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			For all my chosen sisters

		

	
		
			

			WINTER

		

	
		
			

			DECEMBER

			Sister Act

			Jane, Lizzy, Mary, Kitty, Lydia

			~Lydia Bennet

			happy new year!

			13:34

			~Jane Bingley

			Wrong day. It’s not even 3pm in Paris, for heaven’s sake. Unless you’re in Australia. Oh God. Are you in Australia? 

			13:36

			~Lydia Bennet

			gare du nord, bitches. i’m coming home!

			13:36

			[Missed voice call]

			

			~Jane Bingley

			Really? Does Mum know? Please don’t get drunk. 

			13:37

			~Lydia Bennet

			too late. and no. surprise! DO NOT TELL HER 

			13:37

			~Jane Bingley

			Please don’t get any more drunk.

			13:37

			~Lydia Bennet

			okay, mary

			13:39

			~Jane Bingley

			It’s Jane. 

			13:39

			~Lydia Bennet

			hard to tell 

			13:39

			~Kitty Miller

			OMG! Seriously? Why? How long for? Call me when you get here! Or just come to the Dragon. Dave’s playing. Off to drop Bridge at Mum’s now. Also Mary isn’t even in here. 

			13:57

			

			~Lydia Bennet

			yes she is. she just doesn’t post. she lurks. LURKER! got to go. train boarding. love you. 

			13:58

			~Jane Bennet

			Lyds, please don’t drink any more. I’m serious. Not today. 

			13:58

			[Missed voice call]

			~Jane Bennet

			Lyds? 

			14:01

		

	
		
			

			JANUARY

			It is a truism, frequently invoked by the members of the Meryton Women’s Guild, that one is only ever as happy as one’s unhappiest child. So, with five daughters and four grandchildren, it was a miracle Mrs Hester Bennet ever raised a smile. At best, she was only ever tentatively pleased, and even then understood that her contentment rested on the edge of a gaping precipice into which she would inevitably tumble the second Kitty or Lydia (it was almost always those two) messaged in the clutches of yet another existential crisis. 

			She wasn’t asking for a lot, was she? For them all to be married and happy, the one following the other in her mind like port after cheese. Of course, Lizzy and Jane had started the ball rolling nicely – wed within a month of each other and to best friends who had both gone to Cambridge. Cambridge, no less! If only those silly boys— She cut the thought off. No use crying over spilt milk; they’d done enough of that yesterday. No, one had to move on, even if, as in Jane’s case, it was with George Wickham. Still, even he seemed to have grown up since that silly business with Lydia, and he was obviously besotted, doted on Grace as well, which took some doing (fifteen was never the easiest of ages with girls). So, good on Jane, really. And Kitty hadn’t let the disaster that was her ex-husband (and Bridget’s biological father) stop her. Dave might only be a postman, but he had a good head of hair, his own flat, and was handy with mechanics, and, really, that wasn’t to be sniffed at, not these days. 

			

			Lizzy might take a leaf out of her sisters’ books and at least make an effort to find another man, instead of burying herself in birth canals at work. She was still solidly attractive, financially stable (though private gynaecology would surely pay better) and forty-three was no age these days. Not with HRT and Spanx. Besides, having a C-section will have helped down there. No little accidents. Not like the time Mrs Bennet had been persuaded onto the new trampoline by Kitty and Bridget. Still, at least Bridget had been young enough then to blame it on. Though she might feasibly have picked Kitty, given the heft of Bridget when she came out. Eleven pounds could do untold damage. None of hers had been more than seven-three, but then the quantity contributed as much as volume, she supposed. 

			Mary was another matter. About as sexual as a jellyfish, that one. Kitty had dropped into a WhatsApp conversation that she was probably ‘ace’ (Mrs Bennet had had to google that). Well, perhaps she was, but she didn’t seem happy about it: veered like a pinball between irritation and disgust. Mrs Bennet wouldn’t even mind if Mary was a lesbian. Barbara Clyde’s eldest was married to a woman and was on the ladies’ golf team, and look at Charlotte Lucas and that potter she’d run off with in lockdown. Much happier by all accounts, unlike poor Colin who’d had to move back in with his aunt at the age of forty-three. Mary might still be living at home, but that was different. Mary had never left in the first place. And, besides, you couldn’t compare Mrs Bennet with Carole Burghley, not even on a bad day.

			She wasn’t dreaming of white dresses and St Saviour’s nave bedecked in cherry blossom; she wasn’t under those delusions anymore. She’d be perfectly happy with a civil whatsisname at the register office, or even living in sin, like Kitty and Dave. Just as long as they were all settled before… you know. Not that she or Gordon were planning to pop off any time soon, but they were both sixty-seven, and Renee Nesbitt had dropped down dead in the chemist’s at sixty-eight, so one never knew. Still, at least the girls would all be under one roof for once, and on this – the trickiest of days. At which thought, she trotted up the dogleg staircase and started along the threadbare hessian of the landing to check on Lydia. 

			

			Of course, what began as single-minded, determined, purposeful, quickly segued as Mrs Bennet found herself distracted by what appeared to be yet another patch of damp on the ceiling between Lizzy’s old room and Mary’s current one. The roof then. Again. Lawks, if it wasn’t one thing with this place it was another. It was all very well, living in eighteenth-century splendour on the edge of Meryton, with its feature fireplaces and flagstone floor and whatnot, but sometimes she would give her right arm for one of those retirement flats over near Fowlmere. Swimming pool. Gym. Restaurant on site. On site! No more wondering what to cook for dinner and settling on mince, yet again. Though of course, that raised a question as to where the grandchildren would sleep when they came to stay. Or Mary, who would no doubt come with. Or Lydia for that matter, who ping-ponged from location to location like a drunk swallow but always, somehow, landed back at Longbourn—  

			Lydia! Mrs Bennet snapped to and hurried the last creaky steps to her youngest and most vexing of daughters’ childhood bedroom, pushing the sticker-stippled door cautiously. The girl had shown up at the station at some godawful hour in some godawful state, and with no cash for a taxi (as usual). Thank heaven Gordon had only had one sherry at that point and could be sent to fetch her. Heaven knows what had led her to abandon Paris, but it would all come out in the wash, she supposed. It always did with Lydia. 

			As if to concede the point, Lydia belched, pulled her duvet (the Spice Girls one she’d begged for for an entire year) over her head, then continued her snoring. Mrs Bennet sighed. One was supposed to find it pleasing watching one’s offspring sleep, but she had rarely found that the case with her youngest. Hence, instead of giving a contented smile, she rolled her eyes and nudged the bucket (still, thankfully, empty) a little closer to the edge of the bed. It was tempting to throw back the curtains, open a casement window to counteract the muggy fust of unwashed hair and the God-knows-how-much-a-bottle perfume Lydia insisted on wearing to cover it, but it was hardly worth the argument. She would send Bridget in to wake her up in a bit. That would do the trick. 

			

			As she backed out of the room and pulled the door to, Mrs Bennet checked her watch for the seventh time that morning: less than three hours until everyone else was due to arrive, so she’d better get on with the ham, hadn’t she? Perhaps she’d WhatsApp Jane as well: check if Grace had declared any unhelpful resolutions regarding meat or dairy again. Last year’s quiche (bacon, eggs and cream all verboten) had been a disaster. Thankfully that phase had lasted mere weeks, but one never knew with teenagers (or Kitty and Lydia) when fads would rear their silly heads again. 

			Yes, better to check. 

			* * *

			To do:

			
					George – who picking up whom? 

					Grace – shoes 

					
Pudding. Flan? Pavlova? 


					Decent cheese 

					Resolutions – make some 

			

			

			Three miles along the Cambridge road, or two across the fields as the crow (or occasionally, in the past, a wasted Kitty or Lydia) flies, Jane Bingley sat at the kitchen table (sanded antique pine, legs in Farrow & Ball ‘Dropcloth’) at Netherfield Lodge, contemplating lists. Lists, she had found in the wake of… everything, helped. They chivvied things, made sense of them, distracted from the stark fact of it all. There was a satisfaction in the ordering of life into a series of tickable ‘to-do’s, and then the sharp, if brief, relief when one crossed something off. Of course, George helped as well. At that thought, she raised her eyes to the ceiling, as if she might see through the cornicing (‘Slipper Satin’), the polished oak floorboards and the Persian rug to the iron-steaded king-size above, in which, at this very minute, he was sleeping off a bottle of ’96 Chateau Latour that she had – willingly, she admitted – been persuaded to dig out of the cellar (one of the many pleasing features that had persuaded her to say yes to the red-brick Regency doer-upper) and open. 

			‘What were you saving it for anyway?’

			She had shrugged, trying to close off the memory of a delighted Charley on his thirtieth birthday, the bottle in his hand. ‘A rainy day, I suppose.’ 

			‘Well, good,’ said George. ‘It’s pissing down.’ 

			And then he had kissed her, and now… here they were again. As they had been, every weekend for, what? More than two years now? Well, when Timon wasn’t on exeat. And actually, now that she thought about it, often when he was. Of course it made perfect sense: the Meryton flat was cramped in comparison, it saved on endless petrol and taxis, and (though she would never voice this aloud) it gave Grace someone else on which to focus her substantial ire. Not that she blamed Grace, not really. Adolescence was miserable enough, without your father being snatched away so… so cruelly. 

			

			The worst thing, Jane thought occasionally, was that it – the accident – had been so desperately unremarkable. They hadn’t been rushing to a birth or a wedding or an airport. They weren’t trying to rescue anyone. They weren’t stepping up to prevent a crime. It was a run-of-the-mill run-in with a jackknifed lorry on a wet stretch of the M1. There had been something up with the trains – a drivers’ strike – that meant it was the only way the boys could get up to Pemberley in time to see New Year in. The rest of them – she and Lizzy, Grace – twelve, then, and only edging on reticence – the twins – just months old, barely teething – had been there for days: airing, decorating, hoovering up woodlice and spiders – nature’s annual invasion between their summer stay and this winter one. But Charley and Fitz had both had work – this and that at the charity and solicitors that they couldn’t (or wouldn’t) get out of – so she had extracted promises to at least leave mid-afternoon, to be there by supper. And, a lasagne in the oven (from the Ocado delivery that Fitz had insisted on: ‘I’m not having either of you buggering about like Jamie sodding Oliver. It’s a holiday, for God’s sake’) they had played board games while they waited. And waited. 

			And waited. 

			Her mother was right. It did seem impossible: that two such astonishing men could meet their end in such mundanity. But, then again, few deaths were newsworthy, really, to the unrelated anyway. Though, it was true there were tweets at the time (mostly complaining about the traffic build-up; it had taken five hours to clear the motorway) and write-ups in the Cambridge Evening News and Herts and Essex Gazette. None of the broadsheets thought to run an obituary – Charley’s brief celebrity when he left the Bar for Greenspace had long since waned and Fitz loathed the limelight – but the funeral was announced, on Mrs Bennet’s insistence, in The Times. 

			‘You know he hated that paper,’ Jane had pointed out to her mother at the time. ‘They both did.’ 

			

			But Mrs Bennet’s acquaintances treated it as the pious might a bible and so The Times it was. 

			Though, she was thankful now, of course – she cast her eyes ceiling-ward again. As George had pointed out, several times since, if the notice hadn’t been posted, he might never have known about the tragedy, might never have been there to help. To rescue her. Not that she used that word, at least not to the others, but he had, hadn’t he? He was the one who had known what to do when the boiler had suddenly given up the ghost that first winter. The one who had found Socrates – poor Socrates, locked in a shed, his greyhound legs trembling – when he’d gone missing in spring. The one who had told her, again and again, that with him by her side whenever she needed him, everything would be fine, until she believed it. 

			And it was, wasn’t it? Fine? More than, at times, especially… in bed. At that, her pale cheeks flashed crimson as a memory of him flickered unbidden: of his fingers inside her, pushing and pushing her over an edge to a place she thought she’d long abandoned to night feeds, then tantrums, then panics about SAT tests. Had happily abandoned, if she was honest. Not that they hadn’t still had sex, she and Charley, but even before it was never… never quite… this. And what did it matter if George Wickham wasn’t her first love, her ‘one’. There had to be others, didn’t there, whatever Lizzy believed? Besides, she realised now, him being here neatly solved another conundrum. And with an almost-smug flourish, she crossed off another to-do from her list. 

			* * *

			‘Can we do swimming?’

			

			‘Gooses can swim.’

			‘Can we have a goose?’

			‘Can we?’

			‘Is you sad?’

			‘Is you, Mummy?’

			Ten miles from Netherfield Lodge, in the veritable centre of Cambridge, Lizzy snapped to, saw the concerned faces of Milo and Arden – mirror images of their dark-haired father, right down to the frown – and quickly flicked the television onto CBeebies. ‘Oh, look.’ She rummaged in her Mary Poppins bag for ‘enthusiasm’, pulled out ‘fixed grin’. ‘Bluey! Just half an hour, then we’ll be going to Ganny’s.’

			The twins squealed with delight, and began the habitual squabble over who got the inexplicably coveted left-hand side of the sofa, while Lizzy’s brief relief as she slunk into the study and sunk into the club chair was punctured by swifter guilt. Television isn’t a babysitter, said the Jane in her head— No, it wasn’t fair to blame Jane. Lizzy had said the same words herself; he had. It was one of the myriad things they agreed on, both in the first flush after marriage, when their imaginary children had seemed practically tangible; then in the difficult decade and more after when they slipped into almost-impossibility and these ‘rules’ for their future were the only things that kept inflated a small balloon of hope. But then neither of them had imagined this: a life in which she relied on a nanny five days a week, not merely for childcare but for actual sanity; in which her conversations veered between perineums and Play-Doh with nothing in between; in which any minutes for just… thinking, for him, had to be greedily snatched. And – oh, God – today of all days, she needed to think of him. It wasn’t the twins’ fault, of course. They were three; they didn’t know what today meant – not the idea of a new year, nor the grim anniversary that fell on it. Well, fell last night, but it was gone one in the morning when they’d both been declared dead… 

			

			She pincered. That word: dead. So decisive. So final. And yet, was it? Was he? She still felt his presence in every room of 27 Ledbury Road – the three-storey Victorian terrace they’d bought as an avocado-suited eighties relic and turned into something, if not quite Netherfield Lodge, with its Instagrammable kitchen and wet room, then so very ‘home’. She still smelled him and the Diptyque cologne she had bought him every Christmas (still bought; another bottle spritzed in his wardrobe only last week). She still heard him in the tuneless piano that hogged the morning room. And, even without the snapshots on the mantelpiece, she still saw him in the deep petrol blue of the boot room that he’d conceded to and secretly grown to adore, in the shelves of biographies and glossy historical hardbacks that lined their shared study, in his beloved Crombie – his father’s before him – that hung by the front door and retained his shape, his heft, as if he might have shucked it off only a moment ago; as if he might slip it on again soon—  

			With a sharp intake of breath, she tamped down her anger and sorrow – that godawful concoction – picked up her pen and opened a three-quarters-full journal to where she’d left off last night. 

			Dear Darcy, she began. 

			Why the fuck aren’t you here? 

			I suppose I should chivvy, Lizzy conceded, nearly fifty minutes later. Apparently Lyds turned up drunk at silly o’clock. And I know I should be glad she’s here at all, but am almost a hundred per cent positive she’ll have done something – or do something – to fuck it all up. There’ll be a man involved of course. Fingers crossed this one’s not married. Also I have a horrible feeling about Wickham. I mean, worse than usual. She paused, an image of George needling her, his feet – quite literally – under the table at Netherfield Lodge, his Cheshire-cat smile deceptively benign. He’d always glommed on to people, to the ones ‘most likely’, but this was different. This was Jane. And if Charley were here, this would never have happened. If Darcy—

			

			She sighed, steeled herself. I’m still livid with you, her pen scratched. Till death do us part wasn’t meant to be yet. It was meant to involve slippers and dicky hips and grandchildren, for God’s sake. 

			But I love you, she finished. I still bloody love you. 

			* * *

			Back in Meryton, in a flat above Ladbrokes, Kitty Miller blinked awake in a bed that smelled of something worryingly soupy, and reached for her phone. Two missed calls – both from her mother – and four WhatsApps, increasingly heated in tone, demanding she ring. The last one entirely in caps. 

			‘Fuck,’ she muttered. 

			‘Bridget okay?’ Dave, fresh from the shower, pulled up his boxers and snapped the elastic against his waist with a frown. 

			Kitty made a non-committal noise. 

			‘She’ll be fine. She’s with her nan, what’s the worst that could happen?’ He looked down at his paunch and patted it sadly. ‘Cheese, that is. All cheese. That’s the first thing I’m giving up. After lunch, anyway.’ 

			‘“Granny”, not “Nan”, how many times? And isn’t that Lent?’ she said, clicking on voicemail. ‘Giving stuff up?’ 

			Dave shrugged. ‘Dunno.’ He flexed a forearm in the mirror. ‘Jesus.’

			As she listened to her mother witter on, not about Bridget but Lydia, Kitty assessed her – what was he? ‘Partner’? God, no. That was too businesslike. Too Alan Sugar-y. ‘Boyfriend’, then, she supposed – she assessed her boyfriend as one might do a bull at a market (or horse for slaughter): good head of hair (as her mother often pointed out), nice shoulders (‘like that swimmer’), bit of a dad-bod, admittedly – well, stepdad-bod – the kind she’d maligned in her twenties as ‘cringe’. But everyone she’d ended up in bed with had been coke-thin back then, and she’d given that bollocks up when she got pregnant with Bridget (or, rather, two months in, when she realised she was pregnant with Bridget) and she wasn’t exactly whippet-like herself these days. No, Dave was objectively all right. He was fine. If they weren’t going to Longbourn for lunch, she might rouse the will and libido to drag him back to bed. But at the thought of, she assumed, food (the alternative – to have gone off sex – was unthinkable), a wave of nausea caught her and sent the room on a tilt-a-whirl. 

			

			As she lay back under the musty covers, clinging to her pillow, Kitty’s only consolation was that Lydia was absolutely guaranteed to be in a worse state than her.

			* * *

			Lydia might be forgiven for thinking she was still drunk or dreaming, given that the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes on New Year’s Day morning was a life-sized cut-out of Katy Perry (in her ‘Roar’ era). The second thing, though, was a bucket – red, plastic, its Homebase sticker intact; the third, an earnest-faced and eight-year-old girl. 

			‘Are you dying, Aunt Lyds? Mummy says she’s dying when she looks like that, but she never is.’ 

			Lydia did some rapid maths – taking in the decor, the slight aroma of damp, and the pitch of beamed ceiling – and came up with Longbourn. She’d obviously done— oh, God. What had she done? She tried to snatch at it but her memory was soup-like: a minestrone of Rue des Martyrs, too many pain au chocolats at Gare du Nord and that argumentative guard all floating in a broth of duty-free vodka and – oh Jesus – those individual bottles of Liebfraumilch, which had been all that was left in the M&S at Liverpool Street – a travesty even the cashier had agreed with. As if in protest, she belched, and then vomited loudly and copiously into the expertly placed bucket. 

			

			‘Oh, fuckity fuck,’ she said, wiping her mouth on what appeared to be a ballgown, then remembered she had company. ‘God— sorry, Bridge. Don’t tell Kitty.’ 

			‘Mum says fuck all the time,’ replied Bridget, now sitting on the end of the bed. ‘But I’m not allowed. Not at school or in the Co-op or’ – she appeared to rack her memory – ‘or to Granny. And I haven’t been sick for eight months and two weeks because I don’t eat prawns. Have you eaten prawns? You shouldn’t. You’re probably allergic like Mummy.’ Her brows beetled under her aggressively bobbed hair – Kitty’s work, no doubt. 

			‘Your mum’s not—’ But she cut herself off. If that’s what Kitty wanted her kid to believe then who was Lydia to argue? ‘You’re not missing out,’ she segued. ‘Disgusting things, prawns. They live on dead things and poo. Oysters, though, now they’re a whole different matter—’

			But with that, the soup in her head seemed to part – Red-Sea-like and she Moses – and in its centre appeared not a path but a snapshot of a bar on Rue de Buci: of her in vintage Givenchy, drinking Veuve Clicquot; of him feeding her huîtres à la sauce mignonette. Jesus, what had she done this time? 

			‘Oh, fuckity fuck,’ she repeated, then promptly threw up again.  

			‘Prawns,’ said Bridget decisively, and sighed. 

			* * *

			

			While, upstairs, Lydia continued to vomit intermittently, and Bridget dutifully fetched for her, in turn, a cold flannel, a glass of squash (not lemon barley!), and a packet of beef Monster Munch, downstairs the rest of the resident Bennets continued about this ‘trickiest’ of mornings in their habitual manners: Mrs Bennet by turning the thermostat up to 21 (it was brutally cold, even for January), clattering pans and frantically WhatsApping (variously Jane, Lizzy, and the Meryton Women’s Guild ‘Kitchen Tips’ sub-group); Mary by embarking on the second of this year’s resolutions, to alphabetise the bookshelves along the scullery corridor (the first resolution – to tolerate Lydia – she had already ticked off several times by 7am); and Mr Bennet by ignoring everyone and everything except direct questions (and sometimes even those) and retreating into the drawing room with yesterday’s papers, having turned the thermostat back down to an acceptable 19.5. He had said his piece when he had advised against a ‘big do’, given the likely state of several family members the morning after, but had been told it wasn’t ‘a do’ and that ‘those poor girls’ needed to be with family, and so his role was, as he understood it, already played out. Well, that, bar—

			‘Door!’ called Mrs Bennet. ‘It’ll be Jane with the thingy!’

			Mr Bennet put down the paper (he had learned many years ago that dallying bought him nothing) and trudged into the hallway in the manner of the condemned heading gallows-ward. ‘There’s a key under the frog thing,’ he muttered as he fumbled with the Chubb lock. And didn’t the girls still have their own? 

			But when he swung open the heavy oak that still creaked in its jambs no matter how many times he WD-40’d the hinges, it wasn’t one of the girls on the frosty doorstep. It wasn’t even one of their men. It was—

			‘Colin!’ pronounced Mary, manifesting as if from nowhere. ‘Come in. Come in.’ 

			

			While Mary chivvied in the wretched Colin Burghley, Mr Bennet, seizing his opportunity, retreated back to Radio 4 and The Times while he still had the chance. God knows why Hester had invited him, given his many and varied food intolerances, and general intolerances (cats, rabbits, fabric conditioner to name but three). Probably felt sorry for him still, Charlotte having run off with ‘that lesbian’. (‘That lesbian’ being a celebrated ceramicist with an MBE, a fact that seemed lost on most of Longbourn and Meryton.) Still, Mary seemed pleased. But then she would. Odd girl. But each to their own; live and let live and all that. Live and let live. 

			* * *

			Mary was pleased. Firstly because, whenever he was present, Colin tended to bear the brunt of her sisters’ alleged ‘wit’ (she rarely understood the funny side) and was a useful foil in general, and secondly, being a theologian, he understood books, and the importance of order. 

			‘Oh, this looks interesting,’ he declared, having taken off what can only be described as a ‘practical’ jacket and hung it on the ‘guest’ peg. ‘Dewey decimal or… ?’

			‘Alphabetical, predominantly.’ Mary’s tone was apologetic. ‘Daddy wouldn’t let me put stickers on. But’ – she cheered up – ‘as you can probably see, they’re split into fiction and non.’ 

			Colin nodded (she beamed), then frowned (her stomach plummeted). 

			‘What is it?’

			‘Well, I see you have Charles Dickens in the same section as John Donne, and I wonder… it’s just that… shouldn’t there be a separate poetry section?’ 

			

			Far from feeling punctured or stung, Mary ballooned with that satisfaction when one’s mind meets its like, as it often did in Colin’s presence. ‘Of course you’re right,’ she said. ‘I was lumping them together as pre-twentieth century, but this makes much more sense.’ She began de-shelving the Shelley, the Wordsworth, the Donne. 

			‘Let me,’ said Colin, re-shelving them together on the bottom right. ‘We can always shunt them up if there’s room.’ 

			‘Oh, there won’t be room,’ said Mary without a hint of sarcasm. ‘I measured.’

			The pair continued in this happy manner for more than an hour, Mary asking questions when they occurred to her, regardless of relevance.

			‘Will you move back to London.’ (I doubt it – house prices, you know.)

			‘How is your aunt?’ (The usual, the usual.)

			‘Do eggs count as dairy?’ (No, but they are related, as animal produce, and allergies can often overlap, as I’m sure you know.)

			When the door went again – Jane this time, finally, with Grace and that idiotic Wickham – Mary found herself peeved at the interruption, a mood from which she wouldn’t recover until well after lunch. 

			* * *

			The meal was, in edible terms, a success. Grace’s single proscription was swede, and only on the grounds of it being ‘like, gross’; Colin was pleased with his individual dairy-free tart (he said he would overlook its processed nature ‘just for today’); and no one commented on the fact that Jane’s coffee pavlova was more chewy than usual (Grace had gone out ‘somewhere’ during its preparation, and so Wickham had seized the day (and Jane), thus temperature and timing had gone slightly awry). 

			

			Lydia wolfed down two plates of ham, salted pork products, she explained, being ‘nature’s own cure-all’. Kitty gratefully left Dave to her mother and plonked down next to Bridget, fielding a flock of queries about ducks (she was determined to acquire one), which Mary (her usual ally in these matters) was unavailable to answer, seated as she was next to Colin. And Jane, when she wasn’t nudging Grace to buck up and muster a smile, had eyes only for Wickham, which Lizzy, had she been more than vaguely present at the table (rather than living in her head as usual i.e. a hundred miles away in Derbyshire), might have thought ‘pitiful’. 

			It was Mrs Bennet who raised it – resolutions, and who was doing what and whether or not they had any chance of achieving them. ‘I’m taking up Zumba,’ she announced. ‘With Bad Karen.’ (There were two Karens: one five foot (‘Little’), and one who had once been caught speeding on the A11 near Newmarket (‘Bad’).) ‘And working my way through Delia Smith. The Complete Cookery Course; something new every day!’ 

			‘Oh, joy,’ muttered Mr Bennet, whose chief requirement for food was that he had tried it before and knew it to be ‘fine’. 

			‘What about you, Grandpa?’ Bridget frowned at him. ‘I’m going to get a pet for my resolution. A duck or maybe a sheep. You could have sheep here. They’d mow the lawn. Or a horse.’

			‘God, no,’ said Mr Bennet. ‘Not again.’ At this he eyed Jane, whose affection for all God’s creatures, particularly the afflicted, had blighted an entire decade.

			‘We’re not getting a pet.’ Kitty sighed. ‘Bridget, I explained—’

			‘So, what will you do, Grandpa?’ 

			Bridget was patient, expectant – a look he found hard to ignore, and an idea brimmed in him – one he’d nurtured for months – and spilled over. ‘Sell up,’ he blurted. ‘Move to the country.’ 

			

			There was a brief silence, fat and hard enough to slice. 

			Mrs Bennet broke it within seconds. ‘I do beg your pardon?’

			Then the cacophony started. ‘You can’t!’ chorused Kitty and Lydia. 

			‘Where will we do Christmas?’ 

			‘Where will I live?’ asked Mary. 

			‘More to the point,’ added Mrs Bennet, ‘where will I live?’ 

			‘You’re already technically in the country,’ added Colin. ‘Unless of course you mean somewhere significantly less populous. The North Yorkshire moors, for example.’ 

			Mr Bennet, who had burgeoned for that moment, found himself wilt again. ‘It was just an idea. A joke.’ It wasn’t. But the fight wasn’t worth it.

			Mrs Bennet snorted. ‘Lawks! Well, thank goodness for that, Gordon. You know what I think about moving. Look at the Braithwaites!’ Bob and Norma had sold their four-bed on Haycombe Park for a tidy sum (despite the attics being in a frightful state) and poured the profit into a villa in Malaga, only to end up buggered by Brexit and the health system, and forced back to a bungalow on an estate north of Sawbridgeworth, which might as well be Essex, quite frankly. ‘Anyway, who’s next? Resolutions.’ 

			Jane put up her hand. ‘I’m going to do ten thousand steps again. Oh, and get the back bedroom wallpapered.’ 

			Grace mumbled something, which may or may not have been scathing. 

			Kitty smirked. ‘Lyds can learn to pack a suitcase.’ 

			Lydia, who had tipped up her Birkin just two hours earlier to find only a tulle Molly Goddard, assorted condoms and three pairs of knickers (not even clean, though they were Agent Provocateur at least), had been forced to resort to the remnants of her teenage wardrobe – in this case, a pair of low-slung cargo trousers and a fluffy Ragged Priest crop top in an improbable shade of orange. 

			

			‘I was in a rush,’ she protested. 

			‘Because… ?’ prompted her mother – her fourth attempt to wheedle out reasons for this apparently inexplicable visit. 

			‘Because I was… being spontaneous,’ she managed – not even a lie, if by ‘spontaneity’ one meant desperation, humiliation and ‘nowhere else to go’. ‘And you said it was important. To be together today. So here I am.’ 

			Mrs Bennet, though often worryingly gullible, was wise to this particular child and mustered only a ‘hmmm’, which Lydia knew from old was a holding pattern until such point as she could be pinned down (potentially literally, if Kitty were involved) and forced into confession. 

			‘How long are you intending to stay?’ asked Mary, interested not in gossip but facts. 

			‘I…’ Lydia trailed off. Should she admit at least this? Get it over with? Yes, fuck it. ‘I don’t know yet,’ she said. ‘I just needed a… a fresh start. Paris wasn’t… it wasn’t challenging me. So’ – she pasted on her out-to-please face – ‘here I am!’

			Mr Bennet was not the only one around the table whose bright new year hopes – in his case, of peace and quiet, preferably far away from Meryton – were suddenly punctured. ‘Well, er, lucky us.’ 

			‘I call bullshit,’ said Kitty.

			‘Kitty!’ Jane protested. ‘Language. Bridget and Grace are here!’

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ muttered Grace. ‘I’m not five.’ 

			‘And I know all the swears,’ added Bridget. 

			Jane winced. ‘The twins then!’

			Lizzy, dragged reluctantly from the Pemberley in her head, snapped to. ‘What about them?’

			‘They’re fine,’ drawled Wickham. ‘Fuss over nothing. Contrary to popular belief, swearing is big and it is clever. Timon knew the c-word by seven.’ 

			

			‘I’m quite sure he did,’ said Lizzy. ‘But perhaps let’s just… not.’ She went for her wine glass then, remembering she was driving, detoured to the grapes. 

			‘Balls of sugar,’ said Colin. ‘Grapes, nutritionally I mean. You might as well eat aniseed balls.’ 

			Lizzy grimaced. ‘I’m not sure—’

			‘It’s fascinating, when one looks at it,’ Colin went on. ‘That whole five a day thing—’

			‘We’re giving up drink,’ Dave interrupted, to everyone’s relief, bar Kitty’s. 

			‘Are we?’ She looked more than mildly put out. 

			‘Yeah, dry January.’ He grinned, which sent a spasm of irritation through her. ‘We agreed last night, remember?’ 

			‘You’ve both had wine,’ said Mary. ‘And a beer in your case.’ (Well, he had.)

			‘Starting tomorrow,’ he said. ‘No alcohol at all. Kits?’

			‘No alcohol or prawns,’ said Bridget. 

			‘Or cheese,’ added Dave, patting his belly again.

			‘You’ve had four helpings of Stilton.’ Mary frowned.

			‘Tomorrow, Mary,’ he said. ‘We’re starting tomorrow.’ 

			‘I’ll do it if Lydia does it.’ Kitty side-eyed her sister. ‘Lyds?’

			Lydia, who had been clinging to her glass of Riesling through lunch as one might a crutch, blanched. 

			‘Come on. You always say it’s the drink that makes you f—’ Kitty corrected herself, ‘mess things up. So give it a miss for a bit.’

			‘She’d need to give it a miss for a year not a month,’ said Mrs Bennet, rather unkindly, if truthfully. 

			‘A year? Not a chance,’ laughed Wickham. ‘I give it a week. Two, tops.’

			Lydia bristled. If there was one thing guaranteed to make her do something, it was someone – especially Wickham – telling her she couldn’t (see also the box splits, passing her French GCSE, and getting off with Harry Bradshaw.) 

			‘A year,’ she said. ‘Watch me. I shan’t drink at all. Not even a… a chocolate liqueur.’

			

			‘And the drugs,’ hissed Kitty. 

			‘What drugs?’ Mr Bennet frowned. 

			‘Nothing.’ (Kitty and Lydia in chorus.)

			‘Ooh, you could have therapy as well.’ Mrs Bennet was seized by the idea. ‘It’s all the rage at the Women’s Guild. Bad Karen swears by it – all that offloading. Says she’s not felt this unburdened since her impacted colon got fixed six years ago.’

			‘I’ll pass,’ said Lydia, knowing full well she couldn’t afford it. Besides, the one time she had tried counselling (after the whole Love Shack debacle on Channel 5, in which her dream of television fame was snuffed out when she was caught on camera giving Olly Ronson [a car dealer and part-time model from Stockport] a blow job, and the viewing public turned on her and voted to ‘sack her from the shack’ after only a week) she had spent the entire forty minutes blaming her mother and crying, and she could do that for nothing with Kitty. ‘Just the drink for now.’

			‘Good, good,’ said Colin. ‘Alcohol is, statistically, behind most unprotected intercourse, you know. So you’re also reducing your chances of herpes, antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea and all manner of sexually transmitted diseases. Although if you completely abstained from sex—’

			Kitty exploded with laughter. ‘As if.’ 

			‘What?’ demanded Lydia. ‘I could… abstain, if I wanted.’ 

			‘You absolutely couldn’t,’ Kitty replied. 

			‘I could!’ She scanned the table for back-up. ‘Mum, couldn’t I?’

			But Mrs Bennet pulled the face she favoured when confronted with someone with cancer or a recently deceased dog: abject pity. 

			Fuck it. She wasn’t giving them sex, but she would concede the other two. ‘Fine. Drink and drugs. Sorry, Mum’ – she pulled her apologetic face – ‘a year. I’ll bloody show you.’ 

			‘That’s excellent,’ said Colin. ‘Facing up to one’s addictions—’

			‘Oh, I’m not addicted,’ insisted Lydia swiftly. ‘I just like them. There’s a big difference. Huge.’ 

			

			Thankfully, before anyone challenged her, Jane moved the conversation on. ‘Anyone else? Lizzy?’

			Lizzy shook her head. ‘The whole thing is pointless. If I want to do something I’ll do it whenever, not on some arbitrary date.’ 

			‘What about Pemberley?’ asked George. 

			Lizzy went cold. ‘What about it?’

			George looked pointedly at Jane. 

			‘I thought…’ Jane pinked. ‘You told me you’d think about selling it.’ 

			‘I… yes, well I…’ Lizzy, usually so sharp, so deft with her words, was losing them like peas from a split bag. ‘I’ve thought about it and it’s not… it’s not the time. We can’t all just… just put things on a list and tick them off as if they’re no more than chores.’ 

			‘I didn’t…’ Jane found herself flailing; George – dear, dear George – caught her hand. 

			‘It’s all right, darling,’ he told her. ‘It’s a…’ he paused, ‘significant day.’ 

			‘Perhaps I should wash up,’ said Mr Bennet, seeing his escape route.  

			‘What about my turn?’ Wickham, again. ‘Don’t I get a resolution?’

			‘Oh.’ With an air of dejection, Mr Bennet sunk back down, as Wickham stood. 

			Then knelt. 

			Oh fuck. 

			The air in the dining room was tauter than it had been the time William Lucas called Mr Bennet a ‘traitor’ for voting Lib Dem. While Jane, well, she thought she might faint. 

			‘Is he?’ whispered Kitty. 

			‘I think so,’ said Lyds. 

			‘Jane…’ began Wickham. 

			At her name, it was as if a horde of bees awoke in her, began humming. Oh God. He was going to do it, wasn’t he? Had he even asked for permission? She glanced at her father, but Mr Bennet seemed as perplexed as the rest of them. Or, more accurately, stunned. 

			

			‘…I know this day will forever be tied to Charley. May he and Fitz rest in peace—’

			At that Lizzy let out a mew, which might have been protest or mere shock, but Wickham ploughed on, oblivious. ‘However, I would like to change it, from one of pure sorrow, to something closer to bliss.’

			‘Christ on a bike.’ Kitty nudged Lydia. 

			‘Girls!’ Mrs Bennet glared at the pair of them. 

			‘Jane Hester Bingley,’ Wickham continued, projecting as if he were on the main stage at the Barbican, not a mid-sized dining room in North East Hertfordshire, ‘will you please, please be my wife?’ 

			The room held its breath as Jane scanned frantically for an answer: Lizzy was clearly not pleased; Kitty and Lydia’s faces were contorted in what might have been awe, but more likely hangovers and bafflement; Mary was, as ever, unreadable; Colin was busied with the ingredients list on a packet of Matchmakers; and Grace – Jane dared not even look at her own daughter, knew her face would be plainly enraged, but then, when wasn’t it these days? Instead her eyes turned back to George, who was beaming below her: his teeth almost perfect; his eyes practically guileless; his hair, chestnut, thinning on top, she saw now. And it was that, conjuring in her that same unconquerable pity that she suffered on stumbling across an injured bird, or a sick kitten, that nudged up her answer. 

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Oh, darling, yes.’ 

			Justice for Jane

			Lizzy, Kitty, Lydia, Mary

			

			Lydia Bennet created group ‘Justice for Jane’

			~Lydia Bennet

			what the holy fuck? wickham? 

			14:32

			~Kitty Miller

			IKR. He carries a bottle of Sriracha around like it’s a fucking character trait. 

			14:32

			~Kitty Miller

			On the plus side he’ll probably jilt her. 

			14:34

			~Kitty Miller

			Or murder her a month after the ceremony.

			14:34

			~Lizzy Darcy-Bennet

			Please don’t joke about things like that. 

			14:34

			~Kitty Miller

			Sorry. You’re right. Probably. But he is a massive knob. 

			

			14:36

			~Lydia Bennet

			or has one 

			14:36

			~Kitty Miller

			MY EYES! 

			14:36

			~Lydia Bennet

			sorry not sorry

			14:37

			~Kitty Miller

			Although, you’d know, wouldn’t you?

			14:37

			~Lydia Bennet

			fuck off 

			14:37

			~Lydia Bennet

			Lizzy kissed him too. Ask her. 

			14:37

			

			Lizzy Darcy-Bennet left the group.

			* * *

			Of course it was all the majority of Bennets could talk about, a fact that brought some relief to Lydia, at least, who had been bracing herself for a post-lunch character assassination and forensic interrogation of her motives for staying. Instead she found herself abandoned to the drawing room with Colin and Mary (and an interminable game of Monopoly), while in the kitchen her mother tried to gee Mr Bennet into something approaching enthusiasm. 

			‘She’s violently in love with him!’ insisted Mrs Bennet. ‘Violently!’

			‘That’s the sort of idiotic thing Lydia would say. And about someone she’s known for a matter of hours.’

			Mrs Bennet’s already florid face reddened. ‘What are you talking about? Jane’s known Wickham almost as long as she’s known Charley and Fitz— Knew,’ she corrected herself. (Three years was forever in some things, and yet no time at all when it came to correct tenses.)

			Mr Bennet smiled wanly. ‘And yet she chose Charley.’ 

			‘Yes, well.’ Mrs Bennet flapped a hand. ‘Look how that worked out.’

			‘That’s hardly a reason—’

			‘Just because you haven’t got a romantic bone in your body, don’t wish that on Jane.’ She had pulled out her trump card and both of them knew it. ‘She’s happy, and God knows she deserves that!’

			The argument was won, and Mr Bennet conceded, as he usually did, with a ‘Yes, dear’ and a swift retreat to his study, while Mrs Bennet went off to message Kitty to catch up on whatever gossip she’d manage to elicit from her sisters (who had, she had no doubt, been WhatsApping for hours on the matter). 

			

			* * *

			Well, except Lizzy, perhaps, who had decided to depart to Meryton Rec within minutes, citing the twins’ need for exercise. ‘Like dogs,’ she’d explained. ‘Or they won’t sleep tonight.’ But if she had hoped for some peace, she was to be left sorely wanting. 

			‘I’ll join you,’ said Jane. ‘I could use some fresh air.’

			Bugger. ‘There’s no need—’

			‘No, really. Grace is somewhere with Bridget, and George says it’s all right.’ 

			George says. But she wouldn’t rise to it. Not this time. Not now. 

			However, the pact she had made with herself – to stay out of Jane’s business – lasted only as long as the mile-walk to the swings and other chipped equipment in a corner of an awkward oblong that was otherwise mostly home to generation after generation of teenagers, desperate for somewhere to drink and whatever else away from the prying eyes of their parents, and moles, doing what moles do and ruining the turf for Herbert Jones, who drove the local authority mower. 

			As the pair watched the twins fling themselves with happy abandon down the same filthy slide all the Bennet girls had played on as children, Lizzy turned on her sister. ‘Are you really so incapable of being alone?’ Guilt pricked her the moment the words left her mouth. But she couldn’t retract them; left them hanging in the air like static. Fat and accusatory. 

			

			‘That’s incredibly unkind,’ Jane managed eventually. 

			‘You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just… it feels too soon. Like a… a rebound.’

			‘Three years,’ Jane pointed out. ‘That’s hardly a rebound. And I don’t want to end up… closed off.’

			Lizzy flinched, and stabbed back quickly. ‘I’m not closed off.’

			Jane grasped her arm, her suede gloves tight around the brown wool of the Crombie. ‘I was going to say Mary.’

			She let Jane’s hand stay for a moment, then thrust her own into a pocket, a movement designed to force an uncoupling. ‘Do you love him? I mean, really?’

			Jane paused. Long enough for Lizzy to believe she might have uncovered a chink in her sister’s armour. But— 

			‘I do,’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘I really do love him. I mean, not… the same as I loved Charley, but that’s to be expected. And enough in any case.’

			‘Enough?’ Unbelievable. ‘Enough to marry him? This isn’t the 1950s. You can have sex without walking down the aisle.’

			‘It’s not about that!’ Jane swung at her. ‘It’s about… stability. For Grace, more than anyone.’ 

			That was an absurd excuse. ‘Wickham is the least stable person I know, bar Lydia,’ she said. ‘And Grace is nearly sixteen.’ Again she regretted her words. Though all of them were true. 

			‘What is this really about, Lizzy? Do you still…’ 

			Jane appeared to steel herself, and Lizzy’s insides lurched as if being driven too quickly over a humpback bridge. 

			‘ …I know if I hadn’t insisted on Charley being there that night, Fitz could have come up earlier.’

			Lizzy spasmed with embarrassment. ‘It’s not that.’ 

			It was that. Well, a little. But it was more; it was Wickham himself. He was just… just so very wrong for Jane. Wrong for anyone. Yes, Lizzy had kissed him once. Just once – New Year’s Eve more than two decades ago under the mistletoe at Longbourn. Or rather he had kissed Lizzy and she had let him. And only in a ruse designed to egg Fitz (whom Bingley had brought back after Michaelmas term for the second year running) to declare something other than his dislike of crisps and hope that Tony Blair might stop ‘buggering about playing Bush’s lapdog’. And it had worked: within the hour they were snogging in the scullery to the unlikely strains of East 17’s ‘Stay Another Day’ (a song she regretted at the time and could now no longer listen to); within two they were in bed. A mere three years later they’d moved in together – at first to a rental in Chesterton, then, after the wedding, to Ledbury Road – but still George had pursued her. Had flattered her, flirted, insinuated himself into her life, much to the ire of Fitz, who had begged Charley to ditch him. But he wouldn’t of course; like Jane, he was a fool for any creature in need, and orphanhood (and some bad luck with the stock market) secured it. Wickham had slunk off eventually of his own accord – got involved with Calypso (Silly Calypso). But then, after the… accident, he’d resurfaced and hit on her. Not Jane at first but on she, Lizzy. Lizzy he’d hugged that moment too long at the funeral. Lizzy he’d offered to drive home, to sit for the twins, to help with ‘his paperwork’. It was only when, in desperation, she’d slapped him that he’d slunk off to try Jane. Or maybe he’d been playing them both all along. 

			

			‘If you just even began to look for someone, you’d realise—’

			Lizzy snapped to, bristled quickly. ‘No. Really, no.’

			‘I just mean—’

			‘We don’t all need a man to prop us up.’ 

			Jane seemed to flinch and her pale eyes pooled. 

			Lizzy wilted; it was her turn to clutch at her sister. ‘God, I’m sorry. It’s just… today. I can’t talk about… this stuff today.’ She paused. ‘I should go.’ She chivvied the twins, who were red-cheeked and filthy and highly delighted about it. 

			‘It’s fine. Really. I… I should get back as well. Heaven knows how Grace is taking it. I do wish… well, I just wish he hadn’t put me on the spot like that. Had given me a chance to talk to her. As it is, she probably feels rather ambushed.’ Jane laughed as they walked, but it was a taut, forced thing. 

			

			Lizzy rallied, in spite of herself. One had to with sisters. ‘I’m sure she’ll get over it. I’d be more worried about Silly Calypso.’ 

			Calypso de Witt – a slip of a thing when Wickham had met her, straight off the books at Storm Models – had moved swiftly on from cocaine and Stoli and weekends at Babington to tramadol and valium and extended stays at various Priories. Timon (a briefly ‘happy’ accident following several missed pills – Calypso claimed they caused weight gain) had been shipped off to Millfield at seven ‘for safekeeping’ and since then only saw his mother on her rare good days, and his father under both their duress. Jane rather liked him: six foot three, and most of it limb; dark, diffident curls that he peered through accusingly; a string of eclectic obsessions – beetles, Frank Auerbach, Prince’s earlier work. Grace dismissed him as ‘weird’, but then she dismissed everything these days. 

			‘It must be terribly difficult, being so… so ogled at all day,’ Jane concluded, ‘and from such a young age. I think perhaps she just wasn’t ready for it. Marriage, you know. A child.’ 

			Lizzy rolled her eyes. ‘God, Jane. You never see a fault in anyone. The whole world is agreeable in your eyes. You’d find something nice to say about Piers sodding Morgan.’ 

			‘Well, he always looks smart. What?’ Jane frowned. ‘He does!’

			‘You’re not even doing it for your own gain. You genuinely believe it, don’t you?’

			‘Isn’t that better?’ asked Jane. 

			Lizzy paused. How could she put it without bruising? ‘Not everyone deserves the benefit of the doubt.’ 

			But Jane was a peach and purpled at even the slightest words. ‘You mean George, of course.’

			

			‘I didn’t say—’ Lizzy tried.

			‘You didn’t need to.’  

			They walked the rest of the way back to Longbourn House in disagreeable silence, each rigid with cold and the conviction that they had been the one to be slighted. Unusually, it was Lizzy who softened first. 

			‘I am happy for you,’ she insisted as they crunched up the pea gravel pathway (herding the twins around the extensive cat shit Mr Bennet had warned his wife about before they laid the thing, to no avail). ‘But I’ve had my “great love”. I don’t need another. Besides, I couldn’t stand the comparisons. They’d all come up wanting.’ 

			Jane was quite sure this was another dig at George, albeit unconscious, but chose, as was her way, to rise above it. ‘I think you’ll surprise yourself and us all. When the time is right.’

			‘Perhaps,’ conceded her sister. 

			But if Jane thought it was more than a sop she was wrong. 

			Dear Darcy, Lizzy wrote the moment she got home. You will not believe what that idiot Wickham’s done this time. 

			* * *

			‘Can you believe the audacity?’ Kitty snapped at Dave as they undressed for bed at an uncharacteristically early ten thirty. ‘What a twat.’ 

			‘I thought it was romantic.’ 

			Kitty bristled. ‘You think belching the national anthem’s romantic.’ 

			Dave grinned, gave himself an appreciative grunt and took a deep breath. 

			‘Jesus. Don’t even think about it.’ Kitty yanked on a T-shirt and threw herself into bed, pulling the stale, soupy duvet over her head in case he’d ignored her. 

			

			Though a windy rendition might have been preferable, she would think only moments later, as she felt the familiar bulk spoon around her, his breath in her ear – a prelude to the sort of lazy sex they’d fallen into of late: no kissing required, no moving on her part. 

			‘Babe,’ Dave muttered.  

			‘I’m too tired,’ Kitty protested, pushing his thankfully still-panted groin away. 

			‘I wasn’t going to,’ he insisted, pushing it back again. ‘Just… How about it? You and me?’

			‘How about what?’ Kitty swung onto her back, thwarting, she thought, any further attempts at entry.

			‘You know,’ Dave’s arm snaked under her T-shirt, landed on her left breast, began a rhythmic stroking that only served to irritate her further, ‘marriage. The whole “I do” shenanigans.’ 

			‘Yeah right. Are you high?’ 

			Dave’s hand stilled. ‘You know I’m not. I barely even drank. How do you think we got home?’

			Despite lying flat, Kitty seemed to list, at that moment, as if on a ship, unsure if she might topple or vomit. ‘Jesus, you’re serious.’ 

			‘Maybe. I mean, we’ve been together for more than four years. Bridget likes me.’

			Bridget loves you, she thought. But Bridget wasn’t the problem. ‘I just,’ she flailed for an excuse, any excuse. ‘Is that the best you can do? “How about it?”?’ She sat up, snapped on the light, faffed with the glass of water he’d insisted on bringing her. It wasn’t even forced – her ire; the more she thought about being short-changed like this, the more incensed she became. ‘Everything’s so— so half-arsed with you. You just… you just settle.’ She warmed to her theme, disappointment inflating her like a balloon. ‘It’s like the music. You were going to DJ raves when we met. Play Glastonbury. Latitude. You run a mobile fucking disco and gig at the Legion. And what happened to ditching Royal Mail? Running your own business? You’re still up at four in the morning and selling knock-off microwaves down the Crown.’ 

			

			‘Don’t hold back, will you.’ Dave held up his hands. 

			‘I…’ she trailed off. Her conviction – that she was right, was entitled to this – was slipping, slowly deflating her.

			‘You done?’

			She nodded, her hot anger gone; now she was just cold and nauseous and sorry for herself, and bracing for a – frankly justifiable – torrent in return. 

			But there was none. Of course there wasn’t. Because Dave was a fucking angel. 

			‘So this is about place, yeah? Timing? If I’d done the whole shebang – flash mob, big ring, down on one knee – you might have said yes?’

			No. God, did he not know her? That this was the last thing she wanted? She and Lydia – they weren’t made for this life. This… this provincial thing. They were supposed to be on the beach in Ibiza – had been on the beach in Ibiza till she’d fucked up with Bridget— No, that wasn’t fair. Bridget was the best thing that had happened to her. It had just meant she’d had to come home once the knobhead of a father had fucked off back to Queensland. At least Lyds still had a choice; could have stayed away, stayed in Paris, for God’s sake. What was she thinking? 

			‘Kits?’  

			‘Huh?’ She frowned. ‘Oh, that. Maybe,’ she lied, and turned off the light. ‘I need to sleep now, yeah? I feel shit.’ 

			* * *

			

			So what was Lydia thinking? Why had she returned after two decades away? 

			In truth, she hadn’t been – thinking, that is. It had all happened so rapidly: one minute she’d been sleeping off the Champagne and huîtres in her attic room above the Atelier Perlot at Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, the next she’d been the target for an appetiser volley of discarded shoes, handbags, and unwashed laundry being flung at her (admittedly all hers, and her bad for not clearing the floordrobe) followed by the entrée of accusations of philandering with Madame Perlot’s own husband. Lydia hadn’t even tried to deny it. And, if she were minded to paint it with positive spin, the whole debacle gave her a much-needed get-out clause, given the previous evening he’d declared his intentions to leave Mme P – an unthinkable twist on Lydia’s part, given her belated discovery of his habit of picking his toenails whilst watching the telly, plus the unfavourable prenup. And the job itself was hardly a calling – assistant to a brittle stick of a woman who, at first glance, made Anna Wintour resemble a CBeebies presenter. And yet, at the outset, when she’d first landed in Paris, with her faux LV suitcase and real Louboutin heels (a gift from the last one, also tragically married) it had all seemed, as it tended to in Lydia’s myopic eyes, so hopelessly romantic. 

			It wasn’t even Lydia’s fault, not really. Men just tended to fall for her – moths to her substantial flame – before deciding the peak of the crazy/hot matrix was not a long-term prospect (being at the peak of the hot/misogynistic one themselves). And she was fine with that, she’d decided this time – who wanted a life of clearing up socks, and squeezing their blackheads and wondering who else they were fucking, when they showed up late for bloody supper? 

			Lizzy had once told her she chased drama, cultivated it where there was none. But Lydia was merely (as she frequently reminded herself), the troubled youngest child, a victim of benign neglect, her sisters’ deliberate brilliance, and the Dick Whittington promise of Instagram. So no, she wasn’t sad to leave Paris, not really. Her only regret at this very minute was agreeing to give up the (admittedly quite substantial) drinking and drugs, thanks to bloody Wickham. 

			

			She jinked when she thought of him down on his knee in the dining room. And for Jane of all people. Not that Lydia ever thought it might be her, not really. So what if she had loved him once? In truth he was the only man on whom she’d ever truly bestowed that deepest of feeling (though she willingly threw those three little words around like confetti and almost meant them as well) but she’d been sixteen and silly then and so of course she was drawn to him. He’d been at a party at Magdalen thrown by Charley – or was it Fitz? Well, whoever, he had been there and she, heavily in her Heathcliff meets Heath Ledger phase, had fallen for his not insubstantial charms over too many vodka and Red Bulls and spent the next four hours doing the sort of things she’d only heard of in porn. He’d taken, that night, her innocence, and (though she’d deny it if you asked her) her heart. And despite the fact their ‘relationship’ comprised no more than a series of drink-and-pill-fuelled hook-ups she could count on two hands, she had adored him with a conviction and intensity she’d been chasing ever since. 

			She shook herself, eyed the drinks cabinet slyly. Could she sneak a quick snifter of Jameson? A tot of the port? It’s not like her father would notice, nor anyone care. Then again, she would know, and more than that, it would mean Wickham had won, wouldn’t it? And if there was one good thing that had come from today, it was the chance to best Wickham. 

			Not three seconds later, her mother bustled in – the deciding factor – for an improbable nightcap Campari. ‘Still up, love?’ she noted. ‘I’m surprised, given the state of your stomach this morning. Half a litre there was in that bucket. Your father said we didn’t need another one, still less one with measurements, but I said it might come in handy and voilà!’ 

			

			Lydia winced at the memory. ‘Jesus, Mum. You worry me.’

			‘Me? It was Bridget who checked it. I’m just glad I was right and your father had to eat his ill-chosen words.’ And she swept from the room as triumphant as if she’d just proven that Carole Burghley had cheated at whist. 

			Besides, protest Lydia might, but the delight her mother took in small victories was the example she needed. And, for only the third time since her seventeenth birthday (the other two being bouts of norovirus and an appendectomy) she fell into bed sober, didn’t bother to masturbate, and dreamt of nothing at all. 

			* * *

			The only one who was truly untroubled by the events of the day as she settled in bed was Mrs Bennet. Though she often complained, and loudly – about the mess, the expense, the Rorschach patterns of hair stuck to the shower wall in the morning – she had missed the happy chaos of Longbourn when all five girls were at home, or at least within visiting distance. In truth, she was nervous of being left with no one but her husband to talk to. Lovely man – kind, wise, reliable (in bed and with finances) – but he’d never been one for gossip and, well, everyone knew that gossip, along with a Campari and soda, was her main solace in life. So the double blessing of Lydia – her own prodigal daughter – fresh back from Paris, and Jane getting engaged, well, she was frankly in clover. 

			Of course Mr Bennet had questioned it: What was the state of his bank account? Where would they live? Wasn’t it a bit ghoulish, his lickspittling of Charley and now of his wife? 

			‘You could take a leaf out of Jane’s book,’ she’d said in the end. ‘Try to be positive, instead of looking for the worst in everyone.’

			

			‘That’s Mary.’ He sighed. ‘She’s the pessimist. I just see things rather more clearly. Warts and all. No rose-tinted spectacles.’  

			But she refused to be bowed. ‘Well, I for one am delighted. I do love a wedding. Such a shame about Jane’s hysterectomy.’ She mouthed the word as if it were explicit. ‘Though forty-four’s a bit old to get pregnant.’ 

			‘Good God, woman. You’ve already got four grandchildren. Five if you count Silly Calypso’s boy.’

			‘Janet Hudgell has got nine. Nine!’

			‘It’s not a competition, dear.’ 

			Mrs Bennet, who regarded most of life as a competition, said nothing to this. 

			‘Still,’ Mr Bennet, despite being a realist, did try to find a bright side occasionally, ‘that’s one off your hands. Though I’m sure Lydia will amply fill the space with whatever it is she’s done this time.’ 

			Mrs Bennet bristled again. She might be allowed to dispense with every insult about her daughters, but coming from other mouths – even her husband’s – she regarded it as a personal slight on her parenting. ‘Perhaps she just missed Meryton. Or… or her sisters. Or us!’

			There was a long, meaningful silence, before, ‘Perhaps,’ said Mr Bennet. 

			It was a small concession but she took it as a win and smiled to herself as her husband clicked off the lights. 

			Something, though, still niggled her. A flea in her nightgown; a mite on her skin. ‘You didn’t mean it, did you?’ she said into the thick, familiar fust of the master bedroom – the bedroom they’d slept in for more than forty years, had made babies in, and had babies in, in Kitty’s and Lydia’s cases. ‘About selling up?’

			But the answer, when it came, was only a snore. Mr Bennet, in his wise reliability, had gone straight to sleep lest he be pestered again. 
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