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Heiligenschwendi, near Thun

February, 1852

 

Darling Izzie,

Enclosed you will find some old papers of my aunt’s—my twice dead aunt!—of the queerest nature. I trust you to burn them before you so much as read a line of them, for that was my downfall. My papa would have them burnt, and as you know, his directions must be followed. Luckily, he did not suspect the exact contents of my aunt’s escritoire, or he would have never trusted me with the office.

My dear, these belles lettres, as we may call them, are really too shocking for words. More shocking even than that vile rake Cleland’s effusions; for, as we know, that is but fiction, whereas, this! I blush to think on the likely veracity of these incendiary epistles. As you shall see—but I forget myself, you shall not see. You must burn everything at once, even this, my prefatory note, for if my papa or your mamma were to find out— Well!

I long to see you, dear. Switzerland is rather dreary and dull this time of year, which, come to think of it, England is, too, but it has the decided advantage of your companionship. I am eager, very eager, to return and be once more

Your faithful and ever loving,

Lottie


Volume One


 

Hunsford Parsonage

September, 1815

 

Dear Lizzy,

I was a wretch today.

I woke up with a pain in my face, which collected into a dull, thudding sort of pang over my left eyebrow. It seemed to herald ill news, and I dreaded a note from you at breakfast, bearing tidings of the worst. There was none, of course. Of course. Good Lord.

There. Now you know what a strange mood I was in. You would be surprised at your old, sensible friend Charlotte writing in so nonsensical a manner, but then, you will never receive this. I always write another letter after the first.

Do you know I started writing these missives to you when you were but a girl of fifteen? It began just after the day in the garden at Longbourn when you told me that dream of yours. It was mid-September then, as it is now, and the gaiety of the new autumnal colours about us fairly scorched my eyes. I was prone to the occasional headache even at nineteen, though I was at pains to conceal them, lest this weakness should further lessen my chances of securing an eligible match. I was dressed in my leafy-green woollen gown, and you were in a pale yellow muslin, defying nature as is your wont, your shivers exposing your budding womanly features through the delicate material. Surely, you must remember? I remember everything about that day in sharp, agonising detail.

“My dear Charlotte,” you said at length, and your voice held a note of supplication, of hesitancy, which was out of character for you. “I had the oddest dream tonight, and I feel I must tell it, although I fear you will think the worse of me for doing so. And yet it lingers, and I must have it out if ever I am to be at my ease!”

You laughed and shivered afresh, and a branch of rowan berries danced in the wind behind you. I took your cold hand in my lap and entreated you to go on, saying something feeble and high-minded about how I would not judge you for the world—or something along an equally sentimental strain, which I squirm to recollect.

“You are too good to me, Charlotte. You always were. Between you and Jane, I shall grow up to become the most insufferable of creatures. No, I see what you are about to say—” And you held up your free hand to quell my protestations. On account of the autumnal air, we were seated so close to each other that your fingers were a hair’s breadth from brushing my lips.

I was blushing; I can write that here. I was undone, even before you told me the contents of your dream.

And then you did.

*

Mr Collins has interrupted me, which is just as well. He came to reproach me once more, before bedtime, on my impertinent conduct at Rosings Park. I am not perturbed. His displeasure will, I fear, pass more quickly than my own complaint.

I have so much to tell you, yet words fail me, or—as you see—tumble out of me in a flow of inconsistencies. I was writing about your dream, but I need not go into that, or I shall have little chance of a quiet night—and then I will be wretched on the morrow as well.

Suffice it to say it brought on the habit of penning these unsent letters to you, for ‘I must have it out’, as you put it, ‘if ever I am to be at ease!’

I thought ease would come, here, tucked away in the safe uneventfulness of Hunsford. It would seem I was mistaken. But more to come.


 

Hunsford Parsonage

September, 1815

 

Good morning, my dear Eliza,

It is a good morning, and I feel I have regained some of my equilibrium. There was a letter from Pemberley at breakfast today, and you are all very well. You have not been laid up yet, but I can tell from the impatient twirls of your p’s that it must happen soon. I hope there will not be a great deal of pain. In my letter to you now, I was on the point of enclosing a receipt for a draught which the old nurse here was so good as to impart to me when I was in that way, but I decided against it.

You see, I have grown quite superstitious. None of my misfortune must be allowed to taint your future happiness.

Instead, I described the autumn litter of baby rabbits outside my window. Their likenesses to some of our shared acquaintance must divert you, I think. My husband has gone into his garden in the hopes, I doubt not, of catching Miss de Bourgh passing in her carriage, so that he may offer the proverbial olive branch &c.

He is most decidedly vexed. At breakfast, he spoke hardly above two sentences put together to me, which for him is as close to taciturn as he is ever likely to venture. It was, therefore, quite a pleasant repast, and I had leisure not only to read your letter but to speak to Travis about the leg of mutton she has had her eye on for us. William’s countenance softened at this exchange; Travis’s lamb stew is one of his favourite dishes of the season, though he would be loath to admit it could hold its own to the dry and overcooked meals we are habitually served at the Park.

Lady Catherine’s palate must have grown indifferent over the years. How her daughter and Mrs Jenkinson put up with it, I confess, I do not know. It is a testament, I suppose, to the utter inefficacy of gainsaying the lady of the house.

But I am prevaricating, and if you were in reality to receive this, you would be upbraiding me. So, let us return to, and then forever be done with, the subject of last night at Rosings Park.

In my defence (and I must be allowed to defend myself to you, Eliza), I had, at regular intervals during the day, pleaded with my husband to be spared from going. Naturally, he would have none of it, and the frequency of his visits to my chambers to ascertain if I had not, after all, made some recovery, irked me to the point where I at last professed myself to be quite equal to attending her ladyship’s dinner party, merely for the relief of being left a few hours to myself.

I was not well. My reflection stared back at me from the looking glass with hollow eyes, ghostly cheeks—even my hair appeared wan and affected. I dreaded spending an evening under the scrutiny of Lady Catherine; she has little patience for anyone’s sickliness but her daughter’s, and that, too, fails her at times. My sole consolation was that it was Thursday and so Dr Reid, our village physician, would be one of the party. In my misery, I fancied that the good doctor might have some drops of laudanum about his person, which he could slip me, quietly, between paper-dry pheasant and undercooked quail eggs. How bewildering are the fitful hopes of the indisposed!

At the appointed hour, I entered the hall at Rosings on my husband’s arm, cross as a child dragged out of bed after but two hours of rest, and there indeed was Dr Thomas Reid, and with him a lady whom I had never set eyes on before.

“Mr and Mrs Collins,” the footman announced, and Lady Catherine’s head turned abruptly from her conversation with the wraithlike creature.

As we drew closer I noted that despite her pallid complexion the stranger had a fine head of natural curls, simply, yet skilfully, arranged in a style which has gone out of fashion some fifteen years since. My curiosity was roused, notwithstanding my distemper.

“Miss Reid, allow me to introduce to you our rector, Mr Collins, and his wife, Mrs Collins. Miss Reid is the cousin of Dr Reid, lately joining him from the family estate in G__.”

My husband bowed low in the woman’s general direction, then concerned all his mental faculties with paying his respects to our ever-obliging hostess. My face warmed.

“Miss Reid, I am very pleased to make your acquaintance. Your journey must have been a long and tedious one. How long have you been in Kent?”

No doubt, Lizzy, you would have taken my inane repetition of the word ‘long’ as proof of my confusion. You would not have been mistaken. On the spur of the moment, without bethinking myself, I offered her my hand, which she grasped readily enough. I was surprised, considering her ephemeral appearance, by its strength. It was warm and steadfast: a good, kind, capable sort of hand. Looking up, I was met by a pair of eyes which positively glowed.

“Mrs Collins, the pleasure is all mine. Dear Tom has spoken highly of you and of Hunsford. I have not been here long.”

“Ailsa—Miss Reid—” The doctor cut in. “—that is to say, I had the great pleasure of receiving word from my cousin that she was to join me here but a fortnight ago. She arrived a week later, but has, unfortunately, been very ill from her travels.”

I looked at our esteemed physician, flustered and with a stiffened jaw, and could all too well make out his meaning. Miss Reid was not, in his opinion, well enough for company, but the inevitable visit to Rosings could not be further postponed.

My hand, which still gripped Miss Reid’s, could not forbear pressing it in commiseration. Her radiant gaze met mine, and the smile she gave me warmed me in the most unaccountable way.

Regrettably, Mr Collins here found his cue to turn the poor woman’s precarious health into a ham-fisted excuse for complimenting his patroness.

“To be sure, Miss Reid,” my spouse ejaculated, “you will not find a better constitutional than to dine at Rosings Park. Lady Catherine—”

And he was off. Reluctantly, I let go of the hand I had held too long already, and turned to, if at all possible, lessen the prolificacy of my husband’s folly. I hastened to direct his attentions back to our hostess, whose subsequent oratory on the insipid intrepidness of today’s young ladies, dashing hither and thither across the country without a thought as to what the inclemency of our weather might do to our necessarily more delicate constitutions—at this juncture, she broke off to tell me I was looking very gloomy myself this evening—would not be abated until dinner was announced.

*

The dinner itself was a miserable affair. My headache made me peevish, and I was impatient to escape the clutches of Lady de Bourgh’s ponderous and offensive intercourse. You are no stranger to this sentiment, Eliza, and I know you have always looked upon my forbearance with it with a mixture of admiration and disgust.

I know you have been disgusted with me. How could it be otherwise?

As ever, Lady Catherine took what seemed a particular delight in criticising her new acquaintance. More than once I chanced to catch Dr Reid’s temples reddening with held-back anger and mortification.

I could not but mirror his emotion.

Miss Reid bore the onslaught with a quiet composure, however: one which I suspect had more to do with her present state of feverishness than a meek and angelic disposition. So much the better. Angels are routinely picked to pieces by Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

“But who is your father?” cried her ladyship at one point, exasperated by the dullness of her companions.

“My father and mother died when I was but a small child,” replied Miss Reid calmly, and I inwardly applauded her, even as I was vexed to see the minute signs of her growing distress. “I was brought up at my father’s brother’s estate in G__ together with Tom and our cousin, my uncle’s son. We were like brothers and sister.”

Here she glanced at Dr Reid—Tom, I could not help thinking—and there was such a co-mingling of sensations in her countenance, such a patchwork of fondness, chagrin, and perplexity, I felt desperate to lure the shrew’s attention away from her.

“Lady Catherine,” I said, and in an instant my mouth went dry; my mind gave way to a tabula rasa. Her ladyship’s lips crinkled into a tight rosebud of disapproval. Casting about for a topic, I turned to the only—if meagre—support I had.

William’s eyes were clouded over, his jowls trembling. I could have kicked him in frustration.

“Mr Collins tells me that you have plans for planting a grove of alder trees at the north-east of the park. What an ingenious addition to the beautification of your grounds that will be.”

On hearing myself repeat my husband’s speech from the day before last, verbatim, I mentally flinched at my perfect mimicry of his supercilious intonation. William dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. This was familiar territory to him—thank Heaven! His ensuing praise of her ladyship’s scheme, taste, refinement, savoir-faire—in short, of everything but her red velvet shoes, which tapped the floor furiously at the interruption—kept the party occupied till well into dessert.

Dr Reid lifted his wine glass to me in a silent toast. I drank and coloured like a naughty maid.

*

Well, my dear Elizabeth, what is your verdict? Now that it is daylight, the morning sun falling pleasantly through the window to adorn my writing desk with warming shafts of yellow, I am taken aback only by my own unhappy consternation. But I am not in pain today.

I dare say Mr Collins’s pique will wear off by and by. Although his intuition tells him that her ladyship was not altogether satisfied with me last night, his limited reason prevents him from seeing precisely wherein lay my faux pas. The impudence of my, at any occasion, interrupting Lady Catherine he feels most keenly, but as for my introduction of a subject which must in every respect be such an agreeable one—that, he can never find fault with.

No more of this. Your interest would certainly lie in the further welfare and whereabouts of our regular practitioner and his mysterious cousin, and on that head I can offer no intelligence, either to you, my half-imaginary bosom friend, or to myself. I cannot say. Has she indeed taken up residence with him? For how long is she to stay at Hunsford? Will we have the opportunity of seeing her again?

In my proper letter to you, I abbreviated this whole erratic confessional into a prosaic: ‘We made a new acquaintance at Rosings last night, a Miss Reid of G__, cousin of Dr Reid.’ I long for you to ask me about her, so that I may, in a second letter, write: ‘She seems a very pleasant sort of girl. I hope to be better acquainted with her.’


 

Hunsford Parsonage

September, 1815

 

Dear Lizzy,

It is really ridiculous that I should have been so put out of my way by Thursday night at Rosings. And pitiful, poorly looking Miss Reid! What is it to me if Dr Reid brings six and twenty female cousins to reside with him?

I am glad propriety led me to curtail my mention of the matter in my genuine correspondence with you. How silly I feel now that three days have passed since that fated evening. What business had I to throw myself in the way of Lady C.? I have done nothing but cause fretfulness in my husband and upset the tranquil state of affairs in my own household.

I suppose there is still that in me which longs for the comforts of a female companion. You know I have chosen my situation in life with open eyes. I confess that there was also something, something perverse and self-chastising, about my desire to take myself safely out of your immediate reach. And yet how it has weighed on me, this reserve that sprung up between us upon my announcement of my impending marriage. But Lizzy, how could I have acted differently? How could I have sat quietly at Lucas Lodge, observing first-hand as Mr D. fell ardently in love with you? You could not understand me. You cannot understand me. I imagine the only one who could ever hope to understand me would be Mr D. himself.

I do like him. He is exactly and precisely everything I could have wished for you. To behold the shimmer of happiness upon you as you look at him sends me into an ecstasy of elation, pain, and jealousy—

Oh, my pen is running away with me. As I write this, my left hand is clutching for support, fretting at the small bronze key hidden inside the confines of my stays, where it hangs from a long, thin riband around my neck. I lock these ‘letters’ away, you see. Of course I do. The ones I have not burnt. It would be better for me to cease my scribblings and burn the lot. Still I have held on to them, too many of them, for ten years. Why will you not let go of me, Lizzy? Why will I not let go of you?

In a few months, I shall be thirty years of age. You will be the mother of not one but two small children. I am not sure how that should bring me peace. As I tend the grave of my little Henry, I am not sure if there will ever be peace to be had.

*

Travis just in with a note from Miss Reid. She wishes to be better acquainted with me. She desires me to take tea in the village.

*

Eliza—I am this moment back from the doctor’s, and I have my poultry to attend to, preparations for Mr Collins’s evening meal to make. I have not the time to sit here, dumbfounded, dripping ink staining my fingertips. And yet I must tell you, though I know not how. The change, the utter reversal of Miss Reid! But perhaps I am mistaken—do I say change? Did I not detect something about her person from the start?

I am not making sense. This calls for a proper account. Until night-time then, we shall have to wait!

*

Now. I have just seen Mr Collins to his bedchamber. It ought to be the other way around, I dare say, but we do not stand upon formalities at Hunsford Parsonage. Oh, I am giddy as a girl. Even William is appeased by my change of demeanour. I should take care. Tomorrow he may propose accompanying me to my chambers—but propitiously, he has the visit from the Archdeacon to prepare for, and I must caution him against additional exertions, lest he should be in danger of disappointing Lady C. with being overfatigued for her Tuesday game of cards.

I should be ashamed of myself. But not tonight.

I arrived at Dr Reid’s house, which is just off the main road, at a little before one o’clock. I was in my best woollen gown, the mauve one with fine silk trimmings, which you pressed upon me as a gift on our excursion to Bath the winter before last. You will remember it but too well. It was less than a month after we lost H. and despite my genuine gratitude at your concern and affection, I have not been able to wear it since. The memories, yes—but also, there has been little occasion. We did not go to Meryton for Christmas last year, and it is certainly too smart for any visit to Rosings Park. I would not have it dolefully sneered at by the inhabitants of that house.

Be all that as it may, I felt a little uneasy, unused to be in my fineries, as I knocked at the door at Dr R.’s.

Promptly, as if he had been standing right on the other side of it, the door was opened by the manservant, who informed me that the doctor was out.

I struggled to conceal my confusion. “I did not—that is, I had an invitation to take tea with Miss Reid?”

“James!” A voice came from within. “Is that Mrs Collins? For Heaven’s sake, do not keep her standing without in the cold!”

An energetic woman of indistinguishable age elbowed said James in his midsection in her hurry to bustle me into the house.

James stepped forlornly aside.

“Pay him no heed, Mrs Collins. The man has not adjusted to my mistress being part of the household yet. He is ever so set in his ways.”

The stout maidservant had a shock of wild, speckled curls barely kept in place by a white cap, and a broad Scots accent, which I found surprisingly pleasing to the ear. The familiarity of her manners should have provoked my censure; my husband, I know, certainly would have fallen into a frenzy of convoluted reprobations, and maybe even yours, my dear Eliza, for all his condescending affability since your marriage took place, would not have stood for the unceremoniousness of Lilly.

I was charmed, with only a twitch of concern for our medical man’s dutiful butler.

“Now, Mrs Collins, ma’am, if you please. Do make yourself comfortable in here in the drawing-room, and my lady shall be with you directly. She has just had her afternoon nap, you see—her cousin’s orders!”

“Oh, but I did not mean to inconvenience her. If I had known I should not have arrived so early. I will take a walk about the village and return in half an hour.”

I swerved on my heels towards the door again. The maid spun me back towards the drawing-room.

“You will do no such thing, Mrs Collins. My mistress explicitly— Why, here she is now!”

Twisting my head to look in the direction the good-humoured, but stubborn maid indicated, my eyes caught on Miss Reid coming downstairs.

This part gives me pause, Lizzy. For I hardly know how to describe her appearance to do justice to her transformation. My respect for Dr Reid’s professional powers fairly shot through the roof.

For there, truly, was Miss Reid, stepping down the stairs. After but three days since last I saw her, she was a changed creature. Her cheeks glowed with the freshness of youth and returning health. Her eyes, when they alighted upon me, sparkled like newly shined plate. Her soft, pink lips parted in a friendly smile that promised… I cannot say. I was overcome with a turmoil of emotions. As discreetly as I could, I steadied myself against the doorpost, and the Scotswoman spoke in my stead:

“Oh, but you do look well, Ma’am! Does she not, Mrs Collins? These rests which dear Master Reid prescribes are doing wonders for your complexion, my lass. Soon you will look quite yourself again.”

“Lilly, you forget yourself.” Miss Reid spoke scoldingly, yet so sweetly that the spirited servant could hardly take offence. “Mrs Collins, pray do forgive my maidservant’s freedoms; she has cared for us since I and Tom were but colts in sheep’s clothings, and I am afraid she looks upon us as quite her own.”

“Nonsense!” said Lilly. “I have treated Mrs Collins with nothing but the utmost respect.”

“Oh! Yes,” I broke in, as I had become mistress of my own voice at last, and did not wish to be the cause of any discord in that house. “Your maid has been very obliging to me. She is very kind. Though I must beg your pardon, I would have called at a later hour had I known I would arrive at such an inopportune moment.”

Miss Reid shook her head and laughed, her pretty locks of hair dancing about her in a way which renewed my confusion. Lilly smiled and looked at me with approbation. I had the notion, I know not whence, that it had been a while since she had had the pleasure of hearing her mistress laugh.

Miss Reid came towards me, her hands extended to take mine.

“This will not do. We must lay aside our excuses for the present. My object is not to let you out of this house until we have become the best of friends, and at this rate, we shall not have made any progress past the common formalities before Michaelmas. Do step across that threshold you are loitering at, Mrs Collins, and let us issue a universal pardon to one another, and to Lilly and James, and to my cousin’s tempestuous cock outside, for the remainder of the day.”

*

The drawing-room at Dr Reid’s is a snug, comfortable sort of room, though rather on the smallish side. What it lacks in size, it amply makes up for in a vast assortment of curiosities lining the shelves along the walls on all sides. There are trinkets from faraway places, shells and feathers, and vials of sand and dirt. But there is also chirurgical paraphernalia, and boxes with forbidding labels, such as femurs, phalanges, fibulas, and tibias. And there are glass jars.

“Don’t look too closely, Mrs Collins, if you are the squeamish sort.” Miss Reid’s voice came from behind me, and there was amusement in it, but also something else. A challenge?

“This is an impressive collection,” I observed, keeping my tone even. “I did not know the doctor had such a predilection for curios.”

“Nor did I!” Miss Reid admitted, and her pearly laughter washed over the back of my neck like the sea surf. I placed my hand over my neck, stupidly, to stem the tide rising within me in response.

“Dear Tom always did collect an array of wild and wonderful natural objects when we were children—it was for his studies, he used to say—but I had no notion that he had kept up the habit since he grew into manhood. What a cabinet of wonders this poor drawing-room has become! I have to tell you, Mrs Collins, sometimes I despair of him ever finding a suitable wife.”

I turned to look at her. A terrible premonition beset me— Terrible, I know not why. But to think…

“He is not eight and twenty, with a laudable profession and a comfortable home.”

“Indeed,” agreed Miss Reid, a humorous glint in her eye. “But what woman would put up with this? Could she be a sensible sort? Could she be sound of mind? She must be a very peculiar cast of female, to be sure.”

“Someone…” I blushed at my presumption, yet it would out. “Someone like yourself, perhaps, Miss Reid?”

She looked startled. Then she broke into that rapturous merriment anew, and this time, Lizzy, I allowed myself the luxury of being swept up by it, of letting it enter and infect me until I was warmed and tingling from head to toe. What harm could it do?

“Oh! Mrs Collins,” she spluttered, when she had regained control of herself. “You divert me exceedingly. I knew you would. But you are mistaken, grievously so, if you think I came here in pursuit of a husband who is as good as a brother to me. Marry Tom? I love him dearly, you know—but never, never! I am not, I fear, the marrying kind. Will you sit down, Mrs Collins?”

I sat. I think I would have jumped through the window if she had asked me to do so, such was the strange power her presence exerted over me; such was my befuddled relief at her denial of any matrimonial intentions on her part where Dr Reid was concerned.

Never, never. Miss Reid stood over me for a moment, affording me a better view of her features than I had hitherto been privy to. She is a fine, handsome girl. Despite the slenderness of her limbs, there is an impression of strength and tenacity about her, now that the last shreds of her indisposition have fallen away. She was wearing a poplin frock in a powdery shade of lilac that perfectly complemented my own mauve wool. She was the light shade to my darker one. She sighed, as if to clear herself of the last remnants of laughter, and as the top of her chest lifted with the inhalation, I had to resort to pinching myself not to swoon.

You have seen me pinch myself on occasion before, I dare say. Oh! What is to become of me, Eliza? What am I to do?

*

I left Dr Reid’s but an hour later. There had been tea, and crumpets, and small gherkin sandwiches. I know not the particulars. All I know is that by the time I left, the sly, infinitely engaging creature had extracted from me a promise that she should be allowed to call me by my Christian name whenever we are in private. Such precipitousness would shock you, I am sure. It shocks me. It shocks me to the core of my being. And she—dear, shocking, prepossessing Miss Reid—is to be Ailsa, Ailsa to me.


 

Hunsford Parsonage

September, 1815

 

Dearest Eliza,

A note from Pemberley this morning and you are well, wonderfully well. Your little Jane has been born, and by your description—short, but full of the new mother’s blossoming admiration for her child—I take it that she has every mark of health and longevity upon her. From what you tell me, even her brother, Fitz, seems enamoured, which is no mean feat. I congratulate you from the bottom of my heart. I shall do so in my formal letter to you also, and you will, I expect, or rather your husband will, have the doubtful pleasure of receiving William’s effusions upon the subject. Telling him of the impropriety of addressing himself on such an occasion to such a man, who must be his superior in every sense of the word, is as you know too well, Lizzy, to no avail. I comfort myself that you will teach Mr D. to laugh at the matter. Your familial felicity could not be rattled by twenty Mr Collinses.

And I pray, do not let any imagined grief on the part of one Mrs Collins cloud your joy in your secondborn. I am well. I am relieved. My only dread was that you, my darling Eliza, would be afflicted with the same sorrow that I have had to bear. And yet, I know that the loss of an infant is nothing out of the common way.

I am so wearied by the common way.

When I went down to his little grave today I discovered a rosebud there. Where could anyone have come by rosebuds at this time of the year? And, more to the point, who? Perhaps the old nurse who tended me… But really, she must have seen tenscore children lost since my Henry. Travis? She likes me well enough, I am sure, but there is not that cordiality or level of informality between us that might induce a servant to visit the resting place of her mistress’s stillborn child. My husband?

Would that it were William. Perchance it could reconcile me to the thought of letting him into my bed again. But perversely, the thought of bearing another child is abhorrent to me. At times, as I close my eyes, I can feel the weight of my dead babe in my arms. His waxen, birdlike limbs cooling too soon. His little hands that will never grab for me, never implore me, and yet which hold my heart so much the firmer in their lethal impotence.

The mauve frock hangs where I left it, on the door of my closet. What induced me to wear it? It shames me to think what frivolous thrills I experienced in it only the day before last. And all the while, you lay in labour, and I—

*

Tuesday night. We have been to the card tables at Rosings. I shall let you know more by and by.

*

Wednesday morning. As I suspected, the physician and his cousin had been invited to join us for cards at Rosings Park last night. Lady C.’s rapacity for quadrille has her issuing invitations to the unlikeliest of opponents. And her curiosity as to Miss Reid’s provenance was, after all, by no means stilled by Thursday’s ill-fated dinner party.

I could not but smile at her ladyship’s unfeigned astonishment at Ailsa’s improved looks. She was positively shining last night, Lizzy. And once more, quixotically, our gowns were strangely, unaccountably well-matched: she in yellow cambric with white lace trimmings, I in a gold robe of India muslin with black embroidered frills.

She is utterly beguiling. Now that her strength is back, she holds her own to Lady Catherine. But no, I am making too light of it. It is completely unprecedented, and I fear you would not call my judgement entirely sound upon the matter, but it seems she has managed not merely to subdue her ladyship, but, truthfully, to have charmed her.

William is out of his depth. Whereas his depraved profusions of flattery have always worked peculiarly well to curry favour from the Lady’s narrow-minded egotism, Miss Reid’s youthful beauty and wry Scottish wit has, incongruously, in the space of an evening, turned all the attentions of his patroness unto herself.

He is not best pleased. For my part, I have never understood the good lady better.

As we parted for the evening, I had worked up the courage to ask Ailsa, Miss Reid, to call on me on the morrow. I fear my voice was hushed and stuttering, verging on the pathetic, as I made my request.

She smiled and professed she should like nothing better.

And so I left on Mr Collins’s arm, feeling, in that instant, like the belle of the ball. Or like a suitor. I know not which.

*

Wednesday night. She has come and she has gone. I have had her here, under my own roof, in the sitting-room, which as you know, dear Eliza, I may more or less call my own.

I tremble as I write, I see. I have not had a fire lit tonight, and there is a storm brewing. How forgetful and distracted I have become. But no, I will not lie, not to you, here, in these pages. I have kept my rooms frigid to drive away my easily chilled spouse. I wanted to be left alone, this night of all nights, as I sit shivering in my nightgown, stroking the bud of a rose.

She has come and she has gone. But let me begin where I left off.

I was in a fluster when I woke up this morning, and poor Travis, I will admit, had to bear the brunt of it. I ordered her to dust where no dusting was needed. I ordered her to cook up strange and fanciful dishes, which neither she nor I knew properly how to make. I wanted cake. I wanted little morsels of perfectly white fish. I wanted ambrosia and tea—Oh! The best of tea! Not that sharpish gruel Mr Collins favours. Everything in our household was wrong. I was wrong. I had changed my habit three times before breakfast.

Travis smiled and curtseyed and tried her best to please me. I wondered at her. Then, as I watched her forbearance, her knowing look, it dawned on me that she must needs think she knew the reason behind my fickle temper. She must think I am in that way again—at last.

I could have struck her. I wanted to fall about her neck and cry it out. Instead, I changed into my oldest, most ragged gown, and set about cleaning the sitting-room, after I had sent Travis out scouring the country for proper red apples and thick yellow cream.
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