method was to review divisive issues—transubstantiation, purgatory, and so forth—and separate the original insight from later distortions. I hope I added accuracy and grace to the writing. But never in a hundred years could I have rivalled his strength of purpose or breadth of knowledge.’ 
 
    There was a hush in the courtroom. She became aware of people leaning forward, engrossed in this tribute. 
 
    Flynn looked nonplussed. He peered uncomfortably at his notes, and sat down. 
 
      
 
    The prosecutor kept his closing statement brief under the judge’s impatient glare. Soames made a further appeal to Sir Nicholas to withdraw. 
 
    ‘Well?’ The judge echoed. ‘Can we settle this amicably or must I trouble the jury?’ 
 
    Flynn turned to face Sir Nicholas Sibley, who scowled and shook his head. 
 
    The judge turned to the jury foreman. ‘Do you need to deliberate in private?’ 
 
    ‘No, milord.’ There was a short whispered conference and the foreman rose. ‘We are agreed.’ 
 
    ‘The charge is conspiracy to murder Reverend Frederick Sibley. As to Mrs Elizabeth Sibley, how do you find?’ 
 
    ‘Not guilty, milord.’ 
 
    ‘And Mrs Lydia Cobb?’ 
 
    ‘Not guilty.’ 
 
    ‘Mr George Wickham?’ 
 
    ‘Not guilty of murder. As to extortion …’ 
 
    The judge raised a palm. ‘We will deal with that next.’ 
 
    Soames stood up. ‘I trust, milord, that having failed in this accusation, Sir Nicholas and his family will hasten to return Frederick Sibley’s children to my client.’ 
 
    ‘It is not the business of this court to issue an injunction, but custody obviously goes to the mother, and I see no grounds for dispute. Adjourn five minutes.’ 
 
    Dazed, Elizabeth looked to the gallery, where the Sibleys were leaving. She wanted to discuss arrangements to pick up Grace and Robert. But she would be needed as a witness in the case against Wickham. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Soames said. ‘Sir Nicholas has no alternative except to comply.’ 
 
    Elizabeth exchanged a sad smile with Lydia. They had overcome the first hurdle, but at what a cost. 
 
      
 
    The public prosecutor had accumulated such a long list of accusations against Wickham that he hardly needed Elizabeth’s or Lydia’s testimony. Observing Wickham, Elizabeth was amused at his insouciance. He listened with a faint smile, and no malice; it was as if he enjoyed the piquancy of the reunion. 
 
    They stayed, to hear the outcome. Constable Milligan repeated his evidence. Then other victims came forward having seen drawings of Wickham in the newspapers. His method was always the same. He would approach a lady or gentleman in a deserted alley, bring out his knife, and suggest that they might be so kind as to hand over their purse. Three women had done so, upon which he had doffed his hat, wished them good-day, and gone on his way. A man had pushed him aside and run off. Wickham had let him go, unharmed. 
 
    As before, Wickham showed no hostility to his accusers. In his defence, he admitted asking politely for money when he had been destitute. It was true that he owned a knife, which he carried to counter footpads. But he had never threatened anyone, with the sole exception of Elizabeth, who trusted him … 
 
    The jury found him guilty on all charges. 
 
    Elizabeth knew that if Wickham had been sent for trial in 1813 he would have been hung. But reform was in the air, and the death penalty reserved for murder and treason. After admitting a whole series of thieving offences, Wickham was returned to Newgate Prison to await transportation for life. 
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    To meet up with Darcy after the trial was too embarrassing, with reporters prowling. Elizabeth stayed on to complete legal formalities, then returned home with Lydia. 
 
    Next day they attended morning service at St Paul’s, and walked past stalls where news boys shouted Cathedral Murder Trial Latest. Unrecognised in a black veil, Elizabeth bought a selection of papers. Cartoonists had been busy, but she was not the murderous sorceress any more, nor even a grieving widow, but Queen Boudicea the conquering heroine, riding her chariot over Sir Nicholas Sibley, a helmeted Darcy at her side. 
 
    She read them all, from The Times to the scandal rags. The language varied, but the theme was the same. No-one was concerned with the justice of the case. She had won, therefore she was lauded; Sir Nicholas had lost, so he was a laughing stock. She cringed as adjective piled on adjective. Sibley was naive, vindictive, arrogant, fatuous, humiliated. It was like a pack turning on a wounded animal. 
 
    Elizabeth spent the day writing letters. To Darcy her eternal gratitude—and an appeal to be left alone, for now. To Julia, much the same. A reassuring letter to Jane. And a polite note to the Sibleys, concerning arrangements for returning the children. She sent Dawson to Sir Nicholas’s London home to deliver it, but the baronet and his family had departed for Great Notley. 
 
    Day followed day without further news. Elizabeth returned to her redrafting of Fredo’s tract on Purgatory—the Catholic doctrine of an anteroom wherein souls destined for paradise underwent purification. The Anglican church was generally sceptical: Article XXII called it a Romish doctrine, vainly invented, ungrounded in scripture, repugnant to the word of God. Controversy raged over whether the living could give the dead a helping hand in purgatory, through prayer or the offering of indulgences—a convenient source of funding for the church. A sarcastic medieval proverb put the matter thus: As soon as money in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory’s fire springs. But some Anglican bishops acknowledged an intermediate state at which souls paused while awaiting final judgement, and saw this as a justification for offering prayers for the dead. 
 
    As usual Fredo’s discussion was vague on detail, but it had a merit Elizabeth had overlooked before: its tone. He had managed to avoid the abuse that pervaded theological disputes, and find arguments even for viewpoints that he rejected. How ironic, she thought, that he had never extended this courtesy to herself. 
 
    Where the truth lay Elizabeth had no idea, but she felt an emotional pull to purgatory, not as the sequel to death, but as part of life. She saw in Darcy a promise of fulfilment, but not yet. In theological terms, her soul was not ready. The quarrel with Fredo, her infidelity, the trauma of the trial, had left such a residue of guilt and disgust that she craved precisely what the doctrine offered. Purification. 
 
    As she worked on Fredo’s swansong, Elizabeth hoped for a reply from the Sibleys. None came. She appealed to Soames, whose reply was pessimistic: custody would have to be enforced. To turn up at Great Notley on her own was unwise. She needed a court injunction, and an escort including constables, or gentlemen of high standing. 
 
    Organising such an expedition was too much for Elizabeth, who could not afford even to keep a carriage. She was obliged once more to petition friends—and in particular, the master of Pemberley. 
 
      
 
    On a freezing morning in mid-December Darcy’s carriage arrived in Carter Lane. The party comprised two manservants, a maid, and a junior clerk from Soames’s office. On the doorstep Elizabeth was moved when Lydia embraced her and wished her luck. The bond between them was closer than ever, now that Elizabeth too had known public humiliation. 
 
    Darcy had planned a prudent route overnighting in the market town Bishop’s Stortford. The journey would take eight hours on a good road in good weather. But they preferred to arrive fresh, early in the day. Soames’s clerk Mr Pettigrew was a young man of reassuring heft, which might prove useful if they met with resistance. He was a man of few words, allowing Elizabeth and Darcy to talk while he looked out of the window or smiled at the maid. 
 
    In company, neither Elizabeth nor Darcy revisited the trauma of the last months, or their hopes for the future. Making a virtue of necessity, they conversed like normally contented people—of food, travel, books, current affairs. 
 
    The inn was cramped. Sleep did not come easily: the bed creaked, and Elizabeth was at once anxious and excited. But she dozed, and next morning they set off early, hoping to arrive at midday. 
 
    Her last visit had been years before, so Elizabeth was unsurprised when the manservant answering the door did not recognise her. She introduced herself and asked to speak with Sir Nicholas. 
 
    ‘The master is unavailable, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘And my children? Grace and Robert?’ 
 
    ‘Also unavailable.’ 
 
    Her stomach lurched. ‘Are they here?’ 
 
    ‘No ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Where then?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot say.’ 
 
    Darcy stepped forward. ‘Since it is a cold day, might I suggest we continue this conversation indoors?’ 
 
    After an uneasy pause, the footman led them through to a parlour warmed by a wood fire. 
 
    ‘Who is in charge here?’ Darcy asked. 
 
    A lady with a no-nonsense expression bustled in and stared at the gathering. ‘Visitors, Dobbs?’  
 
    She had aged, but Elizabeth recalled her as the housekeeper. ‘Good-day, Mrs Travis …’ 
 
    ‘They’re not here, ma’am.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed: it was like squeezing moisture from a rock. ‘May I introduce Mr Darcy, and also Mr Pettigrew, who bears a court order assigning custody of the children to me. Please tell me where I may find them.’ 
 
    ‘They left with Sir Nicholas and his wife to take some sea air, since the boy was poorly.’ 
 
    Elizabeth threw an anxious glance at Darcy, who said patiently, ‘The address?’ 
 
    ‘Sir Nicholas said …’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me.’ Darcy raised a hand. ‘I am afraid you do not understand. Your employer is in violation of a court injunction. Unless he complies he will find himself in serious trouble; and if you abet him by concealing the children’s whereabouts, so will you.’ He looked at Pettigrew. ‘Is this not so?’ 
 
    Pettigrew drew out the legal document for the housekeeper’s perusal. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you would like to elaborate on the penalties if the order is obstructed?’ Darcy suggested to Pettigrew. 
 
    But the housekeeper had had enough. ‘Let me check if Sir Nicholas left a forwarding address. Dobbs, some refreshment for our guests!’ 
 
    Elizabeth warmed herself by the fire, worried now that Robert might be seriously ill. But Darcy’s confidence was reassuring, and only a minute later the housekeeper was back with an address in the coastal town of Lowestoft. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Darcy said. ‘This is a splendid house, Mrs Travis. Would you favour us with a tour?’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled gratefully at Darcy, and they managed to peek into almost every cranny, while listening in case Grace and Robert were concealed. 
 
      
 
    The distance was daunting, another 80 miles, and Darcy played safe by passing through Bury St Edmunds, near the Hardwick estate owned by his friend Thomas Cullum. As dusk approached, freezing fog made visibility so poor that he asked Elizabeth whether she had any objection to staying with Arethusa’s family. 
 
    ‘None,’ she said. ‘But can we arrive with no warning?’ 
 
    ‘My brother-in-law is an obliging fellow.’ 
 
    ‘Will it be painful for you to return?’ 
 
    ‘It will revive memories. But I would like to see them again.’ 
 
    ‘Then let us go. Your wife’s family are part of your life and I am happy to meet them, unless you think my presence would be upsetting.’ 
 
    Elizabeth need not have worried, for they were received enthusiastically. Thomas was in residence, with his wife and children; his sister Susannah, who had once set her sights on Bingley, was visiting for Christmas. Yet the grand Jacobean house was nowhere near full. 
 
    Fires were lit in the guest wing, and supper delayed to allow the kitchen staff more time. Elizabeth glossed lightly over her recent tribulations. But a whispered conversation with Susannah confirmed that the family had read the newspapers and were aware of the scandal—including her intimacy with Darcy. It made no difference: as his friend, she was accepted warmly.  
 
    Next morning they set off at first light, and by early afternoon, in worsening weather, reached the address given by the housekeeper. Corton Place was a fair-sized house set apart for privacy in a walled garden. A carriage parked in the forecourt suggested the occupants were at home. 
 
    They descended, into thin snow that had fallen in the last hour, and after a deep breath Elizabeth rang the bell.   
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    They waited in the morning room. Elizabeth listened for footsteps in the hall in case anyone tried to leave. Eventually they were joined by the baronet, Sir Nicholas, who glared at her companions before addressing Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘I am not comfortable, madam, in having that gentleman in my home.’ He gestured at Darcy. ‘You are supposed to be in mourning for your husband. Have you no shame?’ 
 
    ‘It has not been pleasant for any of us to come so far, Sir Nicholas, and I have no wish to prolong our stay. If you will kindly take me to Grace and Robert, we will leave the premises directly.’ 
 
    ‘Do you begin to understand what you are asking?’ Sir Nicholas sputtered. ‘Robert is my nephew; as matters stand, he is also my heir, since I have only daughters. Yet I am urged to entrust him to an adulteress who stands by a sister convicted of disgusting crimes.’ 
 
    ‘You will excuse me, sir, if I prefer to hear no more. We have an injunction that gives me custody. Please fetch the children, and we will go.’ 
 
    Sir Nicholas snorted. ‘I see no injunction.’ 
 
    Pettigrew produced the document, which Sir Nicholas tore in half. 
 
    ‘There. Now be off with you.’ 
 
    ‘We naturally brought a copy,’ Darcy said. ‘If you persist in your defiance, we will return with a constable, after which you will be indicted for contempt.’ 
 
    ‘This business does not concern you.’ 
 
    Darcy drew himself up, and replied with a controlled severity that reminded Elizabeth how imposing he could be. ‘On the contrary, I am extremely concerned to see a friend treated so crassly, and minded to write to my old schoolmate, the former Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel. Nor am I the only man of influence to hold Mrs Sibley in high regard. I could mention Henry Mountjoy the Earl of Ballytore. Or my cousin Lord Matlock, the Duke of Suffolk’s brother-in-law. You are set on a perilous course if you think you can prevail against such opposition.’ 
 
    Sir Nicholas regarded him with hatred, exhaling slowly. ‘The boy cannot leave. He is sickly. The physician says he must stay indoors.’ 
 
    Elizabeth shivered, fearing this might be true. ‘I want to go to them. Immediately, please.’ 
 
    ‘If you insist.’ Sir Nicholas raised his bulk from the chair. ‘But you will find the children happy here. If you remove them, it will be against their will, as well as against their best interests.’ 
 
    Elizabeth made no reply as he led them to the stairs. 
 
      
 
    They were in a large chamber that had been converted to a schoolroom. At the back, by the window, Lady Beatrice stood beside Martha Sibley, Grace, and the governess Mrs Wrigley, whose hands rested on Robert’s shoulders. 
 
    ‘Mama!’ 
 
    Robert wriggled free, ran across the room, and buried his face in Elizabeth’s bombazine dress. 
 
    ‘Are you well, dear?’ She touched his forehead, detecting no fever, and noticed a bruise at the temple. ‘Did you take a tumble?’ 
 
    ‘No …’ 
 
    There was an uneasy silence as Elizabeth looked up at the women: Martha and Mrs Wrigley obdurate, Lady Beatrice pink-faced. 
 
    ‘I said something bad,’ Robert whispered. 
 
    ‘You mean, someone hit you.’ Elizabeth glared at Sir Nicholas, then turned to Grace. ‘Come, dearest.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Grace wishes to stay here,’ Martha said. 
 
    Elizabeth looked lovingly at her daughter. ‘Do you?’ 
 
    The girl seemed frozen in indecision as she studied the opposing sides, especially Sir Nicholas and Darcy. 
 
    ‘I have been told I must stay …’ 
 
    ‘No, dear.’ Elizabeth was gentle. ‘A judge has said you are to live with me.’ 
 
    ‘Not if you don’t want to,’ Martha said. 
 
    ‘Come on, Gracie!’ Robert said. 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Sir Nicholas growled. 
 
    Grace spoke softly. ‘They say you had Papa killed.’ 
 
    ‘They are mistaken,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Your father died bravely protecting me from a thief. This was confirmed in a trial before a judge. You can read about it in the newspapers, if you want proof.’ 
 
    ‘They say you hated him,’ Grace said. 
 
    ‘They are wrong again. Your father and I disagreed but we never hated one another.’ 
 
    ‘Mama is wearing black,’ Robert said, fighting tears as he appealed to his sister. ‘So she must be sad that Papa is gone.’ 
 
    Grace snorted. ‘As usual you understand nothing.’ She looked again at the men, then sighed and edged forward. 
 
    ‘No!’ Martha grabbed Grace’s arm, but the girl pulled free. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to go,’ Sir Nicholas said. 
 
    ‘I believe I do.’ Grace ran the last steps and burst into tears as Elizabeth enfolded her. 
 
    ‘For shame,’ Martha snarled at Elizabeth. ‘Law or no law, I hope you rot in hell.’ 
 
    Elizabeth turned to Darcy. ‘Time to leave, I think.’ 
 
    She looked back one more time at the women by the window, and almost imperceptibly Lady Beatrice nodded, hinting at a compassion she could not express openly. 
 
      
 
    They were away at last, on the road south. Elizabeth was too moved to speak much. She sat in between Grace and Robert, who clutched her dress as if to remind themselves that the nightmare was over. The maid squeezed in on the same seat, opposite the men. 
 
    Darcy frowned as snow fell more heavily. 
 
    ‘In a few hours the roads will be impassable.’ 
 
    ‘Must we stop?’ Elizabeth shivered at the thought of staying near Lowestoft. 
 
    ‘I wonder …’ Darcy reached into a box under the seat and drew out a map. ‘Twelve miles away lies Halesworth, owned by Fitz’s wife Lady Sophia. I believe he was planning to visit over Christmas. It’s our best chance. I know of no decent inn hereabouts.’ 
 
    ‘Who is Fitz, Mama?’ Robert asked. 
 
    ‘My cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam,’ Darcy answered. ‘He is related by marriage to the Duke of Suffolk, who owns a great deal of land in this area.’ 
 
    Elizabeth noticed Grace studying Darcy with renewed interest. Their departure had been frantic, with clothes and other knick-knacks hastily stowed while the children looked on in anxious hope. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry sir.’ Grace released Elizabeth’s dress and sat up straight. ‘You gave your name earlier, but …’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘It is Fitzwilliam Darcy, the Fitz part coming from my mother’s family. The name is too long for comfort, so your mother calls me William.’ 
 
    ‘It was most generous of you to accompany Mother.’ 
 
    Elizabeth hid her amusement at this exchange, so typical of her daughter. Grace was a realist. In the confrontation with the Sibleys, she had watched the men carefully because she understood that power lay with them. Whatever she thought of Sir Nicholas, she would treat him respectfully so long as he had authority over her. Now she had identified Darcy as a man on whom her mother relied, and was showing him respect in his turn. 
 
    ‘I am relieved we finally located you.’ Darcy paused. ‘I hope you have been well treated.’ 
 
    ‘At first.’ Grace looked at Robert. ‘Until …’ Her voice broke, but she managed to continue. ‘Until news came of the tragedy.’ 
 
    ‘Aunt Martha said Mama had arranged it,’ Robert said. ‘Mama would be hung, or sent to Australia like her sister, and we would live in Great Notley with Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Beatrice. But I didn’t believe Mama would have anyone killed. She gets upset at men snaring rabbits.’ 
 
    ‘So Robert contradicted them and got smacked on the head by Uncle.’ Grace grinned at her brother. ‘Which was not very sensible of you.’ 
 
    ‘I was right,’ Robert said. 
 
    Grace sniffed. ‘One day, Robbikins, you will grow up and realise that being right is not important.’ 
 
    ‘So what did you think?’ Elizabeth asked Grace. 
 
    ‘Oh, Aunt Martha has never liked you, and would say anything just to be abusive. I didn’t believe Sir Nicholas either, because he said you planned the attack in advance.’ 
 
    Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. ‘You don’t see me as a woman that looks ahead?’ 
 
    Grace remained serious. ‘I’ve seen you lose your temper. I’ve never seen you cold-bloodedly scheme to harm someone.’ 
 
    ‘Did you make this point to Sir Nicholas?’ 
 
    ‘Would I be so stupid?’ 
 
    ‘Gracie is never stupid,’ Robert said. ‘She even tried to distract Uncle Nicholas when he was about to hit me, by admiring his new waistcoat.’ 
 
    ‘That was kind.’ Elizabeth squeezed Grace’s hand. 
 
    Almost breaking down again, Grace said, ‘So we didn’t think it was true, but we feared Uncle Nicholas might be important enough to have you prosecuted. Then as well as losing Papa …’ 
 
    ‘You would lose me.’ Elizabeth sighed. It was hard to imagine a future in which she could ever make peace with the Sibleys. What impressed her most of all was the bond between her children. Robert adored Grace. And despite her sharp tongue, Grace would always protect him with a fierce loyalty. How this had come about Elizabeth could not say, since they were in no way alike. 
 
    They reached a crossroads, where Darcy shouted an instruction to the driver. It was cold in the carriage but they were well wrapped up and had thick blankets to cover their legs. Darcy handed round slices of rich fruit cake, and poured wine for the children and brandy for everyone else. The domesticity was heart-warming, and Elizabeth felt a deepening glow as her anxiety eased. 
 
    The snow was thick now, forcing the driver to slow. In places it was impossible to discern the road, and the carriage bumped over the verge. Excited, Robert pressed his nose to the window, while Grace listened to the conversation between Elizabeth and Darcy, occasionally joining in. Pettigrew dozed, sometimes opening an eye to take a furtive glance at the maid, or to hazard a comment such as Getting thicker. 
 
    Dusk fell, but with the blizzard easing off, the driver could still see. Oil lamps were lit, and they crawled past a signpost that at last indicated Halesworth. Elizabeth sang a Scottish song, Gin a body meet a body, comin’ through the rye, which the others joined in after picking up the melody. Brandy glasses were refilled, adding to the feeling of festivity. 
 
    A cheer rang out as they reached the lodge. The park was modest—more akin to Longbourn than Pemberley. Elizabeth noticed Darcy fall silent, worried no doubt that the Fitzwilliams would be away. Even so, a skeleton staff should remain, able to offer shelter, if not company. 
 
    In the forecourt Darcy pointed, smiling, at a candelabra at the window. Faces appeared, a boy and a girl, and they heard shouting. A wreath of holly hung in the porch, flanked by oil lamps. Darcy gestured for them to remain while he went to the door, already open. A man came to the hall, slapped him affably on the arm, and shouted instructions. 
 
    Elizabeth breathed deeply. The Fitzwilliams were in residence. They had found sanctuary. 
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    For days the snow fell, piling several feet deep round the walls. Park-keepers cleared paths to the stables, and barns where livestock wintered. But the drive had disappeared, and the roads outside would be impassable.  
 
    Luckily there was room. Colonel Fitzwilliam and Lady Sophia had two boys and a girl, all younger than Robert. The party included Lady Sophia’s sister, still unmarried, as well as an aunt who lived on the estate permanently, and a governess. Three chambers were free for Darcy, Elizabeth and Pettigrew. Robert shared with the boys; Grace with the girl. 
 
    As a distraction it was ideal. Robert joined happily in games of hide-and-seek, or snowball fights, or the puppet theatre. Grace was odd-girl-out, being more mature, but she found plenty to interest her, often sketching or playing duets with the governess. The relief of being cut off was indescribable. No newspapers. No lawyers. No society gossip. Just a pleasant and normally happy family, and what was more poignant, the genesis of a family-to-be. 
 
    For they knew now where their future lay. Being in mourning, Elizabeth did not kiss Darcy, or hold his hand, or whisper endearments. But she was aware of his gaze, his voice, and his tenderness with the children. Grace, of course, noticed what was happening; perhaps Robert did too. They had seen this new friend face down Sir Nicholas Sibley. Darcy owned the grand coach that had carried them away. He had distributed cake and wine, suggested a route through the blizzard, led them to this refuge. He was elegant, distinguished, tall, confident—but also gentle and approachable. He was careful not to impose; if the children strayed he left it to Elizabeth to warn or chasten. He understood they would not accept yet a usurper stepping into their late father’s shoes. 
 
    Colonel Fitzwilliam had filled out, compared with the more abstemious Darcy, but wealth had not changed his amiable disposition. Elizabeth recalled the young gentleman who had entertained her at Rosings and might have courted her, but for the practical constraints on a younger son. Now wealthier than Darcy, he had gained an ideal partner in Lady Sophia. The new Lady Matlock had plain features, but combined an air of assurance with a graceful carriage; at dance, she excelled. Her abiding interests were drama and ballet: she was a patron of Her Majesty’s Theatre, and liked to engage the children in acting out plays. 
 
    There could be no question of leaving while the roads were blocked. A footman struggled to the post office with messages for Georgiana, Lydia, Jane, and Pettigrew’s family. After a week came milder weather, allowing the clerk to return to London, but it was so close to Christmas that the Fitzwilliams clamoured for them to stay. On Christmas Eve church bells rang late into the night; next day, in two carriages, they attended morning service before enjoying the traditional meal. 
 
    It was an odd retreat from reality, through which Elizabeth could rediscover her children, and convalesce from the traumas of the last months. For Grace and Robert too it was a significant departure. Colonel Fitzwilliam would invite them to Matlock and Rosings; he would also bring Lady Sophia and the children to Pemberley. Friendships made here at Halesworth might last all their lives. 
 
    Reassuring letters got through from Lydia and Georgiana. All was well in Carter Lane and Grosvenor Street. As the new year approached, Darcy’s party regretfully said farewell to the Fitzwilliams and returned to London. 
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    After the relief came the collapse. For months Elizabeth had swum frantically against the tide; now that she had reached calm water, body and mind shut down. A cold worsened. She became feverish, fatigued, confused. She lost her appetite and coughed up phlegm stained with blood. A surgeon from St Bartholomew’s bled her twice with no benefit.  
 
    On learning of her condition, Darcy called with a physician who specialised in chest infections. The specialist disapproved of blood-letting, which according to recent research was ineffective in most cases. He saw no evidence that Elizabeth was consumptive. Hot drinks would help, and rest in a warm room aired twice a day. 
 
    The fever abated, and Elizabeth felt well enough to get up and continue work on Fredo’s final tract. Lydia, who had stayed to look after her, went back to Chandos Street. But the cough persisted, in fits that led to chest pains. 
 
    The children, thankfully, suffered no reaction to their trauma. At first they were disoriented, having lived for so long in this house with their father. But they adapted, and were glad to have their old governess Miss Staddon back. Nor were they afraid of Lydia. Having been told to expect a virago, they found her friendly and ladylike, except for her scar and some unusual turns of phrase. Peter they also took in their stride—although he had little in common with Robert, who was not keen on toy soldiers. 
 
    Except for walks in mild weather Elizabeth went out rarely, but friends visited: the Gardiners, of course, Darcy often, Julia, and also Caroline Norton, now in London for further promotion of her Custody of Infants Act. Having suffered from poor health herself, Caroline was eloquent in praise of warmer climes. The holiday on the Isle of Wight had invigorated her: she was full of fight, pestering the prime minister Lord Melbourne for an invitation to court, where she hoped to win over his pet, the young queen—of whom she was intensely jealous. 
 
    March arrived, and Julia visited with a suggestion. She wanted a break from the ton, and was minded to return to Italy. Spring and summer in Florence would mend Elizabeth’s cough. Grace and Robert would experience the city of dreams, with its ancient buildings and Renaissance art and magical landscapes. Finance would not be a problem. Elizabeth would take over her former role as Julia’s literary agent; Grace and Robert would be company for the Mountjoy’s son Samuel. 
 
    Elizabeth was reluctant to quit England since it meant leaving Darcy. But she knew they could not marry yet. She would be in mourning another nine months, and in any case, she did not feel ready. The children too needed time to adapt to life without Fredo. Darcy called the next morning, and they talked tête-à-tête in the study. He urged her to accept Julia’s offer for the sake of her health. Fate had granted them a second chance; they would not spoil it through impatience. 
 
      
 
    Arrangements were soon made. The lease on Carter Lane ran out in April, and the owner paid £150 for their furniture and equipment. The servants found good positions. Miss Staddon, who spoke un poco di italiano, agreed excitedly to join the tour. Darcy sent a carriage to Hadfield Farm to bring Jane and Mary to London for a reunion at Gracechurch Street. Only Kitty was absent—still plying trade routes from India and Ceylon to Egypt, according to her latest letter. 
 
    Next day the party set off in two carriages for Dover, a more comfortable route than a 15-hour steamboat voyage from London to Calais. It was a tedious start, enlivened by glimpses of men building the railway line. After spending the night at the port they took their carriages over on the paddle steamer, a five-hour crossing in choppy seas which did Elizabeth no good at all. 
 
    This time Henry Mountjoy had not hired a guide: he relied instead on the recently published Road-Book from London to Naples, by William Brockedon. It covered every contingency, from the passports required at each stage of their journey to the hotels most popular with English ladies and gentlemen. 
 
    Paris was their first objective; then south to Lyon, over the Alps near Grenoble, and on to Turin. They spent few days sight-seeing: Julia and Henry were impatient to reach Florence, and mindful of Elizabeth’s condition. But from Turin to Genoa was a short hop, and now they were in territory familiar from their visit to Byron. 
 
    May arrived, and in temperatures as warm as an English summer their carriages entered the long cypress-lined driveway of Villa la Pietra. 
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    May 1839, Ilkeston, Derbyshire 
 
      
 
    Darcy floated beside Bingley in the waters of Ilkeston spa, a bath a short ride from his friend’s estate. He had passed through en route to Pemberley, to find Bingley leaving for his regular immersion in the medicinal springs—reputed to alleviate gout, rheumatism and nervous debility. Darcy was unconvinced that he suffered from these maladies, but had noticed a general aching of the muscles with age; anyway, a hot soak would be pleasant after hours spent in a carriage. 
 
    ‘Tired of London, then?’ Bingley asked cheerfully. 
 
    ‘Entirely.’ Darcy dipped his head, slicked his hair back, and leaned against the rim of the bath. It was the size of a small room, perhaps three yards by four, and occupied by half a dozen gentlemen who had reserved for this hour. ‘But not tired of life, if one may contradict Dr Johnson. I have hope now, Charles. All I want is to return to Pemberley, and wait.’ 
 
    ‘For the fair Elizabeth.’ Bingley inhaled the steamy air, claimed to clear the lungs. ‘I’m happy for you, Darce. You deserve good fortune, after all that has happened.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you read the report in The Times.’ 
 
    Bingley shook his head. ‘Newspapers are a lot of bally nonsense, if you ask me. Politicians fighting like rats in a sack. Endless gossip and criminal conversation disputes. The only part I do read is the financial page, to keep an eye on my investments. But I got a rare letter from Caroline. I’ll show you, if you can bear it. She says I should knock some sense into you before it’s too late.’ 
 
    ‘Did she describe the trial?’ 
 
    ‘With relish. She thinks Eliza, as she calls her, only got off by fluttering her fine eyelashes at the judge.’ 
 
    Darcy exhaled, weary of such folly. ‘It was embarrassing, of course, but my own fault. I let Elizabeth down, as well as myself.’ 
 
    ‘Have there been, ah, consequences? I mean, are you still welcome at the club?’ 
 
    Darcy smiled. ‘Not only welcome but more popular. Lord Burleigh clapped me on the shoulder and said, Good show old chap, never knew you had it in you. One is admired for breaking the rules.’ 
 
    Bingley laughed. ‘If only you’d realised earlier.’ 
 
    ‘What is more, there is no sympathy for Sir Nicholas Sibley. I am lauded for helping Elizabeth defeat him.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t surprise me. Don’t you see, Darce, most men don’t give a fig for principles. They admire a fellow who steals a kiss or pulls off a shady deal, provided his heart’s in the right place. Prosecuting Elizabeth was sheer malice. Sibley had no case, and little to gain even if he won.’ 
 
    ‘He sees Robert, Elizabeth’s boy, as his heir.’ 
 
    ‘Even worse. Sir Nicholas has a wife who can bear him a son of his own. What kind of man gives up so easily?’ 
 
    Darcy fell silent, and Bingley said, ‘Sorry. Thoughtless of me. But maybe now?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe …’ Darcy sighed. 
 
      
 
    Whenever Darcy met Vanessa Bingley, he was reminded of Elizabeth’s sister Jane. Physically the resemblance was superficial: graceful figure, fair hair, but no more. For all her charms, Vanessa could not rival Jane’s beauty. But in character they were alike; the sweet-natured, modest Mrs Bingley had proved an admirable wife.  
 
    At supper, with the high-spirited children abed, they were joined by a friend of Bingley’s who owned the local ironworks. Despite his best endeavours, Mr Smithson was instantly identifiable as nouveau-riche, a self-made man rather than a gentleman. This did not worry Charles, who treated him respectfully and eagerly picked his brains on industrial trends. Steam, apparently, was to conquer all, from railways to boats to factories to farming; and where you found steam power, you found iron. A steady five per cent from funds no longer sufficed for Bingley, who demanded yields three or four times greater. Darcy, always cautious, piggy-backed on his friend’s recommendations with part of his fortune only. 
 
    After the guests left, Mrs Bingley left them alone to reminisce over a glass of brandy. 
 
    ‘Good fellow, Smithson,’ Bingley said. 
 
    Darcy nodded. ‘Vanessa is a wonderful host.’ 
 
    Bingley waggled a finger. ‘There you go again, trying to convince yourself that I’m happily married, despite your interference. Dash it, I never knew such a worrier. Yes, I would probably have got on fine with Jane Bennet or Susannah Cullum.’ He grimaced. ‘Well Jane anyway. But I never believed there was only one woman in the world that was my perfect soul-mate, as you appear to do.’ 
 
    Darcy fell silent, sipping brandy. Bingley had a point: perhaps he, Darcy, was too fixed in his likes and dislikes. His attachment to Pemberley had always been absolute: the very idea of selling and moving elsewhere was inconceivable. Likewise Elizabeth: he had fallen in love just once in his life, and that was that. Without realising it, he had been proud of this single-mindedness: he saw it as indicative of deep feeling. But perhaps it was a weakness, for in life one did not always get what one wanted. 
 
    Had he loved Arethusa half-heartedly, because for all her virtues, she was not the one? 
 
    ‘You are wiser than I am,’ he said finally. ‘You live in the present. I think back to my youth, and the mistakes I made. If only one could return and take another run at it.’ 
 
    ‘Really, what nonsense!’ Bingley almost choked on his drink. ‘Mistakes indeed! You are the most generous and steadfast friend that a fellow ever had. I cannot count the times you have helped me, and many others could say the same. Georgiana. Your tenants. Men you knew at Harrow and Cambridge. Elizabeth and Lydia. You were generous even to Wickham, who repaid you by spreading malicious lies about you in Hertfordshire.’ He frowned. ‘Where did that ne’er-do-well end up?’  
 
    ‘On the SS Waverley bound for Sydney. I went to the dock to see him board.’ 
 
    ‘Did he spot you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, our eyes met, and he sneered Making sure, eh, Darcy? He didn’t look angry, or downcast; just smirked as if it were all a game.’ 
 
    ‘Rum oddball, wasn’t he? It’s not as if villainy did him any good. Maybe he’ll find redemption in Australia.’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely. But he performed at least one decent action at the inquest, when he admitted stabbing Sibley. It seems he had already blurted it out to a constable at the scene, when in shock. But he stuck to it, and remained adamant that Elizabeth was innocent. I was afraid he might try to implicate her, just to get even with me.’ 
 
    ‘I believe he always had a soft spot for Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps that was the reason.’ Darcy sighed. ‘I feel as if I myself have a chance of redemption now. So many errors, and yet the dream is within reach. I only hope Elizabeth regains her health.’ 
 
      
 
    Pemberley was a solitary place now. Georgiana rarely visited. No wife or children, no-one at all except for servants. Mrs Reynolds had died, and her daughter Emmeline had taken over as housekeeper, equally loyal, with a keen ear for local news. 
 
    Spring was always a delight at Pemberley. Darcy rode with his steward to survey the park. Revisited his favourite fishing beats on the river. Walked through woods as the bluebells came out. He had the library, the billiard table, and the company of local gentlemen whom he had known most of his life. These distractions were pleasant enough, but still the house seemed cavernous, empty except for the servants. 
 
    And yet, in his imagination, not so empty. A beautiful woman sat opposite him at the dining table, or sang at the pianoforte, or entertained in the drawing room. A rosewater scent lingered; her laugh resounded in the passages. She made him feel alive, young, hopeful. And with her came two fascinating children who had accepted him as part of their mother’s life, and looked to him for support. 
 
    It seemed, sometimes, too good to be true. But letters arrived, once a fortnight, often written in haste, but full of reassurance. Their journey had gone well. She was feeling stronger every day. The children had loved Paris, French food, the Alps. Villa la Pietra still had the old magic … 
 
    Darcy replied in similar style. One day he would give his feelings full expression. But now she was in mourning. He would wait. 
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    August 1839, Florence 
 
      
 
    The restaurant at the Hotel Schneiderff was a mosaic of languages and fashions, drawing tourists from all over Europe. In summer, the numbers thinned as heat drove rich families to the hills or coast. Overlooking the River Arne, it was Julia’s favourite spot for lunch on their weekly outings to the centre. 
 
    In the perpetual heat and bright sunshine, the city had a lazy feel. Dogs sprawled on the pavements; the people moved slowly, took their time over meals. Their party had a seat by the open window on a table for six, adults facing children. As usual the earl ordered for all of them, after a conversation in rapid Italian with the head waiter. Ham with melon. Tagliatelle in broth. Fresh bream with greens sautéed with garlic. All accompanied by the delicious unsalted Tuscan bread, and flasks of robust Chianti in straw baskets. The children ate everything. Robert and Samuel talked of lizards, their latest interest. Grace watched other diners, especially the ladies: she was developing an eye for fashion. Julia and Henry talked about La Giovane Italia, the movement founded by Mazzini to promote Italian unification. 
 
    Elizabeth was now in half-mourning, and hence relieved from wearing black in the unrelenting heat. She had bought two modest grey dresses, a light bonnet, a parasol. Her mind wandered as the Mountjoys discussed Mazzini and Garibaldi. Grace was eavesdropping on a couple at the next table: she was fast picking up Italian. The boys too, partly from Miss Staddon, now enjoying her day off, but mostly from other families staying at Villa la Pietra. 
 
    Elizabeth looked out of the window, at a barge inching along the Arne. In six weeks they would begin the journey home, to a new life. She had come to Italy to convalesce, both physically, and spiritually, if that high-sounding word meant anything. To her it meant a reflection on Fredo, a settling of accounts that would give her peace. 
 
    She had devoted many days to a final revision of Fredo’s writings. At first the aim had been to create a publishable version of the unfinished tract on Purgatory. But she had brought his other works, and on re-reading them saw ways in which they could be improved. The idea grew of collecting them in a magnum opus. With a preface by the Bishop of London or Professor Neville, it might be taken seriously and serve as Fredo’s memorial. 
 
    A more painful task was to disentangle the reasons for their falling out. She could not easily forgive his treatment of her. Fredo had seen her as the law saw all women: as a resource to serve her husband’s interests. Yet she could not think of him as a bad man. Emotionally such a valuation was unbearable, since she saw Fredo in Grace and Robert. It was also unfair. He had been gentle. Kind to children. He did not gamble or drink. He worked conscientiously towards an intellectual and moral purpose. He might have lived in harmony—with a different wife. 
 
    In a way the problem lay not with Fredo, but herself. Many women were content to play a submissive role. She was not. As a child she had enjoyed her father’s respect as a conversational equal. He did not always agree: he had overruled her, for instance, on Lydia’s trip to Brighton. But he had listened, admitted when she was right, valued her acuteness. There had been no brother to usurp her role. If Mr Bennet wanted intelligent conversation he had turned to her. Not his wife, nor Mary or Jane. Her, Elizabeth. Together they had discussed books, dissected the vicar’s sermons, made fun of neighbours. And so her personality had been formed. Confident, argumentative, humorous … 
 
    Not an ideal wife for a man who longed to succeed as a theologian, but lacked security and quickness of mind. 
 
    So what could she have done? Change her character, curb her love of discussion and banter? Had her unusual upbringing made her eccentric, unable to participate in a normal marriage? 
 
    But Darcy loved her, and what was more, he knew her better than Fredo had ever done. For over a year they had talked intimately. With Darcy there had never been cause to dissimulate. She could relax, in the knowledge that he would not misinterpret, recoil in shock, or take offence at her frivolity. He loved the very attributes Fredo had deprecated. 
 
    Julia touched her arm. ‘A lira for your thoughts.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘Not for sale.’ 
 
    ‘What are your thoughts on dessert?’ asked the earl. 
 
    She looked at the children. ‘Gelato?’ 
 
    The boys cheered. Grace nodded demurely. 
 
      
 
    They walked lazily over Ponte Vecchio, an ancient bridge over the River Arne lined with jewellers shops. Outside the Palazzo Vecchio stood Michelangelo’s David, alongside a statue of Hercules. They entered the Uffizi with its long galleries full of Greek, Roman and Egyptian antiquities, and paintings from all over Europe. The children looked with wonder at statues showing the naked human form, such as the Venus de Medici, claimed by many to represent an ideal of female beauty. A youth was drawing the statue in charcoal; his face, with its deep brown eyes and dark curls, seemed to fascinate Grace, who moved to glance at his sketch.  
 
    He looked up and smiled. ‘Ti piace?’ Like it? 
 
    Grace’s lip curled: she was offended perhaps by the pronoun, suitable for a child or an intimate. ‘Passabile.’ 
 
    His eyebrows flashed. ‘La signorina ha la lingua tagliente.’ The young lady has a sharp tongue. 
 
    ‘Allora, sta attento!’ Then watch it! 
 
    Grace walked past with head held high, the young man observing as if bewitched. Elizabeth exchanged a smile with Julia and Henry. Now 13 years old, Grace was nearly Elizabeth’s height; in a year she would be taller. Already one could foresee the woman she would become: a willowy dark-blonde with delicate profile, a proud bearing, and yes, la lingua tagliente. She had put the young artist in his place and gained his admiration. Her first victory, possibly, but not her last. 
 
      
 
    With clear skies and full moon, Villa la Pietra was silhouetted in silvery light. Supper was over; the boys had gone to bed. Ahead, Henry and Julia walked arm in arm in the gardens, while Elizabeth followed with Grace. 
 
    ‘Were you here with … Father?’ Grace asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, the gardens are just as they were. I think paradise must be like this.’ Elizabeth rubbed her wrist. ‘Except for the mosquitos.’ 
 
    They passed a tangled shrub where fireflies twinkled. ‘What was Father like then?’ 
 
    Elizabeth breathed deeply. ‘He had a kind of dignified charm. Gentle, courtly. Treated me as if I were an angel.’ She grimaced. ‘Until he realised I wasn’t.’ 
 
    Grace hesitated. ‘I talk to him sometimes. At night, after saying my prayers.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t, much. But I imagine that I’m talking with my own father.’ 
 
    ‘When we go home …’ 
 
    Grace broke off, and after a few seconds, Elizabeth said, ‘Yes, dear?’ 
 
    ‘I was wondering where home will be.’ Her voice trembled. ‘You will marry Mr Darcy, no?’ 
 
    Elizabeth was tempted to equivocate, but sensed that Grace wanted security. ‘Yes. We will live on his estate in Derbyshire.’ 
 
    ‘Pemberley.’ She rolled the word on her tongue. ‘You said you had visited once.’ 
 
    ‘Only when Mr Darcy was away.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘I was afraid to meet him again, because we had quarrelled.’ 
 
    Grace snorted. ‘So you fight with him too.’ 
 
    ‘Not any more, except over trivialities.’ Elizabeth took Grace’s arm. ‘You’ve seen how I am with Mr Darcy. We tease, but we don’t lose our tempers.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did you quarrel before?’ 
 
    ‘I foolishly let myself be deceived by a man that spoke ill of him.’ 
 
    Grace fell silent, then said, ‘It’s strange. People say you are arrogant and opinionated. Aunt Martha, Uncle Nicholas, even Father. But you are also the only person I know who points out her own failings.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I have more reason.’ 
 
    ‘That is just more nonsense, but what I find unusual is that you admit mistakes without shame. I think that’s why people find you arrogant. It’s as if you have so much self-confidence that you can live with your weaknesses.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘The trouble with you is that you see other people more clearly than they see themselves.’ 
 
    ‘If so, I get it from you.’ Grace met her eye. ‘But unlike you, I keep my observations to myself, and tell people the lies they want to hear.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not telling lies now.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you can accept the truth, whether flattering or not. You just think it’s amusing.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t found much to amuse me the past year.’ 
 
    ‘Nor I. But we’re recovering, aren’t we?’ Grace sighed. ‘I’m glad we’re going to live with Mr Darcy. I found him daunting at first, when you came to rescue us from Uncle Nicholas. But he always treats me with respect.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think Robert likes him?’ 
 
    ‘He feels safe when Mr Darcy is nearby.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be long now.’ 
 
    They began climbing the steps up to the house. It was a relief that Grace and Robert looked forward to life at Pemberley—as did she. Nevertheless, a quiver of unease remained as Elizabeth contemplated a second foray into marriage. To live with the man she loved, she would have to surrender her right to control her own destiny. She recalled Caroline Norton’s brutally accurate warning: a married woman has no legal existence. 
 
    She trusted Darcy whole-heartedly. Even so, she wondered whether he really understood the value of what she was giving up. 
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    November 1839, London 
 
      
 
    A year and a day after her husband’s passing, Elizabeth stood by the Sibley mausoleum in Kensal Green. The afternoon had a mild autumnal feel, with fallen leaves reduced by rainfall to mulch. She had come alone, leaving Grace and Robert behind at Mountjoy House. Her period of mourning was over. It was time for a final farewell. 
 
    She had not seen Darcy yet. He knew she was back—she had written promptly—and would be travelling down from Pemberley. That morning she had personally delivered a bulky manuscript to the Church Magazine’s publisher in Paternoster Row. It collected all Fredo’s theological writings, including the tract on Purgatory that she had finished off. Professor Neville had agreed to provide an introduction; the Bishop of London, an appreciation. It was a relief to have consigned this labour which had occupied her for months. 
 
    ‘Well, Fredo.’ She patted the cold stone, mouthing her words silently. ‘I trust you are in paradise now, purged of your sins, if you ever committed any. I have done my best to secure your legacy. And I too have sought purification, of a different kind.’ 
 
    Yes, different, she thought, for the months in Italy had not cleansed her through pain, or fire, or prayer. She had lived in a city where people valued art, culture, civilisation: it shone out in their architecture, their gardens, their use of language, their enjoyment of food and wine. Her companions had liked and trusted her. She had become a source of stability for her children. The traumas of last year had been overwritten by the comfortable routines of a normal family. And she had paid her debt to her departed husband—if debt there was. 
 
      
 
    They had returned from Italy in leisurely style, pausing at the Côte d’Azur where they had chanced upon Caroline Norton at Nice, travelling in the opposite direction. The Custody of Infants Act had passed into law in August, a triumph for Caroline, but she was beset by further problems. Her husband had moved her children to Scotland, out of reach of English law. Despite repeated appeals to Lord Melbourne, she had still not been accepted at court. To cap it all, her beautiful face was so covered in mosquito bites that people feared she might have smallpox. But she had embraced Elizabeth, and whispered in her ear, ‘I suppose you are returning to marry Mr Darcy, whom of course you do not love.’ 
 
    In London Elizabeth’s first call had been Gracechurch Street, where she was excited to find a letter from Kitty. With her husband Captain Harte, Kitty had crossed from Suez to Port Said, where they were to call at several Mediterranean ports before catching a steamboat for England. Lydia was thriving in Chandos Street, and still walking out with Lieutenant Horrocks, her friend from Sydney. John Allsop, editor of The Lady’s Magazine, had gratefully accepted a set of further entries for Amelia Meanwell’s Journal—sufficient for the next six months. In the society gossip columns the trial was long forgotten, while the Sibleys were keeping a low profile. In short, her troubles appeared to be over. 
 
    So why did she feel so jittery? 
 
    Excitement, certainly, at the impending reunion. But also anxiety that her dreams were to give way to reality, with all its compromises and uncertainties. She understood all too well what she meant to Darcy. Half a lifetime ago, her rejection had transformed a proud gentleman into one consumed with remorse and self-doubt. Now, after a tragic twist of fate, he glimpsed redemption: the woman he had believed lost for ever was restored to him … 
 
    It was a lot to live up to. 
 
    When her cab drew up outside Mountjoy House it was dusk, and the cold was closing in. Supper would be served in an hour; the children were already eating in the kitchen. In the drawing room a smiling Julia handed her a message just received from Darcy House. 
 
    He had returned. 
 
      
 
    ‘Elizabeth!’ Georgiana’s face lit up. ‘What a joy to see you again. And you look so well.’ 
 
    ‘Have you just arrived?’ 
 
    ‘No, I came yesterday from Molyneux Place. William is dressing for dinner. You must join us!’ 
 
    In the drawing room, where a cheerful fire awaited, a footman decanted wine and poured three glasses. 
 
    ‘I hope I’m not calling too soon,’ Elizabeth said. ‘William will be tired after his journey.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he is fine.’ Georgiana jumped up. ‘In fact I hear his tread now on the stairs. Excuse me a moment, while I inform cook that we have an extra guest.’ 
 
    Elizabeth rose too as Georgiana sauntered out, to be replaced by the elegant figure of her brother. Elizabeth’s first reaction was relief. Darcy looked well. He came over with a spring in his step, both arms extended. 
 
    ‘My dearest Elizabeth. And what a lovely dress!’ 
 
    She took both his hands. How often she had anticipated this reunion, imagining every variation from smouldering passion to stiff politeness. But she need not have worried, for he found a happy medium, leaving them space to regain confidence with one another. 
 
    ‘As you see, sir, I am out of mourning.’ She dealt him a teasing smile, as if to highlight what this entailed. 
 
    He feathered her cheek, still palely tanned by the Mediterranean sun. ‘Are you fully restored to health?’ 
 
    ‘I have not coughed for three months.’ 
 
    ‘I’m delighted to hear it.’ His voice trembled slightly. ‘You are now without a home, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘I gave up the lease on Carter Lane.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ He paused. ‘I was hoping to provide an alternative. But I should not be presumptuous.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Be serene, dearest. You will find me receptive to offers—of any kind.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ A raise of the eyebrows. ‘It would give me the greatest possible happiness if you moved to Pemberley as my wife. But I recall your definition of marriage as a swindle, by which a man tricks a woman into surrendering her legal identity.’ 
 
    ‘Caroline Norton’s words, not mine.’ 
 
    ‘You agreed with them.’ 
 
    Elizabeth sighed. ‘I trust you, William.’ 
 
    Darcy released her hands, and sat close to her on the settee. ‘I have been quizzing Soames on whether one can build safeguards into the marriage contract. He recommends that I create a trust for you, providing an income that will remain under your full control. In this way you would at least have financial independence. As to the other points, we can sign an informal agreement, in duplicate. It would stipulate, for instance, that you retain custody over your children, and the freedom to live anywhere you want and keep any money you earn. These terms could not be enforced in law, but at least they would provide a clear record of what had been agreed.’ 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, gratified that Darcy had foreseen her unease and found practical remedies. ‘It seems unfair that all these rules are for my benefit.’  
 
    ‘I may press for certain conditions as well.’ He smiled. ‘For instance, that you promise never to remind me of my behaviour at the Meryton ball.’ 
 
    ‘Dancing only four dances? She is tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me?’ Elizabeth collapsed into helpless laughter. ‘You cannot escape so easily. Those disgraceful words should torment you till the end of your days, and I shall remind you of them whenever necessary.’ 
 
    ‘In that case I may have to mention your accusations at Hunsford.’ 
 
    ‘So be it, we can fight it out. But I refuse to sign away my principal weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ He glared at her as if he longed to roll her on her back and kiss her into submission. ‘Is this really going to happen, Elizabeth? Can we set a date?’ 
 
    ‘The sooner the better.’ She snuggled against him. ‘We have wasted so much time!’ 
 
    ‘May I suggest mid-December at Pemberley? Followed by a Christmas house party to which all your family will be invited?’ 
 
    Elizabeth breathed deeply, her eyes wet. The life she had dreamed of was real. It was starting. 
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    A quiet wedding, Elizabeth had begged. Family and a few select friends. Even so, Darcy organised a convoy of five large carriages. One held his bride-to-be, and her children. The second held Georgiana’s family, the third and fourth, the Fitzwilliams. The last was reserved for Lydia, Peter, and the Gardiners. Julia had to stay in London, but promised a celebratory ball in the spring. In the end, the Gardiners decided to stay in London and welcome Kitty on her return.  
 
    The first goal was Meryton, to pick up Jane and Mary from Hadfield Farm. The day was cold and clear, the road lit by an orange glow as they proceeded towards Leamington Spa, where Darcy had reserved rooms. An early start in frosty darkness got them to Ilkeston by mid-afternoon, where Jane showed composure as she greeted Mr Bingley, and a sixth carriage joined the convoy for the final stage. 
 
    As they reached Pemberley Lodge, the children were abuzz with excitement. Throughout the journey they had swapped carriages at every stop, obliging Darcy to check them off on a list. The two Molyneux boys. Two Sibleys, three Fitzwilliams, four Bingleys, Lydia’s Peter. There was a collective sigh as the house appeared silhouetted against the moonlight. Elizabeth laid a hand on Jane’s arm, wishing her brood could have come along as well. But perhaps they were wary of boys and girls who had grown up on wealthy estates—a difficulty also for Peter. 
 
    Pemberley remained as Elizabeth remembered, except for lavish preparations for the house party. In the main dining hall a table was laid for 24 places. Guest wings had been appointed for the use of Fitzwilliams, Bingleys, and Bennets. Darcy had taken on extra staff and spared no expense for their comfort. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, at the village church, Elizabeth vowed to love, cherish and obey the tall, elegant and overjoyed man at her side. As she did so, she could not help recalling the previous occasion on which she had recited these words from the Book of Common Prayer. She had been robed in white then; now, being a widow, convention demanded another colour, and discouraged bridesmaids or blossom. But she liked the oyster shade of her satin gown, trimmed with ostrich feathers, and had Jane as her matron of honour.  
 
    Did the vows mean anything? Could you promise to love someone forever? She had not decided to love Darcy; the emotion had overwhelmed her independently of her will. With Fredo she had done her best to behave lovingly, but stumbled over obedience. And could one honestly promise to obey always? What if a man ordered his wife to jump in a lake? Some kind of proviso had to be assumed, otherwise the vow was absurd. 
 
    It was a traditional ceremony, after all. She would say the words, and interpret them as she saw fit. 
 
    As they turned to procession back up the aisle, Elizabeth was reassured by the happy faces of Grace and Robert in the front row. Her re-marriage would inevitably remind them of their father’s death just over a year ago; it would be natural for them to resent the newcomer. But Darcy had won them over. They understood too that the ceremony was joining families as well as a man and a woman, adding Fitzwilliam and Molyneux cousins to their social circle. 
 
    After the service, while guests returned to Pemberley for the breakfast, Elizabeth asked Darcy to remain a few minutes. Now alone, they strolled to the plot where Darcy’s parents lay alongside Arethusa, his first wife. 
 
    ‘Poor woman.’ Elizabeth studied the inscription: beloved wife of Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy. ‘I was so jealous when I saw you together at the opera. Did you mention me to her?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I was afraid she would intuit how much you had meant to me.’  
 
    ‘People expressed such admiration for her kindness, devotion, intelligence.’ Elizabeth sighed. ‘A better woman than me, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Darcy smiled. ‘Still, my heart was always yours. Love is a strange madness.’ 
 
    ‘What a shame that she felt herself a failure.’ Elizabeth shivered, wondering whether she herself would be able to provide Darcy with an heir—a point he had never raised. 
 
    They were silent awhile, then embraced gently and returned to their carriage. 
 
      
 
    Marriage meant new quarters. No more would Elizabeth retire to a guest wing. Her possessions had been moved to the mistress of Pemberley’s chamber, with boudoir and dressing room on one side, and the door to the master’s bedroom on the other. For a moment she felt like an impostor. She was to sleep in the room that had belonged to her predecessor. 
 
    But such fears had been foreseen. A different maid attended her. The room had been redecorated and refurnished. She relaxed as her hair was unpinned and brushed out, and thought back to the wedding breakfast and the dancing that had followed. 
 
    The feast had been typical Darcy fare, favouring quality over quantity, and enlivened by entertainments including musicians and a conjuror. The ball was informal, very much a family event in which children were allowed to dance while others clustered round the conjuror to learn simple tricks. Movingly, Bingley danced again with Jane, and Lydia was led to the floor by Colonel Fitzwilliam, so underlining her acceptance by clan Darcy. Grace passed much of the ball sparring with Edmund Molyneux, Georgiana’s elder son. Elizabeth feared they were quarrelling, but Grace eventually conceded him a set, during which they continued arguing. She then stalked off, leaving Edmund rooted to the spot, still watching her. 
 
    Whatever that meant … 
 
    Elizabeth’s only regret was that Kitty had not returned in time. A message of congratulation came from the Gardiners, but reported no news of Captain and Mrs Harte. 
 
    The maid had finished her work. Understanding her husband’s tastes, Elizabeth had eschewed heavy scent or elaborate ornament. Loose hair, a simple light nightgown, a hint of rosewater: that would have to do. 
 
    She sat on top of the bed, leaning against pillows, and awaited the master of Pemberley. 
 
      
 
    He entered, wearing a light navy-stripe gown over linen trousers, and his arms opened. 
 
    ‘A vision of loveliness.’ 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. ‘You mean, a vision of a fairly well preserved woman in middle age.’ 
 
     ‘After serving as companion to a poet, you can surely do better than that.’ 
 
    He joined her on the bed and enfolded her proffered hand. ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Something very silly. You?’ 
 
    ‘I feel as if a world out of joint has at last righted itself. It was a joy to see our families come together.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She leaned against his shoulder. ‘You organised it wonderfully, William, with such fine entertainments for the children. As for myself …’ She reddened. ‘I am feeling a little nervous, and recalling the disappointment of my first wedding night.’ 
 
    ‘You fear it may be repeated?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘We are experienced now, and not embarrassed to talk. All the same, it is difficult when an event means so much …’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Bliss can’t be scheduled. The most beautiful moments take us by surprise.’ 
 
     She admired his profile, viewed against the dancing flames of the fire. ‘Do you prefer the candles out?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I want to see you properly.’ 
 
    ‘And I you.’ Elizabeth sighed deeply. ‘You see, this is the most wonderful day of my life. The day that redeems my mistakes. The day that once seemed impossible.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘You are afraid we might spoil it?’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘When I was a little girl, my father used to give me a notebook every year to use as my journal, and I loved the perfection of the empty pages, so full of promise, so lacking in error. I wanted to write something special, worthy of this lovely book. And so I became afraid. I could no longer write freely. One year, I turned angrily to the first page and deliberately ruined it. Wrote in big letters Utter Nonsense, then smudged it. Scribbled a terrible drawing. Copied out a multiplication sum and filled in the wrong answer. Then I turned to page two, and was myself again.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you suggest? Shall we make this the worst wedding night in history?’ 
 
    Elizabeth dissolved into laughter. ‘What a wonderful idea!’ She kneeled beside him and framed his face with her hands. ‘Dearest husband, you look … not too bad.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Darcy pursed his lips. ‘If that is your game, I will have to recall my first impression of you.’ 
 
    She recoiled. ‘Don’t you dare!’ 
 
    ‘You started this, wife.’ 
 
    ‘I warn you, William. Say that word and I won’t answer for the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘Dearest.’ He gazed into her eyes. ‘You are tolerable.’ 
 
    Elizabeth squealed and tried to slap him, but he caught her wrist. ‘Claws in, Mrs Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘I want a divorce.’ 
 
    He kneeled to face her, and gently pushed her on to her back. ‘The House of Lords would never grant a divorce from a man of my standing.’ 
 
    Elizabeth struggled to control her giggles and keep a straight face. ‘Unhand me, you monster!’ 
 
    ‘It’s time I untied the top of your gown.’ 
 
    She trembled with anticipation as he fumbled with the laces, perhaps hampered by the faint light. 
 
    ‘How helpful of you to tie them so tight,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It’s a bow. You pull the ends. A normally intelligent five-year-old could do it.’ 
 
    He parted her gown, smoothed her hair back, and for a moment was lost in her eyes. 
 
    ‘Well?’ she taunted. ‘Shall we kiss? Might as well get it over with.’ 
 
    He teased her by trailing his lips down her face without touching her mouth, and she squirmed in frustration. 
 
    ‘Must I wait all night?’ 
 
    He continued down her neck towards her breast, making her groan with pleasure. 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    He looked up with a grin of triumph. ‘Feels good?’ 
 
    ‘Like a snail slithering over my skin.’ 
 
    He kissed her mouth, and she moaned and pushed her fingers into his hair. ‘Oh William. That’s so … not bad. But do we have to insult one another all night?’ 
 
    ‘We could declare the notebook now ruined, and move on to page two.’ 
 
    ‘I still want a divorce.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Then I shall enjoy you while I can.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    38 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve 
 
      
 
    The day was cold and crisp, ideal for a vigorous walk—or such was the opinion of Colonel Fitzwilliam. He won no supporters among the children, but during the afternoon a group set out including the Bingleys and the Molyneuxs as well as the colonel and his wife. Elizabeth recalled the tour with her uncle and aunt on the occasion of her first visit, when she had anxiously imagined the early return of the master. The gentleman in question was in a meeting with his housekeeper and steward, attending to the boxes to be presented to staff on 26th December. She had offered to help, but he would not hear of it.  
 
    The weather was turning, and a dust of snow began to fall. They might have a white Christmas, if it intensified. Elizabeth hoped it would not, since an express from Mr Gardiner had announced the arrival of Kitty, now on her way to Pemberley. Unfortunately Jane and Mary had left, so a Bennet sister reunion would be postponed. It was a blow, but Elizabeth understood Jane’s difficulty, with five children, and a farmhouse to run. 
 
    With Lydia, Elizabeth felt at ease now: the traumatic period following her return from Australia had formed a bond of affection and trust. They talked sparingly, mostly of small matters such as the gifts planned for the children to celebrate New Year. Darcy had taken up a fashion imported from Germany and installed a fir tree in the great hallway, which the children had helped decorate with little treats like chocolates and toffee apples. A choir had been formed with Georgiana as mistress, to practise traditional carols. 
 
    Her marriage had brought a happiness never dreamed of. Elizabeth was reminded of summers in Italy when the sun had shone every day: one found oneself longing for rain to break the monotony. Once or twice she had tried to start a fight—not a mock one, like the game on their wedding night, but a real argument. But Darcy knew her too well, and refused the bait. There had been just one tense exchange, over the heir. After a difficult confinement with Robert, Elizabeth had been advised to put off another pregnancy—a skill in which Julia was adept. Yet she knew how much Darcy had longed for children of his own, and would gladly have tried again for his sake. Darcy would have none of it. She was older; the danger was greater. Pemberley had a worthy heir in Georgiana’s son Edmund. He forbade Elizabeth to run the risk. 
 
    It had been an intense battle, but in no way like a quarrel with Fredo. Darcy listened to her view, and countered with argument, not decree. But on this occasion he had won—to her secret relief. It was a shame they would never see a tiny face that combined his features with hers. But one could not have everything. 
 
    As they neared the forecourt a carriage drew up, and with a whoop Elizabeth ran after Lydia. A man in naval uniform helped down a lady holding a small girl. Lydia stopped a few paces away and the women froze, studying one another. 
 
    ‘Lyddie?’ 
 
    The lady disburdened herself of the little girl, who ran to her father. Arriving out of breath, Elizabeth looked on as her sisters embraced, a quarter of a century after their last meeting, having both sailed around the world in the meantime. She stepped forward to welcome a tanned and sturdy Kitty. 
 
    ‘Lizzy, look!’ Kitty pointed along the driveway, where a second carriage approached. ‘We stopped at the farm on the way …’ 
 
    Suddenly the forecourt was full, as the other walkers caught up, and people ran out from the house. Elizabeth hurried to the second carriage where a servant handed down Mary, followed by Jane and three children. 
 
    ‘Mr Hadfield and the older boys stayed to look after the animals,’ Kitty said. ‘But we persuaded Jane and Mary to come for Christmas.’ 
 
    Tearfully they joined hands in a ring. Five Bennet girls. Together again at last. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    May 1848, Euston station 
 
      
 
    With an excited Elizabeth on his arm, Darcy walked along the platform to board the Rugby train. Ahead, two porters were loading their luggage. They had left in a rush, having received at breakfast a telegraph from the railway company. It read, simply, Baby early, EM. 
 
    Elizabeth climbed into their first-class carriage, brushing away his offer of help. Darcy handed her the newspaper before following, his knee creaking as he levered himself up. Age was telling: he needed eyeglasses for reading, and his running days were over. But they were still active, and on a fine day would walk miles at a vigorous pace. 
 
    He would have preferred to quit London in April, but Georgiana had persuaded Elizabeth to remain at Darcy House so that they could attend concerts by Chopin, who was performing in London to select gatherings including Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. One recital would not suffice for Georgiana, baby or no baby. Yes, she would come to Pemberley. But later. 
 
    As usual Elizabeth took the window seat, while Darcy ignored the view and opened The Times. Mexico was to surrender Texas to the United States. Another revolution was brewing in France, after King Louis-Philippe had fled to London. Two German philosophers named Marx and Engels had published The Communist Manifesto, which Elizabeth (probably as a tease) wanted to order for the Pemberley library. Yes, times were changing, and not always (he thought) for the better. But he was grateful for the railway network to Rugby, Derby, even Lambton, where a carriage would be waiting if their telegraphed reply had reached Pemberley.  
 
    They passed Watford, then Boxmoor, where just over ten years ago he had spotted Elizabeth on the platform and joined her in third-class. How much had flowed from this encounter—and what experiences they had shared! Vienna, Florence, Athens, often in company with Georgiana’s family or Julia’s. Grace had become a sophisticated and beautiful young woman; Robert had excelled at Harrow, and now Cambridge. It was the time of his life, a redemption after so many years of regret. 
 
    He looked at Elizabeth. ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Normal feminine thoughts.’ She threw him an ironic smile, her brown eyes acute as ever. ‘Will the bluebells be out? Will it be a boy or a girl? You know the kind of thing that preoccupies the fair sex.’ 
 
    He was tempted to rise to the bait, but satisfied himself with a roll of the eyes. He knew she was talking nonsense—perhaps with a hint of truth. She knew he knew it. A glance could do the work of a thousand words. 
 
      
 
    At Rugby they changed trains and ate a snack, before setting off for Derby and the branch line to Lambton. Elizabeth was more anxious than she admitted—not about bluebells or gender, but the birthing itself. Grace was a strong young lady and had the best care, but motherhood remained a chancy undertaking. Darcy, as always, was a reassuring presence. He had the confidence of a man who knows what to do when things go wrong, a virtue she had noticed repeatedly. 
 
    After the traumas of her final year with Fredo, Elizabeth had enjoyed a life of pleasant fulfilment at Pemberley, interspersed with exciting tours on the continent. Her sisters too had thrived. After one more voyage Kitty had settled in Meryton; Lydia had married her lieutenant and stayed in London. The Hadfield brood was eagerly taking over most work on the farm, leaving Jane free to roam, often to Pemberley. Sadly the Gardiners had passed away, within a few months of one another; two of their children now lived in Gracechurch Street. 
 
    Of the Sibleys, Elizabeth had heard nothing for six years. Then a note from Lady Beatrice informed her that Martha had died, while Sir Nicholas had been left partly blinded and paralysed by a disease that turned out to be syphilis. A meeting was accepted, for afternoon tea at Mivart’s. Lady Beatrice did not exactly apologise, but conceded she had never believed Elizabeth a murderess; she also appreciated Elizabeth’s efforts to promote Fredo’s reputation posthumously. Relations improved sufficiently for Elizabeth to invite the Sibleys to Grace’s wedding. Sir Nicholas was too sick, but Lady Beatrice came, with her daughters. No son, they noticed. Robert was still the heir. 
 
      
 
    At Lambton, the waiting coachman had news: Grace had been delivered of a son. Mother and child both well. They opened a bottle of Dom Pérignon, and drank toasts to make the coach transfer pass quicker. In the forecourt Edmund Molyneux, the happy father, ran out to greet them. 
 
    Grace was resting calmly as if wondering what all the fuss was about, the baby in a padded basket at her side. After expressing her delight, Elizabeth gathered the precious bundle and went into the corridor, where Darcy was waiting for a glimpse. Her grandchild already had a name: William Frederick Molyneux. As they gazed at the little face, Elizabeth could sense Darcy’s dismay at having no son of his own. But Pemberley would pass (not soon, she hoped) to Georgiana’s son Edmund, and then to this little fellow, in whom the Darcy and Bennet lines joined. 
 
    Tenderly Elizabeth restored the baby to Grace, who would one day follow her as mistress of Pemberley. It had surprised nobody when Edmund proposed. The two had been inseparable frenemies for years, sharing vacations at Pemberley as well as tours on the continent. Elizabeth did not doubt that Grace truly loved him. But she knew her practical daughter. Edmund was not only handsome and intelligent, but heir to Pemberley and the Darcy fortune. From their first encounter at Elizabeth’s wedding, Grace had laid her challenge. You think you’re the blue-eyed boy, Master Edmund, but are you good enough for ME? Not those words, of course, but that was the message. 
 
    Elizabeth rejoined Darcy, and they went to their bedrooms to wash and change. A momentous occasion, she reflected: the arrival of a new generation that would survive into the 20th century, long after she and her beloved husband were gone. 
 
    Darcy extended his hand, and she sighed. Yes, all this would eventually pass to others. But now was their time. Of which she would not waste a single precious second. 
 
    She gripped his arm, pulled him into a kiss, and feeling a glow of fulfilment entered the reassuring comfort of her chamber. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
    Darcy’s Redemption (DR) diverges from Pride and Prejudice at the scene where Elizabeth visits Pemberley with the Gardiners. Instead of arriving a day early, Darcy is delayed. In consequence, he learns of Lydia’s elopement too late to rescue the Bennets from disgrace and ruin. After a chance encounter romance is rekindled, but between people who have lost the idealism of youth, and learned that in reality one does not live happily ever after. Their challenge is to make the best of lives that have been irretrievably scarred by mistakes and ill-fortune. 
 
    In the prologue the main protagonist is the railway, which grew rapidly in the early years of Victoria’s reign. Darcy and Elizabeth meet at Boxmoor, shortly after this station was opened in July 1837 by the London and Birmingham Railway Company. The early rail network is described in staggering detail in the contemporary (1842) book The Railways of Great Britain and Ireland, by a civil engineer named Francis Whishaw (available from Google Books). In the 1830s, the lines from London and the Midlands were separated; in the 1840s they joined, so that our couple could journey direct from London Euston to Derbyshire. 
 
    The Old Bailey Justice Hall is of course a historical location, described with reference to contemporary drawings. All characters in Lydia’s trial are fictional; the procedure is based on actual trials of the period, which can be consulted verbatim (google Old Bailey online). The sentences were indeed harsh: a thief might be hung, or transported, typically for 7 years, 14 years, or life. 
 
    At Almack’s all characters are fictional, including the Mountjoy and Molyneux families. So far as I know there was no Earl or Countess of Ballytore, but Julia was modelled loosely on Lady Marguerite Blessington, who travelled to Genoa to meet Lord Byron and wrote a memoir of their meetings (Conversations of Lord Byron with the Countess of Blessington, published 1850, available from Google Books). Descriptions, and some utterances attributed to Byron, come from this book. 
 
    In Florence, locations are real, including Villa la Pietra, which is now owned by New York University (for photos, history, etc., google Villa la Pietra). Note that it is not possible to visit except by arrangement with NYU. It can be viewed from a distance through a gate, at the end of a long cypress-lined driveway. The well-known locations in the city centre are open to the public (Ponte Vecchio, Palazzo Vecchio, Uffizi). Hotel Schneiderff was popular among wealthy travellers at the time, but no longer exists. 
 
    The Sibley family and their estate in Essex are fictional. The posts occupied by Frederick Sibley (Fredo) are all historical: there is a Christ’s Church at Spitalfields, and St Paul’s Cathedral had prebendaries. All roads in London existed (Commercial Street, Carter Lane, Chandos Street, etc.). Also historical is the Oxford Movement in Anglican theology which opposed liberalising trends in favour of a return to aspects of traditional Catholicism (see Wikipedia on Oxford Movement). A list of tracts is available (Wikipedia on Tracts for the Times) featuring some of the topics addressed by Fredo. 
 
    In Suffolk, Hardwick House is a historical location for which you can find images and a Wikipedia article. The Cullum family is fictional. Lowestoft is a real town on the coast, Halesworth a village nearby, but the houses mentioned in DR are fictional, and in the 1830s there was no Duke of Suffolk. 
 
    In London, the outings with Grace and Robert occur at historical sites. Vauxhall had a popular pleasure garden, the Regent’s Park a zoological garden. St Paul’s Cathedral and environs is of course historical, as are Paternoster Row (centre for publishing) and Covent Garden market. 
 
    The Lady’s Magazine was a popular monthly for which complete volumes are available from Google Books. Descriptions are mostly based on the issue for January 1830, which includes a correspondence feature (page 53), the source for Elizabeth’s humorous letters (especially Amelia Meanwell). The magazine is packed with stories, poetry, reviews, society news, and fashion, including illustrations printed in colour from engravings. John Allsop, its editor in DR, is fictional, but the office was in Paternoster Row. 
 
    The fate of convicts transported to Australia is documented in detail on sites that help modern Australians trace their family roots. The ship that would have transported Lydia, the Broxbournebury, sailed in January 1814 carrying 124 women; the men were taken separately on the Surrey. Lydia’s experiences in DR are typical according to contemporary reports: for more information look at the Wikipedia page on Parramatta Female Factory, or google this phrase. 
 
    The photogenic drawings produced by Georgiana’s husband apply the science of the time, and Henry Fox Talbot is a historical figure. The term photograph (literally “light drawing”) was coined around this time and used at a Royal Society presentation in 1839. Many Fox Talbot photos can be found online (just google the phrase), remarkable in their detail; the earliest that have survived come from the 1840s. An alternative method was developed by Louis Daguerre, who made a daguerreotype of a street scene as early as 1838. 
 
    Of the historical persons mentioned in DR (Byron, Keats, the Shelleys, Lord Melbourne), the most central is writer, reformer and society beauty Caroline Norton, who became notorious in 1836 when her abusive husband accused the prime minister Lord Melbourne of criminal conversation—Victorian legalese for adultery. In her long dispute with George Norton for control of her life and custody over her children, Mrs Norton highlighted the status of married women as persons with no legal existence. Her struggle is mirrored, on a milder level, by Elizabeth’s tribulations in the novel. 
 
    Despite persistent poor health, and wrangling with her husband, Caroline Norton’s writings were prolific. In addition to novels and poems, she wrote long pamphlets in support of her campaigns, and letters to influential people including the queen. As mentioned in DR, she successfully pressed for a Custody of Infants Act, granting mothers custody of their young children. Later she lobbied for the 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act, which established the principle by which a married woman has an independent legal status. Two biographies are A Scandalous Woman by Alan Chedzoy (1992), and The Criminal Conversation of Mrs Norton by Diane Atkinson (2012). A much earlier biography of 1909 by Jane Perkins described her character thus:  
 
      
 
    Gifted, impetuous, stormy-tempered, with a reckless, specious tongue, with an instinct for taking the lead and getting possession of everything around her: magnanimous and generous, incapable of hoarding injuries and paying back old scores when once the first ungovernable outburst of resentment against them had subsided … 
 
      
 
    With the help of these biographies, I have tried to respect Caroline Norton’s actual movements in 1838-40 (holidays in the Isle of Wight, trip to south of France, etc.), and her attitudes and personality. Note that she was not a feminist in the modern sense. In an article in The Times (1838), she explicitly denied any tendency to radicalism:  
 
      
 
    The natural position of woman is inferiority to man. Amen! That is a thing of God’s appointing, not of man’s devising. I believe it sincerely, as part of my religion. I never pretended to the wild and ridiculous doctrine of equality … 
 
      
 
    In spite of her achievements as a social reformer, Mrs Norton is no longer well-known. But in Victorian Britain she was a major figure. Her poems and novels were widely read, especially by women. Famous authors like Tennyson, Dickens, Thackeray, Disraeli, and Meredith, used her as a model for their characters, or incorporated episodes from her life into their stories. Her struggles highlight the dark side of marriage in Regency and Victorian Britain. 
 
      
 
    M. A. Sandiford, August 2019 
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