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The adventures and exploits of the bad Miss Bennet


Chapter One



Pemberley, September 1815

Black does not become me: I am convinced it deprives my complexion of all life. I am one of those pale-skinned, chestnut-haired females given to freckling if I venture out in the sun. I suggested to Lizzie that I might wear something in pale grey, perhaps a frilled muslin threaded with a purple velvet ribbon, at dinner this evening. The look of horror on her face rapidly put an end to that idea. Marriage to Mr Darcy has transformed my once outspoken sister into a model of propriety and mysteriously removed her sense of humour.

‘How can you think of going into half-mourning so soon?’ she gasped. ‘Think of the scandal it would cause.’ I lowered my eyes so that she could not see the gleam in them at the prospect of a little scandal, anything that would lighten the atmosphere here at Pemberley. Spirits were higher on the battlefield at Waterloo.

‘I only thought … my black dress is so drab. I would not want to embarrass you.’ I am, naturally, regarded as an embarrassment to the entire family. Miss Georgiana Darcy looks down her long, aristocratic nose at me. I am not fooled by her reputation for sweetness.

‘Are you quite comfortable in your rooms, Mrs Wickham? We all feel deeply for your loss, Mrs Wickham.’ She sneers elegantly at my poor apparel, as if I did not know of her previous entanglement with my late, unlamented spouse. If only Wickham had successfully enticed her away and married her. I would not then have attached myself to him. I might have set my cap at a wealthier and less indifferent officer.

I loved him once. He was my handsome hero for a while, until I realised that money was the only thing he cared about. I can hear his voice still.

‘I bought you, my dear. Ten thousand pounds if I would make an honest woman of you.’ Except that I am no longer honest. Wickham saw to that. These thoughts tumbled through my brain as Lizzie patted my arm awkwardly.

‘You need not worry about anything, Lydia dear, while you are under this roof – least of all your wardrobe.’ I smiled gratefully as she left the room. Peering out of the window, I saw my brother-in-law riding up to the house. I must contrive to meet him alone so that I may persuade him to make me a small allowance. Then I might retire to the continent and begin to live. Paris! Paris is calling to me like a siren song. If I could live in the city of amour and splendour among all the nations gathered there, what opportunities might I find? The number of officers gathered in that wonderful place is unimaginable.

Naturally, I shall suggest Calais to Darcy. I hope that the prospect of being rid of me will be an inducement. I need only a little time to work my feminine wiles upon him, although he is not an easy subject. His eyes bulge slightly when he looks at me, but this may be due to exasperation rather than to any other sentiment.

Now I must go to the salon to admire my infant nephew, Charles Fitzwilliam, the heir and pride of Pemberley. Yesterday, when I held the child for a moment the little wretch spewed all over my black dyed tussore, the only respectable mourning gown I possess. I shall prevail upon Lizzie to lend me her black silk with the lace trim and the treble flounce. It is the least she can do in the circumstances. I swear the housekeeper is better dressed than my poor self.

I have been sorely tried since I arrived here a mere seven days ago. I had barely settled before I was being quizzed by Darcy as to the whereabouts of my husband’s corpse, his final resting place.

‘Where have you buried him?’ he demanded. His eyes bulged on that occasion too. Perhaps it is a family trait.

‘I will be happy to give you a full account of my grievous trials and the whereabouts of my poor husband’s body,’ I replied. With hindsight, the dazzling smile I bestowed on him was not wise in the circumstances, but at least I had the forethought to bury Wickham in Brussels, saving the family additional expense and inconvenience.

Thus I find myself in this predicament: homeless, lacking in personal possessions, and with nothing but an army pension scarcely sufficient to keep a mouse in cheese. Of course, I told everyone that my husband died a hero’s death. My brother-in-law looked unconvinced, as far as one can detect any expression on his face.

In fact, my husband was ingloriously trampled upon by his own horse, its reins having become entangled around his scabbard. These details were given to me by an eyewitness. I am only surprised that he had not gambled the beast away before the battle.

Ah, Waterloo – or rather, the eve of Waterloo. The glory, the dancing, the excitement! Of course, I know the loss of life was dreadful, and we were all in the most appalling state of fear and shock afterwards, but it was all so … thrilling.

The Duchess of Richmond’s Grand Ball was the most marvellous and magical event of my life thus far. I cannot imagine anything greater happening to me unless I can contrive to be presented at court. I know the Prince Regent always has an eye for a pretty woman and now that he has grown tired of Mrs Fitzherbert, that other widow, I might have a chance. But I digress.

The first thrill was in actually obtaining a ticket for the ball. In the normal way we would never have been invited, but during that week Wickham was experiencing one of his rare runs of luck at the card tables. The invitation was accepted from another officer in the 5th Inniskillen Dragoon Guards who could not pay his gambling debt to my husband.

It was extraordinary, I recollect, because I had also been modestly successful at cards so that I was able to purchase the lilac silk gauze gown with deep lace border, and dark blue velvet cape, that were so much admired at the ball. Wellington himself was heard to remark, ‘Who is that pretty little thing?’ before returning to the arms of silly Lady Frances Wedderburn-Webster. Men say she is alluring but I cannot see it myself.

I am aware that we should have spent the money on clearing some of our debts but such an opportunity occurs only once in a lifetime.

It is true that the gowns of the ladies were completely overshadowed by the red coats and magnificence of the men in uniform, but I was very satisfied with my appearance, despite the excessive heat in the ballroom.

How wonderful, how glittering were the surroundings and the company on that night. When I think of the occasions when we danced cotillions at the assemblies in Meryton, I am filled with shame that I ever thought them elegant, or the company anything other than dreary clodhoppers of the most parochial kind.

My dance card was filled all evening and I barely saw Wickham who was occupied with gaming in one of the ante rooms, to our mutual satisfaction. The Prince of Orange actually asked me to dance. I cannot describe my feelings at that moment. I was quite transported with joy. He had mistaken me for the wife of a General. Nevertheless, he was most gracious.

Entertainment was provided by Scottish dancers from the Highland regiments dancing merry reels to the sound of the pipes. The atmosphere of gaiety was, I suppose, tinged with desperation. So many of those gallant officers would be lost in a few hours or days. However, I had only Wickham to lose and that would be a blessing to both of us. I think my husband was ill at ease with himself and bitter with lost hopes and thwarted desires. For myself, I had spent three years learning the truth of the old adage, ‘Marry in haste, repent at leisure.’

Despite the splendour of the evening it ended all too soon as groups of officers departed to take up their battle positions and the duke himself left the ballroom.

When we emerged into the splendid Grand Place in Brussels just before dawn the anticipation was almost tangible. The shouts of the soldiers and the beat of the drums mingled with the sound of trumpets and the wailing of the Scottish pipes. Women cried out from nearby houses as the men prepared to leave, news having come of Napoleon’s advance. I bade farewell to Wickham who was in a strange mood, defiant and resigned simultaneously. He was even prevailed upon to give me what remained of his winnings.

‘It’s all up with us, my dear,’ he told me. ‘The little emperor is nearby with a huge force.’ He kissed my cheek and rode away to Quatre Bras. I, however, had every faith in Wellington. He would see us through.

And so, after the bloodshed and dust of battle, the burying of the dead and the final farewells, I returned to Pemberley trailing widow’s weeds and anticipating Paris. You must not think me hard and unfeeling, dear reader. I mourned the loss of life at Waterloo as we all did. I would not have wished Wickham dead. But I could not help being glad that we would not meet again.

Naturally, my family disagreed with my plans.

‘My husband will never allow it, Lydia, you may be sure. France, indeed! How will you manage there? You do not speak a word of the language. Now if you had applied yourself when our father was instructing us …’

I interrupted at this point, not wishing to hear another lecture on my intellectual deficiencies from my bluestocking sister. I am very fond of dear Lizzie but I am amazed that someone of only average looks, and overly fond of reading, should have snared one of the richest and most eligible men in the country. One cannot help feeling a few pangs of jealousy.

‘Never fear, dear sister, I shall manage very well. I plan to live quietly in Calais where I understand there is a small colony of the English. My living costs will be greatly reduced in France, and of course I shall apply myself to the language. You will be surprised at my determination when it is necessary.’

‘I shall indeed,’ she replied with heavy sarcasm. Ignoring this unfilial display I begged her to speak to Darcy on my behalf, but I intended to snaffle him first. Tactics were required here and I had not spent the last three years among soldiers without learning the basics.

I well remember the occasion when Wickham was almost cashiered for stealing a horse belonging to one of Wellington’s Generals who was at the time inspecting the regiment. Wickham managed to hire out the horse for a few hours for a large sum before returning it. When questioned about the animal’s abduction, Wickham had claimed – the effrontery! – that his wife was at death’s door and he had seized the nearest animal in order to ride for a doctor. The general chose to overlook the matter on compassionate grounds and I was forced to remain indoors for many days before being allowed out. Even then he obliged me to whiten my face in order to keep up the pretence.

I decided to approach my brother-in-law after lunch. Never ask a favour of a man who has not eaten recently. I dressed with care – I am in mourning, after all. I wore the gown borrowed from Lizzie, which was most becoming. I did not think Darcy would recognise it. He has a better eye for a horse these days. Some discreet jewellery, my deep red garnets, and a soft but tantalising perfume – a spray of essence of lily and clove – completed the ensemble. I prevailed upon Lizzie’s French maid to arrange my hair. I do believe that my chestnut curls are my crowning glory. Oh, to have the luxury of a French maid. It is so unfair – Lizzie cares very little for her appearance. She still takes long, muddy walks despite being mistress of this great estate. Wealth is wasted on some people.

After enjoying an excellent jugged hare and a glass of claret I followed Darcy in the direction of the orangery where he invited me to inspect a fine specimen of tiger lily lately arrived from India. I made the appropriate noises of admiration before heaving a deep sigh, fluttering my bosom as much as possible. The triple frills moved most satisfactorily. Darcy looked puzzled.

‘Are you unwell, Lydia?’ I looked up at him coyly and then fingered the red stones at my neck. I noticed that his eyes had fallen towards my bosom.

‘I am greatly perturbed about my future, dear brother. I could never be a burden to you or the rest of my family, but my financial state is a parlous one. If I could manage to live quietly abroad on a reduced income I feel that would be the best solution.’

‘Abroad?’ Darcy yelped. He had a horror of all the foreign parts for which les rosbifs are noted. (I am already acquiring a smattering of the French language.)

‘Oh, yes,’ I continued. ‘The cost of living is so much lower on the continent. I might offer English lessons to some genteel French families in order to supplement my paltry income. Do you not agree dear brother?’

At this point I contrived to lift my skirt discreetly so that a glimpse of a trim ankle in white silk hose flashed before my brother-in-law’s eyes. This ruse has been known to send men mad with desire. In Darcy’s case his eyes began to swivel alarmingly before bulging in the manner I have often remarked upon.

‘That will not be necessary,’ he snapped. ‘I am prepared to make you an allowance that will enable you to live as a lady should, although not in any great luxury.’ Did I hear a note of satisfaction in his voice?

‘Naturally,’ I murmured sotto voce.

‘However,’ he added, ‘there is no question of my sister-in-law living alone on the continent, it is unthinkable. Arrangements can be made for you to live closer to your parents at Longbourn.’ I hope he did not catch the look of horror I could not suppress at this suggestion. Some quick thinking was required. Fortunately, I had been married to a master of devious behaviour for three years. My brother-in-law would be child’s play in comparison. I heaved another sigh.

‘I could not possibly live at Longbourn, dear brother. My father would not wish it and my mother would be mortified. If you were generous enough to make me an allowance I could not think of leaving Pemberley. I would stay here and make myself useful to my sister and yourself in any way possible. It would be my solemn duty.’

I stared mournfully at his face watching the expressions of alarm and disgust passing over them at the prospect. This was my opportunity.

‘Of course, I have been offered an invitation for an extended stay with the Caruthers in London, friends from my late husband’s regiment. Captain Miles is now retired from the army and his wife, Selena, is a dear friend.’ My voice trailed away and I watched to see if he would clutch at this straw.

‘Well, er, umph,’ he spluttered, ‘that is a possible solution.’ He turned away abruptly. ‘We can discuss the details later. I have an appointment.’ He strode off and I gazed after him, sorry that he could not see the face I made at his retreating back. Why must I be treated like a child solely because I am poor and female? If I had a reasonable pension my relatives might disapprove of my removal to France but they could not prevent it. I am a respectable widow – at least for the moment.

London: there could be worse fates for a single woman. It would certainly be an improvement on the army quarters in Newcastle, Longbourn or Pemberley – and it was considerably closer to the continent. Something could be contrived.

First of all I needed to contact the Caruthers and inveigle an invitation from them. We have not spoken for a while but Selena owes me a favour after I distracted her husband one evening to prevent him finding his wife accepting a billet doux from his commanding officer.

The next important matter was how much of an allowance Darcy could be persuaded to part with, followed by the question of where I would lodge in the capital. I could not remain forever with my friends and I absolutely refused to be placed under the watchful eye of any relatives. There was always the home of the Gardiners, my aunt and uncle. They are a benevolent couple, but they had disapproved of my marriage to Wickham, and they are far too close to Lizzie and Darcy for comfort. In addition they have no entrée into high society and I … I have danced with the Prince of Orange.

I needed pleasant rooms in a respectable house in a fashionable street, with an obliging but unobtrusive landlady who would act as a sheepdog on occasions when I needed a chaperone. Perhaps I might cross paths with my hero, the celebrated poet Lord Byron, the most infamous man in London. What a delicious thought.

Having thus arranged my immediate future satisfactorily in my mind I wandered towards my room, almost failing to notice Miss Georgiana Darcy emerging from the library, wearing an elegant forest green velvet gown trimmed with leaf green taffeta. I ground my teeth silently as she gave me an all-encompassing regard that took in the borrowed gown and the red necklace.

‘Oh, Mrs Wickham, is that gown not excessively elegant? It looks so well on your sister – and on you too,’ she added, after a pause that could only be described as pregnant. I curled my lip in a semblance of a smile and pointed to the book she was carrying.

‘I see you are reading Miss Clara Reeve’s new novel, The Old English Baron. I was greatly diverted by it and I would be happy to explain some of the more difficult passages to you at any time convenient.’ I continued on my way with a gay wave of the hand leaving Georgiana with her mouth fallen open in a most unattractive manner.


Chapter Two



London

I would not wish to give the impression, dear reader, that my transference to London and the obtaining of suitable lodgings were easy tasks. There was a great deal of wheedling, pleading and what can only be described as horse-trading to be seen to before I was able to leave. I confided this to my journal – the only means of expressing my resentment. I pleased Lizzie by agreeing to stop at Longbourn en route for a short time. Very short if I can find a suitable excuse.

Fortunately, the Caruthers came to my rescue. Selena quickly extended an invitation. They have taken up residence in Curzon Street in St James’s London. This is quite a fashionable street, I understand, and will serve as a starting point for my adventures. Naturally, I told my relatives that I can stay indefinitely. This met with Darcy’s approval as he informed me that he would give me an allowance of three hundred and fifty pounds per year, more than a governess would earn but not exactly riches. What a soul of generosity he is! How many gowns will I be able to buy with that? However, I am not too downhearted. I have plans, stratagems, ambitions. If only they knew of my aspirations. These I confide to my journal where, no doubt, they will be read by posterity in due course.

A woman in my position must fend for herself or be resigned to a life of dull, dragging poverty and boredom as a poor relation, the suppliant in the corner. Such a life would be unbearable for someone of my temperament. Have I not suffered enough these last few years?

I finally made my escape from Pemberley on a bitter cold day in early December. Lizzie was kind enough to bequeath me some of her unwanted wardrobe which I shall alter and make tolerably modish. I was especially grateful for a long, worsted wool pelisse in dark green with fur trimming that would offer me protection from the elements on the long journey south. The green was so dark it was almost black and thus satisfies my sister’s sense of propriety. My valise was loaded onto the mail coach by one of Pemberley’s footmen, who was escorting me – the one with the shapely calves who has been most attentive to my needs.

After long hours in a public vehicle feeling every jolt in the abominable roads and suffering the companionship of dolts, hags and clergymen, I arrived at Longbourn more dead than alive. I was greeted by my mother with tiresome exclamations of misery and floods of tears at my widowed state. My father gave me a long, hard look and pronounced me ‘Somewhat improved with age’ as if I was one of his precious bottles of claret.

Immediately, I fancied I was back in my childhood again with Kitty begging to share my bedroom and Mary moralising about Napoleon. I was plagued incessantly to recount the details of my stay in Brussels, the ball, the battle at Waterloo and the ghoulish delights of widowhood so that the womenfolk in my family could exclaim and twitter to their hearts’ content. My father merely remarked, after a slight pause, that he was glad to hear of my husband’s courage on the battlefield. I suspected that, like Darcy, he was not convinced by my version of events.

My mother was predictably delighted to hear of my removal to London.

‘What good fortune, my dear and such an opportunity to enjoy the delights of the capital. Your friends will, of course, escort you to the balls and assemblies?’

‘She is still in mourning,’ remarked my father, but my mother was not discouraged. ‘That situation will not last forever. She is still young enough to marry again. What better place to find a husband, unless it be Brighton?’

I contrived to be on my way as soon as decency permitted with my father’s solemn warnings and my mother’s advice about bonnets ringing in my ears. Papa had reminded me again of my foolish marriage to Wickham and the potential disgrace it brought upon the family, only averted by the generosity of the noble Mr Darcy.

‘You will need to marry again, Lydia. You are only nineteen. I trust you will choose a new spouse with greater care. You cannot expect your brother-in-law to rescue you a second time.’

Indeed not, I told myself.

‘Think of your sisters,’ he warned me. I thought it unlikely that my two very plain, portionless sisters would be affected by my behaviour. They were not prime marriage market material. And neither are you! rang a voice in my head.

My sister Jane and her husband were out of the district so there was no possibility of being conveyed to London in any style. The prospect of another journey by mail coach was not enticing and it was another reminder of my lowly status, but at least my companions were more agreeable this time.

As we drew near to London a handsome, well-dressed gentleman with dark eyes and a spirited manner conversed pleasantly with me for a while until he decided to ‘take a turn up top with the horses’. Immediately our speed increased to a ridiculous rate and we were tossed about like corks.

Suddenly, we came to a shuddering halt on a quiet stretch of the Barnet Road and everything became very quiet except for the whinnying of the horses. A woman clutching a child began to whimper with fear and presently my spirited companion appeared at the window and, almost apologetically, asked us to get down from the coach.

We tumbled out stiff-legged and weary while the men demanded to know what was happening. Another complained about our reckless speed. The spirited man merely smiled and indicated a rider who had appeared from behind a tree. He wore a kerchief wound around the lower part of his face under his hat. He held a pistol pointed in our direction. I turned towards the spirited man only to find him pointing a pistol at our backs. Highwaymen! Are my misfortunes never to end?

‘This is ridiculous!’ exclaimed one of the braver male passengers. ‘The days of highwaymen are over. You are an anachronism, sir, you and your accomplice. Be off with you.’

‘Alas, my fine fellow, you are right, but we must scratch a living as best we may.’ With that he raised his pistol and blew the unfortunate man’s hat into the trees leaving the poor fellow gibbering with fright.

Thus I arrived in London without my garnet necklace to which I had been so much attached. My pleas to the scoundrels that I was the penniless widow of a war hero fell on deaf ears. They would have our jewellery and would remove it by force if necessary. As I handed him the necklace, the spirited villain even had the effrontery to express a wish that we might meet again, telling me that his name was Jeremy Sartain – ‘known to my friends as Jerry’. The rogue was evidently quite fearless, not caring who knew his identity. He courteously left me my wedding ring – the one object I would not have missed.

I sat fuming in a corner seat as we resumed our journey to London amid much weeping and wailing of women, and harrumphing of men bellowing on about what they would do if they caught the robbers. The prospect of a hanging always fills the English with a sense of well-being. The robbers had made quite a haul of gold coins but I was the only woman on board with any jewellery of value. My companions offered me their sympathy and assured me that the garnets would be trafficked at one of the many ‘flash’ houses in the capital by nightfall. When I looked puzzled they explained that such places were inns where stolen goods were taken and exchanged for cash.

I finally arrived that evening at the Caruthers’ house and fell into Selena’s arms bewailing the loss of my jewels.

‘Alas!’ I cried, ‘I am quite done up … frappé en morte!’ (My grasp of the French language is improving daily.) ‘What shall I do?’ I sobbed, ‘I have only a few pearls and a small gold cross in which to go out and about in society. I shall cut a very poor figure.’ Selena laughed and told me not to fret.

‘We are giving an intimate party here in a few days. There will be an opportunity for card games and plenty of flippant coxcombs and wealthy witlings to play with. I have chosen them with care. You will soon make good your losses.’ Thank heavens for good friends. Especially those who are in one’s debt.

I was able to write in my journal that evening that Curzon Street has proved to be a delightful spot, at least from first impressions. The sight of rows of tall houses, the traffic of carriages, the cries of tradesmen and the general life, combine to lift my spirits. I love cities, the potential for living is so great compared to the empty wastes of rural England.

I am vastly content with Selena and Miles and I am accommodating myself to their small eccentricities. It is obvious that their financial state is almost as bad as my own, but that does not prevent them from living life to the full – a philosophy I have always shared.

Selena was showing a greater fondness for gin and display than I previously remember, but no doubt that is due to her nerves. She takes full responsibility for the running of the household, Miles being amiable but useless for anything off the battlefield. He has been spending too much money on prints of a distracting nature (according to his wife), obtained from a certain Joseph Stockdale, bookseller and coal merchant, who keeps a shop at No. 24 Opera Colonnade which is frequented by most of the ton and lowlifes in the city. Yesterday, Miles showed me his most valued print depicting the Countess Godiva saving the city of Coventry. He was most put out when I burst into a fit of the giggles.

‘And the price is …?’ interrupted Selena. When Miles told her she became faint and went in search of the laudanum bottle.

We have been frantically preparing for the soirée to be held here on the day after tomorrow. It was essential for my hosts to obtain some relief from their many creditors and for me to make some useful contacts, I have agreed to pay a reasonable amount for my board and lodging but I am eager to blossom forth into my own establishment.

The guests have been selected with great care, mainly for their wealth and their bad luck at the card table. Selena gave me exact descriptions of the most likely fellows. I may need to cultivate one for money and another for influence. I am determined to gain entry to a soirée at Almack’s in King Street, St James’s, the acme of society, but I must first find a sponsor. The assemblies at this establishment are frequented by the ton and the highest in the land. Great opportunities might come my way if I could but be included in their company.

Selena thought this scheme entirely unnecessary.

‘Surely you could like any good humoured man with a comfortable income?’ Perhaps she was right and I was aiming too high but I have aspirations.

On the night of the party I decided to appear in half mourning.

‘Nobody here will be aware of my circumstances,’ I told Selena. I wore a gown of pale grey gauze trimmed with violet velvet with a white lace fichu. I borrowed an Indian shawl of the finest work from my hostess. It glowed with deep, peacock blues and greens and purple.

‘Arrange your hair a little higher than usual and adjust your bodice a little lower,’ my friend advised. Indeed, I may lose the bodice of my dress completely should I lean too far forward at the card table, but needs must as the saying goes and one always needs something to distract the other players. Indeed, I may add to the entertainment.

Selena had set off her blonde curls with a gown of white muslin banded with green and gold satin ribbons matching the gold thread binding her hair. My friend’s fair, refined looks were much admired, although they concealed a will of iron.

I could barely contain my feelings of anticipation mixed with nerves as the hour approached. Miles offered me a little brandy to buck me up but I refused. I must keep a clear head. This could be the beginning of my new life. I am not generally a prey to nerves but I found that I was operating my fan so vigorously that he went in search of the mysterious draught.

The guests began to arrive at nine and we divided the company between two tables. Selena and I were the only females present. I sat at one table and she at the other. I would have enjoyed seeing the expression on Darcy’s face at that moment, should he have been able to catch sight of us. Miles took up a commanding position near the window, striking a Napoleonic pose with his arm across his chest and his reddish hair en brosse. I think he disliked being out of uniform. Fortunately, he remembered that his task was to keep the faro bank and he quickly took up his position.

The men had already drunk liberally at other establishments and they continued in this way as the evening progressed. My neighbour at the table was a dwarfish, unremarkable fellow who introduced himself as Mr Getheridge. I noticed that he had enjoyed moderate success at the cards and I asked him why he did not continue. As he escorted me to the supper table he said with a slight smile that he was a banker and, therefore, cautious by nature.

‘Losing money does not agree with me, madam. I prefer to stop while I am winning.’

At the mention of the word banker I began to revise my former opinion of Mr Getheridge. He suddenly appeared less ordinary in my eyes. A lone female should always include a banker or two among her acquaintances.

He kept up a flow of conversation as he procured ices and champagne for me. As I had been required to contribute to the cost of the refreshments, I decided to enjoy them.

‘Are you appreciating what London has to offer, madam?’ He gave me what can only be described as a leer. Without waiting for a reply he began to sing a few bars of a popular song, ‘London Town’s a dashing place, for ev’rything that’s going on’. I drew away from him, declaring that I preferred a good book. (This is not entirely untrue, dear reader.)

‘I confess I am a lover of the Gothic, sir. A frisson of horror enlivens a tedious afternoon, I find.’ My companion positively twinkled.

‘I find that there are many ways of enlivening a dull afternoon, my dear!’ Miles signalled to me at this point and whispered that Mr Getheridge was not only a wealthy banker but also a great lover of women.

‘He has a wife and family, but he keeps several mistresses at Brighton and London, in some splendour, I believe. They say he is a very devil between the sheets. You would not credit it from the look of him, would you?’

Miles returned to his duties and I returned to the tables, Mr Getheridge having gone outside for a little air. Selena and I paused to exchange notes behind our fans. Her winnings amounted to three hundred and fifty guineas and mine were two hundred guineas. As we also took a share of the house money we were quite content. We agreed to change tables at this point.

My new neighbour was a certain Lord Augustus Finchbrook, a young man with watery blue eyes, a thatch of pale blond hair and a weak head for wine and brandy. I hoped his credit was good. I was encouraged by his talk of the high perch phaeton he had just purchased, together with the two finest Arabs in the country. I gathered he was referring to horses.

‘You must come for a spin in her, my dear Mrs Wickham,’ he said, slurring his words a little. He leaned perilously close to me as he spoke, peering down at my bosoms. The brandy fumes were almost visibly wafting from his pink ears.

I smiled winningly at him and said that nothing would give me greater pleasure but first I intended to win a large sum of money from him. He let out a neigh of a laugh and then muttered something that sounded like, ‘A demned fine little filly and pert as they come,’ before promptly nodding off for a moment.

I poked him in the ribs none too gently before I shuffled the cards. The rattle of dice from Selena’s hazard table could be heard in the background. Milord woke with a start and to my surprise he gazed wistfully across the room to where Selena was holding court at the next table.

‘That lady has a very purposeful walk,’ he announced. ‘Indeed she is so purposeful that I am terrified to approach her. She fills me with alarm.’ I could detect that my friend filled this young man with other emotions as well as fear. He showed a marked lack of concentration on the game, not seeming to care where or how he played. Meanwhile he continued to gaze across at Selena and I prepared to move in for the kill.

‘Will you play to win or lose, my lord?’ I asked.

‘Oh, I always lose against the house so I shall play to lose,’ he yawned, quite unconcerned. I proceeded to place the cards as the players made their bets, praying that the pagan gods of fortune would smile on me. I gave the gods some encouragement by using my special cards which were slightly doctored or sanded for the purpose. Wickham had shown me this trick soon after our marriage. Indeed, he knew so many ways of cheating that I cannot understand why he lost so often.


Chapter Three



‘You are enjoying good fortune, my dear.’ Mr Getheridge suddenly appeared behind me and placed his hairy hand on my shoulder, squeezing it a little as he did so. ‘I admire a woman who is lucky with money. The gods smile upon you.’ If only he knew the truth – yes, I would tell him! I turned and gazed up at him, batting my eyelashes.

‘Alas, sir, I am merely a poor soldier’s widow. I cannot imagine why I have been so fortunate tonight. Those gods must indeed be smiling on me.’

Getheridge laughed and indicated the almost comatose Finchbrook.

‘I fancy you have found yourself a good mark, Mrs Wickham.’ I looked outraged and he quickly invited me to take some air in the garden. I refused with indignation but he insisted, whispering urgently into my ear, ‘You will get no further with this one. Take my advice, whatever you planned for him must wait until he is recovered a little.’

I allowed my hirsute friend to conduct me to the garden where he continued to whisper in a conspiratorial manner. ‘If I do not mistake, you madam, you are in search of something that is my forte. I think I may be able to help you.’

‘Truly, sir?’ I replied, ‘And what will be the cost?’

‘We can speak of that later.’

‘I have heard that you are not impervious to female charms, Mr Getheridge.’ A strange expression swept over my companion’s face and he seized my arm once more, propelling me back into the house.

‘I must leave now, madam, but we must meet again. Come to my office at the bank. I believe we can discuss something to our mutual advantage.’ He wrote a few words on a card and pushed it into my hand before bowing and leaving rapidly. I saw him bidding farewell to Selena as a newly resuscitated Lord Finchbrook weaved his way unsteadily towards me.

‘Oh my fair companion,’ he called out, ‘lovely despoiler of my finances! Have you deserted me?’ He made me an elegant bow and then almost toppled sideways. I caught him by the arm and restored him to an upright position. Mindful of Mr Getheridge I decided to seize the moment.

‘Do you ever grace the assemblies at Almack’s, my lord?’ I enquired casually. Finchbrook gathered his scattered wits and brushed an imaginary crumb from his cuff.

‘I believe I have spent a tiresome hour or two at that establishment, madam. A tedious place full of simpering debutantes and their ghastly mothers – and no strong drink served, I recall.’ He gave me suddenly a clear-eyed glance and added, ‘I should not have thought it your kind of thing at all.’

I clasped my hands together in a prayerful gesture and assured him that it was the place I most desired to be in all the world.

‘But you have not been given the seal of approval by the bulldogs at the gate!’ he guffawed, meaning Lady Jersey and the Countess Lieven, the dowagers who vetted young ladies for their suitability.

‘Alas, no’ I replied, ‘but perhaps your lordship could assist me in this matter?’

‘It is the least I can do after allowing you to win so much money from me.’

‘Your lordship’s logic is beyond reproach.’

Unfortunately, at that moment Selena appeared and Finchbrook immediately forgot my very existence and began mooning over her in a quite revolting manner. She appeared not to notice as she whispered excitedly that she had just sold the Countess Godiva print for a third more than Miles had paid for it.

‘But surely he will notice its absence?’

Selena brushed this aside. ‘He will forget about it when he realises that I can now pay his tailor’s bill. At the moment he can scarcely leave the house without being molested by his creditors.’

I persuaded his lordship back to the card table and proceeded to win a trifling amount from him before he made his farewells.

By this time most of our guests had begun to leave and my mood changed suddenly. Despite the money now stuffed into my reticule I felt curiously let down and chilled although the room was very warm. Perhaps I had overindulged with ices and champagne or allowed my hopes and dreams to interfere with reality.

These speculations were so unlike my normal self that I feared I was lapsing into a fit of the dismals. I confided as much to Selena who was often a prey to such emotions herself, usually after an over indulgence in the ginevra. We counted our winnings which restored our spirits a little and allowed Miles to congratulate us. He, of course, had lost what little his wife had allowed him.

Later, as I prepared for bed, I found Mr Getheridge’s card. Before falling asleep I pondered whether I would visit him at the bank as he had suggested. I also pondered whether I could afford not to keep the appointment. In my dreams I was waltzing at Almack’s in the embrace, not of a belted earl or duke, but of a large, hairy ape with twinkling eyes.

‘You are a beautiful stepper, dear lady,’ the ape assured me.

My first thought when I awoke next morning was of the dance. As we drank our morning chocolate I announced to Selena that we must take lessons in waltzing immediately.

‘I had a dream about waltzing at Almack’s last night,’ I told her. ‘Everyone swirled around the room in their partner’s arms. It was beyond imagining.’

‘It is still considered somewhat improper in society,’ I understand,’ she demurred. My friend can be remarkably conservative sometimes.

‘It is becoming more popular by the day,’ I assured her. Selena was not convinced.

‘I have heard that Lord Byron disapproves of it,’ she said, cunningly referring to my great hero as a way of settling the matter.

The mention of his name subdued me for a moment. I knew that my wild, poetic, dream lover was disgraced in society and it was rumoured that he would soon leave the country for an indefinite stay on the continent. Byron had been ejected from society and I could not gain admission. Our mutual afflictions gave me a warm feeling in the pit of my stomach.

‘Nevertheless, I am determined to learn this dance,’ I said. ‘The sensation is amazing and the rhythm exhilarating. We must find a teacher this very day.’ Selena gave in without a struggle and admitted that she knew of a certain Viennese dancing master, Herr Schiffenberger, who would serve admirably.

‘We can visit his studio this morning if you wish.’

While we were discussing these arrangements Miles was peering out of the window searching for the presence of bailiffs and creditors when he gave a cry of surprise and announced that Lord Finchbrook had arrived in his stylish new equipage.

His lordship burst into the room in a very effervescent manner showing remarkably few signs of the previous night’s drinking.

‘I beg you, Mrs Wickham, allow me to take you for a spin in the park.’ I knew he would have preferred to take my friend. He lingered over her hand, caressing it and touching it with his lips in the manner of a stoat savouring a rabbit.

I agreed to accompany him but insisted that we return in time for our dancing lesson. His lordship looked ecstatic, ‘The prospect of a dancing lesson with two such delightful ladies overwhelms me with joy. I must insist on offering myself as a partner.’ I glanced at Selena and gave a slight shrug. If the man wished to cling like a leech we should make use of him. After I had perfected the steps of the waltz I would remind Finchbrook of his promise to help me gain entry to Almack’s. Selena was not impressed by my ambition.

‘Anyone can gain admission anywhere in London if they have sufficient effrontery and a drunken lord to accompany them,’ she sniffed. ‘The Duke of Wellington presents his actress friends to the Prince Regent at Brighton.’ She can be quite hurtful at times.

I reminded her that I was not an actress and that certain of those women had married into the aristocracy. Selena sniffed again. ‘I have heard that the price of a mistress to the aristocracy is two thousand pounds per year and a down payment of eight hundred pounds – if you are an opera dancer.’ I thought of my meagre allowance from Darcy and wished that my thespian skills were worth such a fortune.

‘You are forgetting, my dear, that my own sister married one of the richest men in England despite having no dowry.’ In reply she smacked me with her reticule and said that I was a stupid minx for not doing likewise.

Glancing across the room to where Miles was in animated conversation with Lord Finchbrook she smiled and said, ‘I think we have learned our lesson, have we not? Never be seduced by the glamour of a uniform unless the commander-in-chief is inside it.’

When Lord Finchbrook handed me into his phaeton I observed that he was wearing a starched collar so high that it made turning his head an impossibility. As he was chiefly concerned with controlling the horses and staring straight ahead this was not a problem, but as far as conversation went it was disconcerting, if not ludicrous. He was forced to turn his upper body completely in order to look me in the face. It was like being interrogated by an amiable marionette. When I ventured to tease him about this he declared that his valet had taken lessons in the matter from Beau Brummell’s valet.

‘The only sin, dear lady, is to appear in the wrong clothing at any event.’

Finchbrook insisted on referring to me as ‘the merry widow’. He pointed out the various members of the ton sweeping by in their carriages. Selena followed in a hired barouche with her maid. His lordship shook his head – carefully – saying that such a carriage did not cut it at all.

Later, we presented ourselves at Herr Schiffenberger’s studio for our lesson in waltzing. It was obvious that our escort intended to spend the entire day with us.

We turned our attention to mastering the dance aided by Schiffenberger’s assistant who tinkled out a tune on the pianoforte. It proved to be harder than I had anticipated. Not as complex as the cotillion or the quadrille but the rhythm was difficult to catch causing us to jerk up and down as if we were posting on a horse.

‘Von-two-tree, von-two-tree!’ sang out Herr Schiffenberger waving his arms encouragingly. ‘Make your circle,’ he commanded as we shuffled around. After we had fallen over our own feet several times Lord Finchbrook was so giddy from twirling that he was forced to lie prone on the floor for a few moments. The dancing master surveyed us sorrowfully, no doubt he was comparing us unfavourably with the serene waltzers of Vienna.

‘Svay into the rhythm, ladies,’ he implored. ‘Let us try again. Von-two-tree!’ Finchbrook clasped Selena enthusiastically to his breast and I followed, making do with an acned youth who claimed to be Schiffenberger’s nephew.

If I closed my eyes I could just imagine myself in a gilded ballroom with violins playing a yearning melody. I am wearing satin and diamonds and a dark face comes close to mine … I opened my eyes suddenly to find the spotty youth regarding me with alarm. In my mind I could hear Darcy saying, ‘So this is how you waste my money.’

‘Von-two-tree!’ screamed Schiffenberger, sweating profusely. ‘Listen to ze music. You are off ze beat, madam.’ I was off ze beat in more ways than one.

We left the studio and returned home to recover our strength and change for our next engagement. ‘I declare my shins are quite black and blue,’ Selena complained, ‘Lord Finchbrook’s boots found their mark several times.’

‘Never mind,’ I replied. ‘We will soon be able to grace any ball in town.’

During the following weeks we occupied ourselves with daily chores, making expeditions to Soho to obtain cough medicine for Miles and triple distilled lavender water for Selena. Christmas and New Year passed and April approached but the weather continued as cold as ever with not the slightest sign of spring. I was forced to obtain more essence of mustard from Whitehead’s. I am a martyr to chilblains.

The gloom was only lifted by an announcement in the Times that Millard’s East India warehouse in Cheapside was holding a cheap day. Selena and I set off to buy muslins and silks before our money disappeared.

‘I must spend before Miles has a chance to look for more etchings,’ she explained.

When I searched for coins in my reticule I found Mr Getheridge’s card once more. This time I took a deep breath and vowed to visit the bank as he had suggested.

It was becoming more and more difficult to go about the city in safety. The disastrous state of the economy meant that the poor had become more desperate and dangerous than ever. The risk of being attacked in the streets of St James’s was very real. To venture into other areas of the city without a suitable escort was madness.

Miles complained that he could not take a stroll through Piccadilly or a turn or two in Bond Street without being set upon by rogues, ‘Especially if one flashed a little rhino.’ His wife replied tartly that it was fortunate, then, that he had little rhino to flash.

I knew I could not go to Berners Street unescorted but I did not want Miles to know my business. Selena would keep my confidences but Miles would spread them all over town in days. Fortunately, my allowance from Darcy was paid into Mr Getheridge’s bank. I told Selena that I needed to discuss my finances, begging her for the use of the carriage and her maid as chaperone. She winked and smiled and wished me well.

It was unusual but not unknown for a woman to visit a bank, but I was not surprised to see that I was the only female in sight. I left the maid in the foyer and told an obsequious clerk that I had an appointment with Mr Getheridge. I gave him the card on which I had scribbled my name. He showed me into an anteroom away from prying eyes and told me that Mr Getheridge would attend on me in a few minutes.

I sat staring at the impressive plaque on the wall emblazoned with the name of Marsh, Sibbald and Co. in gold letters, trying to decide what answer I would give to the question I knew I would be asked.

Eventually, the gentleman himself appeared looking more genial and ape-like than ever.

‘My dear Mrs Wickham, what a splendid surprise. You will take a dish of tea in my office, I trust?’ As he swept me into his office he whispered, ‘Is that dandiprat with you?’

I looked puzzled. ‘Do you mean Lord Finchbrook, sir? I can assure you—’

‘No,’ he interrupted, ‘I mean that Miles fellow.’ I told him he was speaking ill of my friends who had offered me a roof over my head in the city. He laughed and said. ‘I am sure we can do better than that for you.’
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