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      Life Mask is dedicated with gratitude 
to my three best teachers 
of writing and theatre: 
Arthur Alexander, 
Joan Winston 
and Betty Ann Norton.

   
      
      How tired I am of keeping 
a mask on my countenance. 
How tight it sticks – it makes me sore. 
There’s metaphor for you.

      
      William Beckford 
LISBON DIARY, 27 MAY 1787
      

   
      
      I

      
      Primary View


      
      The angle from which a sculpture yields its most 
pleasing and comprehensive view. Some sculptures 
appear fragmentary or implausible
            when seen 
from any angle but the primary view.

       
      Several of our Correspondents have written to enquire exactly what is meant by that familiar phrase, the World. Allow us to
            reply that those who must ask the nature of the Beau Monde (alias the Quality, the Bon Ton, or simply the Ton) thereby prove themselves to be excluded from it.

      
      This select band call themselves the World, being convinced that there is no other – or none that matters. Their number is
            composed of the great and grand: gentlemen and ladies of note (of family and name, of fortune and distinction, of fashion
            and figure). There are two points of controversy. The first, whether persons of no Breeding, who have achieved high fame and
            elevated station through their own merits, can be considered members of the World? The second, conversely, whether those members
            of the higher orders (by which we distinguish the Gentry and the Peerage) who have failed to inherit any of the fortune, elegance
            or other distinguished qualities of their Ancestors should be considered to have forfeited their membership? To put it in
            simpler terms, who is the true lady of the Beau Monde: the lovely Miss F-rr-n, whose birth is shamefully low but whose shining
            talents have won her unfading laurels on the stage of Dr-ry L-ne, or old Baroness Dung-Hill, who starves and mumbles in her
            brother’s west wing and hasn’t been to town for a new gown since the last Coronation?

      
      BEAU MONDE INQUIRER, MARCH 1787



      
      The Thames was loosening, its thin skin of ice cracked open by thousands of small boats, as if spring were on its way. The
         carriage with the Derby arms gilded on the side forced its way down Whitehall through a tangle of vehicles and pedestrians.
         ‘The traffic, these days.’ The Earl of Derby sighed.
      

      
      Eliza Farren leaned across her mother to pull open the blue velvet curtain. The sun splashed her face like water. ‘The Richmonds
         must have a marvellous view, right across to St Paul’s and south to Surrey.’
      

      
      
      ‘Mm. I’d never choose to live anywhere but Mayfair myself,’ said Derby, ‘but I suppose the Duke needs to be close to Parliament.’

      
      Only a few minutes to Richmond House, now; Eliza’s stomach was as tight as a nut. Despite the fur-lined mask, her cheekbones
         ached with the cold; she withdrew into the hood of her cloak and her hands crept deeper into her muff. Had it been a mistake?
         She’d bought it only yesterday on Oxford Street; it struck her now as ludicrously large, like a fluffy, bloated dog squatting
         in her lap. Her mother was right that the muff was all the ton, but that didn’t mean it would please the people Eliza was
         going to meet today. How fine the line between fashion and vulgarity and how easy to stray across it. Perhaps she should leave
         the thing in the carriage.
      

      
      ‘Of course, the one I’ve been longing to have you meet is the Duchess’s half-sister, Mrs Damer,’ said Derby. ‘She’s an original;
         reads Latin better than most of us Etonians. Her parents were enlightened and hired the best of tutors for the girls. I’ve
         known Anne Damer all my life and never experienced a moment’s tedium in her company.’
      

      
      On Eliza’s other side her mother pressed her lined face to the glass, then recoiled from its bite. The women’s feet sat together
         on the pewter warmer; the daughter’s in pointed yellow silks, the mother’s in brown leather. Over the years, Eliza had pressed
         some recently fashionable skirts and bodices on Mrs Farren, calling them cast-offs, but she’d never been able to persuade
         her to give up her boots. Eliza untied her mask now, tapped her mother’s wrist and mouthed the word mirror. Mrs Farren fished it out of her skirts, as blank-faced as a pickpocket. Head turned away from Derby, Eliza checked her face
         in the small oval of glass. Had she rouged a trifle too high for three o’clock? The handkerchief was ready in her mother’s
         hand. Eliza gave each cheek a quick wipe.
      

      
      Her stomach made a discreet grumble; she’d had nothing since her morning cup of chocolate, though her mother had brought up
         toast, devilled eggs and cold beef on a tray. Eliza, who had the benefit of her mother’s constant service and company, often
         reminded herself to be grateful. Mrs Farren had seen two daughters in the grave already; fifteen years ago she’d thrown in
         her lot with Eliza, the one with a chance of making the family’s fortune. Peggy, the other surviving daughter and a toiling actress up in York, quite understood.
      

      
      Derby was still singing the praises of the Honourable Mrs Anne Seymour Conway Damer. ‘They say she’s the first female ever
         to take up sculpture in a serious way. Did you see her gorgeous spaniels in the last Exhibition? You’re both such geniuses,
         I’m rather hoping you might become great friends.’
      

      
      Eliza smiled, doubting it. She’d always been too busy for intimacy. Besides, she wasn’t driving to Richmond House to make
         friends, exactly, but to step into a magic circle of protection. To spin herself a tough and glittering web.
      

      
      Today was work, though the kind for which it was impossible to name a fee. In their initial interview the Duke of Richmond
         had murmured something about a recompense for Miss Farren’s expertise, for the great deal of time she would be missing from
         Drury Lane. But Eliza’s instincts hadn’t let her down; she’d looked mildly offended and changed the subject. This had clearly
         gratified the Duke – a big spender with a frugal streak. So today she would step over the threshold of Richmond House not
         as a hired theatre manager but as a lady; she could mix with these titles and Honourables on equal terms, knowing that she
         hadn’t been paid, and that they would know it too. Derby hadn’t mentioned the matter – money was taboo between them – but
         she guessed he would be pleased.
      

      
      Over the years she’d got to know some of the Earl’s more easygoing friends – Party men like Fox and drinking companions from
         Brooks’s Club – but the ladies were a different matter. When the very word actress still carried murky associations, how was someone who earned her living on the stage to shake them off? The thought caused
         Eliza a prickle of something like shame, which was ridiculous; wasn’t she proud of having clawed her way up from her father’s
         strolling troupe to reign as one of the three Queens of Drury Lane? The problem was her colleagues, that whole slipshod line
         of them stretching back more than a century to Nelly Gwyn.
      

      
      Take Mrs Robinson, for instance, who rode around town in her own carriage with an invented coat of arms on it these days;
         when the Prince of Wales had offered an annuity of £500 a year, hadn’t she given up the stage as quick as a blink, as if she’d
         only chosen it in the first place as a vast shop window where she could show off her goods to the bidders? And even more genuine talents, like Mrs Jordan – much as Eliza disliked her rival, she had to grant
         that the woman knew how to deliver a line – Dora Jordan, too, lived with a man who enjoyed only the courtesy title of husband. Actresses, apart from the odd drab wife or spinster – and, of course, the sternly virtuous Mrs Siddons, Queen of Tragedy
         – all had keepers; it was the done thing.
      

      
      Eliza’s objection wasn’t a moral one. She rarely concerned herself with the state of her soul, or anyone else’s, but what
         did matter to her was her dignity. She knew she was widely respected for her character as well as her professional talents;
         she’d carved herself a place in London society with considerable effort and she didn’t mean to lose it.
      

      
      This winter at last the Richmond House theatricals seemed to present the perfect opportunity for Derby to introduce Eliza
         to some of his oldest connections, letting her penetrate a closed circle of the well-born and well-bred. Everything depended
         on whether she could charm the Richmonds and their friends close to; her future might turn on what kind of a welcome she won
         herself today. Derby would present her to his friends with the most respectful delicacy – but then, Derby is still a married man. No, it wasn’t shame Eliza felt there, and certainly she had nothing to reproach herself with, but the fact remained. It
         irritated her stomach like grit in an oyster, half pearled over by the years.
      

      
      The carriage had stopped; Eliza glanced through the window at the imposing pediment of Richmond House. Derby jumped down and
         his thin shoes slithered on the icy cobbles. He came round to the other door, which the coachman was already holding open.
         Below her, Derby looked like a thickset midget, got up in impeccable grey silk. When this young coachman had first entered
         the Earl’s service – replacing his father, whose sight had gone – he’d tried to hand Eliza into and out of the carriage himself,
         as convention dictated. She’d been amused to watch Derby make it quite clear, without words, that when he was present no one
         should help Miss Farren except himself. Eliza took the Earl’s hand now, exchanging a brief heat through the kid of her glove.
      

      
      The slush left a little tidemark on the toe of her shoe. ‘My dear, you forgot your muff!’ Her mother hurried up the steps
         to hand over the enormous ball of fur. Eliza suppressed her irritation and gave her a gracious smile, practising.
      

      
      Anne Damer, at a second-floor window at the back of the house, was looking across the sloping lawns to the ballustraded terrace
         and the Thames. She lifted off her huge hat and handed it to the footman; she shook her curls, making a faint cloud. Under
         the powder, her hair was still chestnut brown, though she was thirty-eight. She didn’t know, yet, what part she was to play,
         but she hoped it would be something to get her teeth into.
      

      
      The balding Duke of Richmond came in with his wife on his arm. She spun to meet them. ‘Let the games begin.’

      
      ‘Very classical, my dear Anne,’ said Richmond.

      
      ‘And very prompt.’ Lady Mary kissed her sister, cheek to powdered cheek.

      
      ‘I’m the first, then?’

      
      Lady Mary’s ivory fan made a sweeping gesture at the empty chairs lined up against the pea-green papered walls.

      
      ‘I thought perhaps you’d had each of us shown into a different room.’ Anne laughed. ‘So as to engorge our lines before the
         rehearsal.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, we’re only your hosts, we’ll leave everything to your manager,’ said Richmond.

      
      ‘It’ll be the first time we’ve ever had an actress in the house,’ said Lady Mary with a sidelong smile, ‘but really, as I
         was telling Mother the other day, Miss Farren and Mrs Siddons are the two exceptions to the rule. Their natural delicacy and
         good connections have somehow kept them out of the mud.’
      

      
      After almost a decade of watching her from the Richmond box at Drury Lane, Anne thought of the actress as Farren, as the newspapers called her; not so much a woman as a muse or a goddess. She and Jordan were called the two Queens of Comedy,
         but to Anne’s mind there was no comparison; Dora Jordan made a good show in broad humour and breeches parts, but she couldn’t
         rival Farren when it came to fine lady roles and the kind of elegant comedy that combined pathos with laughter.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Richmond’s only job is to admire and pay,’ said Lady Mary and the Duke grimaced.

      
      ‘But what can cost so much,’ asked Anne, ‘since none of the players is hired?’
      

      
      The Richmonds rolled their eyes in tandem. ‘Your sister has the unworldliness of the true artist,’ the Duke told his wife.
         ‘Why, everything costs, my dear Anne; the scenes, the costumes, the musicians, and as for Wyatt’s plans for our little theatre
         itself – you must look over them later, lend us your exquisite eye – why, the decorations alone will run over £500.’
      

      
      Anne sucked in her upper lip; she could live on that for a season. ‘I thought we were to make do with the saloon.’

      
      ‘The sightlines were impossible,’ said Lady Mary.

      ‘There’ll be no making do,’ said Richmond with melancholy pleasure. ‘Whatever it costs to raise a little private temple to the Muses of Theatre I sacrifice
         on their altar.’
      

      
      ‘The centrepiece will be a Diana that Sir William Hamilton picked up for us. Do you hear from him often, Anne?’ asked her
         sister.
      

      
      That one slid in like a knife in the ribs. ‘No.’

      
      ‘You must visit him again. Such a treasury of antiquarian knowledge and you like a warm climate,’ said Lady Mary disconnectedly.

      
      ‘Not that warm,’ lied Anne. For God’s sake, it had been two years since her last visit to Naples; what was the point of these
         little hints? Once a proposal had been turned down it should be buried in oblivion. When a widow had passed thirty-five, shouldn’t
         her friends give up all attempts to marry her off again?
      

      
      A footman announced the Earl of Derby, with Miss Farren and Mrs Farren. Anne spun round. The actress was a tall doll with
         a mask for a face. Her hands were untying a ribbon behind her head as she walked across the room; the fur mask fell. The perfect
         features were so familiar, but Anne had the strange sensation of never having seen this woman before; Eliza Farren had such
         a liquid, protean beauty that it transformed itself from portrait to portrait, from role to role. She had to be in her mid-twenties
         at least, but today she had the air of a girl as she undid the ribbons that held her kid gloves above her elbows, shedding
         her layers for the waiting footman to catch. She was a shining cloud of blonde hair, two cheeks faintly pink from the warmth
         of the mask, her body one long serpentine line from the pale fingernails to the furred hem of her cloak. She smiled and her
         lips parted like cut glass.
      

      
      ‘Derby,’ said Anne, recovering herself and shaking his hand. Though the papers called him the ugliest peer in England, Anne
         usually thought of her friend as the pleasant-faced, curly-haired little boy of her childhood. But she had to admit that in
         his early thirties his small eyes had receded and so had his hair, leaving him with the large waxy face of a broad bean. And
         today, beside the long-necked Miss Farren, he looked like a Velazquez dwarf.
      

      
      ‘May I, might I present to you, Your Grace,’ said Derby to his host, too fast, ‘and to Your Ladyship, and you, Mrs Damer –
         since she’s been so kind as to lend her professional expertise to our humble efforts in the thespian line – Miss Eliza Farren,
         Miss Farren, I should say—’
      

      
      Bows and curtsies all round. He’s blushing, marvelled Anne. Edward Smith-Stanley had the oldest earldom in England and the unimaginable income of £50,000 a year; he
         was equally at home in a smoky inn or the House of Lords, checking hooves in a paddock or whipping in votes for the Foxites.
         And here he was, avoiding the eyes of his old friends. She’d never seen a man so blatantly in love. Anne inclined to think
         him noble for having spared his runaway Countess the public punishment of divorce, in an era when shocking ruptures and quick
         remarriages had become so common in the World. The adulterous Lady Derby was now an invalid and one could only wish for her
         death to release him to his reward. Anne felt sure that his liberal principles would let him rise above all snobbery and marry
         the actress in the teeth of his ancestors.
      

      
      ‘Enchantée,’ she said, sliding her hand into the younger woman’s. Then she remembered and pulled it back. ‘Excuse the roughness; I’ve
         been modelling clay all morning.’
      

      
      ‘A new piece, Mrs Damer?’ asked Miss Farren. ‘I so admired your spaniels at the Royal Academy.’

      
      ‘This one is an eagle,’ Anne told her, gratified, and the actress’s eyes lit up with interest, like candles. Were they green
         or blue? She didn’t look Irish at all, Anne thought; of course, she was English on her mother’s side and born here, so she
         had none of Mrs Jordan’s wildness or brogue.
      

      
      ‘I wish you luck, Miss Farren,’ Lady Mary said with a tilt of her russet eyebrows, when they were sitting down, glasses in
         hand. ‘Trained actors are one thing, but as for ungovernable amateurs …’
      

      
      Miss Farren murmured something about the enormous honour, and tasted her madeira.
      

      
      ‘Entirely ours,’ said the Duke, ‘as your worshipful spectators.’ He was wearing a sheepishly flirtatious smile.

      
      Anne had finally noticed the mother, an odd, limp-jowled creature who sat behind her magnificent daughter like a shadow. She
         kept her head too low to catch anyone’s eye and sipped her weak peach ratafia as if it were medicine.
      

      
      ‘I’ve often seen you at Drury Lane,’ Miss Farren assured the Richmonds, ‘and been grateful for your patronage.’

      
      ‘I’ve always wondered that very thing,’ Anne jumped in, rather too loud, ‘whether, caught up in the flow of the play, the
         players are oblivious?’
      

      
      ‘It would be hard not to notice an audience so visible and audible,’ said Miss Farren, with a hint of laughter.

      
      ‘They press too near, to my way of thinking,’ complained Derby.

      
      ‘It’s true,’ said the actress, ‘the amateur critics in the pit frequently lean on the edge of the stage to get a closer view,
         so one has to take care not to tread on their fingers. As for the more distinguished inhabitants of the boxes, I do recognise
         faces, but I’m often far from sure whether they notice me, since they arrive so late and keep so busy with nods and bows and
         quizzing glasses that I wonder how they follow the plot at all.’
      

      
      She’s satirising us, Anne thought, and we’re lapping it up. Does she see this as an audition? Eliza Farren had all the sparkling enunciation of the ladies she played in comedies; she was the real thing. She sat with
         her closed fan balanced between her index fingers, with never an awkward glance at the Rubens hung behind her or the Titian
         to her left, as if she’d been brought up in great reception rooms just like this one, instead of … well, squalid inns,
         Anne supposed with an inward shiver; barns, even.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Richmond and I eat so late and entertain such shocking numbers, ever since he’s been Master-General of the Ordnance,
         we rarely get to Drury Lane before the third act,’ said Lady Mary with a sigh.
      

      
      ‘But I dine at four, on a few plain dishes, to be in the box by five,’ Anne admitted, ‘since an unfashionable widow can consult
         her own pleasure.’
      

      
      The others laughed at her description of herself.
      

      
      ‘Luckily,’ said Richmond, ‘the stage is so clogged with old plays these days, we know the plots by heart. Is your proprietor
         ever going to write you a new part?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, Mr Sheridan’s a busy man,’ said Miss Farren. ‘He was our best playwright since Shakespeare, but now—’

      
      ‘I admit, it’s all the fault of us Foxites,’ said Derby with a chuckle. ‘The theatre engrossed Sherry’s talents long enough
         and now they’re required for a higher stage.’
      

      
      ‘The Party?’ Anne asked.

      
      ‘The country, I should say.’

      
      A little snort from Richmond. Anne was suddenly reminded that by inviting a Foxite politician like Derby to take part in these
         theatricals her brother-in-law was making a rather gracious gesture across Party lines.
      

      
      ‘But I live in hope,’ Miss Farren added, smoothly filling the gap in the conversation. ‘Perhaps Sheridan will write me a new
         role by the time I’m forty.’
      

      
      At that they all broke out laughing again. Was it the delivery that gave the simple joke such a glittering spin? Anne thought,
         This girl will never be forty.
      

      
      It had been an uncomfortable moment between Richmond and Derby, though. Anne was only too aware that these men shared a painful
         history. Derby, Richmond and his nephew Fox, her father Conway, they’d all been idealistic Whigs in the glory days of the
         Party, protesting against the King’s misbegotten war, wearing the ‘buff and blue’ of the brave Americans. Anne remembered
         feeling so proud of her eloquent friends and relations, united in the most noble of causes: Reform. To her, the word was a
         shining banner; it meant reform not just of Parliament – the broadening of the franchise (which currently let only one man
         in a hundred vote), the freeing of the Commons from bribery and bullying by the Crown – but also the end of all oppressions,
         such as censorship, poverty and slavery. Then, five years ago, the Whigs had got their moment in the sun, swept into government
         … and after three months of wrangling, Fox had resigned, taking half their Members with him, and the Party had broken
         like a china plate.
      

      
      These days Richmond served in young Pitt’s Tory Cabinet, which grieved Anne when she let herself think about it; how could he have discarded his passion for Reform? But it touched
         her that he held no personal animosity towards the Foxites (well, except for Fox himself). These theatricals were a proof
         of something she’d always believed: that political differences shouldn’t be allowed to strain the delicate fabric of social
         life.
      

      
      ‘Now in a few months, Mrs Damer,’ said Miss Farren, her voice deepening as she began to take charge of the little group, ‘it’s
         you who’ll have to brave the lights as Mrs Lovemore in the Richmond House Theatre.’
      

      
      Anne’s pulse skidded; she drained her wine. ‘Is that my role?’

      Derby grinned at her. ‘Among my whole acquaintance I’d pick
         no other leading lady.’
      

      
      So it was to him that she owed it. ‘But I’m the least experienced of our number—’

      
      ‘If it comes to that,’ said Richmond, ‘I’ve trod the boards more than any of you, but forty-one is high time to retire gracefully.’

      
      ‘Besides, it’s character that matters,’ Derby told her.

      
      ‘And your face, which promises much,’ said Miss Farren with a slowly ripening smile. ‘Besides, you’re already so celebrated
         for your sculpture, you can’t shrink at the prospect of a little more fame.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I can, I assure you,’ said Anne, laughing.

      
      The Earl of Derby and Sir Charles Bunbury were roasting their boots at the Green Hawk in Croydon. After riding all this way
         to see a promising two-year-old – as prominent members of the Jockey Club, they vied with each other to buy up good stock
         – they’d found the road cut off by snowdrifts. ‘But how can you stand it?’ asked Bunbury, thumping his punch glass down on
         the table.
      

      
      Derby gave a languid shrug.

      
      ‘You love the fair damsel. Am I right? I’m right. I know it, even an old sportsman like me.’ Approaching fifty, the Baronet
         still had broad shoulders, a strong mouth and plenty of short wiry hair. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Every
         scandal sheet from Land’s End to John o’Groats knows it. How long’s it been? Five years?’ The caricaturists were cruel to
         Derby; the latest print on display in a shop window showed him as a swollen toddler on a horse, floundering along behind his carriage in which Miss
         Farren sat with elegant, averted head, her mother a grim-faced duenna at her side.
      

      
      Derby allowed his mind to float back. ‘I first saw her walk on stage in the role of Lady Teazle in Sherry’s School for Scandal.’
      

      
      ‘I mean when did you and she start – or rather, when did you start not—’
      

      
      To forestall him Derby said, ‘I’ve been on visiting terms since ’81.’

      
      ‘Six years. Gad,’ said Bunbury, ladling some more punch into his glass and topping up Derby’s with a splash, ‘that’s a long
         stretch to waste. A man never knows how long he has left.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t call it a waste,’ objected Derby. ‘I see a great deal of the lady; she often dines with me and stays to play whist.
         She uses my carriage.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds much like being married.’

      
      ‘Except that we never quarrel.’

      
      Bunbury let out a bark of laughter.

      
      That wasn’t quite true, Derby reflected. He and the actress never spoke in heat, but there were significant silences. He was
         still smarting from yesterday’s mistake. He knew the unspoken rules – that they were never to be alone without Mrs Farren,
         nor use first names, and that Eliza wouldn’t accept anything from him but fruit sent down from his greenhouses at Knowsley
         in Lancashire, or an occasional brace of partridges after the annual Foxite shooting party in Norfolk. But in celebration
         of her successful début at Richmond House (where it was clear to Derby that everyone had adored her at once), he’d taken the
         risk of ordering a little basket of hothouse white currants and hiding a string of pearls among their translucent beads. He’d
         convinced himself that Eliza might let it pass, on this special occasion, if she were amused by the visual joke. Her mother,
         though often an irksome presence to Derby, never seemed to oppose his cause – he sometimes thought her a mute supporter of
         it – and might she not clasp the pearls round her daughter’s slim neck and hush her protests? But last night, after dinner,
         Derby had been shaken out of the warm haze of brandy by the return of the untouched basket. He’d realised how fatuous his
         self-delusion had been when he read the note: Mrs Farren & Miss Farren are much obliged, but don’t find white currants agree with them.

      
      ‘So you get nothing from her, you swear?’ Bunbury was banging on. ‘The famed Farren remains icy—’

      
      ‘No names, please,’ said Derby with a glance through the fug at the other customers: only a handful of farmers and tradesmen
         sucking their pipes, or playing quoits in the corner, but one never knew.
      

      
      Bunbury was trying to annoy him. But in the long years of their friendship Derby had learned not to rise to the bait. He flicked
         some mud off his leather breeches, and reached into his pocket for his snuffbox. He used to be a smoker till it went out of
         fashion; he found snuff so much handier and more elegant.
      

      
      ‘So what does she say when you put it to her – as it were?’ Bunbury let out a filthy chuckle. ‘What possible argument can
         she have against a good settlement?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never asked her.’ Derby flicked open the little ivory lid, which bore a memorial painting of his best gamecock and put
         a pinch on the back of his hand. It was a strong Maltese variety; when he snorted, he felt that delicious burning in the back
         of his nose and throat.
      

      
      ‘I don’t quite know how to put this,’ said the Baronet, ‘but is the little sword of the Smith-Stanleys of Derby by any chance rusted in the scabbard?’
      

      
      Derby felt a pang of nostalgia for the days of his youth when they’d still worn swords with full dress; he could have put
         his to Bunbury’s throat. ‘Would you like to say that a trifle louder?’ he growled.
      

      
      ‘No disrespect intended.’ Bunbury took a long swig of punch.

      
      Relenting, Derby put away his snuffbox and told him, ‘There are easier ways of meeting that particular need; London’s full
         of amenable females.’ He knew he was making it sound as if he had these females driven to his house in Grosvenor Square every
         night, whereas the truth was he very rarely resorted to that trade. ‘As for offering the young lady in question a settlement
         – I’ve never found a suitable moment.’
      

      
      ‘In six years?’

      
      ‘She’s not like other women; she has remarkable powers of turning the conversation. And of course I’ve never been alone with
         her,’ said Derby, wondering if he sounded tragic or only pathetic. ‘I once hinted that I’d something important to say and she suddenly
         remembered a rehearsal.’
      

      
      ‘Gad, remarkable staying power, that filly! But what you get out of the exchange is harder to see,’ said the Baronet.

      
      ‘Oh, come, man. You know yourself that in the middle years one can take a calmer attitude than when one was a young stallion,
         galloping around the Continent.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ said Bunbury, frowning down at his old deer-hide breeches, sticky with spilled punch. ‘Believe
         me, I didn’t trouble Lady Sarah much that way – but then, we were married! And the cheek of her: when I offered to give the
         baby girl my name and say no more, she turned me down and ran away with her paramour … No, that divorce was the best £300
         I ever spent, even if I had to sell two good stud-horses to pay for it. Not that I meant to marry again,’ he added with a
         snort, ‘I just wanted to be done with the business, in spite of Richmond begging me not to cast off his little sister. No,
         the whole sex is null and void to me these days.’ The Baronet held up his glass as if making a toast. ‘Cuckolding whores,
         the lot of them! And blueblood wives are the worst. I’ve never understood why you went no further than separation from Lady
         Derby yourself—’
      

      
      ‘On that subject we can’t agree,’ snapped Derby, ‘so let’s drop it.’ Whenever someone dared to mention the Countess in his
         hearing, he felt his heart contract to a little chip of ice. It would be nine years this summer since he’d had his wife’s
         portrait taken down from over the fireplace, at Knowsley, and put on a bonfire. It had been quite a fine picture – a Reynolds
         – but there were times when art wasn’t worth a farthing.
      

      
      The punch had loosened Bunbury’s tongue. ‘Come, Derby, haven’t we shared enough days in the saddle to speak man to man? Dorset’s
         a damn rogue; why has no one ever called him out and speared him like an eel?’
      

      
      Derby didn’t comment. Any grudge he’d borne against the seductive Duke of Dorset had worn off years ago. Men would always
         take what women didn’t refuse them; Derby was a man himself, so he knew. No, the unforgivable crime had been the lovely Lady
         Betty Derby’s, for running off with the Duke like some cheap harlot. No discretion, no dignity. For the last nine years Derby had refused to answer her maudlin letters except through
         his lawyers, refused to see her, even though her lodgings in Marylebone were only five minutes the wrong side of Oxford Street.
         The Countess’s descent into invalidism had caused him a secret gratification. She lived in a sort of social twilight; she’d
         clung on to much of her acquaintance, especially the old rakes, but Queen Charlotte still barred her from Court and of course
         she’d lost her children. That generally hit women hard. It was different for men; Derby was perfectly fond of Edward, Charlotte
         and Elizabeth, and liked to think of them doing well up at Knowsley, but it wouldn’t cause him pain not to lay eyes on them
         for a year at a time.
      

      
      Bunbury was wagging one finger. ‘But what puzzles me is for a fellow like you – still much the fresh side of forty, aren’t
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Thirty-four,’ Derby conceded.

      
      ‘Is that all? – to spend so long in thrall, in bondage, damn it, to one member of the female persuasion without the slightest
         reward for his efforts.’
      

      
      ‘I can afford to wait,’ said Derby. ‘The company of a brilliant and beautiful lady offers other pleasures. There are many
         forms of reward, as you put it.’
      

      
      ‘What, you mean she pays you?’ asked Bunbury, innocent. ‘You’re a hired cicisbeo, kept on to remind the World of the lady’s charms?’
      

      
      Derby let out a roar of laughter and drained his glass to the sugary dregs. ‘I don’t think I’m handsome enough to get that
         job.’
      

      
      ‘As a foil, then?’ suggested Bunbury.

      
      ‘That’s more like it. La Belle et la Bête!’
      

      
      The Thames was high with melt-water and along the fashionable strip of villas at Twickenham gardens were flooding. The ten
         miles from Mayfair took Anne’s carriage less than an hour, since the road had been improved. She drew up outside the wall
         of Strawberry Hill. The first glimpse through the trees of Horace Walpole’s little castle always made her smile: the quatrefoil
         windows, spires and pinnacles, twin towers and battlements. She’d been coming to stay with her godfather since before she
         could walk, before she could remember; Strawberry Hill felt not so much like home as a place of perpetual holiday. ‘We’re here, Fidelle,’ she murmured to the miniature Italian greyhound asleep in her lap.
      

      
      As the courtyard already held Walpole’s carriage and phaeton, Anne got down outside the gate, under the coat of arms and curious
         Latin motto, which she translated in her head: The skies above the traveller change, but not the traveller. She brushed down the cloth skirts of her travelling costume. In the courtyard a gilded angel stood in his niche; she looked
         through the arches into the tiny cloisters, where a blue-and-white bowl sat on a pedestal, inscribed with Mr Gray’s poem on
         the occasion of Walpole’s cat Selina drowning in it. Fidelle was the weight of a baby in Anne’s arms; she stirred and scrabbled
         a little.
      

      
      One of Walpole’s footmen opened the door with a bow. The hall always reduced visitors to silence; it was the most startling
         space in the building, a sort of set for a Gothic novel. (Well, after all, her cousin had written the first, Anne thought,
         and had The Castle of Otranto ever been bettered in the twenty-year craze?) A single candle glimmered in a japanned lantern and the grey walls were smeared
         with the coloured light that came through roundels of painted glass. The wooden balustrade was a fretwork of giant flowers
         and, on the posts, small golden antelopes holding shields seemed to watch Anne as she climbed the steps. In a high niche on
         her left François I’s suit of armour stood sentinel, visor down, spear ready; as a child she’d scared herself with the idea
         that it came to life at night. Walpole had designed Strawberry Hill to have an immemorial gloom – not melancholy, but the
         gloomy warmth of cathedrals, gloomth, as he called it. It was all pretence and trompe l’oeil, she knew – wallpaper painted to look like stone, papier mâché shaped like wood – but it still worked its spell on her.
      

      
      In the armoury, with its pointed arches and cases of scimitars and quivers, Anne almost tripped over some workmen; the place
         was never free of them. She found Walpole in his favourite room, the library, in a tizzy. Tonton had jumped into the Thames,
         ‘like one of the mad Gadarene swine,’ lamented his master, then raced up the meadows through some cow-pats, run all over the
         house, and finally lain down and rubbed filth into the Louis XIV carpet in the library. ‘Why I ever accepted such a trying
         legacy from my dear Madame du Deffand I cannot recall.’ Walpole lay on the sofa like a shrivelled mannequin, watching his housekeeper towel down the fat black spaniel by the fire.
      

      
      Anne had often wondered the same thing. ‘Tonton’s done worse in his youth,’ she pointed out. ‘That time he bit Richmond’s
         favourite hound—’
      

      
      A shaft of merriment lit up Walpole’s face. ‘Ah, that was different, my dear. Every dog has his day of battle. What is their
         life if not a struggle for ascendancy?’
      

      
      ‘Fidelle’s isn’t,’ she said, looking down at the tight coil of silvery grey in her lap.

      
      ‘That’s true, she’s a perfect gentlewoman. But how these creatures tyrannise over our hearts! Madame du Deffand used to tell
         a good story about a lady whose poodle bit a piece out of a gentleman’s leg and ate it.’
      

      
      Anne had heard this one before, but still smiled.

      
      Walpole’s face was a mask of anxiety. ‘The lady cried, “I do hope it won’t make her sick!”’

      
      His delivery was impeccable. Her cousin would have brought the house down at Drury Lane, Anne thought, if his destiny had
         ever required him to earn a living. He’d been pleasing enough, in his youth, as the portraits on the walls proved, even if
         by now he was a morsel of a man with a monkey’s face, all skin and nose. He wore the limp remains of his own hair, curled
         into little old-fashioned rolls at the sides, with a queue at the back.
      

      
      ‘There,’ said the housekeeper, releasing the spaniel.

      
      ‘But is he quite warm and dry?’

      
      ‘Quite, sir.’ Margaret Young was on her knees mopping up the puddles.

      
      ‘Come to Papa.’ Walpole flung his arms open, but Tonton ran straight out of the door of the library to bark at the workmen.
         His master sighed like a lover. ‘Well, at least there are no droves of visitors today to burst in upon us,’ he told Anne.
         ‘Such constant requests for tickets as I’ve had this winter! My toy castle is not my own. Margaret shows them round, as long
         as the daylight lasts; I hide in here and take the odd peep down at them through the balusters. Though it must be said that
         they give her a guinea apiece,’ he added, watching the housekeeper carrying off the wet towels. ‘She earns far more from the
         visitors than from me. I’ve a good mind to marry the woman myself,’ he whispered, wriggling upright on his sofa so spasmodically that Anne thought he might dislocate
         something, ‘to get back all the monies I’ve sacrificed to this silly house.’
      

      
      Anne looked round at the pierced and pointed arches filled with leather volumes, the oval portraits above them, the fantastical
         ceiling inset with scenes of Walpole’s ancestors fighting the infidels and a repeated heraldic device of a Saracen’s head.
         (He’d always amused Anne by claiming, on no evidence, to be descended from Crusaders.) The library was choice; there were
         only about 7000 volumes. Out of unrepentant snobbery, he kept all those written by royal or noble authors in a bookcase of
         their own. Her godfather was a magpie; he collected as easily as breathing. In a locked case in the corner he kept Pope’s
         own copy of Homer, a Second Folio Shakespeare, some obscenities that Anne had never been allowed to look at and two rare works
         on the marking of swans’ bills. The library was full of her own work: an early bust of the young Paris, and the terracotta
         models of her masks of Thames and Isis for the bridge at Henley, as well as one of Dick Cosway’s sketches of her at work.
      

      
      ‘Speaking of monies,’ she said, ‘Richmond’s having to spend very high on our theatre.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes, you never told me who else is involved in The Way to Keep Him, apart from Farren’s unalterable Earl? Faithful as the east wind, Derby is, like his family motto.’
      

      
      Anne looked puzzled.

      
      ‘Sans changer, don’t you know. You must study your heraldry,’ he scolded.
      

      
      ‘As well as Derby, we have Dick Edgcumbe—’

      
      ‘Dear fellow,’ cried Walpole, ‘but an insect, like myself. You’ll have to pad his calves.’

      
      ‘He plays Sir Brilliant Fashion; tries to force me in Act Four.’

      
      ‘Politely?’

      
      ‘Feebly.’

      
      Walpole nodded in approval.

      
      Fidelle shifted in her lap, coming undone like a sash; her tiny pointed paws chopped at the air. Anne released her and she
         jumped down. ‘Major Arabin plays Sir Bashful Constant, who’s pretending not to love his own wife, since it’s out of fashion; he’s a marvellous mimic of Garrick. We – Derby and I – would have loved
         to invite Fox to take a role, but we knew there was no point.’
      

      
      Walpole was wearing a lopsided smile. ‘My dear, will you never give up your hero-worship? As a Minister in Pitt’s Cabinet,
         Richmond has to put up with constant harrying from his slovenly rake of a nephew; he shouldn’t have to suffer Fox in private
         too.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, come, you’re not fair,’ protested Anne. ‘Slovenly, I’ll grant you, but to my mind that’s better than those gaudy costumes
         Fox used to sport in the ’70s, with the high heels, velvet frills and blue wigs.’
      

      
      Walpole snorted reminiscently.

      
      ‘And he lives a very settled life with Mrs Armistead.’

      
      Walpole pursed his dry lips. ‘Since when has devoting oneself to one very shop-soiled courtesan been a domestic virtue?’

      
      ‘My point is that he’s hardly a rake at all these days.’

      
      ‘Less of a puddle still muddies one’s boots. I’d imagine Fox has no time for private theatricals, anyway.’ Walpole yawned.
         ‘Probably too busy giving his creditors the slip!’
      

      
      Anne decided to change the subject. Fidelle was sniffing at Tonton’s traces on the carpet. ‘Come on to my lap,’ Anne called.
         She didn’t need to make a gesture; the dog leapt up her skirts.
      

      
      ‘What a clever creature,’ remarked Walpole. ‘Italian greyhounds aren’t noted for their intelligence, but Fidelle understands
         English perfectly.’
      

      
      ‘Well, she knows lap, at least, and dinner.’ Anne rubbed the narrow head with her thumb and cupped the pointed jaw.
      

      
      ‘The two essentials of a dog’s life. Now, whom have we on the distaff side of the Richmond House cast?’

      
      ‘Mrs Hobart—’

      
      ‘Fat as ever?’ asked Walpole.

      
      ‘Fatter. She keeps advising Miss Farren to eat more whey, the cheek of her! Oh, and she’s got her own faro table these days,
         so she can fleece her friends without going out in the cold.’
      

      
      ‘Back in the knife drawer, Miss Sharp,’ cried Walpole with a shiver of enjoyment.

      
      Anne grinned at him. ‘Then there’s Mrs Blouse and a Mrs Bruce—’

      
      ‘Who’s that?’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know her.’

      
      ‘I know everyone,’ he said reprovingly.

      
      ‘A cousin of Lady Mary’s,’ Anne told him, ‘from Wales.’

      ‘Oh, well. Wales.’

      ‘And I forgot Sir Harry Englefield.’

      ‘Many do,’ said Walpole regretfully. ‘I believe he’s taken up astronomy.’
      

      
      ‘Has he really? Where did you hear that?’

      
      He extended one swollen-knuckled finger towards his mahogany bureau. ‘I write twenty letters a day, or dictate them to Kirgate;
         I spin my web from Boston to St Petersburg.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, I bow to your authority,’ said Anne.

      
      He shifted to move his right foot higher on its cushion.

      
      ‘Have you the gout very badly today?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Of course not, my dear; the gout has me. Now let’s drink some tea’ – reaching for his silver bell. ‘The Way to Keep Him’s a hackneyed thing, don’t you find?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Anne, who’d sat up late last night rereading it with a rapid pulse. ‘Isn’t Mrs Lovemore a rather
         splendid creature, the way she falls into melancholy and rage, and then refashions herself to win back her husband’s love?’
      

      
      Walpole shrugged. ‘How many plays do we need about the longueurs of marriage? The point is proven, surely! Oh, my dear, I’m as weak as small beer today’ – with a yawn that split his face.
      

      
      The spring Season was in full flow, now, and the tiny diamond that was Mayfair (tucked between Hyde Park, Oxford Street, Bond
         Street and Piccadilly) was criss-crossed every night with carriages lit up like fireflies, taking their occupants to routs,
         drums and assemblies, ridottos of 10,000 or musical evenings for a dozen. There were alfresco breakfasts (everyone still in
         their furs) and calls to pay from afternoon into evening. The World watched a balloon ascent in Hyde Park, and kept an eye
         out for the sumptuously dressed Prince of Wales and his pink-cheeked Mrs Fitzherbert dashing by in an open phaeton with a
         pair of bays. Mayfair residents roamed outside their preserve only for certain purposes: the gentlemen to debates at the Lords
         or Commons in Westminster Palace, or to gamble at their clubs on St James’s, perhaps to buy a hat at Lock’s, or wine at Berry’s; the ladies to shop on the Strand
         or admire the crocuses at Kew. And, of course, everyone drove east to attend the Opera House and the two patent theatres of
         Covent Garden and Drury Lane.
      

      
      Every few days, now, the Richmond House Players (as they affected to call themselves) made their way south-east, on horseback,
         in sedan-chairs or carriages, from their Mayfair homes to the great house in Whitehall. Already they were experiencing that
         united delusion, that derangement of the senses known as theatre. On waking, or during the tedious hours it took for them
         to be dressed for dinner, they muttered their lines, sketched their gestures on the air. They’d never worked so hard in their
         lives, or felt so necessary.
      

      
      Today they were to rehearse in Richmond’s library, where all the furniture was white and gold. Eliza found Mrs Damer standing
         at the window, looking remarkably handsome for nearly forty. Everything about the sculptor was pointed – a long chin and aristocratic
         nose, sharp cheekbones, precisely etched eyelids – which should have been off-putting, but wasn’t; her vitality warmed and
         softened all her lines. Eliza looked past her, to the Privy Garden’s constant traffic of Members of Parliament, clerks, messenger
         boys and lovers. ‘A sort of stage on which all London struts and frets its hour.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer spun round, her brown eyes lively. ‘Exactly. All so busy – and so aware of being looked at—’

      
      ‘But restless, as if they might forget their lines at any moment.’ Eliza stared past the Banqueting House to where she could
         pick out the clean white spire of St Martin-in-the-Fields. A gentleman, Derby had once remarked, was a man with no visible
         means of support. In her mind’s eye a little fellow deftly walked the high-wire between two spires, tiptoeing across the abyss
         as if to fall was inconceivable because he had invisible means of support: angels, perhaps, holding up his hands and feet.
         Eliza sometimes felt like that herself these days. Yesterday, for instance, when the Duke had mentioned how lucky they were
         to have secured the aid of a lady of such genius, Eliza had felt the thin wire vibrate under her foot and wondered what tiny, unseen fingers were bearing her up.
      

      
      ‘Are you lost in admiration of the Medici Faun?’
      

      
      Eliza’s head turned. ‘Oh. Indeed,’ she lied. That must be the statue standing in the window.

      
      ‘The one that moves me is the Apollo Belvedere,’ said Mrs Damer, reaching out to touch the shoulder of a handsome curly-haired
         god shown from the waist up, gazing to one side.
      

      
      ‘What a quantity of lovely antiquities your brother-in-law has collected,’ said Eliza, looking around the library.

      
      Only the tiny pause told her that she’d made a faux pas. ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Damer breezily, ‘it was back in the days of his sculpture
         academy that Richmond commissioned these copies for students to work from.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, was that when you took up your art?’ asked Eliza, a little hot-faced, but she didn’t think it showed. Well, how could
         she have known? Richmond was certainly rich enough to buy a dozen old statues.
      

      
      ‘No, I was only a child at the time,’ said Mrs Damer, ‘this was back in the late ’50s. The students were rather wild and,
         if the casts were plaster, they’d break off the fingers and toes, just for devilment.’
      

      
      Eliza produced one of her tinkling laughs.

      
      ‘That’s why Richmond had to invest in marble copies. But when I took up carving myself, after I was widowed, I did find them
         very useful to study. That’s from the David, of course,’ Mrs Damer murmured, pointing to a large, graceful foot.
      

      
      Eliza thought it looked odd, standing there on a plinth as if it had been ripped from a giant’s corpse, but she nodded respectfully.

      
      Here came Derby at last, hurrying into the library but without any unseemly scramble. That was the aristocratic walk that
         her colleague Jack Palmer caught so well when he was playing lords: a swan’s glide. Today Derby was elegant in blue silk.
         ‘My apologies,’ he murmured and Eliza let him kiss her hand, but her cheeks flamed up a little again, because really he should
         have gone to Mrs Damer first, then to Mrs Bruce and so on down, distributing his politesse according to rank. She knew how to be with Derby in public and how to be with him in private (with her mother for a chaperone),
         but these rehearsals at Richmond House were something peculiarly in between.
      

      
      When he began his scene as Lovemore, the yawning rakish husband, Eliza stiffened a little, as usual, but actually he was remarkably
         good. Of course, Derby had a fine-toned voice and plenty of spirit, but what surprised her was that he took so naturally to
         the role of a callous husband. (She herself had never known him as anything but quietly, relentlessly gallant.) His looks
         gave an extra twist to the role, Eliza thought; it was quite sinister that this ugly little man should be so indifferent to
         a wife as tall and handsome as Mrs Damer.
      

      
      At the moment when Mrs Hobart bustled into the room, Derby was being ennuyé in an armchair. ‘Ah, at last,’ he said, breaking off his speech to rise.
      

      
      ‘What can you mean, at last?’ asked Mrs Hobart, emerging from her vast wrappings. ‘The streets are a morass of brown slush; I thought we’d never get
         through Piccadilly. Besides, it’s very à la mode to be late, Derby, didn’t you know?’
      

      
      Anne kissed the older woman on the cheek. She thought, No one past forty should wear rouge before dusk. She hadn’t seen so much of Albinia Hobart since three summers ago, when they’d both campaigned on the hustings but on opposite
         sides. It had been a riotous and shrill spring, and Anne had almost wanted a vote herself, for the sheer pleasure of casting
         it in Fox’s favour. She remembered one night at the Opera House, when Mrs Hobart and Lady Salisbury in their boxes had roared
         out Damn Fox, and Anne and the Duchess of Devonshire had shouted back Damn Pitt.
      

      
      Her involvement had caused some painful family discussions that she preferred not to remember. Mercifully, her father had
         retired from Parliament years ago, but Richmond, as a Cabinet Minister in Pitt’s new government, had scolded his sister-in-law
         as if she were a child, for shaming him by campaigning for the Foxite Opposition. It was true that she and her friends had
         gone rather too far; the papers had rebuked them for their immodest and Amazonian behaviour, and caricatures had shown them carrying Fox piggyback; the Morning Post had even spread an absurd rumour that Georgiana (as everyone called the Duchess of Devonshire) was sprouting a beard. It
         had been a secret relief to Anne when the election had ended and they’d all remembered their manners.
      

      
      ‘Shall we get on with Scene Four?’ asked Miss Farren musically.

      
      Mrs Bruce and Mrs Blouse scuttled back to their places. Dick Edgcumbe assumed the foppish pose of Sir Brilliant Fashion, one
         finger in his waistcoat, the other hand at his ear. Anne flicked through her bundle of sewn foolscap to find her place. It
         had taken her a week to get used to having only her cues, business and lines written out, without the rest of the play.
      

      
      ‘Besides, I knew I wouldn’t be needed yet,’ said Mrs Hobart in a tone of faint injury, ‘as the Widow Bellmour doesn’t come
         in till late.’
      

      
      ‘Count yourself lucky you don’t have as many lines as I to learn,’ remarked Anne, fanning herself with her thick script.

      
      Mrs Hobart gave her a hard smile and Anne regretted the quip.

      
      ‘The widow’s such a witty character, though,’ put in Miss Farren soothingly. ‘I’ve often played her myself at Drury Lane.’

      
      ‘Yes, and really the story’s as much about her as Mrs Lovemore,’ Mrs Hobart remarked, brightening, ‘since she’s the one Lovemore’s
         courting in disguise.’
      

      
      Sir Harry Englefield clapped his hands to his powdered curls. ‘I’ve toiled over my part, in preparation for this répétition, but half the time I take my cue for my speech and my speech for my cue.’
      

      
      ‘It’ll get easier,’ the actress told him. ‘And after all, you’ve only the one part, so you can’t confuse it with any other.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Anne put in, ‘we should pity Miss Farren and her fellows, who must permanently store dozens of roles in their heads,
         to be performed at a day’s notice on the proprietor’s whim.’
      

      
      Mrs Bruce let out a cry of horror.

      ‘Mm, it’s quite a bedlam scene in my dressing room,’ said Miss Farren, ‘with myself, Mrs
         Siddons and Mrs Hopkins all standing around muttering our different lines.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, do you share with Siddons?’ asked Sir Harry, star-struck.

      
      ‘Such a commodious brain you must have, in such a pretty little head,’ offered Major Arabin.

      
      Miss Farren smiled back at him, but Anne, watching, thought she detected a steeliness. She’s like me, his hackneyed flattery sets her teeth on edge. ‘Shall we get on?’
      

      
      Sir Brilliant made his lewd proposition. Anne turned on her heel. ‘Sir! This liberty, sir—’
      

      
      She stopped, because their manager was holding up one slim finger. ‘Let me teach you all a helpful rule: never speak as you walk. It dissipates the force of the line.’ Miss Farren looked
         at Dick Edgcumbe severely. ‘Sir!’ She swivelled and took three paces, then turned her head back. ‘This liberty, sir—’ She stopped, as if overcome, and averted her gaze again.
      

      
      They all clapped, which seemed to embarrass her somehow. Strange, Anne thought, since Miss Farren had spent so much of her
         life with the roar of applause in her ears.
      

      
      ‘Oh, tush,’ the actress protested. ‘Some of you must remember how the late great Garrick would have delivered a line like
         that, with at least a dozen exquisite changes of emotion.’
      

      
      ‘I always found the fellow rather twitchy,’ said Major Arabin.

      
      ‘Yes, for my money I prefer young Mr Kemble,’ Mrs Hobart declared.

      
      ‘So much more declamatory grandeur,’ murmured Mrs Bruce.

      
      ‘What about his faddish pronunciations of Shakespeare – not my heart aches, but it aitches?’ said Dick Edgcumbe.
      

      
      ‘But such a daring approach when he takes over a role,’ said Sir Harry. ‘Remember his Hamlet two years ago, when instead of
         “Did you not speak to it?” he said to Horatio, “Did you not speak to it?”’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but his sister Siddons is twice as original,’ argued Anne. ‘Wasn’t she the first Lady Macbeth to put her candle down
         and wring her hands?’
      

      
      ‘For my money,’ said Derby, ‘there’s too much long-faced pomposity at Drury Lane these days and Tragedy is elbowing Comedy
         into a corner. You’re of the good old Garrick school, aren’t you, Miss Farren? – you and Palmer, Tom King, the Bannisters.
         Quickness and delicacy, that’s the key.’
      

      
      Miss Farren clapped sternly, her mouth hiding a smile. ‘Gentlemen! Ladies! Are we here to argue about theatre or to create
         it?’
      

      
      The actress’s mother was in the corner as usual, head down over her workbag. It was odd, Anne had thought at first, to have
         what looked like a fierce old housemaid planted on one of Mr Chippendale’s yellow grosgrain chairs. But soon the Players paid
         Mrs Farren no more attention than if she’d been a fire screen or a hatstand, which seemed to be what she preferred.
      

      
      *

      
      After each rehearsal Eliza felt relief whenever Derby’s carriage dropped the Farrens off at their respectable but unfashionable
         second-floor lodgings on Great Queen Street, just round the corner from Drury Lane. She was always tired out. She’d come this
         far by pleasing, but still she couldn’t risk failing to please. She knew it was absurd to complain of the strain, given that
         her whole life since coming to London at fifteen had been aimed like an arrow at the ranks of the Beau Monde. ‘They’re strange
         beings, though, carriage folk,’ she told her mother over a dish of ragout. Carriage folk was what her father used to call them, in caustic homage: people who had their own carriages.
      

      
      ‘But you’re one of them, Betsy, or as near as makes no matter.’

      
      Eliza shook her head. ‘I only borrow Lord Derby’s carriage, I don’t own it, and you and I still ride in hackneys on occasion.
         Besides, I’ll never be one of them if you keep saddling me with Betsy.’
      

      
      ‘Eliza,’ Mrs Farren corrected herself. ‘I do try, really; I never call you the old name in company at least.’

      
      ‘Thank heaven for that! Betsy Farren sounds like the kind of jolly hoyden Mrs Jordan might play, who pops into breeches for Act Three to play a trick on her lover;
         I don’t know how I bore it so long.’
      

      
      ‘I rather favour what we christened you: Elizabeth; you can’t go wrong with a good old saint’s name.’

      
      Eliza’s mouth set; she thought she’d won this skirmish years ago. ‘Eliza’s vastly more elegant. Your chin, Mother—’

      
      Mrs Farren snatched up her napkin to wipe away a trace of ragout.

      
      Eliza did feel slightly guilty for her impatience with her mother. After all, should she – as a public figure – not be considered
         a sort of business, a joint enterprise in which Mrs Margaret Farren, no less than her eldest daughter, had sunk all her energies
         and resources? Hadn’t the woman invested in Eliza’s rise all the pragmatic cunning gained in a long hard career as an untalented
         actress in a barnstorming troupe and wife to its drunkard manager – and now this new business was so flourishing, wasn’t she
         even to be consulted about the name under which it traded? The two partners might disagree on small points, but they had a
         common goal: the fame and lasting fortune of Miss Farren of Drury Lane.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you like ’em, then, the titles and Honourables at Richmond House?’ asked her mother, mopping her plate with a crust.
      

      
      Eliza hesitated. ‘The Richmonds are very kind and Mrs Damer’s delightfully enthusiastic; she’s the only one who’s learned
         most of her lines. But all in all … I don’t know, Mother, it’s like a tasty dish that’s hard on the stomach.’
      

      
      ‘Ah.’ Mrs Farren nodded in sympathy.

      
      ‘And how tiring! These soi-disant Players know nothing, they can’t tell Prompt Side from Opposite Side and Sir Harry’s mispronounced the opening line of the
         play a dozen times now. They’ve never done a day’s work in their lives – well, except for Mrs Damer, I think she’s learned
         discipline from her sculpting. But the fact remains I can’t click my fingers or lose my temper with them as if they were apprentices
         at Drury Lane; I have to hint and request and if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, sir and madam, might I suggest? And Mrs Hobart’s always asking for “a brief respite”, and then Dick Edgcumbe suggests she might feel the better for “some
         restorative cordial”, meaning port all round at two in the afternoon!’
      

      
      ‘They’re charming people, though,’ said Mrs Farren with a foolish smile. ‘How they dress and deport themselves, and how they
         converse …’
      

      
      ‘And how they drink and gluttonise, and gamble their fortunes away,’ added Eliza, grinning despite herself. ‘But seriously,
         I admit all the charms of the well-born. Isn’t it odd, though, with what relish they take the lowest roles?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said her mother. ‘Who’d have thought that stiff Mrs Bruce could stoop to play a saucy maid like Muslin?’

      
      ‘She adores it! Whereas I’ve always played higher than myself at Drury Lane and even now I dread making an uncouth gesture
         or a slip of the tongue. Do you remember that cruel critic who said my laugh still smacked of the barnyard?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, my sweet, that must be seven years back, now,’ protested her mother.

      
      ‘I remember, I practised in the parlour,’ said Eliza, ‘laughing as musically as I could.’

      
      ‘Until I begged you to stop, in case the neighbours thought we had a madwoman locked up in the house!’

      
      Eliza let out a small sigh. ‘I don’t dislike the Richmond House Players, but I’m not at ease among them. Being their manager
         is the hardest part I’ve ever taken on and I’m not getting a shilling for it.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but it’s sure to pay off in the long run,’ said her mother with a wink that screwed up half her face.

      
      Eliza wished she wouldn’t do that; it was like something out of a burletta or pantomime. ‘You mean that with these new connections
         I’m on the brink of entering the World?’
      

      
      ‘I mean, my dear child, that you’re on the brink of becoming the next Countess of Derby!’

      
      ‘Mother,’ said Eliza, ‘you mean to annoy me.’

      ‘I don’t—’

      ‘We’ve agreed, haven’t we, that such speculations are both pointless
         and tasteless as long as the person in question has a wife still living?’
      

      
      Mrs Farren’s mouth was sulky. ‘She’s said to be in very poor health. I see a lot, during rehearsals, over my sewing; his Lordship’s
         showing you off to his old friends and they couldn’t be more enchanted.’
      

      
      Eliza got to her feet.

      
      ‘Oh, won’t you take some more ragout? Or a custard? Some nuts, to finish? You’ll need your strength tonight for your Ben.
         You never seem to keep any fat on,’ fretted her mother.
      

      
      ‘I’m perfectly well,’ said Eliza, giving her an exasperated half-smile.

      
      Derby had been obliged to spend the afternoon in his study on Lord-Lieutenant of Lancashire business; although the position
         would really only become important if Britain were at war, he made a point of answering all correspondence by return of post.
         Above his Queen Anne desk in heavily carved mahogany a marble life mask of his grandfather looked down. An only child, left
         motherless at seven, Derby had been raised by and among sporting men. His father had been a bad-tempered fellow who’d married
         a fortune – hence the adding of his wife’s name Smith to Stanley – and died of apoplexy in his fifties without ever succeeding to the Derby title. By far the strongest influence was the
         boy’s grandfather, the eleventh Earl, who’d combined in one plain but aristocratic face all the serene strengths of manhood, until his death at the great age of eighty-seven. Every milestone in Derby’s youth – Preston
         Grammar School, Eton, Cambridge, election to Commons and marriage at twenty-two – had earned his grandfather’s nod and the
         strangest thing about inheriting the title, at twenty-three, was that the old man had not been there to approve.
      

      
      The traffic was like treacle; it seemed half the evening was gone when Derby’s carriage finally crawled up Drury Lane, but
         it was only half past seven. Under the scented wax, he could still smell singed hair from the Parisian coiffeur’s tongs; how
         ironic that wearing one’s natural hair took so much more work than wigs used to do. He shifted his left shoulder a little
         in his tight brown frock coat; it got harder to breathe in these things every year. Clothes might be simpler these days than
         they used to be – which suited an ugly man better – but they were so much tighter that once a fellow was in full evening wear,
         he was good for nothing but conversation. If Derby tried to climb a hill in these sleek breeches, for instance, he’d geld
         himself.
      

      
      Glancing out of the window on to Drury Lane, his attention was caught by a crudely painted message: Damn the Duke of Richmond. Such wall scrawling was becoming rather common, now that more of the lower orders could read and write – but Derby’d had
         no idea the patron of their private theatricals was so widely hated. Of course, the Foxite newspapers had been stirring things
         up against Cabinet Ministers recently, he remembered with a twinge of guilt – pointing out to their readers, for instance,
         that Charles II had granted the first Duke of Richmond a perpetual duty on Newcastle coal, which meant that every time they
         bought a hod the tax went straight into the Master-General of the Ordnance’s personal purse. Still, that was a fact – not
         the kind of low abuse of Fox and Sheridan with which Pitt’s hacks filled the government-funded papers.
      

      
      The carriage turned into Russell Street, where the sight of the tall, slim theatre always lifted his spirits; it had been
         remodelled by Mr Adam, who’d done such a marvellous job on Derby House. For the past six years, ever since he’d met Eliza
         Farren, Derby had subscribed to the same box, no. 3. Tonight, when he walked down the corridor to the little partition door
         – his footman rushing to hold it open, with the Earl’s greatcoat, gloves, hat and cane under one arm – Derby’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the dazzle of hundreds of candles from the chandeliers that hung low over the
         auditorium. This was probably the brightest space in London. The house was almost full tonight; at least 1800 heads, he estimated.
         He looked up to the lower gallery, where tradesmen and out-of-towners sat peeling oranges or reading a printed sheet of the
         story of the play – though Derby couldn’t imagine how they could be ignorant of such a famous plot as Sheridan’s School for Scandal. Near the ceiling, in the upper gallery, sat the real troublemakers, in his view – labourers and servants, who thought paying
         their shilling entitled them to shout out for music or repetition of speeches at any point.
      

      
      Fox popped his bushy head into the box. ‘How’s England’s preeminent sportsman?’

      
      ‘Sit down, man. You’re looking well.’ Derby meant healthy rather than handsome. Fox had a face like a mountain, jowls flowing
         into his collar, with an absurd dimpled chin. Wings of hair hung out of his wide-topped black hat and his eyebrows were like
         furze bushes. As he fell into a chair, his old-fashioned long waistcoat gaped where a button had popped and his shirt gave
         off a whiff of sweat. Derby saw his friend for a moment as if for the first time. And here, he marvelled, is our Party’s leader, the Champion of the People, chief mentor to the Prince of Wales; this grubby fellow is the great liberal
            thinker of our age and future saviour of our country … A surge of fondness went through him. In the long years of committee meetings and frustrating campaigns, as the Foxites
         chafed out their time on the Opposition benches while George III and his pet minister Pitt ruled on implacably, nothing had
         shaken Derby’s loyalty to this man – and it seemed unlikely that anything ever would.
      

      
      ‘How’s the lovely Mrs A.?’

      ‘In the pink,’ Fox assured him with a grin. ‘It was hard to tear myself away from the rural delights
         of St Anne’s Hill for dear Miss Farren’s Benefit Night, but as a former thespian herself, dear Liz quite understood.’
      

      
      ‘I must pay you another visit when the weather warms up.’

      
      ‘Do, do! The house may be poky but somehow we can always cram in enough beds for our friends. Our crocuses are up in the beech
         wood and daffodils too.’
      

      
      ‘So you’ve been gardening?’

      
      ‘Yes, and reading Ariosto,’ said Fox, ‘and looking into the origins of Whiggery; I’ve started drafting an account of the reign
         of James II and the Glorious Revolution.’
      

      
      ‘Splendid; I’ve always thought you a scholar manqué.’

      ‘Really’ – he sighed – ‘I couldn’t ask more of life than fine weather
         and the company of a lady I love more and more every year.’
      

      
      Derby was pricked by envy. After his own marriage had broken apart he’d had the good fortune to meet Liz Armistead. She’d
         already withdrawn from the stage to be the most expensive courtesan in London, but she was worth every guinea; she had a good
         heart that her new profession had done nothing to coarsen. Derby had set her up in a villa in Hampstead and insisted she learn
         to ride, which she grumbled about at the time but was glad of later. At the end of the summer Mrs A. had moved on to another
         keeper, with no sore feelings on either side.
      

      
      It was when she’d taken up with Fox that she’d retired from being a courtesan; they were a love match (well, he’d never had
         the funds for it to be any other way). For years, now, she’d looked after the great man with a passionate fidelity that few
         wives could match and his friends were all grateful to her. Derby sometimes found himself wishing the impossible, that he
         could introduce Liz Armistead to Eliza Farren as a living proof that to give in to the pleasures of the flesh was not to become
         disgusting. But ladies never met Mrs A.; she was a gentleman’s woman, having been passed between princes and lords and Honourables
         for so long like a cup of good cheer.
      

      
      ‘I see the afterpiece is about ballooning,’ said Fox, glancing up from the playbill. ‘D’you recall, a few years ago, when
         they were all the rage? I wagered you I’d fuck a woman in a balloon 1000 feet above the earth.’
      

      
      ‘I never forget a bet,’ said Derby with a grin. ‘Two guineas to 500, I believe. Why, have you done it?’ he asked, pretending
         to beckon to his footman for his pocketbook. ‘Simply produce your witness.’
      

      
      ‘Ha ha!’ Fox’s drooping hazel eyes were as warm as a dog’s. ‘I don’t think m’dear Liz would be on for it nowadays; it’s a
         bit draughty in the clouds, don’t you know.’
      

      
      Derby savoured a brief, discreet memory of Mrs A.’s warm thighs. A knock at the door. ‘That’ll be Mrs Damer,’ said Derby,
         and Fox jumped up and tried to straighten his waistcoat.
      

      
      One thing Derby liked about Anne Damer was that there was never any awkward consciousness of sex between them; he wasn’t constantly
         reminded that she was a woman. Not that she was some old dowdy; she dressed well and Derby had a bias towards slimness, even
         if curves were more fashionable nowadays. Mrs Damer was looking very tall and handsome tonight, with her aristocratic nose
         and her dark hair powdered white to match the voluminous fichu that filled the neck of her bodice.
      

      
      ‘Lo, the Muse of Sculpture.’ Fox kissed her hand three times.

      
      She smiled at him. ‘How very good to see you.’ Mrs Damer was devoted to Fox, Derby knew; her feelings seemed rather like the Magdalene’s for Christ, if
         that wasn’t too blasphemous a comparison. If she’d had the luck to be born as a son to Field Marshal Conway instead of a daughter,
         it occurred to Derby now, she might very well have ended up an MP in the Foxite camp. The thought was slightly disconcerting.
      

      
      ‘We’ve seen nothing of either of you since Christmas,’ Fox was complaining to his friends, ‘and Georgiana’s vewy cwoss about it.’
      

      
      Derby was never quite sure whether Fox, like many of the Duchess of Devonshire’s intimates, had picked up her baby talk, or
         was gently parodying her.
      

      
      ‘Miss Farren’s working us like mules at Richmond House,’ Derby explained.

      
      ‘Oo, yes, I can’t wait to see The Way to Keep Him. Might I spy on a rehearsal?’
      

      
      ‘You might not,’ said Derby.

      
      ‘The presence of the Champion of the People would throw us off entirely,’ Mrs Damer told Fox with a hint of mockery. ‘Now,
         you must report to Georgiana that I’m wearing this wide red sash she gave me. I never need to waste my time reading fashion
         magazines, I just follow the Devonshire party line.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, she’s a marvellous whip when it comes to style, no less than politics.’ Fox laughed.

      
      The prompter’s bell rang three times and the orchestra struck up; Fox rushed off to the Devonshire box. A moment later Horace
         Walpole let himself in the door, tall but stooped in an old-fashioned black silk coat with skirts down to his knees. He always
         tiptoed, as if afraid of a wet floor, Derby thought.
      

      
      ‘Coz, I feared you were laid low with gout in your toe again,’ said Mrs Damer, kissing his cheek.

      
      ‘Not a bit of it,’ said Walpole, struggling with a chair. The footman glided forward to move it for him. ‘I was paying calls
         on my friends in the other boxes.’
      

      
      ‘Heavens, that could have gone on all night,’ remarked Derby.

      
      ‘Well, indeed, I’m rich in that respect,’ Walpole murmured as he settled his narrow frame on the chair, ‘but I tore myself
         away, for fear I’d lose dear Miss Farren’s opening lines.’
      

      
      ‘She’ll be so grateful for your support,’ Derby told him. He knew the two cousins would be sure to send the actress at least
         5 guineas each and the house was sprinkled with the other Richmond House Players who’d received his reminder notes. Subtracting
         house expenses of, say, £140, Eliza might hope to clear £400 from tonight’s Ben. Absurd, the devices Derby had to use to help
         the woman he loved earn what he considered a meagre living.
      

      
      Now there was a stir in the house. Out came Bannister the Younger to speak the prologue, with its satire of a tea-sipping
         gossip slavering over the morning papers.
      

      
      
         A School for Scandal! tell me, I beseech you,

         
         Needs there a school this modish art to teach you?

         
      

      
      At last the green baize curtain twitched and began to rise. Behind the arch, flats showed Lady Sneerwell’s dressing room.
         The oil lamps in the wings, lighting up the actors, couldn’t compete with the glare of hot light on the audience’s faces.
      

      
      Lady Sneerwell was a snide, indiscreet version of Viscountess Melbourne, Derby remembered, and Snake the creeping journalist
         was thought to be Sheridan’s caricature of himself. The funniest role – written for, and based on, Jack Palmer – was that
         of Joseph Surface, the wicked brother who wore a mask of piety. The tall, bow-legged fellow’s winking asides to the audience
         made Derby weep with laughter. Tom King was making quite a good job of Sir Peter Teazle, the cross old husband whose bride
         had thrown off her innocent country ways and turned worldly within months of the wedding. King was once known as the Monarch of Comedy, Derby
         remembered, but these days his forces were rather faded; being manager of Drury Lane under Sheridan’s rule seemed to be wearing
         him out.
      

      
      Eliza came on at the top of Act Two, in a stylish blue redingote with big red buttons, and to Derby it seemed as if the whole
         audience sat up a little straighter. He joined in the cheer. ‘Authority!’ she repeated pertly to her husband.
      

      
      
         No, to be sure: – if you wanted authority over me, you should have adopted me, and not married me: I am sure you were old enough.

         
      

      
      Derby let out an enormous laugh and Eliza glanced up at him with a flick of the eyelashes that made his heart thump.

      
      Lady Teazle, with her flower-filled rooms and new hats, her quick repartee and giddy goodwill, was really the most charming
         of the woman-of-fashion roles that were Eliza Farren’s forte. (No wonder Georgiana had been flattered when Sheridan had based
         the role on her.) Derby could easily imagine being Sir Peter, who tried to hide how much he doted on his bride: ‘With what a charming air she contradicts everything I say!’ He realised he was falling into a fantasy of being married to Eliza; he shook himself. If he didn’t pay attention he’d miss
         the best jokes. ‘She has a charming fresh colour,’ remarked Mrs Candour. ‘Yes,’ replied Lady Teazle, letting the pause stretch, making the crowd wait for it … ‘when it is fresh put on!’
      

      
      Between the second and third acts there was an entr’acte, with a comic dance; Derby had his footman fetch some bowls of lemon
         ice. ‘There’s no one like Miss Farren,’ said Mrs Damer. ‘How she sparkles and glints, and mints every line anew! Isn’t it
         strange, though, how different one feels about someone’s performance when one knows her, even a little?’
      

      
      Walpole was considering her with a slight squint. ‘You mean you enjoy it more?’

      
      ‘Not quite,’ she said, wrinkling her high forehead. ‘The pleasure’s no longer unmixed with anxiety.’

      
      ‘But she’s never given a bad performance,’ Derby couldn’t help saying.

      
      Walpole looked him in the eye with a sort of compassion. Everyone in this hot, crammed building knew Derby’s position; sometimes
         he felt his heart was being sliced open for public exhibition under the white lights.
      

      
      In Act Three came one of Derby’s favourite scenes, in which the Teazles behaved very sweetly to each other, and then fell
         into a quarrel about who had begun their previous quarrel and ended by demanding a divorce. But some of the sharpest dialogue
         was spoiled by the yowl of a fellow in the pit, when one of the chandeliers spilt hot wax into his collar. Had Derby a less
         famous face, he would sometimes have liked to go incognito and sit on a bench in the pit, as Sir Harry Englefield was boasting
         of doing the other day. That way he’d be able to catch his beloved’s every subtle intonation and expression.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t the volume of chit-chat shocking?’ said Mrs Damer, in the interval.

      
      ‘Mm,’ Walpole agreed, ‘poor King’s quite drowned out at times.’

      
      ‘My friend Bunbury once quipped,’ said Derby, ‘that he preferred the theatre to the opera, because there they sing so loud
         that one can’t hear oneself talk.’
      

      
      The cousins laughed. Below, there was a surge of bodies into the auditorium, which meant that the unsold tickets had been
         knocked down for half price. ‘Now, you youngsters won’t remember this,’ said Walpole, ‘but back in ’63 Garrick tried to abolish
         half-price tickets; he thought it was an insult to the play to come in for the last two acts only. Well, my dears, the crowd
         ran amok. Tore up the benches, ripped the fronts off our boxes, smashed the harpsichord …’
      

      
      ‘What an appalling scene,’ said Mrs Damer, her eyes shining.

      
      ‘Sheridan always says never trust an audience,’ Derby put in. ‘They’ll clap politely for nine years and then riot like lunatics
         in the tenth.’
      

      
      When the curtain rose again Derby enjoyed the picture auction, but really he was waiting in taut anticipation for the famous
         screen scene. Thrown into a panic by the arrival of her husband at Joseph Surface’s house, Lady Teazle couldn’t bear to be
         found in a tête-àtête, so she hid behind a screen in the library. ‘I’m ruined,’ she stage-whispered. ‘I’m quite undone!’
      

      
      Joseph’s bluff brother, convinced there was some minx of a milliner hidden in the library, toppled the screen – and there
         stood Lady Teazle, exposed to her husband and the world. At this moment the audience, though they knew just what was coming,
         always let out a howl of shocked delight. It wasn’t simply the fun of seeing a married lady shamed by discovery, Derby realised
         now; it was about the ripping of all veils, the exposure of all forms of sleight and craft. Eliza stood frozen into a statue,
         like Job’s wife, pinned rigid by the crowd’s mocking gaze.
      

      
      Walpole was whispering in his ear. ‘Fanny Abington used to play it for laughs. She’d wring her hands and clutch at her skirts.’

      
      Derby shook his head. That was the difference between talent and genius. Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Mrs Damer
         was motionless, gripping the edge of the box.
      

      
      At the end of the comedy, while Eliza was taking her bows and the crowd roared and whistled, she looked up at the Derby box
         and gave the three of them a smiling nod.
      

      
      ‘Derby, you must be—’ Mrs Damer broke off. ‘I’m sure we all feel so proud of her.’

      
      Walpole sighed pleasurably. ‘The man’s a rascal, but he can write.’

      ‘Such rudeness!’ Mrs Damer threatened to smack Walpole’s
         knuckles with her folded fan.
      

      
      Derby grinned; he would have liked to explain that his friendship with Sheridan was an unsentimental one and that he’d heard
         him called much worse than rascal.
      

      
      Mrs Damer was consulting the smeared print of her programme. ‘The crowds are still pushing in for the ballooning piece.’

      
      Walpole trembled to his feet. ‘While I’d very much like to experience aerial locomotion before I die, I’ve no wish to watch
         it mimed on stage and it’s near midnight. Fairies, let’s away.’
      

      
      Derby’s footman went ahead to clear them a passage through the packed corridors.

      
      Lady Mary was all blithe humour and never meddled with the preparations for the theatricals at Richmond House, Eliza noticed,
         but she never let them put her out either. One night, when the dining room was full of props and scenery, she went down to
         the steward’s room quietly and ate her supper there. Eliza was studying the Duchess’s serene self-containment; there was a trick Lady Mary had, of smiling beatifically as she said something critical,
         which Eliza was memorising to use on stage.
      

      
      Mrs Damer couldn’t have been more different from her sister. Well, they had different fathers, after all; Anne Damer was said
         to take after hers, the veteran soldier and politician Field Marshal Conway. She could be tactful, but also startlingly frank.
         The sculptor struck Eliza as a natural for tragedy, with her tireless vitality, her bony hands and long diamond-cut face.
         Unfortunately, The Way to Keep Him was a comedy.
      

      
      ‘Say the line for me, would you, Miss Farren?’ asked Mrs Damer.

      
      Eliza hadn’t got enough sleep after her Ben and her head was aching. There were still all the comic servant scenes to run
         through; Sir Harry and Mrs Bruce hadn’t spoken a line yet today. She sat down at Mrs Lovemore’s imaginary tea table, in the
         corner of the pink saloon, and began with a careless shrug. ‘This trash of tea! I don’t know why I drink so much of it. Heigho!’ Major Arabin clapped; Eliza ignored him.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I see,’ said Mrs Damer. ‘I never knew quite how to do the Heigho.’
      

      
      Behind them, Dick Edgcumbe failed to suppress a yawn; Mrs Hobart was lecturing Mrs Blouse on hairstyles in a whisper.

      
      ‘Lighter, simpler, that’s what you must remember,’ said Eliza. ‘From the top—’

      
      This time Mrs Damer began merrily enough with the tea line, but then sank into lugubriousness on ‘Surely never was an unhappy woman treated with such cruel indifference.’
      

      
      ‘The audience must pity you, but don’t give way to self-pity,’ Eliza told her, ‘and for sorrow, by the way, one touches the
         right hand to one’s heart, not the left.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer switched hands, frowning in concentration. ‘I care not what they say. I am tired of the World, and the World may be tired of me, if it will.’ Her tone was guarded, almost bitter.
      

      
      Eliza nodded. When this woman got it right, she could act the rest of the Richmond House Players off the stage. ‘Now let’s
         try your transformation scene.’
      

      
      The others leafed through their parts, but Mrs Damer simply closed her eyes for a moment to summon up the lines, then took
         up position down front. ‘Adieu to melancholy, and welcome pleasure, wit and gaiety,’ she pronounced, sardonic. She marched from side to side of the saloon, singing ‘La, la, la’. The effect was oddly intimidating.
      

      
      Eliza took a breath. ‘Might I ask you to stroll rather more slowly and more flirtatiously?’

      
      ‘With whom should I flirt?’

      
      ‘With no one in particular; with the air. And you could seem more gay.’

      
      ‘But Mrs Lovemore’s not really gay,’ said Mrs Damer, confused.

      
      ‘Of course not, but we assume that, being an intelligent woman, she does a good job of acting it.’

      
      Mrs Damer hesitated. ‘I don’t know that intelligence is enough. I’m sure she tries, but with her heart so full of rage and
         shame—’
      

      
      ‘Shame?’ asked Eliza. She realised that the background gossip had stopped; the other Players were watching, like a silent
         chorus.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Damer, ‘mortification that she must pose as a shallow lady of the town to win back the love of Mr Lovemore,
         who doesn’t deserve her! That she must contradict her true sensibility, act a mad pantomime, all for a man who’ll never be
         content, never think she’s amusing enough, easy enough—’
      

      
      ‘But we know he does love her by the end of the comedy,’ objected Derby.

      
      Mrs Damer shrugged. ‘I don’t believe it.’

      
      ‘But that’s what happens, my dear Mrs D.,’ chipped in Major Arabin, ‘and your douces charmes offer motive enough!’
      

      
      Mrs Damer had two red spots on her cheekbones. ‘I know that’s what Mr Murphy wrote, but it rings false to me. How could a
         sensitive woman ever be happy with a husband like that?’
      

      
      Several of the Players were looking at Eliza as if they expected her to intervene, but she didn’t understand. At Drury Lane
         it was never like this, there wasn’t enough time in the day. The very idea of arguing over whether a play was true or false
         to the human heart!
      

      
      Derby broke the strained silence. ‘That’s enough toing and froing over this scene, surely,’ he said. ‘Should we have another
         go at the business in Act Three?’
      

      
      Mrs Hobart sidled up to Mrs Damer. ‘If something’s amiss, if you’re unhappy with your part, I could be prevailed upon – for
         your sake – to exchange it with the Widow Bellmour’s—’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ said Eliza, too sharply, ‘Mrs Damer plays our heroine very well. Nothing’s wrong. Is there?’
      

      
      Mrs Damer put her hand over her mouth. Then she said, ‘Do please be good enough to excuse me’ and ran from the room.

      
      Eliza’s heart was thudding. What kind of manager was she, to make her leading actress flee the scene? She put her hand against
         her mouth, instinctively learning Mrs Damer’s gesture: the pressure on her upper lip, the hot breath on her fingers. ‘Well,’
         she said in as light a voice as she could manage, ‘she must have remembered another engagement.’
      

      
      ‘Remembered her past, you mean,’ said Mrs Hobart with dark relish, flopping down in a pink-and-gilt chair.

      
      In the silence Eliza felt a hammer knocking against her temples. She looked over at her mother, whose needle was motionless
         in the air.
      

      
      ‘You could have had no idea, of course, Miss Farren,’ said Derby, pulling up a chair for Eliza, ‘as it was all over before
         you came to town.’ His small eyes were dark with apology.
      

      
      ‘What was?’ she asked, too shrill. ‘I know Mrs Damer’s husband died young—’

      
      Mrs Hobart let out a snort. ‘They were unhappy from the start. It’d seemed a good match at the time—’

      
      ‘Well, yes,’ contributed Mrs Blouse, ‘since she was the Countess of Ailesbury’s daughter, and John Damer had £30,000 a year
         and the Earl of Dorchester for a father.’
      

      
      Sir Harry Englefield shook his head. ‘He was a wild young buck, though. After the first few years they lived apart.’

      
      ‘Like in our play!’ said Mrs Blouse with a squeal of insight. ‘Poor Mrs D. couldn’t seem to win his love back, no matter what
         she did.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure it was ever a question of love in the first place,’ put in Dick Edgcumbe.

      
      ‘Or that she tried very hard to win him back,’ added Mrs Hobart with a sniff.

      
      Eliza’s cheeks were scalding. What a disaster. How had she got herself tangled up in the secrets of these people? They were
         a little School for Scandal of their own. What did they think of her peculiar relation to Lord Derby; did they consider her
         a flirt with her eye on a countess’s coronet? What did they say about her as soon as she went home?
      

      
      ‘The fact of the matter is,’ Derby told Eliza grimly, ‘that the fellow got into such deep debt, together with his brothers,
         the Damers were going to have to flee to France – but instead he shot himself in a tavern.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ Eliza looked round at the lit faces; they seemed to her like pedigree hawks. She was reminded once again of how long
         they’d all known each other and how little she knew them.
      

      
      ‘It was the Bedford Arms in Covent Garden,’ put in Major Arabin. ‘But oh, dear, now you’ll shudder whenever you have to pass
         it, a woman of sensibility like yourself.’ He laid a sympathetic paw on her shoulder.
      

      
      ‘People were most unkind to Mrs Damer afterwards,’ murmured Mrs Hobart. ‘Really, it was quite extraordinary, the things that
         were said!’
      

      
      ‘No need to repeat them,’ said Derby.

      ‘I’ve no intention of doing so,’ she snapped.

      
      Eliza had managed to edge away from Major Arabin’s hand. ‘So you see, in today’s rehearsal,’ murmured Mrs Bruce in her ear, ‘to oblige our friend to explain her feelings on the subject
         of a cold-hearted husband and a shamed wife … well, you couldn’t have known, of course.’
      

      
      Eliza bit her lip hard.

      
      ‘Don’t distress yourself, my dear,’ said Derby.

      
      She stiffened at the phrase and averted her head. He knew he was never to use endearments in public.

      
      ‘Might this be a suitable interval for tea?’ The Duchess of Richmond stood in the door of the saloon, blithe as always.

      
      They all shot up. Had she heard them talking about her sister? If she had you wouldn’t know it. The members of the World had
         such self-mastery, Eliza thought. But then, so had she, once she’d got over her mortification. ‘Perfectly suitable, Your Ladyship,’
         she carolled, leading the group to the door.
      

      
      Snow was beginning to fall that afternoon, as if the mildness of March had shrunk backwards into winter. The Derby coach turned
         on to Grosvenor Square, the largest and most impressive of the three squares in Mayfair. It was more like a parade ground than a place to live, Eliza always thought, but it was popular;
         she’d once heard Derby mention that more than half its residents were titled. The oval park was thick with trees; the iron
         railings had a fresh coat of black paint, she noticed, and the statue of George I as a Roman emperor had been regilded.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure it’s wise to follow Mrs Damer?’ Mrs Farren was clutching her workbag. ‘His Lordship himself said it was none
         of your fault, the little upset.’
      

      
      ‘You go on home, Mother, I won’t be long,’ said Eliza instead of answering.

      
      ‘Well. If you’re sure. I suppose it gives you an excuse to pay a call and get on visiting terms,’ she added, brightening.

      
      Eliza suppressed her irritation. Everything was policy for Margaret Farren; every step was an inch further up the ladder.

      
      As they passed the irregular roof line of the north side she rapped on the ceiling, but the driver didn’t rein in till fifty
         yards on, where the imposing arches and half-columns of Derby House stood out from the terrace.
      

      
      ‘It was number 8 I wanted,’ she said, as he opened the door and unfurled a large canvas umbrella.

      
      ‘Number 8?’ He repeated it as if it were a vastly inferior address. ‘Ah, Mrs Damer’s. Very good, madam.’

      
      It nettled Eliza, somehow, to have him guess the name of the person she was visiting, but on the other hand what use was a
         coachman who didn’t know where everybody lived? ‘It’s all right,’ said Eliza, stepping down, ‘I’ll walk from here.’
      

      
      ‘M’Lord wouldn’t like that, not in this weather,’ said the coachman, so she sighed and climbed back in. He cracked the whip
         and turned the horses round; this was the only square where there was enough room for such a manoeuvre without tangling the
         traces. They were a splendid pair of bays, highly trained as well as handsome, she could tell that much; Derby always had
         the best carriage horses money and sense could buy.
      

      
      ‘Could you please bring my mother home to Great Queen Street?’

      
      ‘Certainly, madam. And I’ll be back here whenever you need me,’ he said indulgently.

      
      Mrs Farren stuck her head out of the window as Eliza got down. ‘Shall I wait dinner?’
      

      
      ‘No, no.’

      
      ‘I’ll keep something warm at least,’ she cried as the carriage pulled away. The coat of arms, with the motto in Gothic lettering,
         Sans changer, had already grown a faint mould of snow.
      

      
      Eliza’s stomach was tight with tension as she rapped on the door of no. 8, a narrow four-storey house in red brick with stone
         facings and a patterned fanlight. A black footman ushered her into the reception room and took her wraps, which were sprinkled
         with wet flakes. It was all much smaller than Derby House, of course – just two rooms deep. The furniture was mostly satinwood,
         with slim legs and an airy, modern feel, and there were shiny brass knobs on all the doors. Eliza noted a marble chimney piece
         and curtains of striped linen on the tall windows; she relished the crisp feel of the stuff between finger and thumb. ‘Excuse
         me, madam.’ Eliza spun round to see a flat-faced woman who had to be the housekeeper. ‘Mrs Damer is in her workshop and can’t
         leave off; would you care to come through?’
      

      
      Eliza felt oddly honoured. She followed the housekeeper through the wainscoted dining room, which was fitted with Turkish
         carpet and had the inevitable flattering portrait of Charles James Fox in oils. Eliza was very fond of Fox, whom she’d met
         even before she’d known Derby, but she couldn’t share in the general Whig adulation of their leader. Though he was a marvellous
         speaker, wasn’t his Party still languishing in opposition? Eliza couldn’t help but pick up bits and scraps of political information
         from Derby, but it struck her as being as peculiar and closed a world as his horse racing or cockfighting.
      

      
      Without a word the housekeeper opened a door to show a close-stool and Eliza went in to use it; she actually preferred close-stools
         to the new water closets at Derby House, with their cold marble seats and unpredictable flushes.
      

      
      Out she went into the small wet yard and the workshop beyond. It was as plain and crude as any shed, but it glowed with warmth
         from a stove. Anne Damer stood beside a large angry bird in damp clay. Eliza barely recognised her: gone were the curls, the
         elegant rings, the sweeping muslin skirts of an hour ago. It was a working woman who looked up, with filthy cuffs, a muddy apron with pockets full of dangerous-looking tools and her head swathed in
         a sort of bag. There was a smear of something white on the bridge of the long nose. ‘Miss Farren! You’ll excuse my not shaking
         hands, won’t you, as I’m all over clay?’
      

      
      Eliza’s prepared words were forgotten. The workshop, the clothes, were wrong for an exquisitely tactful speech meant to be
         delivered in a pale-blue reception room over Meissen teacups. ‘Oh, Mrs Damer,’ she said, walking up to her, ‘it’s you who
         must excuse me for distressing you so at our rehearsal. I had no idea – so stupidly ill-informed—’
      

      
      The sharp face wore a curious expression.

      
      ‘At Drury Lane we’re accustomed to making a glib show of every human emotion,’ Eliza babbled. ‘When I think of the number
         of times I’ve played an unhappy wife—’
      

      
      The sculptor had taken Eliza’s hands between her own. ‘Calm yourself, my dear girl. You’ve done no harm.’

      
      Eliza held on to them as if she were drowning. They were such lean, powerful hands; that must come from the sculpting. ‘But
         you ran from the room—’
      

      
      Mrs Damer smiled awkwardly. ‘It was a shocking demonstration, wasn’t it, in front of my fellow Players?’

      
      ‘Not at all, they know your situation. They’re old friends.’

      ‘Well, Derby is; the rest are acquaintances, really.’

      
      Eliza persisted. ‘They must think me a tactless and ignorant stranger who broke in upon your most painful memories.’

      
      ‘Hardly a stranger,’ said Mrs Damer, smiling. She looked down. ‘I’ve muddied you with my dreadful paws.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      
      The sculptor spread her bony fingers in front of her. ‘Even when they’re clean, how they age me! Chicken claws, Mr Damer used
         to call them.’
      

      
      ‘Did he?’ asked Eliza, a little fierce. ‘They may not be smooth, or plump, but they’re most expressive.’

      
      ‘Oh, excuse me while I moisten my osprey.’ Mrs Damer stepped over to the clay model and dabbed it with a sponge from a bucket.
         ‘My work’s been so interrupted by our rehearsals – not that I’m complaining.’
      

      
      Eliza recognised a change of subject. ‘I’ve never seen a statue of a bird before,’ she said, walking round it.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hardly a statue yet,’ the sculptor answered ruefully. ‘It’s a fishing eagle I’m modelling in terracotta for my cousin
         Walpole, to go with his ancient Roman one. Terracotta’s not as noble as marble, of course, but he dotes on the stuff. It has
         a quickness and verisimilitude about it that’s hard to match in stone.’
      

      
      Eliza drew closer, inhaling the cool earthiness of the clay. ‘Do you always work with your fingers?’

      
      ‘And with anything that comes to hand. Knives, spoons, gouges and wires … This, for instance,’ said Mrs Damer, holding
         up what looked like a thin embroidery hook. ‘I filched from my mother.’
      

      
      ‘Lady Ailesbury’s famed for her needlework, isn’t she?’ Eliza was fumbling for details.

      
      Mrs Damer made a little face. ‘Pictures in worsted. She enjoys it vastly. But our work has little in common; my mother makes
         copies of Van Dycks and Rubenses, while I try to create an original image which will live longer than the creature that inspired
         it. Actum ne agas, as Terence puts it.’
      

      
      Eliza nodded as if she’d caught the allusion and looked the bird in its roughly formed eye. ‘You must have studied an eagle
         close to.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer stood beside her, arms crossed. ‘It was before Christmas, at my friend Lady Melbourne’s seat in Hertfordshire. The
         gamekeeper was a fool; almost cut the magnificent creature’s wing off as he netted it and pulled it down.’
      

      
      ‘Was it in pain, then?’

      
      ‘Yes, but I don’t want to focus on its helplessness,’ Mrs Damer told her, a line of concentration appearing between her eyebrows.
         ‘What I’m trying to capture is rage, I suppose. Or outrage.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not a bit like your carvings of women, which are so very smooth and Grecian,’ said Eliza. She felt the need to prove
         her knowledge of Mrs Damer’s work.
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes, I aim for the true ancient style when I sculpt the human face, a beauty that will stand for all time. But animals’
         – Mrs Damer smiled at the rough clay bird as if it were a pet of hers – ‘they seem to demand a more everyday look. When I
         model my dog Fidelle, for instance – Fidelle? Where’ve you gone? – I often find her curled up like a hedgehog; Italian greyhounds
         are great nesters, especially the bitches.’ She walked through the workshop and pulled aside some sacking. ‘Aha! Fidelle, come out and make your obeisance
         to the Queen of Comedy.’ The miniature dog streaked out and ran in circles, chasing her own tail, barking shrilly. ‘She’s
         just nervous of strangers.’
      

      
      ‘What a little beauty,’ said Eliza, watching the loop of smooth silvery flesh and hoping it wouldn’t attack her shoes.

      
      ‘What dogs have you, Miss Farren?’

      
      ‘None.’

      
      The brown eyes went wide. ‘Are your cats afraid of them?’

      
      ‘I’ve no cats either, I must confess.’

      
      ‘Aren’t you fond of the brute creation, then?’

      
      Eliza decided to be frank. ‘I can appreciate their beauty – in a case like your darling Fidelle’s,’ she said, aiming her sweetest
         smile at the dog who was now on two legs, scraping at Eliza’s skirts and whimpering. ‘But I confess I’m perfectly indifferent
         to them as beings.’
      

      
      ‘Stop that,’ scolded Mrs Damer, scooping the greyhound up in her arms and rubbing its head.

      
      ‘I imagine pet keeping is a taste one must acquire in childhood.’

      
      ‘You surprise me; I’d always assumed it came naturally.’

      
      Perhaps you’ve never known anyone who didn’t grow up with lap dogs, thought Eliza sardonically. ‘No, I won’t even have a canary in my dressing room at Drury Lane. Lord Derby despairs of this
         lack of sensibility, he says I have a very hard heart.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer gave her a peculiar smile.

      
      Why had she brought that up? Eliza wondered. Of course, Derby had other good reasons for thinking her cold; didn’t the nastier
         papers call her an icy prude? She turned towards the clay eagle, now, to hide her face. ‘This bird has nothing in common with a tiny greyhound; you must
         have a great talent for entering into their different natures.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer smiled at the compliment. ‘The ancients would have shown the osprey at his noble best, of course – wings spread,
         eyes on the horizon.’ She spoke as if her visitor only needed reminding. ‘But this one is captured, with a smashed wing. I
         want to seize him in the moment – to make the moment of his fury last for ever. I’ve shaped his beak very hooked, see? I’ve
         taken for my inspiration Giambologna’s marvellous turkey-cock in the Grand Duke’s Uffizi Gallery – like a shaken bag of feathers – you must know it.’
      

      
      Eliza nodded vaguely, not wanting to admit that she’d never been any further from England than a visit to her father’s relatives
         in Cork. An odd pause came between them and Eliza couldn’t think how to fill it. Mrs Damer picked up a large damp cloth and
         draped it over the bird. Eliza wondered whether she should take her leave.
      

      
      ‘Have a seat, Miss Farren,’ said the sculptor, pulling a shabby chair away from the wall and dusting it off. ‘I’ll be perfectly
         frank with you, as if I’ve known you ten years instead of a few weeks. Shall I?’
      

      
      Eliza had a slightly giddy sensation, as if she was high on a ladder. ‘Please do,’ she said, sitting down.

      
      ‘I fled the rehearsal today because I was in danger of laughter.’

      ‘Laughter?’ It came out almost as a squeak.

      ‘Yes,’ said
         Mrs Damer, her mouth twisted. ‘I wasn’t sad when I was talking about unworthy husbands and how little good it does to waste all one’s womanly wiles on them, but caught
         up in angry memories. Then, when I saw the ring of concerned faces around me, all thinking I was grieving for John Damer,
         I felt bubbling up in my throat a sort of dreadful giggle.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Eliza felt very naïve.

      
      ‘That’s why I had to clap my hand over my mouth and make a run for it,’ Mrs Damer told her. ‘Though people think me eccentric
         already, they’d be far more shocked if I were to burst out laughing at the memory of my dear departed. Even to admit I had the impulse sounds shocking, though we’re in private here and you’ve such a sympathetic eye. You aren’t
         shocked?’ – and Mrs Damer glanced sideways at her guest.
      

      
      ‘No.’ The dog had tucked herself between Eliza’s hip pad and the edge of the chair; she wasn’t so much of a nuisance when
         she’d quietened down. Eliza added, more as a statement than a question, ‘You don’t miss him, then.’
      

      
      ‘Not for a moment,’ said Mrs Damer and went on picking some dried mud off her sculpting hook.

      
      Eliza felt oddly comfortable in the workshop, despite the draughts and dirt. She put one hand on Fidelle’s warm neck. ‘Tell
         me more, if you don’t mind? Your parents made the match?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, but that’s only to be expected among people of birth. You, Miss Farren, for instance, would be so much freer to
         pick and choose.’ A pause. ‘You’re not offended by the observation?’
      

      
      ‘No, no,’ said Eliza. She never forgot her low origins, of course, but these days it was rare for anyone to remind her of
         them so baldly.
      

      
      ‘Your life is your own, that’s all I mean. Whether and whom to marry is no one’s decision but yours.’

      
      Eliza felt doubtful on this point. ‘I consult my mother on all important points. And it sometimes seems to me as if I have
         two thousand parents.’
      

      
      ‘Your audience.’

      
      Mrs Damer was quick, thought Eliza. ‘Two thousand fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters …’

      
      ‘Lovers.’

      
      ‘Well, suitors, perhaps,’ said Eliza. ‘All interested in my actions, all concerned about my reputation, all waiting to see
         what I’ll do next.’
      

      
      ‘I never thought of it that way,’ said Mrs Damer. ‘I suppose we do make a claim on you, when we sit there in our boxes night
         after night, raising our spyglasses … But at least you have intelligence and experience, to chart your own course,’ she
         added, suddenly sweeping the leftover scraps of clay into a bucket and turning a winch to lower the work table the eagle stood
         on. ‘At eighteen I had neither. Perhaps I’d read too much Rousseau; I was more interested in tenderness and sensibility than
         in per cent per annum. And, unfortunately, whereas my elder sister got Richmond, with all his sterling qualities, the boy
         my mother chose for me proved a dunderhead, a wastrel and a philistine.’
      

      
      Eliza pressed her fingers against her smiling mouth. What outrageous words to describe a dead husband.

      
      ‘In Florence,’ Mrs Damer groaned, ‘we visited the Uffizi with one of John’s brothers. I was enraptured by the statues, I felt
         as if I’d been lifted to Olympus to consort with the gods. But the East Gallery is so vastly long, John and his brother decided
         they were weary of art, and laid 50 guineas on the result of a hopping race. They nearly toppled a fourth-century Venus Pudica,’
         she said through her teeth. ‘I couldn’t tell what I saw after that – the art was hidden in a mist of shame for me – because all I could hear was the crash, crash, crash of two earl’s sons pounding like gigantic
         one-legged hares down the gallery.’
      

      
      Eliza released a giggle. ‘Who won?’

      
      ‘I didn’t look.’

      ‘The winner must have boasted. The loser must have cried foul.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure, but it’s one of many details
         I’ve managed to forget. I was married for the best part of ten years, Miss Farren, but my memories probably amount to three
         months. It’s rather terrible,’ she added, ‘to wish away one’s prime years.’
      

      
      ‘But they weren’t.’

      
      ‘Well, the twenties – aren’t they meant to be one’s best? But you’re right,’ she said with a smile. ‘I think perhaps these
         are my prime years, now, past thirty-five!’
      

      
      Just then a maid came in to say that Mrs Moll was ready to serve the tea. ‘I should go,’ said Eliza, glancing at the window,
         where a crust of snow had built up. She tried to collect her skirts without disturbing the dog, but Fidelle exploded off the
         chair and ran into a corner. ‘You’ve been very kind.’
      

      
      ‘Have you another engagement, or are you needed at Drury Lane?’

      
      ‘Well, no, but—’

      
      ‘Then you must stay for a dish of tea. Tell Mrs Moll we’ll have it in the library,’ said Mrs Damer to the maid. ‘I’ll join
         you, my dear, as soon as I’ve made myself respectable’ – pulling off her makeshift turban as she spoke and releasing a shock
         of unpowdered brown curls – ‘and we can wait out this snowstorm together.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, this is so much better,’ said Mrs Damer, moving round the circular ante-room in the Earl’s opulent mansion on Grosvenor
         Square. ‘Aren’t we favoured, Derby, to have our own private rehearsal with Miss Farren? Is your dear mother not to join us
         today?’ she asked, turning to the actress.
      

      
      Eliza gave her a slightly wry smile, seeing through the pretence. ‘I left her at Great Queen Street overseeing a thorough
         spring-cleaning. Let’s begin with the scene of the Lovemores meeting by accident at Lady Constant’s,’ she suggested.
      

      
      Derby leapt into action. When his wife asked him for the second time that day to come home for dinner, he turned his face away sharply and sneered, ‘The question is entertaining, but as it was settled this morning, I think it has lost the graces of novelty.’
      

      
      What pleasure he took in such refined spite, thought Eliza. She was seeing a face of the Earl’s that she’d never glimpsed
         before. Did Derby have a secret envy of the rogues and rakes he knew from Brooks’s Club, who never wasted an hour thinking
         of an unattainable beauty, but broke hearts every month and laughed into their brandy glasses?
      

      
      She was enjoying this rehearsal à trois far more than the big ones at Richmond House. Next they tried the dinner scene, in which Mrs Lovemore talked so earnestly
         that her husband fell asleep in his chair. ‘No, no injured looks, not yet,’ Eliza instructed Mrs Damer, ‘don’t throw away
         the joke.’
      

      
      ‘But wouldn’t Mrs Lovemore feel hurt to have her husband snoozing over the soup?’

      
      ‘In real life, yes,’ said Eliza, ‘but it’s more painful and funnier if she doesn’t notice yet. At the very end of the scene
         you turn to him – freeze at the sight – he lets out a gentle snore’ – Eliza clicked her fingers and Derby snored – ‘and you
         pull yourself up and roar, “Unfeeling man!”’
      

      
      The other two burst out laughing.

      
      ‘But mightn’t Mrs Lovemore seem obtuse?’ asked Mrs Damer.

      
      ‘No, no, just wrapped up in her own woes,’ Derby put in. ‘That’s the very meat of a marriage gone bad, I suppose: the two
         of them might as well be speaking different languages.’
      

      
      Eliza blinked and looked away. Given his situation, she thought it tasteless of him to speechify about marital breakdown.

      
      ‘Derby,’ Mrs Damer asked when the ladies were putting on their cloaks at the end of the morning, ‘I wonder will you be at
         the Commons on Tuesday for Sheridan’s first sally against Hastings?’
      

      
      ‘Mm, d’you need a ticket? I’d be delighted to escort you, if you can be up before seven,’ he told her.

      
      ‘How kind, that’s exactly what I was hoping – and I never rise after six, I’ll have you know! Miss Farren?’

      
      Eliza looked up from buttoning her satin glove, startled. ‘I wasn’t planning to go; I get enough of Sheridan at Drury Lane.’

      
      ‘Oh, but if Hastings of the East India Company is impeached for his bribe taking and warmongering, by means of Foxite eloquence,’ said Mrs Damer, ‘it’ll be a wonderful blow against corruption
         in high places.’
      

      
      ‘I must confess I’ve little head for politics,’ said Eliza.

      ‘That’s right,’ joked Derby, ‘when I rabbit on about by-elections
         and Third Readings and divisions, her eyes fog over.’
      

      
      ‘Miss Farren,’ said Mrs Damer as the ladies came down the steps of Derby House, ‘this won’t do.’

      
      Eliza half laughed at the grave tone.

      
      Mrs Damer put her hand on Eliza’s elbow. ‘You may think I’ve no right to say this, but … no one with intelligence and
         a feeling heart can remain aloof from politics today. Least of all a woman, since our sex is too often confined to ignorance
         and triviality. Why, my dear, the stakes haven’t been as high in a century! Is Britain to languish on under the corrupt and
         stagnant rule of Old George and his puppet Pitt, or will our Foxite friends seize their chance and drag the country – the
         Empire – into an era of liberal modernity?’ Her eyes were shiny with enthusiasm.
      

      
      Eliza, at a loss, found herself saying, ‘Perhaps I will come with you to the Hastings impeachment, then, if I may.’

      
      ‘Splendid. By the way, on a sillier matter,’ said Mrs Damer, leafing through the papers in her leather pocketbook, ‘my sister
         came across this in last week’s Chronicle. Did you ever see such tosh?’
      

      
      Eliza read the limp cutting.

      
      
         Some say a certain hippophile Earl must be at least half in love with Mrs D––r, to play his part so well at the R-ch––d House
               Theatre. If she can bring cold Marble to life, perhaps she can win his heart from her Thespian Rival, Miss F––n.

      

      
      ‘Oh, they’ll never leave off their inventing, will they?’ said Eliza, aiming for as light a tone as Mrs Damer’s.

      
      ‘Sometimes I suspect they throw all our names into a bowl –’

      
      ‘– pluck out two or three, and compose a fiction accordingly!’ From the Derby carriage Eliza waved goodbye. Mrs Damer wanted to be the one to show it to me, she was thinking. It was her way of saying I’ve nothing to fear from her.

      
      *

      
      In theory, ladies were banned from St Stephen’s Chapel, where the Commons sat, as too distracting a presence, but the doorkeepers
         of the End Gallery turned a blind eye as long as they got a few shillings from each visitor. Today the building was packed
         like a barrel of cod by eleven in the morning. The Members were squeezed on to their green benches and into the Side Galleries
         that were supported on slim white pillars, and the End Gallery was thick with visitors a good hour before Richard Brinsley
         Sheridan was scheduled to speak on the barbarous treatment of the Begums of Oudh (a phrase everyone in the World had by now
         learned to pronounce).
      

      
      ‘I’ve never seen the House like this,’ Mrs Damer marvelled to Eliza. ‘Usually there’s not a soul in here till two in the afternoon,
         and less than 200 out of the 558 Members show up at all.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t been here in years. How carelessly they’re dressed, considering they’re running the country,’ murmured Eliza. Most
         of the MPs were in the standard gentleman’s uniform of dark coat and breeches with white shirt and stockings, but she saw
         riding coats, boots, the odd wide-crowned black hat or old-fashioned tricorne, and some of them had even brought in their
         young sons.
      

      
      ‘Speaker Cornwall looks awake, for once,’ remarked Derby, pointing out a man in an enormous wig, hat and cloak. ‘He’s a shocking
         dozer; he always has a pot of porter on the arm of the Chair.’
      

      
      The Chair was more like a pulpit, Eliza thought. The many-branched chandeliers overhead blazed with wax candles; already it
         was uncomfortably hot and the air whirred with the sound of ladies fanning themselves. The building was ridiculously small,
         it couldn’t be more than sixty feet long. ‘I’d refuse to act in a theatre as cramped as this,’ she remarked and Derby laughed.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, ladies,’ said a Norfolk accent behind them, ‘but might I beg favour of you to remove your hats? Only that I’ve
         ridden through the night to see this show, but the headgear this year is so ridiculous high—’
      

      
      Derby bristled, but Eliza put her gloved hand on his arm. Mrs Damer had already lifted off her hat; it sat in her lap like
         a wedding cake. ‘We beg your pardon, sir,’ said Eliza.
      

      
      ‘No, no, I beg yours’ – and the stranger sank back on to his bench.

      
      Even bareheaded, she and Mrs Damer towered above the Earl sitting between them. ‘We couldn’t have you defending our honour
         in such a scrum,’ Eliza whispered in his ear.
      

      
      Derby’s lower lip twitched in amusement. ‘Oh, here’s the PM, as cool as ever.’

      
      William Pitt sat down on the front government bench, his long ungainly legs crossed before him like kindling, his pointed
         chin as hairless as a boy’s.
      

      
      ‘Hard to believe he’s been running the country for three years and he’s still only twenty-seven,’ murmured Mrs Damer resentfully.
         ‘Has any nation ever been tyrannised over by one so young?’
      

      
      It would have been comical, thought Eliza, if Pitt hadn’t been such a very serious character. ‘How old-fashioned he dresses,’
         she murmured, ‘embroidered silks and lace ruffles!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but that’s Court dress; he’ll have been with His Majesty at St James’s this morning.’

      
      Was it impossible for Eliza to spend more than five minutes in Mrs Damer’s company without exhibiting her ignorance?

      
      Now the young widow was bowing to friends at the other end of the Gallery: Lady Melbourne (vastly pregnant), the Devonshire
         House set, the Richmonds. Eliza felt a prickle of embarrassment. It was a fact that she and Mrs Damer were becoming friends
         – somehow, despite the disparities between them – so why did Eliza feel such a fraud, sitting here by her side?
      

      
      ‘Why is it that you almost never speak in the Lords, Derby?’ Mrs Damer was asking. ‘You’re proving such a splendid Lovemore—’

      
      ‘Oh, it’s easy among friends, when the lines are in my hand,’ he said ruefully. ‘No, my job is to canvass for Foxite votes
         behind the scenes. Quiet influence, civil manners, a word in the right ear at the right moment, that’s the thing.’
      

      
      Eliza smiled, wondering if this was something Derby regretted slightly.

      
      ‘I suppose, considering the eloquence of Fox and Sheridan and Burke, our Party hardly needs another orator,’ said Mrs Damer.
         ‘The vast majority of Members and peers are as mute as slugs,’ she told Eliza. ‘They come – if they bother to come at all
         – to vote as their leaders, or the King, or whim directs them.’
      

      
      It sounded to Eliza as if the two Houses were much like the two patent theatres: a handful of stirring speakers and a sea of listeners.
      

      
      ‘Do you ever wish you’d been a second son,’ Mrs Damer asked Derby, ‘so you could have sat in the Commons instead of the Lords?’

      
      ‘Oh, this is a more exciting arena,’ he admitted with a smile. ‘In the Upper House we only tinker and polish. Fox lives in
         dread of his nephew dying young, which would foist a barony on him and bump him upstairs! But you know, we peers have an immense
         influence; the Commons is full of our sons and brothers and chosen candidates,’ he said, encompassing the benches with a wave
         of his finger. ‘A good half of these seats are under patronage.’
      

      
      ‘Owned, you mean,’ said Mrs Damer sternly. ‘I do hope Reform will do away with many of the pocket boroughs.’

      
      ‘Well, yes, of course, that’s a laudable aim,’ he said rather defensively. ‘But till that time, I can assure you I put in
         two good men in Lancashire.’
      

      
      Interesting, thought Eliza, she seems even more of a Whig in her principles than Derby is.

      
      A stir in the House; Sheridan had risen to his feet. Derby craned to one side to see past the ranks of visitors. Elegant in
         a brown jacket, Sheridan looked strong in the shoulders; he pushed his notes aside and didn’t give them another glance. Beside
         him sat Fox, and that brilliant boy Windham, and Burke, the thin, sad-mouthed sage of the Whig cause in his tiny spectacles.
         Funny, Eliza thought, how two Dublin nobodies like Burke and Sheridan had come to such prominence in a Party of English aristocrats.
         Personally, she’d always found it best to downplay her Hibernian connections, especially since her father had lived up to
         the joke by dying of drink.
      

      
      The speech began, and Eliza soon had to admit that it was gripping. Sheridan surveyed the twenty-two high crimes and misdemeanours
         with which Warren Hastings was charged as former Governor-General of India, then he focused on the most serious. The Begums
         of Oudh were the venerable princesses of a noble family of Indian Muslims whose treasures had been seized by Hastings on the
         false pretext that the ladies had been fomenting rebellion. As Sheridan warmed to his theme, he shaped the mass of petty details
         into a grand drama. His eyes were brilliant; they transformed his face, so you barely noticed that patch of itchy red on his
         nose and cheeks that the government papers called his mark of Cain and attributed to brandy. He spoke fluently, Eliza observed, never rushing, never forgetting to face the Speaker; every figure
         and date came as if it had been burnt on to his memory. His voice was lulling and smooth – no trace of a brogue – but his
         words were fiery.
      

      
      She had to grant him this: Sheridan might be an appalling proprietor of Drury Lane – the stack of new plays he left unread
         was known as the Funeral Pile and it was clear he was really only in it for the cash nowadays, to fund his elections – but
         he was a masterful politician. And something else, which she respected rather more: a self-made gentleman. He’d started out
         in life no higher than Eliza – his father an Irish actor like hers – and look at him now. Without benefit of title, wealth,
         foreign travel or distinguished connections, he’d crafted himself into a man of the World. He moved, dressed, rode and spoke
         better than his titled colleagues (well, she supposed he had to); he’d even fought two duels over his beautiful wife. And
         recently he’d yoked his fortune to the highest star by joining Fox in playing mentor and bottle friend to the Prince of Wales
         – though Eliza sometimes wondered how they could bear the whims of such a petulant young lord.
      

      
      Some ladies to her right let out faint moans and Eliza paid attention to the speech again. Sheridan was describing the violation
         of the sanctity of the Zenana, where the Begums had lived in female seclusion. Hastings’s men, he revealed, had kidnapped
         and tortured the family’s loyal eunuchs to reveal the whereabouts of the treasure. Really, the thing was like some fantastical
         Oriental burletta; Eliza was on the verge of a giggle when she caught Mrs Damer’s eye and straightened her face.
      

      
      ‘The attack on the Begums stands for a whole shameful history of corruption,’ said Sheridan. ‘It exemplifies all that is rotten
         at the heart of the British Empire.’
      

      
      ‘Strong meat,’ murmured Mrs Damer.

      
      ‘Are the people of far-flung lands to be herded and trampled like beasts to fill the pockets of idle nabobs?’ he demanded,
         glancing up at the corner of the End Gallery where a knot of flashily dressed East India Company men sat, scowling over their
         canes. ‘Man,’ he declaimed, ‘was never meant to be the property of man.’
      

      
      Mrs Damer seized Eliza’s hand. ‘That’s one in the eye for the slavers!’
      

      
      As the afternoon wore on, the audience stirred and shifted, and some pushed their way out – Eliza was in a slightly desperate
         condition herself and wishing she hadn’t drunk coffee this morning – but the crowd never lessened. Derby’s footman shuffled
         along the row with a hamper of bread and cold meat for him and the ladies. ‘Gad,’ Eliza whispered, ‘it’s nearly six o’clock.
         The fellow has stamina. I’ll never call him a layabout again.’
      

      
      ‘And in all this time he’s never once lost his memory, nor his temper,’ marvelled Derby. ‘Sherry’s the best speaker we have.’

      
      Finally, standing tall and very still, Sheridan urged the House to impeach Hastings as a way of ensuring such barbarities
         would never be committed in King George III’s name again. ‘Would not the omnipotence of Britain be demonstrated to the wonder
         of nations by stretching its mighty arm across the deep’ – here his arm shot out to its full reach – ‘and saving, by its fiat,
         millions from destruction?’
      

      
      And Eliza, tired and uncomfortable, caught the fervour; she could almost see it, justice gliding across the surface of the
         earth like a dazzling white hand, transforming all it touched. Sheridan fell into his seat and mopped his face with a handkerchief.
         Burke crushed him in his arms; Fox ran over to kiss him and Windham patted his thigh. The House erupted like a firework display.
         Cheers rang out, howls and frantic applause. Men were on their feet, tears streaming down their faces; women flapped their
         fans like the wings of desperate birds. Down in the chamber the stiff-legged Members surged on to the floor. Anne Damer’s
         eyes were glittering with tears. Derby was shouting in Eliza’s ear, ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’
      

      
      No, it was gone now; she felt flat again.

      
      Pitt was consulting with Dundas; he stood up to announce that he’d support the Honourable Member’s motion after all. This
         caused a hum of surprise. ‘What, is he convinced?’ Eliza asked.
      

      
      ‘Not a bit, but he can read the mood of the House,’ Derby told her. ‘The ayes will have it!’
      

      
      For the vote, the End Gallery was cleared. ‘Thank God that’s over,’ said Mrs Damer as they emerged from Westminster Palace.
         ‘I don’t know about you, Miss Farren, but my nerves couldn’t take much more.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ said Derby, ‘a stronger-nerved pair of ladies I’ve never known.’
      

      
      They laughed like children, blinking in the orange sunset.

      
      ‘He should publish today’s speech,’ remarked Mrs Damer, ‘that would relieve some of his terrible debts, surely?’

      
      ‘Ah, but Sherry can’t abide publication; he claims the words wilt on the page.’

      
      ‘Ironic, for such a magnificent writer,’ complained Eliza.

      ‘The way he put it to me once,’ said Derby, beckoning to his driver
         and steering them towards the carriage, ‘he said – if you’ll pardon the language – he said, “History won’t give a damn what
         we’ve said, only what we’ve done.”’
      

      
      April 1787

      
      Their beautiful little theatre at the side of Richmond House was finally ready. It made all the difference, gave all their
         movements more dignity; instead of edging from side to side of a reception room, they entered and exited like proper players
         at last. The scheme was blue and gold, borrowed from the Queen of France’s stage in the Petit Trianon, according to Lady Mary,
         and there were comfortable chairs in raked rows, instead of the usual benches. Right now the only audience was Mrs Farren,
         embroidering E.F. on a handkerchief in the third row from the back.
      

      
      ‘Act One, Scene One, ladies and gentlemen, from the top, William and Sideboard playing cards,’ repeated Eliza, not letting
         her voice carry a trace of irritation. ‘And Sir Harry, do remember, it’s “A plague go with it!”’ she enunciated.
      

      
      ‘That’s what I say, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Yes, but it comes out rather like A play go with it. You must pronounce the two gs quite distinctly.’
      

      
      A sigh from the Baronet as he took up his pose.

      
      ‘I’m sorry to be such a tyrant about this,’ Eliza said charmingly, ‘but it’s the very first line of the play; we don’t want
         the audience muttering to each other, “What did he say?”, “What’s the fellow on about?”’
      

      
      The Players all tittered at her imitation of a crabby dowager.

      
      Eliza suppressed a yawn; her jaw barely moved. She was always running these days: a hackney to Drury Lane for morning rehearsals
         (she’d slept through two, and had to pay a steep fine of 10s. 6d each time), stewed beef brought in from a tavern (Mrs Farren
         prided herself on never letting her daughter go without a hot dinner), a change into a better dress, the Derby carriage to
         Richmond House to oversee rehearsals, then home to Great Queen Street for an hour with her script for next month’s new play,
         before Derby was at the door to take her to Drury Lane for that night’s performance of whatever it was, in the hopes of making
         2000 people laugh.
      

      
      Muslin the saucy maid scattered the pack of cards. ‘Ah, Mrs Bruce,’ murmured Eliza, ‘if you remember, it was decided that
         in rehearsal you should only pretend to throw the cards about, because they take so long to pick up again …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, a thousand excuses, Miss Farren,’ said Mrs Bruce, ‘I was so busy thinking of my lines, the thing went right out of my
         head!’
      

      
      They all waited, frozen in position, as the Richmonds’ house-maid ran in to collect the cards, far more deftly than Mrs Bruce
         as the maid in the play could have done.
      

      
      Sir Harry Englefield was relaxing into the kissing scene now, Eliza was glad to see. Where once he and Mrs Bruce had pecked
         the air stiffly, begging each other’s pardon, now they were going at it like veterans, smacking each other on the lips between
         every line. With an odd pang, Eliza remembered herself at thirteen in Liverpool, nerving herself for her first stage kiss
         with a stubbled actor – and finding out that it was no more intimate than any other bit of business.
      

      
      Dick Edgcumbe had got the knack of doing asides at last and the others were remembering not to look at him. ‘By all that’s soft, she listens to me!’ he hissed and leered.
      

      
      ‘Splendid,’ Eliza said, then wished she hadn’t, because he dropped his part, the pages coming loose from their string. Would
         he never have his lines off by heart?
      

      
      Derby, watching her, counted the twelve days they had left before the first performance of The Way to Keep Him. He would happily go on rehearsing under Eliza’s direction for the next ten years. It was the perfect excuse to spend the
         day with her, drinking in the elegant lines of her neck, the light in her aquamarine eyes, the angle of her fingertips when she held her fan. The repetitiousness of rehearsals never bored him; he was beginning for
         the first time to understand the alchemy his beloved worked on the stage at Drury Lane, night after night.
      

      
      ‘Now, enter the Widow Bellmour, reading—’

      
      Mrs Hobart ran on, holding her book, then bent her face to it.

      
      ‘Walk on while reading,’ Eliza reminded her gently, ‘as if lost in thought.’
      

      
      Derby caught Mrs Damer’s eye; they shared a little grimace of exasperation. How was a careless rake like Lovemore supposed
         to be passionately enamoured of a widow played by the stout, clumsy Albinia Hobart?
      

      
      ‘The fault I mean,’ she boomed, ‘is the want of due attention to the art of pleasing … To win a heart is easy; to keep it the difficulty.’
      

      
      ‘I do wish our manager could have played the Widow Bellmour herself,’ he breathed in Mrs Damer’s ear.

      
      ‘Richmond asked her, you know.’

      
      Derby hadn’t.

      
      ‘But she rejected the very idea of mixing amateurs with professionals.’

      
      ‘She’d have made a great Lovemore, even,’ he said, rueful, ‘if she hadn’t sworn off breeches parts years ago.’

      
      Mrs Damer nodded. ‘We’ll never be ready in a fortnight,’ she said grimly. ‘We badly need a burnishing.’

      
      ‘A polish?’

      
      ‘Yes, but done with a certain violence,’ she told him. ‘When the clay’s dried, one rubs it very hard all over with a smooth
         tool.’
      

      
      Derby’s mouth curled up in amusement.

      
      ‘My Lord?’ Eliza was crooking her finger; he’d missed his cue. Her tone was a little chilly. He never quite knew where he
         was with her these days. Sometimes she greeted him in the hall of Richmond House, her eyes sparkling, but other days he moved
         to greet her and she looked at him with the polite disdain of a stranger. He rushed to lounge on for his wooing of the bulky
         Widow, calling her ‘a palace in need of a tenant’.
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