
		
			[image: Cover of The Shocking Experiments of Miss Mary Bennet. The cover has a dark blue background with a pink oval in the centre. Inside the oval are the silhouettes of two women in regency dresses holding hands. Both women have their free hand held up at eye level. A yellow bird rests on one of their free hands, and an identical, dead bird lies in the free hand of the other. Around the border of the cover are yellow sparks of electricity. In each corner of the cover is a potion bottle, as well as an additional object. Going clockwise from the top left, these objects are a frog, lit up so you can see its skeleton, a needle and thread, an ornate pair of scissors and a worm.  ]
		

	
		

		
			About the Author

			MELINDA TAUB is an Emmy- and Writers Guild Award–winning writer. The former head writer and executive producer of Full Frontal with Samantha Bee, she is also the author of Still Star-Crossed, a young adult novel that was adapted for television by Shondaland, and The Scandalous Confessions of Lydia Bennet, Witch. (She also wrote that thing about the Baroness in The Sound of Music that your aunt likes.) She lives in Brooklyn.

		

	
		

		
			Also by Melinda Taub

			The Scandalous Confessions of Lydia Bennet, Witch

			Still Star-Crossed

		

	
		

		
			

			 

			 

			 

			The Shocking Experiments of Miss Mary Bennet

			 

			 

			Melinda Taub

			 

			[image: Arcadia logo]

		

	
		

		
			

			First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Arcadia

			An imprint of Quercus

			Part of John Murray Group

			 

			Copyright © 2025 East Pole, Inc. 

			 

			The moral right of Melinda Taub to be identified

			as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance

			with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			Jacket design and illustration by Caitlin Sacks.

			Jacket copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			 

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording,

			or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission

			in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations,

			places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

			events or locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

			 

			ebook ISBN 978-1-52943-994-6

			 

			Quercus

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			John Murray Group

			Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

		

	
		

		
			

			To Stella

		

	
		

		
			Contents

			About the Author

			Also By Melinda Taub

			Title 

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Part 1

			1. A Request for Assistance

			2. The Early Life of Mary Bennet

			3. Sanctum Sanctorum

			4. Enter Septimus Pike

			5. Mr. Pike’s Attentions

			6. An Offer to Pike

			7. Mamma; Reviving Papa

			8. Papa’s Condition

			9. In Which Two Gentlemen Refuse My Proposals of Marriage

			10. Pike’s Offer

			11. My Year As a Factory

			12. A Fornicator Inspires Me to Take Up My Research Once More

			13. Green

			14. It Happens

			15. Bennet’s Brights

			16. Pike After Death

			17. The Affair of the Netherfield Piano

			

			18. Holzmann Responds at Last

			Part 2

			19. Miss Darcy Invades

			20. The Venus Kiss

			21. To Work

			22. I Develop a Fixation

			23. Insufficient Blood

			24. Lightning Hill

			25. The Problem of My Hair

			26. No Title for This One

			27. Great Lengths Are Sometimes Necessary

			28. We Add the Bones

			29. The Fight

			30. The Events of the Night of 21 May, 18--

			31. In Which All Is Well

			32. I Am Engaged

			33. The Factory

			34. A Letter

			35. Longbourn

			Part 3

			36. Visitors

			37. Georgiana

			38. Pike

			39. Back to Longbourn

			

			40. Flora Britannica

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

			Discover more by Melinda Taub . . .

		

	
		

		
			Part 1

		

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			A Request for Assistance

			It does not matter at all that my mother never loved me. I have always known it; it has never signified. Reverend Quindley’s Admonishments for Godly Young Ladies says, “You are commanded to honor your father and mother, but there is no reciprocal demand placed upon them. Therefore love humbly, obediently, and without expectation.” Why should it distress me? I have never found much to interest me when it comes to her conversation, either. When one thinks about it from a purely logical perspective—which as you know, Herr Holzmann, I strive always to do—it is absurd that mothers and daughters are expected to be so firmly attached to one another solely because of the connection of blood. My mother did her duty by me; she fed me and clothed me and brought me up (nearly) to respectability. Certain species of newt, you know, eat their young, especially if there is a danger of overpopulation. My mother, herself cursed with far too many offspring and all of us daughters, is comparatively merciful.

			I lead with this, Holzmann, well aware that it will confuse you, for I have something very shocking to tell you, and I do not wish for you to draw the wrong conclusions. No doubt you are now quite bewildered: Why should your friend and colleague Sir Gregory suddenly write as though he were a young lady with difficult parents?

			

			(Do I sound pompous? I am told I often sound pompous. You have never said so, though. It tends to happen when I am nervous.)

			Here is the truth, my friend: The country squire Sir Gregory G—, with whom you have corresponded for many months on subjects ranging from mathematics to chemistry to the movement of celestial bodies, is actually a gentleman’s daughter of nineteen years. That is—me. My name is Miss Mary Bennet, third of five daughters of Mr. Bennet of Longbourn, Hertfordshire.

			There. I have told you at last.

			Dear Holzmann, do not be angry. If you have not already thrown this letter in the fire in disgust, I shall explain.

			I did not mean to deceive you, my friend—at least, not for long. After I read your enchanting little partial proof of Goldbach in the —— Journal, I was so taken with the neatness and creativity of it that I felt I simply must write you. However, I had by then learned not to expose my true identity when writing to men of letters. I will not bore you with the details, but had I not written under my true name, the isolation of rhodium would properly be attributed to me, not to Mr. Wollaston. I singed my eyebrows off for nothing.

			I meant only for “Sir Gregory” to pay you his compliments and then disappear again. I meant it as a favor to you as well—I did not intend to bring scandal upon you for corresponding with an unmarried female, for I did not know your domestic situation (and indeed still do not).

			I thought, truly, that that initial letter would be the beginning and end of Sir Gregory. But you wrote back, Holzmann. You not only wrote back, but you had the most gratifying things to say about the points I had raised in my letter, and—best of all—questions of your own.

			Is there anything better than a question you do not yet know the answer to? I could not help but let “Sir Gregory” take up the pen once more.

			

			It grieved me to deceive you, for I soon found in you such a friend as I have never known in all my life, even if we never wrote of anything personal. I do not know if you are twenty-five or sixty, married or single, rich or poor—only that you are a Swiss gentleman of letters. And yet I know you draw your integrals with little curls at the end to distinguish them from your S’s. I know that you prefer Leibniz to Newton, and that you look with as much scorn as I do upon the theory of phlogiston. In short, my friend, I know you better than I have ever known anyone, and you know me better than anyone has ever cared to.

			(I included the bit about my mother because I believe that cases of wayward young ladies such as I are often blamed on the mother. I assure you that no mother in the world could have prevented my being like this.)

			I tell you the truth now because I am in great danger. You will have noticed that this letter is burnt in places and smells more strongly of chemicals than usual. I must beg you to come here without delay, for matters are moving beyond my control. I believe you will, my friend, for even if you despise my deception, you will be unable to resist the knowledge I have to offer.

			If that does not draw you, I do not know you at all. Pray come quick, for if you do not, you may come not to aid me but to avenge my memory. Even now—

			But no, the sun is almost up, and I must post this without delay. I will tell you the rest when I see you.

			Yours sincerely,

			MISS MARY BENNET

			 

			I expected you by now, Holzmann.

			It is now nearly three weeks since my last letter. Not only have you not appeared in Meryton, but you have not even responded. I must own, sir, I am rather disappointed in you. I thought a man of such intellect would be better able to see past the prison of my sex in the name of the meeting of the minds that we have hitherto shared. In that, it seems, I am mistaken.

			

			I am not being pompous. When a friend has made it clear he no longer desires any intimacy, a withdrawal into frosty formality is, I believe, indicated.

			I suppose, Holzmann, I owe you a debt of gratitude. You have not, at least, written to my parents. Nor have I heard word of any of the theories or discoveries I shared with you as Sir Gregory making their way to the public under your name.

			Goodbye, Holzmann. I wish you all the best in your future endeavors. At least I wish I wished you the best. At the moment I own that my fondest wish is that you will forget all your Latin and discover a fossil that has been discovered a dozen times before. And then fall down a well.

			 

			(Later)

			Before I could post this letter, matters changed. I intended to let you go; I am afraid that will not now be possible. The situation has progressed; perhaps even where you make your home (London? As I always write to you care of the —— Journal, I’ve no idea where you live) you have heard of some of the strange events that have transpired around Meryton. The peculiar affair of the Netherfield piano, I believe, made the papers.

			Holzmann, you must come. It is your own work as much as mine that went into the creation of my—no, our—project. Indeed, were it not for your enthusiasm when I first proposed the idea of personal elementation, I am not sure I should have pursued the matter at all. Your warm support for the idea that human personalities, like matter, could be broken down into essential building blocks was, on the more frustrating days, what spurred me forward. That, and the wonderful book. I know, I know—I never told you in so many words that I planned to put our theories into practice. Well, I did, and I have, and now he has escaped and I do not know what I shall do.

			

			I remain,

			Your respectful colleague,

			MARY BENNET.

			P.S. Do, do, do come. If we can bring matters under control, I daresay our names will be inscribed in the annals of science alongside Newton and Cavendish and Copernicus. Yours will, at any rate.

			P.P.S. If it is the female issue that worries you, I assure you it needn’t. I have neither beauty nor charm. You will not, I promise, fall in love with me.

			P.P.P.S. Nor I with you.

			P.P.P.P.S. As you know I have never included a postscript before; now I have included four. From this you may deduce how my usually (I flatter myself) organized mind is in the greatest disorder. Please, Holzmann. I need you.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The Early Life of Mary Bennet

			Well. So this is how it is to be.

			Holzmann, I suppose you did me a favor by never responding to my pleas for help. Your complete silence has taught me a lesson that I ought to have learned long ago: There is no one in the world one can rely on but oneself.

			(Does that sound bitter? I do not mean to be bitter.)

			The situation is under control for the moment, you will be interested—or not—to know. It took considerable effort, and I daresay the neighbors will never look at me the same again, but it is done.

			Whether he will remain docile, or whether our problems are just beginning, I cannot say. However, I have decided to continue updating you. Perhaps you really do wish to reply to my letters but cannot for some reason—a long illness, maybe, or you performed that experiment with pure sodium that I advised against and blew your hands off. And if matters do worsen again, perhaps at the expense of my own life, I believe someone ought to know how this mess came about, even if that someone is handless.

			Holzmann, you have been my constant correspondent for many months; when it comes to the technicalities of my process, you already possess most of the particulars. However, since your own experiments have henceforth been unsuccessful, I suppose I should give you an explanation of how I came to study this subject. Perhaps a fuller account of the origin of my theories and my development as a woman of science will allow you to reproduce my work at last—or, as seems more likely to be necessary, to destroy my work.

			

			 

			I learned to read before I could talk. I was unusually late to speak, nearly four years old; in our large family no one seems to have been much concerned about this. I imagine it was considered a blessing in our noisy house.

			I was approaching my fourth birthday, and unease was at last growing that something might be truly wrong with my head, when a fateful spanking changed matters considerably.

			I had read all the books I could find, from my elder sisters’ primers to Mamma’s novels from the circulating library to even the housekeeper’s book of accounts—anything I could get my small hands on. No one believed I was really reading, of course, since I had never uttered a word, but they let me amuse myself by “pretending” to read.

			The trouble came when I ran out of books. I remember reading the last page of Mrs. Burney’s Evelina and starting to cry—not because I was moved by that ridiculous tale, but because I had read it four times already and sucked all the savor out of it. I felt that if I could not get some new ones my life would not be worth living. Unfortunately, the remaining unconsumed books were in my father’s study.

			My father’s study was my Shangri-La, my Camelot. It was the one place I was strictly forbidden to go. I was not a disobedient child, but I was also quite convinced in my baby mind that if I did not get something new to read I would die, so I felt I had no choice.

			At first I was discreet. I would slip in when no one was looking, grab a volume at random, and secret myself under the credenza. There I would read a few pages, just enough to take the edge off my thirst, then I would put it back in its place and slip out with no one the wiser. I even carefully maintained my father’s faults of alphabetization, though they drove me mad.

			

			As time went on and I was not caught, I grew bolder. I read more and more, longer and longer, until one day I became so absorbed in my volume of Dalton that I failed to hear my father come in, and he found me cross-legged on the floor with a volume nearly as large as myself open on my lap.

			I can remember the way my heart thumped in terror when I looked up and saw his astonished face, which quickly changed to fury. He grabbed the book, snapping it shut so fast that it pinched my fingers. When he found his voice, he roared, “Mrs. Bennet!”

			My mother came fluttering in, still holding the shirt she was sewing. “My dear, what is it—oh! Mary, you naughty girl, what are you doing with that?”

			“Mrs. Bennet,” he said, very sarcastically, “it matters little if your idiot daughter plays with your Gothic romances, but these are real books. She must not be allowed to damage them.” And he turned me over his knee and rapidly spanked me thrice.

			“I do not care if you s-spank me,” I sobbed as my mother wrenched me free. “O-only let me r-r-read the rest of the p-page. I want to know what Dalton said about the relative weights of carbon and phosphorus.”

			At this, both my parents stared at me, dumbfounded. My father let the book of Dalton’s fall from his hands in astonishment; I caught it with a look of reproof.

			“Mary,” said my mother, “you can talk?”

			“It appears so,” I said. “I never tried before.”

			“Good God,” said my father. “Did the child really read all that?”

			“Of course I did,” I said, wiping my nose.

			

			“And why not?” my mother demanded, replacing my sleeve with a clean handkerchief. “She is your child, Mr. Bennet. If you are clever enough to read such things, why should not she be? Good heavens, Mary, stop sniffling in that disgusting fashion.”

			“Yes,” said my father faintly. “Why not.”

			You may imagine that all this created a bond between my father and me, but it did not fall out that way. Oh, for a time he enjoyed showing me off to his friends; I was even allowed in his library on occasion. But I soon ran through all the volumes he had, and when I tried to discuss them with him, it became clear that, at least when it came to volumes of natural philosophy, I understood them a great deal better than he did. Papa fancies himself a gentleman of letters, but really, his library, while broad, is shallow. His Latin and German are poor, and—pardon the unfilial sentiment—his mathematics execrable.

			My father was not jealous that I understood more than he did. He simply did not believe it. When I began to beg, with increasing urgency, for more books to continue my studies of the natural sciences, he simply decided that I did not understand them, that I had been putting on airs, and that that was quite enough of that.

			What is a young natural philosopher to do? Well, I could only make the best of things. Mamma, having discovered that shoving an unread book into my hands would keep me quiet for hours at a stretch, borrowed as many as she could from the neighbors. Few of them had libraries even as fine as Papa’s, though, and I had soon read every book within ten miles that was deemed suitable for a young lady’s eyes (and quite a few that were not).

			But the one true ally I had in my quest for more advanced knowledge: my father’s cousin, Rev. Henry Bennet—known in our household as Harry. He was rector to our small parish, and his passion for learning made him a staunch friend to both myself and my father. He even persuaded my father to take me along to an electrical salon.

			

			I can still remember how my heart pounded with excitement as the carriage lurched along toward Harry’s friend’s house. I was bursting with questions about electrical fire, but as my father, who hated leaving home, grew more sarcastic with every bump in the road, I held my tongue.

			“Still don’t see why we must bring the child all this way,” my father grumbled. “This sort of exhibition was old in my father’s day.”

			Harry winked at me. He was shy and stammering with most adults, but grew steadier when speaking to me or Papa. “Mary was not here in your father’s day,” he pointed out. “Besides, electrical fire still contains many mysteries. Perhaps one of us shall be the next Franklin or Galvani.”

			“Hmph,” said Papa, but he looked pleased, and I stopped worrying he would turn the carriage around.

			There were perhaps a dozen of us crowded into a small salon. The electrician, a tired-looking man in a stained cravat, seemed as bored by his own demonstrations as Papa claimed to be, but I was in heaven. His apparatus consisted mainly of a great glass globe held by a metal frame and attached to a crank, and it required all Mamma’s lessons in etiquette to keep me from rushing forward to get my hands on it. From the moment he had the servants draw the curtains, leaving us in darkness, I felt a thrill go through me. There was a soft whirr as he turned his glass globe against the cloth, then we all went ooh (even Papa) as he waved his metal wand, lighting up this artificial night with a shower of sparks.

			He showed us all the old standbys—the artificial aurora, arcing blue-green between two poles; using electrical power to turn a book’s pages without touching it. It was all new to me, and I felt I was nothing but eyes and ears and tongue, existing only to see the sparks, hear the sizzle, taste the strange tang in the air.

			He concluded by having us all hold hands in a line. I took hold of my father on one side. On the other, a small and rather sweaty hand slipped into mine, and I realized in surprise that there was another young girl in attendance. I had been so busy staring at the electrician’s equipment that I had scarcely noted the other guests. We exchanged shy smiles, and then the electrician closed the hand of the man at the end of the line around a jar wrapped in some kind of metal foil. He himself took the hand of the lady at the end, and dipped a metal rod into the jar.

			

			Zzzzap!

			A tingle raced through me. A flutter, like nervousness, or excitement, flooded my body starting from the stranger’s hand. There was minor pain, too, shooting through my chest like longing. Her fingers twitched against mine and she gave a soft oh.

			The adults were not so poised. “I say!” said Papa, and several ladies screamed and one swooned. The electrician immediately set about apologizing—it seemed the shock had been rather stronger than he intended. I turned away, wondering if I could get him to do it again. It had hurt, but only a little, and what was that next to the thrill of touching the mysteries of creation?

			I looked at the girl. The perfect ringlets that had hung around her face were now in some disarray. Short hairs stood out all around her face, like a sort of electrical halo. I reached out to touch it without thinking and we gasped as another shock went through us both. We had neglected to let go of each other’s hands.

			Holzmann, I cannot tell you what this first taste of electrical fire did to me. Mind and body, I felt consumed by it. I felt as if I had a body for the first time, as if the spark had created me instead of merely passing through me. The sensations I felt—I am a young lady, so I shall mention only my fingertips, a warmth in my cheeks, and a tingle in the tip of my nose, but please believe that every part of me felt—well, it felt. On the carriage ride home it still shivered over and through me. My fingers clenched around the remembered sensation of that shock passing from the stranger’s hand into mine, up my arm, and thrilling through my chest until my father carried it away again.

			

			“Admit it, cousin,” Harry teased Papa. “You enjoyed yourself.”

			“Yes, well, it’s always a very gaudy display. That young showman, though, what a charlatan. Did you hear him spinning tales to that young lady? Telling her electrical fire could be used to transform one metal to another, or even create living insects from nothing! Preposterous.”

			“Yes,” Harry admitted. “Most of it.”

			“Most?”

			“I know this talk of spontaneous generation is nonsense, but when he called it ‘the spark of life,’ well, we do not really know what electrical fire is, do we?”

			“Nonsense.”

			“Biblical scholars talk of the ‘spark of the divine.’”

			“Oh, don’t go all churchy on me.”

			Harry just laughed. “What do you think, cousin Mary?” he asked.

			“I should like one of those great glass globes,” I said.

			Papa laughed as though I’d made a joke. I leaned back against the seat, ignoring the jouncing. The spark of the divine. The stuff of life itself.

			Harry was a good friend to me all that year, most kind. No, not kind—kindness implies doing something one would rather not, and Harry, I think, genuinely enjoyed my company. He often solicited my opinion on scientific matters, first with the mock gravity of one humoring a child, and then with real interest. He was like me in many ways: shy, odd, clever, passionate about answering the questions the world posed. Sadly he caught consumption and we lost him. His death, in the very room where I now reside, was for me a harrowing ██████████ ████████████████████ █████ █ ██████ █████████████ ██████████

			Apologies, Holzmann, I let my pen run away with me. It is my research you care about, not my juvenile melancholy. I have scratched out the extraneous details. I mention Harry only because he influenced the path of my experiments in several ways:

			

			
					As previously mentioned, he introduced me to electrical fire.A. His subsequent passing associated it forever in my mind with life and death. The phrase the spark has gone out echoed in my mind for months after.

B. It seemed as though that strange awakening the shock brought about never entirely went away. Whenever I see a girl or lady who reminds me of my electrical companion, I feel a phantom shock pass through me. Electricity is never far from my mind, for it seems to have imprinted permanently upon my physiology. I soon began to wonder what else it could do.



					My father, who was also very fond of Harry, had tolerated my interest in the sciences whilst he lived. However, he never truly believed I understood as much as Harry claimed. Afterward, without our mutual friend to tie us together, I was exiled from his library for good.

					In his will, Harry left each of us Bennet girls a legacy. The others got a few pounds each. I alone got something special. Harry left me a book. Reverend Quindley’s Admonishments for Godly Young Ladies. It has been my constant companion ever since.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Sanctum Sanctorum

			Harry was not the only relation who took an interest in us Bennet girls. My uncle Gardiner, Mamma’s brother, was a wealthy manufacturer in town. He and my aunt were great favorites with us. When my elder sisters Jane and Lizzy each turned twelve, the Gardiners began to take special interest in them. Each was invited to visit the Gardiners in town shortly after her twelfth birthday, and continued to visit frequently after that. Naturally, when they came to visit shortly after my twelfth birthday, I assumed my turn had come. They were sophisticated London people; surely, in them, I would find like-minded friends at last.

			I had never been to London, and longed to see it, but I think the principal reason for my excitement was simply the prospect of being distinguished for special attention. Since Harry died, I had never had any to speak of. At best, I was one of an undifferentiated mass of Bennet sisters. At worst, my attempts at society provoked blank stares, awkward silences, and even titters behind gloved hands. There is a trick to being easy in company, and I have never been able to learn it.

			I believe that when the Gardiners arrived, they did have the intention I imagined. They had never spent much time with me, and from the first day of my visit, they did much to distinguish and encourage me: bringing me on carriage rides, asking me to play for them, and doing their best to draw me into conversation. They even talked to me about science. My uncle’s factories were concerned with the dying of cloth, and as such he was fairly well versed in chemical processes and could converse sensibly about the latest advances. He seemed impressed by my understanding of them.

			

			His wife, in particular, fascinated me. She was a little younger than he was, and still very beautiful—so beautiful, I felt at the time, that it hurt to look at her. At twelve, I had a fascination with female elegance. I often found my gaze lingering on their faces and forms, which I realized must be because of a sort of collegial curiosity. I was the only one of my sisters who was not pretty, but I had not yet given up hope that I might achieve it. With study and effort I had left my sisters in the dust at embroidery, music, and mathematics—why should beauty be any different? So everything my aunt did, I studied, from her laugh to the way she absently brushed back the charming little curl that kept springing forth from her coiffure. To be singled out by someone so elegant—what lady of twelve can ask for more?

			I fear the effect of all this unaccustomed attention upon me was rather overwhelming. My excitement at spending time with these clever, cosmopolitan people thrilled me like a drop of water in the desert; if no one in Meryton liked me, I decided, it was simply because they were sleepy and stupid, not because I myself was inadequate. Here at last were people who understood. I had visions of them adopting me, asking me to stay with them forever. I longed to hear them say I was their favorite niece.

			Unfortunately, my excitement undammed the considerable force of my personality. It is so hard, don’t you find, not to be too much? Or perhaps that is a problem only young ladies face. In any case, I was excessive in every way a twelve-year-old can be. I followed them about, talking to them of calculus, and demanding that they listen to more and more music. I studied hard to make my conversation sophisticated and pleasing, using my aunt’s genteel manners as my guide. I believed I had succeeded until one day I overheard them talking.

			

			“We are agreed then?” my uncle was saying. “We won’t ask little Mary back to town with us?”

			My aunt sighed. “Indeed not. It is too bad, for she badly needs the polish, but I declare I cannot spend one more day in her company. Such a profoundly irritating, bragging manner she has! Always putting herself forward! It is most unseemly.”

			“Too true,” said my uncle. “And that strange, affected way she talks—my dear, I believe she is imitating you!”

			“Good heavens,” she said. “No, I cannot face it. I should like to do something for her, for plain as she is she will need all our help, poor thing. But one has one’s limits. Let us ask Elizabeth again instead.” (The next day they did.)

			As I listened to their conversation, my face grew hot and prickled with mortification. I fled to my room, closed the door softly, flung myself on the bed, and cried.

			Do not feel sorry for me. My aunt’s careless words were the best thing that could have happened to me. As I cried, you see, I began to worry that someone would walk in and see my tears. Perhaps Mamma would even deduce what had happened, and prevail upon them to invite me after all; if that happened I would die of shame. No one must know.

			Smothering my sobs, I burrowed to the back of my closet, intending to cry myself out where no one could see.

			There I sat, for minutes or hours, my tears cresting and ebbing and returning again. No one indulges in self-pity like the twelve-year-old female. At last I had cried myself out and lay there in a weak and exhausted daze, feeling a thousand years older than I had that morning. Gradually, my fingers began worrying at a crack on the back wall.

			

			Tracing it, I found it was too regular to be a mere flaw. There was no latch or knob, but there was a section about three inches long where the groove ran a little broader and deeper, just the right width for slim little fingers to dig in.

			My heart was by now pounding with excitement. What had I found? I told myself sternly that it was nothing, that I had simply found the scars of long-ago renovations, but my sorely bruised heart would not believe it. I needed something, something to be for me.

			And He must have heard a miserable child’s prayer, because the next moment, there was a shriek of protest from the wall and the section bounded by the crack swung outward an inch. A breath of musty, ancient air puffed forth. It was a door.

			It was by now evening and the sun was down. (Tea must have come and gone without anyone thinking to look for me.) I returned to my room for a moment to take up a candle—how lucky I was that none of my sisters shared my chamber!—and then I pried the door the rest of the way open.

			It is a good thing I have no fear of spiders or mice, for quite a few of both made their home in that forgotten chamber. I could not avoid their webs, which brushed my face and clothing as I fumbled forward. Raising the candle, I found I was at the foot of a spiral stair, so narrow and steep that it was more like a sort of ladder. At the top I found another door, stuck as tight as the first, but this one had a knob at least. After managing to pry it open, I took up the candle again and stepped beyond the threshold.

			It was a small chamber, but high-ceilinged. A small skylight displayed a few stars, and a pair of grimy windows looked out onto the roof of the kitchen. The room held a sturdy wooden table and a few chairs, and there was another door at the back, but this one was stuck tight.

			I do not know what that secret room was for. Perhaps some ancestor of mine had used it to hide priests in, or as a smuggler’s bolt-hole. It was cramped, and musty, and bare. I did not care. I had wanted something that was mine; well, here it was.

			

			Luckily, I do not need as much sleep as most do. Each night, after the household went to bed, I would steal up to my sanctuary. Gradually, I cleared the dust and grime of decades, and made the place my own. (The maids could not understand how my nightclothes got so dirty. I let them believe I had been sleepwalking.) By spiriting away some old glass jars, and the remains of some chemicals and equipment that my father had ordered and then lost interest in, I soon had the beginnings of a makeshift laboratory.

			I was in heaven. My aunt and uncle’s rejection was all but forgotten. Why had I been trying so hard? My aunt was right; it was intolerable. I did not like other people any more than they liked me. I saw that I ought to stop trying to force myself into the mold of a pretty young lady they would approve of, and instead simply abjure company altogether. My lack of beauty would distress no one if there was no one to see it. If I did not press my presence upon them, they would be relieved and I would be free.

			 

			The shaking in my hand is growing worse. I am getting one of my sick headaches. For some reason they often seem to appear when the subject of my looks arises. I had better lay down my pen for now. I shall take up the tale tomorrow.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Enter Septimus Pike

			At first my little laboratory was not fit for much. I had scant supplies. I reproduced the simple experiments I found in my reading, but I soon satisfied myself that the candle under the bell jar would, indeed, snuff itself, that the period of the pendulum remained the same even as its length decreased, and that the juice of a red cabbage would change color based on whether a solution was acid or alkaline.

			I wanted more. I needed more.

			Do you have any idea, Holzmann, how much a glass phial costs? I hope not. I hope you are a gentleman of independent means, and that the cost is nothing to you. Or perhaps you are affiliated with some university and need not fear the cost of breakage because they will replace it for you. Heavens, what a luxury that must be! Alas, I have little money. My allowance is not designed to stretch to more than shoe roses and the occasional bun. It was enough for a few phials and a gas lamp, no more.

			I quickly sold such possessions as I had, which amounted to some hair ornaments I never wore and a few pieces of ugly jewelry. In my desperation, I even turned to alchemy. This, too, failed me, though not for the reason you might expect—I actually found it quite easy to turn lead into gold, but have you seen the price of lead these days? Highway robbery. I would almost do better to turn gold into lead. It is all those lead musket balls, I suppose, that have to be forged to blow Napoleon’s head off.

			

			It did not help that the equipment I longed for the most was delicate and must be ordered specially from America. Yes, more than anything, I craved a proper electrical apparatus. Where most young girls dream of handsome swains, I lusted after a great glass globe, a copper rod, and Leyden jars. Such things cost a great deal more than a pair of shoe roses.

			It took a great deal of thought, but I did come up with a solution—one that, if not exactly socially sanctioned, was at least socially invisible.

			It unfortunately involved becoming more closely acquainted with a certain Mr. Septimus Pike.

			Mr. Pike was one of the clerks of a Meryton lawyer called Phillips, who was married to my mother’s sister. Poor Pike! Even when alive, he was never terribly appealing. Not to me, at least. I believe he was generally considered handsome enough, but I could never see it. I disliked the way he smelled. I dislike the way most people smell, especially men—a sensitive nose is a boon in a laboratory but a curse in daily life. Pike smelled of the tools of his trade—ink, paste, and old ledgers not dusted recently enough. I did, however, find him interesting. He was tall, with the slightly pinched tallness of a young man who had grown beyond what his master was willing to feed him, and his wrists stuck out of his sleeves an inch or more. I had often found myself going in to dinner on his arm, after the more eligible young men had maneuvered to escort my prettier sisters. A young man in his position—“Hanging on to a place in society by his fingernails,” my aunt once sniffed—might have tried too hard to please, but he rarely smiled and never flattered. His gaze was clever and appraising, more the young squire than the penniless apprentice.

			Of course, I was appraising him right back.

			

			I chose Mr. Pike as my accomplice of all the people in Meryton for several reasons.

			
					I could see he would welcome a bit of extra income. I’d often seen him glaring sullenly at the young gentlemen of the village strutting about in boots polished to a high shine and blinding white cravats. Mr. Pike dressed neatly but shabbily. Anyone with eyes could see how he hated it.

					No one paid much attention to him. He was not common enough to associate with servants and tradesmen, nor fine enough to move in genteel circles. He was, to a large extent, invisible. This suited my purpose admirably.

					I could easily speak to him privately. It was the simplest thing in the world to claim I had a message or a parcel for my uncle and slip into his office; everyone knew that he spent most of his afternoons dozing in his parlor. If I went on the third Thursday of the month, the senior clerk’s day off, I would usually find it empty except for Pike.

			

			 

			The first time I slipped in to see him, he was surprised. “Your uncle’s inside,” he said.

			“Yes, I know. I came to see you.”

			His eyebrows shot up. He carefully put his pen back in the inkwell and leaned back from the ledger he was copying. “Me? I am flattered. What can I do for you, Miss Mary?”

			“You can sell this for me.” I put a sack about the size of my fist on his desk.

			Pike chuckled. “What is it? Hair ribbons? Some fine embroidery, perhaps?”

			“It’s gunpowder.”

			

			Pike froze. After a moment, he opened the sack and sniffed it, then took a few granules between his fingers. Carefully he closed it and looked back at me.

			“Where did you get this?” he asked.

			I considered lying. However, most of the essays and sermons I read caution against deceit, especially in females. Since I am often obliged to lie anyway, I do try to be honest when I can. Hopefully the scales will still balance. I have a great abundance of some other virtues, such as chastity.

			“I made it,” I said. “It is easy enough if you know how, if rather messy.” It’s true, by the by. The process involves charcoal, a tract of land where rotting flesh has been buried, and—well—the contents of chamber pots. All of those are, of course, easily found on a farm. Anyone with patience and a strong nose could do it. Let me know if you would like the recipe, Holzmann.

			Pike gave a snort of incredulous laughter. “Cooked it up in the kitchen, I suppose, alongside the day’s soup.”

			“Certainly not. My mother would never allow me to make soup.”

			“But gunpowder is permitted?”

			“Ah. Well.” This was the delicate bit. “She doesn’t know, actually. As a matter of fact, Mr. Pike, I would prefer that you not mention this to—well, anyone.”

			“And you wish me to sell it?”

			“Well—yes.” I shifted from foot to foot. “It will sell, won’t it? There are all those soldiers about, and it’s almost hunting season…” I felt a twinge of uncertainty. I had never considered that my months of disgusting labor might be for nothing. I stretched out a hand to take the bag back.

			He swiftly pulled it back toward him. “Oh, it’ll sell all right, for a pretty penny, too, if it’s the real stuff.”

			“It is.”

			“Come now, where did you really get it? Raided your father’s hunting chest, I suppose.”

			

			“No! I told you. I made it.”

			He eyed me. “You’re a strange one, Miss Mary.”

			“So I have many times been told.”

			It was a strange conversation we were having, too. There are certain proprieties when a young man speaks to a single young lady. We were observing none of them.

			“It’s very fine gunpowder,” I said. “I tried it out in the woods, using one of my father’s rifles. It fires very smoothly. I shot two pheasants.”

			He said nothing. He was still staring into the bag.

			“Well,” I said, “good day to you,” and I retrieved the bag and turned to go.

			A hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

			I jumped. Turning, I snatched my hand back. “Sir?”

			“No deal until we test the merchandise, miss,” he said, and, before I could cry out, he grabbed the bag and threw a pinch of my gunpowder into the fire.

			Gunpowder on its own is not terribly explosive. It requires compression by a bullet or bomb before it can tear flesh. But of course it will put on a show. There was a sharp bangbangBANG and a series of rapid flashes of white light that made me throw an arm across my face.

			“Well,” he said calmly. “That seems to be in order.”

			“Mr. Pike! Why would you do that?”

			For the first time since I’d known him, he smiled. “It is an improvement over copying out contracts in triplicate.”

			“Ah.” I pressed a hand to my racing heart.

			“Very well,” he said. “I’ll sell it for you. I daresay Sir William’s steward will buy it. The Lucases are always inviting too many guests to hunt.”

			“Thank you, sir,” I said. “You may keep half of my profits, as a token of my gratitude.”

			He looked amused again. “How gracious. Now get out of here; the noise may draw Poll from the kitchen.”

			

			I left, but the bright spots danced in front of my vision for some time. Later I found that the cinders had burnt holes in my petticoat. Mamma scolded me for my carelessness.

			A week later I slipped into Uncle’s office again. Pike had four shillings, which we split as promised. We soon had a regular arrangement. I would bring him gunpowder or other creations, and he would sell them. With my portion of the funds I sent away for glassware and a proper burner and everything else I needed for my laboratory.

			For a time, there was between me and Pike a comradeship of sorts. I found that, though he had been forced to terminate his education early, he had a quick understanding. I lent him my journals, and soon he was not only sourcing supplies for me but suggesting alternatives. He seemed to enjoy having a secret with me, and I admit I did, too. Sometimes when my family dined at my uncle’s, he would catch my eye and say something smooth and respectful that nevertheless guided my uncle to greater heights of pontification. Then he would catch my eye and I would be forced to smother a laugh in a napkin.

			But I was growing older. I came out very young, as all my sisters did, for my mother could not abide the thought of missing the chance to snare a husband. Soon hair curlers and dancing lessons were most seriously impinging on my research time. I found I loathed dancing at balls. I hated getting a step wrong, hated the stilted conversation with some partner or other who had only asked me in order to ingratiate himself with one of my sisters, and most of all, I hated the moment when the dance ended, and I sat down and overheard those about me praising the grace and charm and beauty of every Miss Bennet but I.

			If there was one guest enjoying Meryton balls as little as I, it was Pike. Few mammas would allow their daughters to waste their time with a lowly clerk. Of course they could not refuse a request to dance unless they wished to sit down the rest of the evening, so I often watched them flee before he could greet them.

			

			And so, at many a ball, Pike and I had no one to speak with but each other.

			“It is not your fault, you know,” I assured him on one occasion.

			He fidgeted with his cuffs, tucking away a loose thread. “It’s only their presumption that irritates me. They flee to avoid a request I had no intention of making.”

			“You do not dance?”

			“Not with these—” He bit back the end of the thought. “These ladies.”

			“Ah.”

			“I will dance with you, if you like,” he said, glancing at me sideways.

			I made a face. “Must I?”

			“I suppose you, too, have been instructed not to waste your time with me.”

			“I may have been. Mamma talks so much that one loses track. But it’s not you. I would much rather not dance at all. It is a torture for me, those who watch me, and the feet of the young man who partners me.”

			He laughed at that. “It is true. You are quite the worst dancer in the county.”

			I found his honesty rather a relief.

			“So why did you speak to me?”

			“I wanted to ask if you could get me some more sheep’s blood. You see—oh, drat, here comes Mamma. And she’s got Tim Lucas in tow. Pretend you have just offered to turn for me at the piano after supper.”

			“Why pretend?” he asked, and took my arm and led me over to the piano, where we perused sheet music and discussed the price of sheep’s blood.

			Ball after ball passed this way. Months turned to years. My sisters acquired suitors; I did not. I could not regret any man in particular—they invariably failed to please my sensitive nose—but it was rather humiliating, to be left standing alone time and again. Nor did my dancing improve. I very soon gave relief to all of Meryton society by deciding that I would dance no more. Pike and I used our meetings at balls to conduct business and ignored the way everyone else was ignoring us.

			

			Abetted by the small but steady revenue of my business with Pike, I was able to modestly improve my little laboratory. A full sized electrical rig remained a distant dream, but I got hold of some makeshift Leyden jars and a bit of chemical equipment. I was attempting to discover what made up the living self—not the mere dead flesh, but the spark of life, as I’d heard all those year ago. The theory of bodily humors is, of course, considered hopelessly old-fashioned, but I believed it might have been discarded too quickly. You see, I was inspired by the great strides humanity was making in the study of chemistry. Every day, it seemed, new elemental chemicals were identified and isolated. If the physical world was made up of such building blocks, I reasoned, ought it not be possible to distill humanity down to its purest components as well? There must be reasons, after all, why we were the way we were. Suppose I could derive the source of Jane’s sweetness, or Elizabeth’s charm, or Papa’s indolence, and bottle them up to study in their purest form? Imagine what a relief it would be if, before a ball, I could simply take a spoonful of medicine that would transform me into the sort of girl who liked balls!

			It remained purely theoretical. However, I did find that by subjecting the blood of farm animals (procured for me by Pike) to a process I designed of dilution, basification, exposure to a mild charge, and induced precipitation, I obtained very different results based upon the species and, indeed, even the individual. Some had a meaty stink and were nearly as clear as water; others smelled sweet and were thick and dark; and everything in between. They had strange properties. One batch of serum remained an eerie blood-warm temperature no matter how long it remained in a phial. Another looked almost metallic and seemed to move in response to my voice.

			

			My results were inconsistent, however, and nearly impossible to quantify. I was sure that I was on track to discovering what might be called the elements of life; but how to prove it? I could find no way to use these serums, interesting as they were, nor to demonstrate that they were the building blocks I believed—until a lucky bit of feline carnage. I refer to the bird Cariad.

			Cariad was the first recipient of what I now call the Procedure. You see, I had been performing the usual electrical experiments—making the legs of a recently deceased frog twitch and jump, etc.—when one day I heard a thump overhead. I opened the skylight and in sauntered a great black tomcat from the barn with something struggling in his jaws. I got there just as the poor little bird, with a desperate flutter, expired under Jack’s needle-sharp teeth. He then lost interest and, seeing me, laid the little corpse at my feet with a proud swish of his tail. It was a tiny finch—Carduelis spinus, if I am not mistaken—and its brilliant green-yellow feathers practically glowed against the dull floorboards. It would have made a pretty painting, were it not for the bloody hole in its chest.

			I looked from the poor little finch to my electrical equipment. The stuff of life.

			I laid its little body in a tub of salve I had recently synthesized from pig’s blood, which seemed to have some interesting conductive qualities. I wrapped wires around its exposed heart. Then I turned the crank on my little electrostatic generator.

			I expected no more than the kind of grisly twitch I got from the frog’s legs. But after a moment, the creature fluttered its eyes open. Frantically it pecked at the wires trailing into its chest, which luckily were not attached very tightly or else it might have ripped its own heart out. I held it down and carefully freed it from the wires. It flew around the room in a frenzy, and then landed on a beam overhead. I held out a finger. Cautiously, it flew down and perched.

			

			I examined it, holding as still as I could. It cocked its head, examining me with one bright little eye that had been dull moments before. I had initiated the Procedure at the instant of death—but it had been dead. Electricity and one of my serums had brought it back.

			Subsequent attempts to replicate the bird’s revival were unsuccessful. Either I had not isolated the role of the serum, or the animals were too far past the point of death, or—as I increasingly suspected—my current equipment was not powerful enough. My little bird colleague remained, though, reminding me that it was possible. It lived on seeds and nuts like a normal bird, and though it sometimes grew listless, I found that a few sips of the dark sweet serum soon had it chirping and alert. And yet, the gaping hole in its chest never healed. It never seemed to distress it, though I could see its little heart fluttering in the open air. I longed more than ever for a proper rig. With more power, who knew what I might do?

			I know I ought not to have named it. It is a research subject, not a pet. But it happened by accident. Cariad sings so much, you see, and his whistles and chirps reminded me of one of the postboys who come through Meryton. He is Welsh and very musical—always singing or whistling is Owen. And when he helps change the tired horses, he talks to them. “There now, cariad,” he croons. “You’ve done a good day’s work. Time to rest now, cariad.”

			It means “beloved” in his tongue. Once it popped into my head, I could not seem to shake it off—the bird was Cariad, and that was final. He soon learned to perch on my shoulder, singing merrily, heedless of the hole in his chest.

			So captivated was I by this development, and so bent upon repeating it, that I failed to notice that my business associate had begun to regard me in a new light.

			As I had grown into a plain young woman, Pike had become rather a handsome young man. Several times he abandoned me for weeks on end in pursuit of some young lady or another. I did not mind; he had, I thought, excellent taste, and I liked watching their pretty faces laugh and blush and sigh. It seemed he could be quite charming when he chose. Still, those liaisons always ended the same way. Pike was too poor even to make a go of it as a fortune hunter. After a ball or two, the flirtation would be cut off, and Pike would end up back at my side.

			

			And then he had to go and ruin it all by asking me to marry him.

			It began—as practically everything does in this stultifying town—at a ball. During supper I played two most difficult concertos, as usual, and Mr. Pike turned for me, but when the musicians came back from their rest he abruptly held out his arm and said, “Miss Mary, will you do me the honor of dancing the next set?”

			“What?” I said.

			He looked faintly annoyed. “I asked you to dance.”

			“I know. I am not deaf. Why?”

			Again, that flicker of irritation. But he smoothed it away. “Is it strange,” he said, with a smooth little bow, “that I should wish to dance a reel with the loveliest and most amiable young lady in the room tonight?”

			Ah. Now I believed I understood. He wished to practice his gallantry upon me. Perhaps there was some young lady in the crowd tonight to whom he wished to make his addresses, and he wanted to try them out on me.

			Well. I supposed I owed him for all the page-turning, not to mention the sheep’s blood. “Oh, all right,” I said, “but only one set, mind,” and I gave him my arm.

			I tried not to look too bored as he led me through the dance. He was really not such a bad dancer, but I could not conceive of why he would waste our time this way.

			“Your uncle has a fine house,” he said.

			“Hmm? Oh. I suppose.” My uncle’s house had no room suitable for a laboratory, and the lights of town would quite likely obscure any attempts at viewing the rings of Saturn.

			

			“It would be an excellent home for a respectable gentleman’s family. It is too bad that they never had any children of their own.” He did not sound very sorry.

			“Do you think so?” My aunt Phillips, at least, had always seemed perfectly content to borrow my younger sisters, Lydia and Kitty, and send them home when she tired of them. I wondered if any natural philosophers had ever examined the motherhood-by-proxy instincts of childless aunts. I was sure I had observed it in sheep as well as humans. Perhaps mother love was so strong that it must find an object, even an unnatural one, as with the ewe in our barn that I had observed insistently raising a chicken.

			Whilst musing upon this I realized belatedly that my dancing partner had continued talking. “—not imagine a more charming helpmeet,” he was saying.

			“Hm? Oh. Certainly.” The music had stopped. “Will you take me back to the piano, please?”

			He bowed over my hand and—this was a novel affectation—kissed it. I took little note. My mind was on the ewe.

			At the next few balls, however, his performance was repeated. After supper he would rise from the piano, bow, and ask me to dance. It grew quite tedious, listening to him talk of his future prospects instead of something sensible, like the price of fox blood, while doing my best not to turn the wrong way and slam into some Lucas’s behind. I looked forward to the day he would talk sense again.

			I began to notice, between counting steps and nodding to Pike, that we were attracting no little attention. When we danced I felt many pairs of eyes upon us. There were whispers, too.

			“…throwing herself away…”

			“…likely to be an old maid, otherwise.”

			

			“The cheek of him!”

			“Best she can hope for.”

			I know, I know. I am not so unworldly that I cannot understand such talk. I simply never imagined they were talking of me. No one had ever speculated before that I was forming a romantic connection, suitable or not. Besides, I had hit upon a method of using stars of equivalent brightness to estimate the age of the earth. The calculations occupied my mind even on the dance floor.

			It was at a public ball when the truth was thrust upon me. I was dancing with Pike—well, my feet were dancing; my head was concerned with the brightness of Polaris—when suddenly I became aware of what my partner was saying.

			“Be sure to be at home tomorrow afternoon,” he told me. “I mean to come and speak to your father.”

			“How nice,” I said, then, “What? What can you have to speak to my father about?”

			He smiled tightly. The dance pulled us apart, and when we were back together he tugged me a little closer. “To ask for your hand, of course,” he said. “Come, do not be coy.”

			“Coy?” I hissed. “My hand? Do not be absurd.”

			“I beg your pardon?” His hand, hot and sweaty, gripped mine too tight. “You have done nothing but encourage my advances.”
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