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For Stephen who, happily for me,

does not have the talent of conversing easily

with those he has never seen before.





‘She was the sun of my life, the gilder of every pleasure, the soother of every sorrow, I had not a thought concealed from her, and it is as if I had lost a part of myself.’

– Cassandra Austen on the death of her sister Jane, 1817






The Bath Chronicle

FRIDAY, Oct. 4, 1799

NEWLY ARRIVED HERE

The Lord and Lady Saye and Sele: Exemplars of good breeding and pillars of fashionable society

Sir Philip, Captain Smith: Courageous defender of Acre

Mr Colston, Esq: Soon to be Honourable Member of Parliament for Old Sarum

Mr and Mrs Leigh-Perrot, Esq: Eminently respectable country squire and his good lady

The Reverend Mr Percy: Promising poet and contributor to the Critical Review

2 Miss Asten [sic]: Unassuming daughters of a country clergyman

Miss Bigg: Solitary spinster




CHAPTER ONE
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Bath, Thursday 3 October 1799

Jane’s hand, in its kid glove, is warm and clammy within her sister’s grasp as she ambles towards the central vestibule of Bath’s New Rooms. Herded along the marble corridor and hemmed in on all sides by well-heeled guests, she and Cassandra are forced to commence at a leaden pace. The cloying scent of French perfume fills her throat. She attempts to untangle herself, but her sister closes her vicelike grip lest she is jostled out of the way by those whose good breeding is surpassed only by their eagerness to partake in the evening’s entertainment. Likewise, Jane is anxious to explore the seemingly endless series of elegant rooms, bristling with the promise of entertainment and novelty, but custom dictates that new arrivals seek an introduction to the master of ceremonies before partaking in their own pleasure.

‘Must you press so tight?’ She raises her voice over the excited chatter.

‘We cannot lose our aunt and uncle.’ Cassandra lifts onto her toes, seeking a glimpse of Mr and Mrs Leigh-Perrot amidst the crowd. ‘Not after they’ve been so kind as to invite us here.’

‘Yes, but I’ll need some sensation in my fingers if I’m to revise another chapter of First Impressions for you tomorrow.’ Being several inches taller than her sister, Jane is reassured by the plume of egret feathers wafting above Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s turban and the lamplight reflecting from Mr Leigh-Perrot’s balding head. ‘And while Aunt Jane may be in a hurry to foist herself upon her betters, poor Uncle James can hardly outrun us on his gouty foot.’

‘You should have pinned your gown lest someone should tread on it.’

‘No need.’ Jane catches her sister’s elbow, deftly saving Cassandra from being trampled in her efforts to preserve her best silk gauze. ‘I’ll hold it, see?’ She gathers yards of delicate fabric in one hand, looping it over her wrist, but Cassandra’s frown deepens. Alas, her sister’s features have become pinched since they departed Steventon, whereas Jane’s heart has risen with every mile they travelled farther away from home.

Not even the racketing descent into the city that very morning, when the sharp turns along Lansdown Hill threatened to tip their post-chaise into the chasm below, could dampen Jane’s enthusiasm for their adventure. While her uncle winced at the effects of the tumultuous ride on his already aggravated constitution, and her aunt vowed to scold the driver into repentance and Cassandra turned a ghastly shade of green, Jane remained too distracted by the broadening horizon to pay any heed to the discomfort. As the horses careened dangerously close to the cliff’s edge, she alone pressed her face to the glass to observe rows of smart townhouses, towering spires and stately crescents. How could she be anything but euphoric as Bath, in all its honey-stone glory, rose up to greet her?

And now, when Jane has barely had time to unpack her trunk and write to her mother to inform her of their safe arrival, she is about to make her debut beneath the cut-glass chandeliers of the cavernous ballroom of the New Rooms. Her breath catches as she enters, pausing to admire the sheer grandeur of the coved ceiling crowning the long, narrow hall. It is so large that three or four of the assemblies Jane formerly attended in Basingstoke could fit comfortably inside. Despite this, only a handful of couples turn in the centre as a twelve-piece orchestra performs a stately minuet in the balcony high above and two hundred or so eager pairs of eyes gather on all sides to appraise them.

The master of ceremonies thumps his stick on the parquet floor, startling Jane to attention. ‘Mr and Mrs Leigh-Parrot, and two Miss Austen.’

‘It’s “Perrow” to rhyme with barrow,’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot snaps. ‘I’m not a bird of Paradise. Tell him, James.’

Mr Leigh-Perrot remains characteristically unruffled. ‘Have pity, my dear. Mr Tyson is newly elected, and it must be trying to keep up with so many new faces. I fear Bath is more crowded than ever.’ Mr Leigh added Perrot to his original surname to place himself first in line to inherit from a maternal branch of the family. Jane expects he considers himself too well compensated to lament its occasional mispronunciation, having, by the simple act of its addition, also acquired a townhouse in Bath and a large estate in Berkshire. In any case, Mr Tyson turns his attention to the next in line, propelling their party into the ballroom.

‘He’s certainly no Beau Nash.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot tuts as she passes a portrait of the ‘King of Bath’. Britons have been drawn to Bath for millennia to bathe in its healing hot springs and worship at the temple of the Roman goddess Minerva, but it was Mr Nash who established it as a fashionable playground for the haut ton during the previous century by laying down his ‘Rules for Public Life’. No matter of etiquette was beneath Mr Nash’s notice: from preventing duels by discouraging gentlemen from wearing swords in public to warning ladies, on pain of death, not to permit another to come in above her after she has taken her place in the set to dance. Now, his fearsome person presides over proceedings with a disgruntled air, as if in posthumous fury at the city’s subsequent invasion by lower orders of the gentry including Jane and her family.

‘Let us seek some acquaintance,’ says Mr Leigh-Perrot, glancing around the sea of flushed countenances. Despite the crisp autumn weather, the assembly is warmed by the generous quantity of blazing fires and nutmeg-spiced punch. ‘Jane and Cassandra must dance. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to see them both dance.’

‘Please don’t trouble yourself on our account, Uncle.’ Cassandra takes the opposite arm to his wife. ‘Jane and I will be happy to watch, and we must find somewhere for you to rest.’

‘Indeed, we must,’ says Jane. Regardless, she scans the room for a promising face, immediately dismissing an alarmingly handsome naval officer surrounded by a crowd of female admirers. An enquiring eye, an intelligent brow, even a satirical smirk, rather than a striking person, is what she requires. Could there be a stranger present, a gentleman of taste and fortune with fortuitous connections and an enterprising mind, who might admire Jane? Not for her beauty, you understand, but for her wit. Unlike the surfeit of young misses assembled in their finery, Jane has come to Bath to find not a husband, but a publisher.

It cannot be so difficult. Everyone around her seems to be converting their words to print. Even her mother’s cousin, Mrs Cooke, has published a novel. True, Thomas Caddell declined even to read Jane’s earlier draft of First Impressions – sending her treasured manuscript back by return of post – but the faith Mr Austen displayed in submitting it was enough to buoy her spirit. Since then, Jane has discovered that her father even compared it to her favourite novel and Caddell’s most profitable publication, Frances Burney’s Evelina. She cannot, therefore, allow herself to be disparaged by one abortive attempt. Especially not when she is blessed to live at a time when more women than ever before are publishing their work. Caddell is not the only publisher, and London is not the only city in which Jane may realize her ambitions.

‘There’s a piece of luck.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot inclines her feathered head towards a dandyish young man in conversation with a statuesque woman, several years his senior. ‘I spy our neighbour, Mr Colston, in conversation with my cousin, Lady Saye and Sele.’ From the way the gentleman proffers his arm, Jane can tell he is endeavouring to persuade her to stand up with him. Although she is appropriately attired for the formal dances, with fine lace lappets hanging from her powdered curls and an ungainly hooped skirt, she presses her lips together and shakes her head.

‘Lady Saye and Sele is your cousin?’ Jane asks, intrigued to find her aunt’s connections to nobility extend to the notorious; for Lady Saye and Sele is rumoured to be the subject of The Secret History of Queen Cleopatra, a scurrilous ballad which compares a thinly disguised ‘Lady S– & S–’ to the ancient queen, both in beauty and lasciviousness. The verses are reputedly so bawdy that Jane hesitated to pick up a copy on its publication earlier that summer. Within days, Lord Saye and Sele issued a notice threatening any bookseller who carried it with legal action. Far from removing any stain from his wife’s character, this greatly increased its desirability and led to all remaining copies being sold for an inflated price. The anonymous poet has not yet dared print a second run, despite the work’s evident profitability.

‘My third cousin twice removed. I haven’t seen her since she married, over ten years now. It was a most celebrated match. And yet, the baron is still waiting for her to provide an heir.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot tuts, forcing Jane to bridle her tongue lest she remind her aunt that she too remains childless. Furthermore, Mrs Leigh-Perrot has confided in her nieces, several times, that she is most gratified not to have been inconvenienced by breeding. ‘That’s the baron, standing behind her in the regimentals.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot gestures to a snub-nosed gentleman watching Lady Saye and Sele through half-closed eyes. His green coat is nipped tight at the waist and adorned with a dazzling array of silver braid and fringe. ‘Although, I do not recall him being so ugly. Come, I will introduce you …’

Cassandra casts Jane an apprehensive glance. As Lady Saye and Sele’s social inferior, Mrs Leigh-Perrot really should wait for her kinswoman to acknowledge her before approaching. However, as Mrs Leigh-Perrot does not take kindly to correction, neither Jane nor Cassandra, nor her husband, are foolhardy enough to attempt to restrain her.

‘Your ladyship.’ She waves her ivory brisé fan with vigour, forcing the guests either side of her target to scatter for safety. ‘How wonderful to discover one’s relations amidst this thrall.’

Lady Saye and Sele returns a vacant expression, followed by a brief glance over her shoulder.

‘Why, we have not met since we were two Miss Cholmleys …’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot continues, her voice wavering a fraction at Lady Saye and Sele’s less than enthusiastic greeting. ‘It’s Mrs Leigh-Perrot. My grandfather was your grandfather’s younger brother. Or was it uncle, I can never remember.’

‘Ah yes.’ Lady Saye and Sele’s painted lips form a cynical smile. ‘And how fortunate, you have two young ladies with you. Mr Colston has been trying to persuade me to dance,’ and she motions to the golden-haired dandy beside her. ‘I’m afraid I’m too fatigued after my long journey, but as Mr Colston fancies himself as a disputant, he simply will not concede the point. Perhaps one of your companions can oblige me by dancing with him in my stead?’

‘Oh yes, my nieces.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot beckons the sisters forward. ‘Miss Austen and Miss Jane are most elegant dancers.’

Mr Colston bows to Jane and Cassandra in turn, smiling affably. ‘What a charming prospect. Only, how unfortunate our master of ceremonies does not permit ladies to dance the minuet unless they’re in court dress. It’s terribly old fashioned, I know, but Mr Tyson really is a tyrant.’ He shrugs, helpless. ‘Why, the buffoon has been known to take a measuring stick to ladies’ hoops, and I would not care to expose either of you to his censure.’

‘Fear not.’ Lady Saye and Sele’s smile twists into a smirk. ‘For the minuet is drawing to a close, and here is Mr Tyson come to announce the country dances.’ She turns to Cassandra. ‘Miss Austen, please say you will dance with Mr Colston in my stead?’

Cassandra’s eyes widen. How can she accept when the gentleman has not asked her directly? Added to this, Cassandra has not danced in public since her fiancé, Mr Fowle, passed away two and a half years ago. As she stands, stiff as the newly starched collar beside her, Jane fears Cassandra’s heart has become petrified with grief. She only acquiesced to Mr and Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s invitation after Jane and Mrs Austen conspired to convince her it was her familial duty, and she is yet to tolerate any suggestion that she might form a second attachment. Worst of all, in their shared bedroom, Jane is regularly awoken by the sound of her sister stifling her sobs in the night.

Mr Colston offers her his hand and Cassandra’s resolve is forced to give way to her obliging nature. ‘As you wish,’ she says, and she curtseys demurely.

Jane smiles expectantly, hoping Mr Colston will reserve her company for the next two. What better way than dancing a quadrille to broaden her acquaintance? But, as the music comes to an end, he leads Cassandra onto the floor without giving Jane a second glance. She will not resent him for being so beguiled by Cassandra’s charms that he did not notice hers. Despite her despair, Cassandra remains a remarkably beautiful woman. Although, sadly, not quite as plump as she once was.

Relieved of Mr Colston’s attentions, Lady Saye and Sele turns on her heel, closely followed by Mrs Leigh-Perrot. The crowd closes behind them, leaving Jane and Mr Leigh-Perrot stranded. ‘Never mind, my dear.’ He pats her shoulder. ‘We’ll find you a partner, yet. Ah, look, here comes Mr Percy, the curate.’ He waves towards a tall, wan gentleman, with a pronounced widow’s peak. As if sensing Jane’s disappointment, he adds, ‘He’s also a very promising poet and occasional contributor to the Critical Review.’

At this, Jane takes a deep breath in preparation for what could be her first advantageous introduction. The Critical Review is the most influential literary newspaper in circulation. She is quite sure Frances Burney was able to find a home for Evelina due to her superior knowledge of publishing circles. As her father, Dr Burney’s, amanuensis, the young Miss Burney corresponded with the musician and historian’s literary connections on his behalf. If Jane can use her time in Bath to gain a similar understanding of the world of booksellers, she might direct Mr Austen on who better to approach with her manuscript when she is ready to try again.

‘Do you dance, sir?’ Mr Leigh-Perrot says, as Mr Percy draws near. ‘For I’ve one of the most graceful young ladies in England to offer you by way of a partner.’

The gentleman bows curtly to Mr Leigh-Perrot, without acknowledging Jane. ‘No, for I do not believe dancing befits the dignity of a clergyman.’

Her pride stung, Jane can only watch in silence as Mr Percy continues through the crowd until he reaches Lord Saye and Sele. She wishes she could call after him to let him know she had no wish to dance either, only to pick his brains on how one might go about publishing one’s works. Alas, while Jane is as daring and as forthright as she pleases with her pen, her manners are as refined as any well-bred young lady in public.

Even without an audience of hundreds, she could not announce her intentions to publish so freely. Her family may be proud of her talents but, for ladies of the middling sort, decorum dictates the desire to publish must be driven by religious zeal or pecuniary necessity. Never for the sheer satisfaction of sharing one’s achievements, and certainly not for the admiration of one’s readers. Miss Burney went to the utmost efforts to protect her identity initially, altering her handwriting and sending her brother in disguise to negotiate all her business dealings. Even her father was entirely unaware of her achievement, until the popularity of Evelina made it impossible to conceal.

‘Ah …’ says Mr Leigh-Perrot, having exhausted his stock of platitudes. ‘I expect he and the baron are headed towards the Long Card Room. It is rather more civilized in there, and I suspect the baron may have a living to offer poor Percy.’

‘Perhaps you should join them, Uncle?’ says Jane, unwilling to let the opportunity pass. Mr Percy could be a useful source of information, despite his pomposity.

‘I wouldn’t dream of abandoning you,’ Mr Leigh-Perrot splutters.

Jane glances at his foot, stuffed into its dancing slipper. It is so swollen she can almost feel it throbbing. ‘It would give you a chance to sit down. Really Uncle, I cannot allow you to sacrifice your health on my account. We’re here to relieve your gout, not worsen it.’

‘Well.’ He stares after the men wistfully. ‘If you’re certain?’

‘Indeed, I insist,’ Jane replies. ‘You go, and I shall turn about the room until I find Aunt Jane, or Cassandra returns.’

Finally, he relents and limps after the men. Jane watches him depart with a satisfied air. Her uncle is a kind and hospitable man. As such, he is sure to invite Mr Percy to dine with the family, affording Jane a private introduction and the opportunity to probe him discreetly. Or, better still, Mr Leigh-Perrot may pique Mr Percy’s interest by boasting of Jane’s talent and solicit his advice on her behalf.

Bereft of her friends, Jane takes a step forward. If she circles the crowd, she might spot another of Bath’s men of letters. As she does so, the sound of tearing erupts from behind her. Worse, a bout of tittering strikes up from the ladies along the front bench. She turns to find a portly gentleman standing on her train.

Mortified, she places a hand to her rear to assess the damage. Her gown is rent in two from its diamond back to her knees, revealing her slip. If only she’d listened to her sister and pinned it. ‘Excuse me,’ she says, gathering what is left of the gauzy train and her dignity in one hand. The man casts a disparaging glance at her before stepping aside and returning to his conversation without apologizing.

She moves to sit, hoping to conceal the damage to her gown until she can gain Cassandra’s assistance. As she approaches, Mr Tyson glares at her and points towards the second row. How could she forget? According to Mr Nash’s rules, the first bench is the preserve of ladies of precedence, while those who are past or not yet come to perfection are banished to the second. At three and twenty, Jane has been relegated to the station of old maid. Worse, the second row is packed tight. From the women’s stifled coughs and wan faces, Jane surmises that most are visiting the spa resort for its health-giving properties rather than its matrimonial promise. After an awkward moment, a mawkish-looking spinster takes pity and shuffles a few inches, leaving just enough room for Jane.

Resigned, she clutches her gown in her fist and perches on the edge. But Jane will not allow herself to be despondent. Her entrance into society may not have been the triumph she was hoping for but, for now, it is enough to see her beautiful sister dance. Her heart fills as Cassandra returns Mr Colston’s attentions with a bashful smile. Really, Jane need be in no hurry to establish herself. Mr and Mrs Leigh-Perrot have invited the sisters to reside with them until Christmas and, Jane has determined, before she returns to Hampshire she will find a way to leave her mark on this city.




CHAPTER TWO
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The next day, Jane wakes with a renewed determination to embrace the kind generosity of her uncle. As well as the New and Lower Assembly Rooms, Mr Leigh-Perrot subscribes to several of Bath’s circulating libraries and, having read and reread all the tomes on her father’s bookshelves, as well as the small collection available to borrow from Basingstoke, she is eager to visit them all. Happily, Mrs Leigh-Perrot is just as anxious to experience the delights of Bath. After spending the summer cooped up with her ailing husband at their country seat, she is especially keen to visit the proliferation of hosiers, milliners, haberdashers and glove makers. One of Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s many quirks is that she dresses in the plainest style but always in the most expensive of fabrics, decorated with excessively fine lace or feathers, like an ironical Quaker. Accordingly, the ladies wave Mr Leigh-Perrot off in his sedan chair and make their way on foot down the steep hill towards the blackened tower of Bath Abbey.

The roads are strewn with traffic, and Cassandra constantly cautions Jane to take great care not to slip before a cart or allow herself to be tossed out of the way by chairmen racing to deposit their fare and pick up another before the lucrative hour of bathing is finished. In fairness, Jane is guilty of dawdling to admire the opulent shop windows they pass along the way. At last, Mrs Leigh-Perrot comes to a halt beside the entrance to the Pump Room, where a queue of well-to-do visitors are preparing to take their exercise protected from the crisp autumnal air. Instead of joining them, she heads towards a bow-fronted haberdasher’s directly opposite. A prickle of excitement courses through Jane’s veins as she enters. The cramped space is already filled with a dozen or so ladies who are also keen to update their wardrobes in keeping with Bath’s latest fashions. A rainbow of various muslins, draped to imitate the folds of a lady’s gown, fill the window and the walls are lined with countless brass-handled drawers and circular cubby holes, containing bolts of cloth, reaching all the way up to the ceiling.

Mrs Leigh-Perrot raises her hand, calling for the attention of the proprietress. ‘Mrs Gregory, I’m looking for something to trim a cloak. Please tell me you’ve updated your selection since I was last here?’

Despite the colourful collection of her wares, Mrs Gregory wears a plain, pigeon-grey gown. She smiles in greeting, yet her teeth are gritted and her shoulders remain stiff. ‘Indeed, ma’am, I had a consignment of lace arrive from Devon just yesterday. Come this way and I’ll show you.’

As she ushers Mrs Leigh-Perrot towards a counter at the rear, Jane drifts towards an expansive selection of caps and chemisettes hanging from a brass rail. ‘Oh, how pretty,’ she says, lifting a wispy triangle of lace by one corner.

‘I thought you were looking for something to make a new ballgown, not a fichu?’ replies Cassandra.

Jane frowns. Cassandra is right, her purse strings will not stretch to both. ‘Yes, but you could buy it, and then I could borrow it?’ She lays the lace over Cassandra’s shoulder and turns her towards a long oval mirror on a stand. Jane is only half-joking. As well as the annual allowance of twenty-five pounds awarded to them by Mr Austen, Cassandra has her own income. On his death, Mr Fowle bequeathed her everything he possessed. The one thousand pounds, invested wisely in government stocks, brings her thirty-five pounds a year. And yet, apart from donations to the poor and presents for their nephews and nieces, Cassandra has not spent a penny of it.

‘But I don’t need a fichu.’ Cassandra smiles weakly. The glass is tarnished with brown speckles, yet her beauty shines through.

‘Nonsense, see how fine you look in it? I’m sure Mr Colston would agree.’

‘Oh no, that won’t do,’ calls Mrs Leigh-Perrot from the back of the shop. ‘Is it really so impossible to get hold of some Chantilly?’

With Mrs Leigh-Perrot distracted with abusing Mrs Gregory, this is the first real opportunity Jane has had to quiz her sister over her conquest at the New Rooms. While Jane spent a not unpleasant couple of hours observing proceedings from the bench, Cassandra continued to dance with Mr Colston for a third and then a fourth time. After the ball ended, Cassandra complained her head ached too much to share the details. However, from a hasty conversation with her uncle over breakfast, Jane has ascertained that Mr Colston is a bachelor of independent means, owing to being descended from one of Bath’s ‘great men’. According to Mr Leigh-Perrot, Colston senior amassed an unfathomably large fortune in trade before cementing his legacy by building various schools, almshouses, hospitals and churches in and about Bath. Along with a significant proportion of his wealth, Mr Colston inherited his grandfather’s fervour for reform and has vowed to enter parliament. By all accounts, he is most eligible.

‘No, Jane.’ She steers Jane’s hand, and the garment with it, away and turns from her reflection.

‘What do you mean, no? He was clearly admiring you all evening.’

‘Mr Colston only danced with me to oblige Lady Saye and Sele.’

‘He danced with you twice to oblige Lady Saye and Sele, the third and fourth times were for his own benefit.’

Mrs Gregory, having presented a small parcel to Mrs Leigh-Perrot in exchange for a few shillings, abandons her to denigrate the rest of her stock unaided as she proceeds to Jane and Cassandra. ‘And how may I help you, ladies?’

Jane scans the rows of cloth. There is too much choice. How Mrs Gregory can find anything in this jumble, she does not know. ‘Can you show me something sheer enough for an evening gown?’

Mrs Gregory gives her a glance over to ascertain, Jane presumes, her taste and her likely budget. ‘I’ve just the thing. Wait here a moment while I fetch it.’

While the shopkeeper scales a small stepladder and begins poking bolts of cloth, Jane considers how best to provoke her sister into sharing her assessment of her potential beau. ‘Are you hinting that Mr Colston is Cleopatra’s Julius Caesar?’

Cassandra tightens her lips. ‘Perhaps I should ask Mrs Gregory if she has any scissors. I couldn’t find mine in my workbag this morning. I do hope I haven’t left them at the inn. Have they become mixed up with yours, perchance? You know the ones I mean, with the stork handle.’

‘Stop trying to change the subject and tell me why do you suppose Mr Colston was attempting to work his way into Lady Saye and Sele’s good graces rather than yours?’

Cassandra sighs, resigned to Jane’s inquisition. ‘The need for a by-election has arisen at a constituency covering a large proportion of the baron’s estate in Wiltshire. Mr Colston is hoping Lord Saye and Sele will invite him to stand at his pleasure. I presumed, therefore, that he was seeking the good opinion of Lady Saye and Sele so that she might influence her husband’s choice.’

‘A by-election? How fortunate. If Mr Colston is successful, he could take a seat in the Commons immediately rather than having to wait for the next term. Only …’ Jane creases her forehead in exaggerated consternation. ‘What a terrible shame it is that he’s single. I imagine it would be a boon to his campaign if he had a committed helpmate to recommend him.’

Again, Jane is only half in jest. Cassandra would make an excellent statesman’s wife. She is an accomplished hostess, and would find real satisfaction in using her influence to sponsor charitable causes. Mr Colston would not have to desert her to advance his career, as she could reside with him in Town. Above anything else in the world, Jane would dearly like to see Cassandra happy again. Added to this, there is a strong possibility that Cassandra would invite Jane to reside with her and her new husband during the parliamentary season. Bath may be second only to London in terms of opportunities for Jane to further her literary ambitions, but it is still second. ‘You could promise kisses for votes, like the Duchess of Devonshire.’

‘I hardly think that will be necessary.’

‘Why not? Behind every successful man is a highly pragmatic woman. Mother and Father’s marriage has certainly shown us that.’

‘The by-election is for Old Sarum.’

‘Ah, I see.’ Old Sarum is notorious for having so few qualified voters their support can be purchased, or extracted by more aggressive means, at the whim of a wealthy landowner, such as the baron. If elected for the ‘rotten borough’, Mr Colston will have the dubious honour of representing an abandoned farmhouse and around five hundred sheep. ‘Perhaps that’s even better. It would have been tiresome for you having to listen to the electorate bleat on about their concerns.’

A tiny smile appears at the edges of Cassandra’s pursed lips as Mrs Gregory unrolls a bolt of Indian cotton embroidered with silver sequins. ‘This is the finest I have. Perfect for a ballgown.’ She passes a hand beneath the fabric, so Jane may admire its transparency and the delightful sparkle of the tiny discs in movement.

Jane nods, approvingly. It is finer than anything she might discover in her usual haunt of Basingstoke covered market. ‘And how much is this one?’

‘Ten shillings a yard.’

Jane draws her hand away, as if Mrs Gregory has told her the muslin was infested with lice. She would need five yards for a gown, and then there’s the expense of paying the dressmaker. All told, it could add up to as much as three pounds. No matter the temptation, she must not squander almost the entirety of her quarterly allowance on her first full day in Bath. ‘On second thoughts, this may be a little too sheer for me. I wouldn’t want to be mistaken for the wrong type of lady.’

Mrs Gregory scowls. ‘I’ll put it back then, shall I?’

Jane experiences a twinge of guilt as Mrs Gregory remounts the stepladder and slides the bolt into its cubby-hole. The fabric is beautiful, and Indian cotton is more in vogue than silk. However, she does object to paying more for a gown according to the less coverage it affords. ‘Oh, I really should have pinned my train. Why didn’t you warn me what would happen if I failed to secure it?’

‘B … but I told you several times …’ Cassandra trails off, realizing Jane is deliberately teasing her. ‘I can mend your gown, I’m sure of it.’

‘Come, ladies.’ Jane is prevented from expressing her gratitude by Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s interjection. ‘We must make haste. Your uncle will be waiting for us to dine,’ she continues, as if it were Jane or Cassandra who initiated this expedition. Behind her, Mrs Gregory lets out a heavy sigh as she sets about tidying the counter. Mrs Leigh-Perrot must have examined every card of lace trim in the shop, leading to an ungodly tangle.

Cassandra hastens to Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s side as they leave the stuffy shop and pass beneath the colonnade towards the abbey churchyard. ‘Did you find anything to your liking?’

‘Not much, but enough to keep us occupied with trimming my cloak this afternoon. Really, Mrs Gregory’s shop has become so shabby that I should take my patronage elsewhere.’

Jane is nettled by her aunt’s use of ‘us’. If Cassandra is not careful, she will be the one doing the trimming, which is hardly fair, given Jane’s wardrobe is in far more need of attention than Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s. She hurries after them, eager to insert herself into the conversation before Cassandra volunteers her services as recompense for the Leigh-Perrots’ hospitality.

The ladies are no more than a few steps away, caught between the pleasure seekers leaving the Pump Room and the worshippers entering the abbey, when a red-faced Mrs Gregory catches up with them.

‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ the shopkeeper cries out, her voice shrill. Despite the chill, she has fled her premises without a cloak and with no more than a cotton cap covering her blonde ringlets. ‘Did you take some white lace away with you?’

Mrs Leigh-Perrot turns slowly, throwing her head back and sneering down her prominent nose in a manner her noble cousin would be proud of. ‘Indeed, I did not, madam, for there was not an inch worth having. I selected the black, as you well know.’

Mrs Gregory bunches her fists beneath her apron. ‘Then I’m afraid I must ask to examine the package you took from my shop.’

Jane is sorry for the wrath Mrs Gregory is inviting by accosting her aunt in such a public manner. The foolish haberdasher will not be party to the stories of Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s vicious tongue and can have no idea as to the depths of her unforgiving nature. Heaven only knows what she will do to punish Mrs Gregory for this infraction.

‘I have only my card of black lace, which I bought and paid you well enough for.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s voice warbles – with fury or nervousness, Jane cannot tell.

‘Then will you let me search you? Or must I call for the constable?’ Mrs Gregory increases her volume.

By now, a few people have slowed their step to listen to the exchange, and Jane is struck with a horrible sense of foreboding. Cassandra nods to Mrs Leigh-Perrot, confident that if she complies with Mrs Gregory’s demands this mortifying encounter will be drawn to a swift conclusion. Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s hand trembles as she withdraws a brown paper parcel. Beneath her pelisse, Jane begins to perspire. How could anyone in their right mind imagine a woman as wealthy and respectable as Mrs Leigh-Perrot would have cause to steal? And yet, the shopkeeper appears perfectly rational. Surely, she would not risk accusing a customer unless she had good reason.

‘There.’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot hands the parcel over. ‘But I tell you now. If that package contains anything other than my black lace, then it is your mistake, not mine.’

In her haste to pull at the strings, Mrs Gregory’s hands are clumsy. Jane takes a step closer and turns her back to the spectators to shield Mrs Leigh-Perrot from view, afraid of the inevitable eruption of her aunt’s temper once she is vindicated. It is Cassandra’s sharp intake of breath, along with the sudden loss of colour from her aunt’s face, which tells Jane the package has been opened. As she glances over her shoulder, Mrs Gregory is cradling a crumpled sheet of brown paper. Within it is the black lace that her aunt bought and paid for, just as Mrs Leigh-Perrot insisted it would be. But beneath that is a second card, of superior white trim, which she most certainly did not.

‘Thief!’ Mrs Gregory cries out.

Jane struggles to draw breath as the small crowd lets out a collective gasp of astonishment. This is more than a humiliation. The extra lace in Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s package is worth at least twenty shillings and, Jane knows all too well from a previous ordeal of her brother’s, the theft of anything worth over a shilling is a capital crime. If Mrs Leigh-Perrot were to be tried and found guilty, the best outcome she could hope for would be to have her sentence commuted to transportation to the colonies for fourteen years. Such a fate could spell death for a woman of her age, and the scandal would see her, and by extension all her relations including Jane, excluded from respectable society for ever more.

‘You,’ says Mrs Leigh-Perrot, pointing at the haberdasher. ‘This is your doing. Admit your mistake.’

‘I gave you the black only, and I will swear to it before a judge.’ Mrs Gregory clutches tight to the parcel. ‘Fetch a constable! Is there a constable among us? I have been robbed, I say.’

‘Robbed?’ Spots of pique blotch Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s cheeks. ‘Do you know who I am?’

‘No, but I demand you tell me, ma’am.’

‘Mrs Leigh-Perrot of Number One, Paragon Buildings.’ She stands taller, confident her address, in one of Bath’s most fashionable streets in the most exclusive part of town, will signify her status as a woman not to be trifled with. Jane wants to place a hand over her aunt’s mouth, beg her to apologize and offer to pay for the goods. Anything to resolve this without drawing more attention or giving the shopkeeper cause to involve the law. Alas, Jane’s body is leaden with shock.

‘Well, Mrs Leigh-Perrot,’ Mrs Gregory enunciates each syllable of her name with theatrical precision. ‘As soon as the mayor sits at the Town Hall on Monday at noon, I shall present myself before him and, very shortly thereafter, you can expect a constable to call at Paragon Buildings!’

‘How dare you! This is a plot, to blacken my name …’ Mrs Leigh-Perrot begins, but she is drowned out by the common calls of ‘Thief!’ and ‘Fetch the constable!’

More shopkeepers have come out of doors to witness the commotion and even hawkers desert their posts to join the throng. A small boy, smudged in black as if he had been sweeping a chimney, peers up at Jane with menace in his eyes. If she cannot placate these good people, they will turn into a mob. She steps forward. ‘It has all been a mistake, but it is rectified now. There is no harm done.’

‘No harm?’ Mrs Gregory chokes out the words, seeming on the verge of tears. ‘We, the honest merchants of Bath have had our fill of your sort. You come into our premises, spoil our merchandise, run up debts you do not intend to pay, and steal from us shamelessly. And you call it “no harm”? You would ruin us and think nothing of it. And you have the gall to call yourself respectable? But you shall see, your money and your connections do not place you above the law.’

Jane looks to her sister but Cassandra, usually so capable, is paralysed. ‘Take her. Hurry, let’s away.’ She wraps an arm around Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s shoulders and ushers her through the churchyard. As Cassandra takes her other side, Jane swallows, before turning back to Mrs Gregory. ‘You have your lace, madam. Please, let that be an end to this unfortunate business.’ The shopkeeper does not reply. Instead, she meets Jane’s gaze unblinking through the jeering mass, all crying out at their own ill-usage at the hands of Bath’s well-to-do and, Jane fears, this unfortunate business has only just begun.




CHAPTER THREE
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Jane sits in the silk-papered drawing room on the first floor of Number One, Paragon Buildings and scrutinizes the Bath Chronicle for any hint of Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s shameful altercation with Mrs Gregory. It would certainly make no sense for Mrs Leigh-Perrot to steal a card of lace she could easily afford to purchase but secretly, Jane frets that her aunt’s actions are not always guided by reason and the fact that the white lace was in her possession cannot be disputed. Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s initial rage at having been accused soon gave way to distress as she tearfully explained to her husband how the shopkeeper had so viciously maligned her character. Fortunately for his wife, Mr Leigh-Perrot’s uxoriousness outweighs any suspicion he might otherwise harbour, and he sat patiently, with one gouty leg elevated on a footstool, as Mrs Leigh-Perrot rallied that ‘Something must be done to punish that wretched woman for her insolence.’ Jane cannot decide if Mrs Gregory is to be pitied for her misfortune in making an enemy of her aunt or reviled for attempting to besmirch her family’s good name.

Although the haberdasher and her crowd of supporters allowed the ladies to beat a hasty retreat, not one of the trio has appeared in public since. Instead, they have remained cooped up inside, afraid of putting too much weight on their good fortune in escaping the scene with their liberty intact. On Sunday, Mrs Leigh-Perrot complained of a headache too great even for chapel, and on Monday she, Jane and Cassandra sat all day in dread of a knock on the door proclaiming the arrival of a constable. The only person to have left the house is Mr Leigh-Perrot. Bath’s notoriously fast chairmen continue to arrive early each morning to convey him to the King’s Bath and back. All the while, he remains swaddled in his bathing robe like a freshly steamed pudding.

As no constable has arrived to take Mrs Leigh-Perrot away in chains, Jane can only assume the mayor dismissed Mrs Gregory’s case. While she is beginning to believe Mrs Leigh-Perrot might escape, it would seem almost too fortuitous for the encounter to pass entirely without repercussions. At the very least, she fears, Mrs Leigh-Perrot will be whispered about wherever she goes. No master of ceremonies will take delight in introducing a suspected thief to an assembly, which does not bode well for Jane’s plans to ingratiate herself within Bath’s literary circles or her hopes that Cassandra might find a worthy beau to restore her cheer among the city’s many eligible gentlemen.

As it is now Tuesday evening, and the threat of the constable has passed, Jane has encouraged Mrs Leigh-Perrot to invite a small circle of her acquaintances to sup with them. Private amusements are generally frowned upon in Bath, in favour of public outings, but in the present circumstances, Jane felt a small domestic gathering would be more judicious. She did not say outright that it would act as a helpful litmus test to Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s notoriety as, if the guests declined, the family would know what damage has been wrought, but she suspects her uncle is wise enough to come to the same conclusion. Indeed, if the Leigh-Perrots’ standing in Bath has been destroyed, it would be prudent for all parties, but especially for Jane and Cassandra, to withdraw from the city forthwith. It may sound callous, but if her aunt is to be banished from polite society, Jane would rather not promote her association with her any further. After all, the Leigh-Perrots may return to their estate in Berkshire and weather the storm in luxury, but the only real currency Jane and her sister possess are their unblemished reputations.

‘Is that what you’re wearing?’ she asks, as Cassandra enters the drawing room.

Cassandra glances down at her chocolate-brown gown. ‘Yes, it appears to be.’

There is nothing wrong with the gown, per se. With its capped sleeves and gathered neckline, it is tidy enough, and the satin fabric is perfectly respectable for evening dress. But Jane knows it has been altered and mended many times, and it hardly shows her sister to her true advantage. One of the first to accept Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s invitation to dine, courtesy of a short note delivered by his footman, was Mr Colston. Jane was hardly surprised. If anything can outshine the stain of suspicion on her aunt’s character, it is her sister’s beauty. ‘I thought you might prefer your white gown. Like mine?’ she says, sitting taller in her Indian cotton.

‘No. And you’d better take more care if you want yours to stay white.’ Cassandra inclines her head towards the surface of the mahogany card table, where Jane has been absent-mindedly fingering the corner of the newspaper and transferring the ink onto her hands.

‘Oh bother.’

‘Why are you flaunting yourself in all your finery? I didn’t think you were particularly enamoured of these soirées.’

‘What makes you say that?’ Jane picks up a handkerchief and tries, unsuccessfully, to rub the stain from her fingers. As well as Mr Colston, she is hoping Mr Percy might attend. It might be too much to expect him to recognize her as a fellow literary genius but, at the very least, she may present herself as an elegant young lady.

‘Because, throughout the duration of our journey here, every time Aunt Jane mentioned her plans to entertain, you whispered that you hoped you wouldn’t have to endure too many of her stupid parties.’

‘Did I really? Goodness, how ungracious of me. Do you know if she has received any more acceptances?’

Cassandra counts the guests on her fingers. ‘It’s a yes from Mr Percy and Mr Colston.’

‘Nothing from Lord and Lady Saye and Sele?’ While two acceptances is enough to suggest her aunt is not a pariah, Jane had hoped the baron and his lady might attend. Despite having been mired in controversy themselves, a show of support from Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s noble relations would remove any doubt as to her respectability.

Cassandra shakes her head. ‘Not yet.’

‘If tonight goes well, we should venture out again. Did I tell you there’s a concert tomorrow night? George Bridgetower, the virtuoso violinist, is visiting from London.’

Cassandra rubs her temples, careful not to disturb the neat row of ringlets on either side. ‘Only if Aunt Jane wishes it.’

‘But we haven’t even been to the Lower Rooms yet, or inside the Pump Room. Don’t you want to see who else’s names are in the book?’

As all new visitors to Bath are required to enter their names in the Pump Room book, before receiving a personal visit from the master of ceremonies, Jane hopes she might discover other useful contacts she might encourage Mr Leigh-Perrot to fraternize with. Having read through his back copies of the Critical Review, she has discovered, aside from Mr Percy’s effusive reviews of Mrs Radcliffe’s works, its contributors rarely have anything positive to say about novels, especially those suspected to have been penned by ladies. Indeed, one described Mrs Cooke’s efforts as ‘not very amusing; and, in point of composition, despicable’, which is hardly fair. Battleridge: an historical tale, founded on facts is no worse, if no better, than the vast majority of novels which fill the shelves of every circulating library in England. Jane expects this criticism may have been tempered had its author been proclaimed as A Gentleman rather than A Lady of Quality.

‘You know we can’t appear in public again until our aunt is ready. Uncle James invited us here expressly to keep her company, and I don’t think she’s fully over the shock of being accosted by that dreadful woman yet.’

‘I suppose you’re right. But, at the very least, we could take a short stroll to Milsom Street. Wouldn’t you like some new watercolours?’

‘Not especially.’

‘I haven’t seen you paint in months. You mustn’t squander your gift.’ Since they were children, Jane has composed stories and Cassandra has sketched and painted. Drawing was the one lesson Cassandra insisted the sisters take seriously throughout their short time at Madame La Tournelle’s boarding school in Reading. Over the years, she and Jane have worked side by side, occasionally even collaborating on a joint enterprise to amuse their family. It has defined their characters. Until Mr Fowle died, Jane would have thought Cassandra no more capable of laying down her pencil and brushes than she could set aside her pen.

Cassandra lowers herself into the wingback chair beside the fire. ‘You have a gift, Jane. I had a pastime. One which I’m perfectly content to forgo for the time being.’

‘But don’t you see, if these accomplishments are all we have, if they are all the world will let us have, we must take pride in nurturing them to the best of our abilities.’

‘I have been concentrating on my needlework.’

‘Sewing shirts for the poor?’

‘What’s wrong with being charitable?’

‘Nothing, except your refusal to indulge in anything that might please yourself. I’m concerned for you, Cassy. Where is your bonhomie? You wouldn’t even take part in the rectory cricket match this year.’ As Mr and Mrs Austen are reaching their twilight years, and all her brothers have left home, it was left to the sisters to organize the annual game of family against schoolboys which traditionally marks the end of the summer term at Steventon Rectory. Infuriatingly, Cassandra refused to participate. It was most inconvenient, as she is well-known to have the strongest swing of the two sisters. Jane was reduced to bribing Rosalee, the maid, to join her, and still they lost abysmally.

Cassandra fiddles with a loose thread at her bust. ‘Nobody wants to watch an old maid play cricket.’

‘You’re not an old maid. Not yet. But carry on like this and you’re surely in danger of becoming one.’ Jane may be resolved to dedicate herself to her writing rather than the pursuit of a husband, but Cassandra deserves to love and be loved.

‘You sound like Mother.’

Jane gasps. Of all the insults Cassandra might hurl at her, she knows this will sting the most. She waits for her to take it back, but instead her usually placid sister turns her face to the fire and blinks furiously. The mention of her mother reminds Jane she is yet to receive a reply to the letter she posted on the day of her arrival. It is most unlike Mrs Austen to remain silent for a moment longer than strictly required. She prays all is well and that her mother is not refraining from writing as she has no good news to impart.

‘Excuse me, ladies.’ Both Jane and Cassandra turn to the door, where the Leigh-Perrots’ aged manservant has entered. Frederick has the dignified bearing of a Nubian prince but, as he spent the first of his six decades serving as a page to a merchant family in Bristol, his intonation is decidedly West Country. Jane wonders if he has been waiting for the sisters to finish their quarrel before making his presence known. He sets a decanter of red wine down on the sideboard, wincing slightly at the effort of regaining his upright posture. ‘May I take the Chronicle?’

‘If you’re intending to use it as a rag to lay down while you polish my uncle’s shoes, I wouldn’t bother,’ replies Jane. ‘From the looks of his leg, he won’t be walking out tomorrow.’

‘He wants to read it, Jane,’ says Cassandra, through gritted teeth. ‘Uncle James usually hands it to Frederick as soon as he’s done with it.’

‘Oh.’ Jane is struck with a spasm of guilt. It is so like Cassandra to
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