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CHAPTER ONE: SCIENCE COMES TO HENSHAWE HALL
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“Did I hear Sir Jeffrey say he’s got one of these young Darwinian fellows down from London to have a look over his dove-cote?”

Lady Penrose sounded bored with life. She always sounded bored with life. Lady Penrose spoke with such languor it was hard for Emily to summon up the energy to answer.

“Yes. I’m afraid so. I fear we’re in for a Royal College lecture over dinner this evening.”

Emily hoped that her ennui came across as polite and as shallow as her companions’ round the tea table. The fashionable lady’s boredom with country life. The lack of a glittering social milieu. 

“What a bore!” added Mrs Smith.

Emily smiled:

“Yes. I’m afraid we’re in for an earful of Evolution. Survival of the fittest and all that hocus pocus.”

She prayed fervently that she didn’t sound as bored as she felt. People might start thinking. She would never openly admit that she was discontented with her husband. It was twelve years now since she’d married Sir Jeffrey Henshawe and she’d never once breathed a word of regret. What well-bred woman admits that the lack of sexual congress with a noble and honest husband distresses her? What cultivated wife dares suggest that five years is a long time to have done without the joys of the marriage bed? Especially when that cultivated wife is about to turn thirty!

“One of these young Darwinian fellows?” said Mrs Smith.

Viscountess de Vaughan puckered up her pretty face.

“The Origin Of Species! How horrid!”

Emily sighed. If truth be told, even when they were first married, her husband had never placed much importance in the joys of the marriage bed, and now that her looks were fading...

... Fading..?

... A glance in the gilt-framed mirror above the mantlepiece...

... High, chiseled cheekbones of a luminously aristocratic aspect. A retroussé nose the epitome of refinement. High color in her cheeks. Her mouth still plump and dewy. Her dark eyes as lustrous as they were when she was eighteen. The black mane of artfully tangled hair... last night she’d discovered a silver thread among the black! A single wisp of silver, but the shock had sent her calling for her maid to scour every hair on her head and Mary had plucked out another three!

“Is the vicar dining with us too?” asked Lady Penrose. “I can’t stand these tedious Darwinian debates.”

“I’m afraid he is,” said Emily. “It’ll be the Six Days of Creation versus however many millions of years the Apes took to Evolve.”

Viscountess de Vaughan pouted. The viscountess was young and pretty. She had no right to look quite so sour:

“One almost wishes Sir Jeffrey weren’t quite such an ornithologist, Emily!”

Emily felt herself blush crimson. Viscountess de Vaughan had a sharp nose for sniffing out one’s intimate difficulties. Ornithology? Emily’s face burned. She prayed that none of her guests would put two and two together and guess that Sir Jeffrey was more interested in breeding birds than he was in breeding with her. The fact that after twelve years of marriage they were still childless was politely overlooked and treated as a ‘medical condition.’

“God knows what Sir Jeffrey gets out of such a hobbyhorse,” said Lady Penrose. “Reshaping beaks and changing feather colours. It hardly seems a pursuit for a gentleman!”

Emily squirmed. Her husband’s passion for breeding pigeons had reached, in his mid thirties, the status of a grand obsession. Sir Jeffrey was a good man. He was kind, generous, of a noble family and distinguished features, a fine specimen of a man in every way. She loved him dearly. She’d done her best to keep their flagging intimacy alive, even to the point of some attempted seductions of her husband that made her blush in the remembrance. But the country gentleman’s interest in livestock had become, in Sir Jeffrey’s case, a monomania for breeding pigeons.

Their estate was home to three and a half thousand birds. Henshawe Hall’s dovecote was the largest and best stocked in the whole of England. Her husband’s Victoria Crowned pigeons swept the board at the county fair. His prize homing pigeon, Methuselah, had won the Calais to Winchester Race three years running. It was Sir Jeffrey’s success in cross-breeding pigeons that had caught the interest of the author of ‘The Origin Of Species’ and brought Mister Darwin’s acolyte, ‘young Mister Jonathon Gilbey’, down to Henshawe Hall.

“I mean, ornithology’s all very well,” said the Viscountess. The young woman was loathe to let go of a subject once she’d drawn blood. “But bringing these ghastly Darwin people among us!”

“... Yes... well...” said Emily. “... You know what men are like when it comes to livestock... and... erm... breeding and such things...”

From where she was sitting on a sofa Emily could see only her head and shoulders in the mirror above the mantlepiece but she knew that the rest of her body must not be completely undesirable either. She was well aware that her figure was still both curvaceous and willowy. She wore a corset, naturally, but her breasts were as shapely as they’d been twelve years earlier when she married Sir Jeffrey. Her sumptuous softness had not been disfigured by suckling babies. She was well aware that her long slim legs and neat buttocks were well proportioned under her ankle-length gown and fussy bustle, even if there was nobody to appreciate them and... she turned thirty next week! There never would be anyone to appreciate them now...

... Her discomfort only intensified. Long slim legs? Neat buttocks? What was happening to her? What sort of person was she becoming? Ladies rapidly approaching thirty don’t brood on ‘curvaceous’ and ‘willowy’ or lament the passing of their ‘sumptuous softness!’ She was an educated woman, renowned for her intelligence and quick wit. Good God! Even as late as last Christmas, a little too much punch inflaming her cheeks she’d made an assault on her husband’s bed! Inflamed by his sturdy body and noble features as much as by punch, she’d performed seductions worthy of Clytemnestra or Cleopatra only to be ushered politely but gently back to her own room, raving drunkenly about ‘an heir for Henshawe Hall!’

Even six months later the incident still pained her, even scared her—such a lowering of standards for a person in her position, so normally poised refined. Or was it her husband himself who’d scared her that night? Sir Jeffrey was a passionate man. She often sensed powerful impulses surging beneath his bland exterior, impulses surely too powerful to be satisfied with breeding pigeons. She’d felt it that night, seen the passion, even violence in his polite rejection, a lust in his eyes that had nothing to do with her. Men! They were a species apart! It made one feel less resentful of the boring female circle to which she was doomed.

... Lady Penrose... her face ravaged with ennui, her spouse the redoubtable Lord Penrose, a great ramping bullock and bully of a man. One shuddered at the mere thought of that pair in the conjugal bed...

... And pretty, waspish Viscountess de Vaughan, already sour at twenty-one, playing hard to get with her gaggle of mercenary suitors, already bored with dangling her virginity above their snapping jaws...

... And chirpy Mrs Smith with her vapid opinions, married to the owner of the largest cotton mill in Hampshire. What did Mrs Smith and her lord get up to in the marriage bed? Discuss calico? Canoodle over the price of manchester?

Emily shook her head. She drove the dreadful thoughts away. She must be careful. Thirty next week. She was an honest wife and a good Christian woman. She mustn’t allow herself to grow bitter.

She was aroused from her reverie by a footman’s voice at the door:
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