
[image: Mrs Dickens by Emily Howes. A background of ornate orange patterned wallpaper is torn to reveal a classical painted portrait of a Catherine Dickens. A shoutline reads: 'author of The Painter's Daughters'. A quote from Red reads: 'A major talent.' A circular badge shows the book to be part of the BBC Radio 2 Book Club.]



For Kit and Rose





Mrs Dickens

EMILY HOWES

[image: Phoenix publisher logo]


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Epigraph

Anne

Part One

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Part Two

Kate

Anne

Kate

Kate

Part Three

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Part Four

Kate

Anne

Kate

Kate

New York

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Part Five

Kate

Anne

Kate

Part Six

Anne

Part Seven

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Part Eight

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Anne

Kate

Epilogue

Notes and Caveats

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Emily Howes

Copyright



‘A page in my life, which once had writing on it, has become absolutely blank, and … it is not in my power to pretend that it has a single word upon it.’

Charles Dickens on his twenty-two-year marriage, in a letter to his friend Angela Burdett-Coutts

‘Once a woman has had ten children, she ceases to have a biography.’

Hilary Mantel





ANNE

I have never been much interested in love.

It always seemed to me to be good for nothing much, and to lead to a great deal of problems a person might do well to live without.

When I was small and in the slums, the boys would chase us, tearing at us from behind doors and round corners, planting their wet mouths on ours or as near as they could get.

I’d slap them off me with the flat of my hand, hard as I could, and shin up a wall or a tree, quick as a cat. I would watch them braying and grabbing down below me, and hear the girls squeal. You wouldn’t know if those boys were trying to give love or harm. It didn’t make me warm much to the idea of love then, and it has taken a great deal to make me change my mind about it since.

They were rough, those Bow boys, pissing in the alleys between the houses, seeing who could leave the biggest stain spreading dark up the wall, until their mothers, if they had them, came out and clobbered them. I have also never much taken to the idea of beating children because of what I saw at that time. Little ones with their skinny arms and faces like bruised fruit. The boys got it worst, until they grew up into men who gave it out worst themselves. And so it went on, with a brutal hit upon yourself returned upon another later. I suppose this has been the case since God was a boy, and there is not much that anyone can do about it, whatever books they might write upon the subject.

Of course, if any of them caught sight of me now in my housekeeper’s silk, my keys at my waist, those ragged boys would run all right. They’d call me ma’am with a sort of fear in their eyes I never thought to see there, and oh how they’d toady, bowing and scraping at my skirts for the chance of a penny. They’d never recognise one of their own, the dirty, thin little thing they’d pin against the wall, trying to stick their hot, wet tongues down her childish throat till she retched. It is funny how life takes you in strange ways, and pulls you so far apart from where you began that you no longer belong there and could never go back to it, not for any money, not even if you wanted to.

When I am moving silently about the big house now, I pause sometimes at the door and watch him. My employer. Lost in his work, as lost as a child in a crowd, expressions passing over his face like shadows. They are his characters, slipping like ghosts out of his head and into the world, as they always have done all these long years that I have known him. He has always liked ghosts. Of present, past and future, of shadow children, of brides who vanish into thin air. I have read all those stories, or heard them read, clutching his children on my knee. I have sat with them when they woke in the night, sweating, and bade Mr Dickens tell them in the morning that there is nothing to fear. That ghosts are not real. That stories cannot hurt you.

I stay in my place in the doorway, half in and half out, as he scratches his pen across the paper, and stops to rest, his tongue peeping from his mouth in concentration. His eyes look past me. There is nobody else there for him at such times, except the world as he wishes to see it. And if he does not wish to see you, he will make you vanish. That, I do know.

Sometimes if I stand there for long enough unseen, I reach and touch my own arm to be sure I still exist. I am a ghost myself, now. Just as much as she. Perhaps I have always been one, flitting in and out, invisible. In the marriage, and outside it. A shadow.

Upstairs in the best bedroom, there is a small heart made of stone. It was hers, given to her when she was still young and rosy in the face, before everything that happened afterwards. It never seemed fitting for Mrs Dickens, being as she was, to have a heart made of stone about her neck, and in many ways I am glad it got forgotten and left behind in the rush. It seems to me that if it were to be on anyone’s neck now, sitting cold and heavy against their chest, it ought to be on mine.

All my life, I have thought it best not to think about things I do not like to remember. I have cleaned out the thoughts as soon as they come to me, as if with carbolic. There is not much carbolic cannot get rid of, in my experience. I scrub at the corners of my mind, getting right into the crevices. But it seems that carbolic has not quite worked to clean everything away, and I must have some other form of absolution.

I suppose it is like the confession we used to see in the Italian churches on our travels. I scoffed at it, then, the way the people would gather in their line, short and tall and thin and fat and old and young. Sitting under the gilded saints, waiting their turn to whisper their sins softly through the grille. As if talking about it will make them feel any better, I’d say, and tut, and Mr Dickens would laugh, and say with a kind of glee that no matter what wonders of the world he presented me with, I never would be moved to anything. Which shows how little he knew of me, and how much I managed to keep hidden, so that he, with all his love of keeping things within his control, might not have control of me.

Words are funny things. They spin you about. His words would draw you in so tight that you could not remember after what was your thought and what was his. But I will try to show you, if I can, some of what has not been said, because it was not put into the right words by the right people. Of what has been kept hidden, because it does not fit the story.





PART ONE





KATE

1835

‘Eve’s Pudding’

Take half a pound of very finely grated bread crumbs,

half a pound of finely chopped apples, half a pound of currants,

half a pound of very fine suet, six ounces of sugar, four eggs,

a little nutmeg, two ounces of citron and lemon peel;

butter the mould well, and boil three hours.

She is lying on her back, tracing the dusky purple patterns on the wallpaper with her toes. Her skirts fall in a puddle around her hips, so that she can see all the little jagged lines where she has patched up her woollen stockings and the new hole sprouting along the seam, her bald big toe peeping out of it. In a moment she will get up and find the sewing box. In a moment.

Somewhere downstairs her mother is playing the piano, the sound sliding up the two floors to the quiet of the bedroom. Bach. Kate hums to herself, running her mind over the parts where she gets stuck, her fingers tapping the rug in time with her mother’s. She should be practising too, for the family recital they will give on Tuesday, not lying here spread out on the rug letting emptiness fill her mind. Idling about, as her sister Mary would say, folding her arms, all birdlike angles and fifteen-year-old archness. But Mary is taking tea with a friend. The babies and Georgy, all recovering from measles, are out with the maid for their walk. The boys are away at school, her father at the newspaper. Kate lets the silence fold itself over her like a blanket.

Outside, the January drizzle patters softly against the bedroom window. This weather, the flat, cold days after Christmas, reminds her of Edinburgh, of the slate grey skies and slate grey buildings of her childhood. Later she will go down to the kitchen and beg Ruth to let her make a pudding. Something wintry that warms you from the inside, the way you have to be warmed in Scotland when the weather is like this. That’s what food does. It banishes the chill; it erases the melancholy you get on days when the sky doesn’t have enough light in it. A clootie soaked in cinnamon, she thinks, or an Eve’s Pudding, that leaves the heat of nutmeg lingering on your tongue.

The door creaks, and Jingle, her sister’s kitten, slips through the crack. He pads silently over and jumps up onto Kate’s chest, claws hooking into her dress for leverage. Georgy won’t sleep since the move to London, and the kitten is a gift to help settle her, although he pounces on her little fingers and scratches her so badly she won’t play with him anymore. Instead, he prowls the house, untouched, trying to shred the curtains. Kate curls her hand over his softness, all silver fur and bones, as if he will disappear to nothing under the weight of it.

It is how things have always been, this endless shifting across the country. They move, all of them, from place to place – north to south, east to west – following her father’s work. Edinburgh, Exeter, Halifax. Following the money. Except that the money is, of course, never mentioned, for theirs is a family where artistic values flourish, which explains, Mary says, why nobody ever gets a new bonnet. And just when Kate and Mary have made new friends, begun to swap their secrets, they are gone again, leaving the ghost of friendship, a lent book never retrieved, a life made in patches.

It doesn’t matter for the boys, of course, always away at school, only back in the holidays to clatter around whichever house they have landed in, shouting about who is fastest up the stairs. Boys, Kate thinks, only have to worry about who is fastest because they never stop and look around them. At what pleasures there are in standing still, in lying on the floor of a bedroom, watching the shadows on the ceiling.

The kitten settles on Kate’s stomach, in the dip beneath her ribcage.

‘Hello,’ she says, into the empty air. The kitten gives a slow answering blink.

Kate has always loved tiny things. Intricately painted boxes. An orange split open, each delicate pod bursting with sweetness. Violets. Even now, at nineteen, she loves to sit with Georgy at the dolls’ house, setting it all out for dinner time or for the morning, arranging everything in its place. The stiff little dolls, the cat curled on the hearth, the tiny pans in the kitchen. Delicate, frozen. Impossibly small.

Once, in Edinburgh, she had seen an exhibition where a man had drawn a palace upon a grain of rice. She had stood, open-mouthed among the crowd, straining to make out the minuscule marks. ‘Mama,’ she had said, ‘Mama, look.’ Her mother, keen to stride on, had glanced up and away again. ‘Fiddly,’ she had said, as if accusing it of something, and moved on through the throng.

Her mother always strides, and always says what she is feeling freely, as if it does not wound. ‘Mary,’ she will say, ‘if you can’t sing in tune, don’t sing at all.’ ‘George, stop eating, you are getting fat.’ ‘Georgina, I have had enough of children’s nonsense. Go and irritate somebody else.’ And Kate’s father’s shoulders will stoop just a little at the table, and Mary will fall silent, and Georgy will swallow her idea down and skip away with false brightness. They are used to it. And it is not meant. They all know that. It is only crossness, or being, as her father says, ‘frazzled’. So they leave her to lie for a while in a darkened room, or slumped in an easy chair, until her frazzling has passed, and out she comes, with a light-hearted joke, or an idea for something to cook, or a trip into town. But the little cuts, each thin and light as a pencil mark, remain somewhere inside. Another scratched across them just as each begins to heal.

When she is a mother, Kate thinks, she will never make her children feel as though they wish they could shrink themselves away into nothing. When she is a wife, she will not ever cut away at her husband’s pride, at his sense of himself, with casual, half-forgotten cruelties. She will always be kind. On that she is determined.

She hears the front door open downstairs, and the children returning, the babies fussing in their pram, Georgy’s high-pitched chatter in the hall. She pushes the kitten gently from her stomach, and pulls herself to standing, smooths out her skirts and goes down to meet them.

‘Hello Georgy.’ Kate swings Helen from the pram onto her hip and plants a kiss on her round head, still tousled from its bonnet.

‘Look what I found,’ Georgy says, holding out something in her hand.

The maid, grappling with coats and knitted warmers, looks pained. ‘I told her to leave it, Miss, but she would bring it home for you.’

‘Let me see.’

It is a bird’s egg, still marked with yolk. Kate takes it and turns it over in her palm. It is too early for such a thing. Spring is months away. She examines it, running her thumb along the jagged edge.

‘Betty says it is bad luck,’ Georgy says, as if Betty has insulted both herself and the egg with this remark.

‘Well,’ the maid says, sheepish. ‘That is only what my auntie used to say, Miss. To find something out of season like that.’

‘A bird’s egg in winter? That is a rare treasure, Georgy.’

‘I got it for your box.’

Georgy brings her things, pieces of builder’s rubble, squashed acorns, petals, grubby feathers, bits of broken pram. Kate keeps all but the dirtiest of them in a drawer, folded into a handkerchief. They are only made to her, these solemn little offerings, held out like declarations of sisterly love. But each time Georgy brings something, Kate will find, later that evening, or the next day, that something else will be missing. One of her own little treasures, taken in exchange. A hair pin, or a brooch from her drawer, found in Georgy’s bed, or down the side of the wardrobe, after days or weeks. But other times never recovered, so that Kate can never be quite sure if it was taken at all, or only lost.

‘It is a very good treasure, Georgy,’ Kate says. ‘But don’t take anything, please, in exchange. From my dressing table. Please.’ She is not accustomed to firmness, and even now, hears the wobble in her own voice.

‘I don’t take things,’ Georgy says, with finality.

Kate thinks about insisting, but instead pulls the warm little body of Helen to her, feels her arms and legs cling around her with a monkey grip. ‘Tatie,’ Helen says. ‘Tatie.’

‘Well, never mind,’ Kate says, and Georgy turns away, satisfied.

‘Whatever is that in your hand, Kate?’ Their mother is coming down the stairs, crumpled piano music in one hand and a glass of water in the other. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. Another piece of detritus from the road, Georgy? Poor Kate.’

‘I like it,’ Kate says.

‘Betsy, take the twins and Georgy upstairs to play. I am going to lie down until dinner. Kate, I bear a message from Mary – if you’re going to the theatre, wear your green silk, as Mary is determined to wear her yellow.’

‘Yes, Mama.’

As older sister, she should have first choice, but she hates to force such things, and anyway, her green is lovely. She would probably have selected it herself. She and Mary are going out, to Drury Lane, with its riot of colour and sound. A thrill runs through her like a ribbon at the thought. London, life whipped to a frenzy, its muck and menace. Close enough to taste it. Far enough away that it cannot hurt her.

This Brompton house doesn’t feel like London at all, sometimes, with its orchards and fields stretching out like patchwork into the distance. Her quiet, gentle father, collecting his painters and writers and musicians and poets for the newspaper, filling the parlour with them like a book of stamps. Her mother, the babies, and Georgy, and the boys, and Mary. She loves to bury herself within, to feel its peace and comfort. But she cannot stay at home forever. Somewhere beyond, the world is beating like a drum, inviting her to take her place in it.

Later, at dusk, she will go up to the nursery and tuck the babies in. She will read Georgy the next part of The History of Little Henry leaning back in the old chair, her dress creased and her hair falling down. She will blow the nursery candles out, and slide the little eggshell into her own bedroom drawer, and try to work out if anything is missing. And then she will get herself ready to brave Drury Lane, to slip back into adult life, with its gloves and ringlets and fans and fuss.

But now, beneath her feet, the kitchen stands waiting. Ruth, broad as a beam, grumping over the stove, ready to nag Kate for using up the last of the cheese, or for adding uncalled-for fruit peel and increasing the bills, or for putting things back in the pantry in the wrong order. But beneath Ruth’s bluster, a secret pride in Kate’s dexterity, her carefulness. The way Kate can stop a sauce from sticking by catching it at exactly the moment when it might, or balance things with instinct so that each pot comes ready when it needs to. Time seems to bend itself around her in the kitchen. Pea pods stay tender under her touch, potatoes fluff but never crumble. And Ruth, sweating at the meat hastener, stops and notices, and nods approval, and Kate’s heart flutters at it.

Outside this world, the under-realm of flour and currants and spices, bright yolks of eggs, the heat of the fire, and the softness of the light, Kate does not quite fit. Her eyes are bad. Short-sighted, her mother calls it. Trees blur. Stars smudge. She bumps into door frames, stubs her toe on boot jacks, catches her thigh on table corners so that bruises swell in marbling purple patches under her petticoats. Her mother berates her. ‘If there is no step there, Kate will trip over it.’ But when she touches things in the kitchen, keeping them close under her hands, then, they do what she wants.

As the hall clock chimes four, she turns towards the kitchen stairs, holding the frail blue shell of the egg in her hand. The door to her father’s study opens, and her father comes out with a young man behind him. They are talking earnestly about an article in the language that drifts through Kate’s house as familiar as air: copy, type set, print, deadline. A journalist. One of many who come and go between their house and her father’s office at the Chronicle. Kate knows them well. They race about the country by the fast coach, falling over themselves to report on this court case or that small piece of news. Lord So-and-so votes in the Something Bill. The grand house at Somewhere welcomes Somebody.

‘Oh, hello, Katie,’ her father says, distractedly.

‘Hello.’

‘Mr Dickens, my eldest daughter Kate.’

Kate smiles the smile she always gives to the steady stream of men emerging into the hallway clutching their hats.

The young man bows slightly, pushing his dark hair back from his forehead. He is about her age, perhaps a little older. His eyes are large in his face, Kate thinks, and move about constantly, roaming over everything as if he has lost something and is not sure where he might find it. She has the feeling that given half a chance he might take out a notebook and start reporting on her, so that before she knows what is happening, she will be turned into two small columns of print in the morning news.

Her father glances at the clock, then at the kitchen stairs.

‘I shall be working until five o’clock at least, Kate. Is there – might there be a chance, perhaps, of tea and biscuits?’ her father says, with an air of hope.

‘Of course, Papa. I shall bring some up.’

‘Ginger snaps, perhaps?’

‘I’m sure of it.’

The young man nods at her again, amused, and the two of them move past her to the front door, continuing their conversation. As they pass, Kate notices the flash of a yellow waistcoat on the visitor, and wonders briefly at the extravagance of it on such a junior employee as he must be.

And then he is gone, out into the grey afternoon, making his way quickly up the road, as if wherever he is going, he must be there with the utmost urgency, and should probably have been there two hours ago. Like her brothers, she thinks. Always trying to be the fastest.

She turns contentedly away from the window and goes down to the warmth of the kitchen, her mind on the tin of ginger snaps, and whether Ruth will give her the butter to make some more.

By the evening, the rain has stopped. Trees drip. Umbrellas stand damp in the hall. Outside, the world is darkening, waiting for Londoners to come and light it with their chatter and flirtations and laughter.

The green silk lies on the bed like a creature waiting to be woken.

Kate sits in her underskirts, watching herself in the dressing table glass.

She takes stock of her eyes, her lips, her hair, looped softly about her ears in the new style; like a spaniel, Mary says. The array of instruments before her: hairbrushes, combs, teasers, pins, pomade. The pot of blush she and Mary brewed up in the kitchen one day when everybody was out. She is ashamed of the artifice; keeps the pot with its sticky mixture wrapped up and stuffed at the back of a drawer.

‘Stop ogling yourself, Kate, and get into your dress,’ Mary says through a mouthful of hairpins. ‘It’s nearly quarter past six.’

A kind of braving is required, a steeling of the self to cross the boundary into the outside world. She wears her going-out dresses as a kind of armour, as if the whalebone and layers will protect her from something. Perhaps only from the desire to run away, by making it more cumbersome to attempt it.

‘You can wear the cream gloves with the green, then.’ Mary pulls her evening gloves up over her elbows and wiggles her fingers. ‘Kate!’

‘Yes, I’m coming.’ Kate dips a finger and adds a dab of silky pink to each cheek.

‘Kate Hogarth. If you make us late by being slow again …’ Mary says, hands on indignant hips.

‘I’m coming. I promise.’ Kate stands, quickly. ‘Don’t be cross.’

At Drury Lane, the crowds are thick and stirring. It is a new play, a comedy, The Wedding Gown, which Kate prefers, rather than the old stiff Shakespeares, all wobbly scabbards and stuck-on beards. Kate likes tales which resolve, which turn full circle, tying themselves up in studied happiness. The world has enough misfortune in it already.

Across the theatre she sees Mr Morden from the paper, nestled among his sisters like a blackbird perched in a meadow. He nods at her and raises a hand. And there on the left is Mr Hatton, who came to dinner last week and admired her playing, but who comes up only to her nose, to the amusement of her brothers. Being nineteen and unmarried sometimes feels like a chess game, Kate thinks, with advances on all sides from an invisible opponent. Mr Blackwood might move on the diagonal, or Mr Lambert from the balcony like a rook, and she must be ready to receive the advance and decide whether or not she wishes to block it.

Mr Hatton raises his hand and gives a delicate wave. Kate nods, and smiles, carefully, then turns her head towards the stage, where the comedy has begun. The actresses are singing a duet about being jilted in front of a painted country scene, widening their eyes in mock distress. Beside her, Mary is already laughing. And Kate looks away and laughs too, even at the terrible puns and the posturing actors, knowing that afterwards Mary will go home and mock them all mercilessly until Kate falls off the bed laughing.

When the tangles are untangled, the lovers married, the misunderstandings understood, applause rises up from the stalls and balconies and boxes, and Kate joins the satisfying thrum of it. Mary mouths something, but Kate can’t make out what, and only smiles and claps and tries not to catch the eye of Mr Hatton, which is fixed upon her with a troubling romantic optimism. Then she and Mary stand, and find their cloaks, and pour out with everybody else to the waiting coaches, jostling and talking, to be swept home together to the warmth of their beds.

At home, in the darkened bedroom, the pot of blush is missing. She turns her drawer inside out, then gets down on her knees in the flicker of the candle and searches under the bed, in case it has rolled away across the boards. It is nowhere to be seen. She will hunt, tomorrow, in the nursery, when nobody is looking, but she knows, already, that she will not find it. That it has been vanished away, to wherever Georgy keeps the things she has taken, replaced by treasures that Kate does not want and has not asked for.

A birthday party. The smell of buttered buns and sponge cake and winter punch. People perched on the arms of furniture, on items which are not supposed to be sat upon, on each other. The windows, and newly arrived guests, both damp with February drizzle. The rooms are a bachelor’s lodgings, low-ceilinged and warm, and the bachelor is Mr Dickens from the hallway, freshly turned twenty-three, and standing in the centre of the room, singing.

He had tugged at his hair, and announced, in his strange mock-serious way, that he would sing a Kentish Particular. Kate’s father had laughed his quiet laugh. He likes this man, her father, Kate knows that, and so she lets herself feel the flicker of possibility as she watches. Lets herself imagine, for a second, the touch of his mouth on hers, to see if there is anything of the hazy desire that sometimes rises in her, formless, making her breath come quicker.

Mr Dickens catches her eye, and she looks down quickly as though she has been caught. Her father likes him, she tells herself again. If he did not, she would not have found herself here on this cold, blustery night, squashed on a settee with a napkin of crumbling cake in her hand. There is something of a shortage of plates, about which the young host and his even younger brother have made a great joke all evening. There is also, Kate has noticed, rather a shortage of curtains, jugs, furniture, and cutlery. Instead, there is a surplus of guests and very strong French brandy. She feels its warmth spread through her; feels Mary, perching next to her, start to clap along as the young man Mr Dickens jigs and hops and keeps up a breathless commentary on his own performance. There is something about the way he holds the room that she likes; that makes the audience, packed together like pickles in a jar, forget the heat and their shyness.

She and Mary both have new gowns, sleeves puffed out like overgrown fruit and low, swooping necklines. Their mother has had them copied from the pictures in the Ladies’ Pocket Magazine, Mary’s in sage green and hers in a dusty silver, to bring out the blue of her eyes. Mary is too young for the fashion, really, at only fifteen, but it is cheaper to have them both copied together, in different fabrics. At home it is always about finding the cheap way, about doubling things and splitting them and refolding them and remaking them. About sewing them up along the seams.

She watches her father drumming on his knees in time to the music; sees the nimble fingers of the girl at the piano, pausing to look up as Mr Dickens tells a joke, then picking up the tune again with a flourish. His sister, Kate thinks, tracing the same long nose, the same expressive eyes, but in frailer form. She plays well, and sings better, so beautifully that Kate is hesitant to play herself, and hopes fervently that no one will suggest it.

When the song ends, the younger brother hammers his feet on the floorboards, and the young men whoop and call out so loudly that the room almost rattles with it. Mr Dickens, flushed, takes an exaggerated bow. He makes his way to the table and pours himself a brandy, then crosses to where the Hogarths are sitting squashed together.

‘You might have been on the stage, Charles,’ her father says, getting up from the settee with some difficulty.

‘I should have loved that,’ Mr Dickens replies. Kate sees him glance at her, and then quickly away again. ‘I once had a chance at it, but came down with an abominable head cold. So I must make do with family entertainments.’

‘We must have you to dinner at Brompton. Charles will rival the professionals, will he not, Kate?’ her father says.

‘He will.’

‘Miss Hogarth.’ Mr Dickens bows too low, as if about to perform a parody of a courtly dance, but when he looks up at Kate his face is serious. ‘You look very well tonight.’

There it is again, the sharpness in his eyes that she had noticed at the house. The feeling that he is always seeing, not just looking.

‘Thank you,’ Kate says. ‘You sang very well, I thought. I – I had not known you can sing.’

What a silly thing to say, she thinks, when she has barely met him once, and in a hallway.

‘I’m afraid I am very partial to a song, the sillier the better. Fanny on the other hand, my sister …’

‘The girl at the piano?’

‘Yes. Dear Fan doesn’t need to be silly to capture her audience. She has real talent.’

‘I don’t mind silliness. I rather enjoy it,’ Kate says, and instantly feels herself blush.

‘We shall get on very well then.’ He smiles. His whole face expresses things, constantly, Kate thinks. Warmth, and seriousness, and humour mingle like paints on a palette.

‘George, might I borrow your daughter for a quick hop?’

‘Certainly.’

Mr Dickens turns to her sister. ‘Miss Mary, shall we jig?’

Mary scrambles to her feet, wide-eyed and thrilled. Kate feels her heart lurch, stupidly, and smiles to cover it.

‘Fan, play us a tune we can dance to,’ Mr Dickens calls out, but Fanny has gone to cut herself a slice of cake, and is now holding it helplessly, for even the napkins are all used up.

‘We are out! We are out! We shall be forced to eat from the dresses of the ladies!’ the younger brother calls, making an exaggerated grab at a girl in a peach silk, who jumps up with a yelp, sending the remains of her fruit bun tumbling to the floor. He is relentlessly merry, this younger Dickens, Kate thinks, and notes the faint flicker of irritation in his brother’s eyes.

‘Sit down, Fred, and leave the poor ladies in peace. Fanny, dearest, do play us another. We shall have to distract our guests from the dismaying lack of crockery, and from Fred’s dismaying lack of manners,’ Mr Dickens says, finishing his brandy, and setting it down with a thump on the table.

Fanny returns to the piano in a trail of cake crumbs, and begins to play something that sets the room rippling with movement. Mr Dickens takes hold of Mary, and Kate watches them go charging about the room, bumping into walls, half-tripping over the feet of guests, her little sister pink with pleasure and exertion.

For Mary, Kate thinks, life is still far away. She can gallop madly about in the arms of this man, laughing, and everyone will think nothing of it. She is still half-child. But for Kate, now, the world is full of hidden messages, of possibilities hanging, like fruit waiting to fall. The air is thick with them. She feels them now, in the glance of Mr Dickens, in the way he cannot quite look away from her for long. The way he catches her eye, even as he spins her sister across the room. His shoes are patent-capped, she notices, and wonders again at this showiness in him, so different from the bland attire of other men, who seem only to want to look and behave like each other. It would be like being married to a whirlwind, Kate thinks. Everything would always be fun, and serious at the same time; a romping melody, but in a minor key.

Fred approaches her, nearly falling over the settee with the depth of his bow.

‘Will you dance too, eldest Miss Hogarth?’

There is something in his voice that is also in his brother’s, a sort of thickness, as though the words don’t emerge easily, and must be covered over with merriment.

Kate glances at her father, who is benignly sipping his brandy in an armchair.

‘I would be delighted,’ she says, giving a low bow to rival Fred’s, and seeing Charles notice it. Fred grabs her hand, and together they gallop past the settee and over the rug, her dress and petticoats bouncing. She wants Mr Dickens to see how she makes light of it all, how she is not fazed by the fun, by the wildness. How she, too, is always laughing, and easy, and full of happiness. How she could be the possibility he waits for. And Fanny plays and plays, and the guests jig and jig, until a bleary-eyed gentleman in a nightgown knocks at the door to say that he does not wish to cause offence, but he must be at chambers in the morning, and could the company please, please stop jumping upon the floorboards and depart.

‘What did you think of Mr Dickens?’ Mary asks, unpinning her hair later, and flopping down on the bedroom chair.

Kate considers. ‘He improves on acquaintance,’ she says.

‘Fred is funnier.’

‘Yes. But foolish.’

Mary picks at a hole in the battered brocade of the seat. ‘I think Mr Dickens the elder likes you.’

‘Don’t pick at the thread, Mary. It will all unravel completely.’

‘Which thread? The conversational one?’ Mary wrinkles her nose, mischievous.

‘The one on the chair.’

‘I do think so, anyway,’ Mary says, getting up and moving to the door. ‘I think he will turn up to take you out walking.’ She narrows her eyes like a fortune teller. ‘Mark my words.’

‘Go to bed.’ Kate blows out the bedside candle. But as Mary clicks the door shut behind her, Kate draws the covers over herself and thinks about Mr Dickens. The elder. About the way fun seemed to move with him around the room. About the little colours on his cuffs, and the way his eyes lingered on her, curious and thoughtful.

The first mackerel are coming in, and Ruth has been to Billingsgate for a stack of them. They are Mr Hogarth’s particular favourite, and he is late home from the paper, so Kate is mixing a parsley butter on the stove, while the fish spits and blackens on the gridiron.

She had waited on the first day after Mr Dickens’s party, catching sight of the time of day so often that every clock in the house seemed to be laughing at her like one of her brothers. She had never realised how many there were, ticking from this mantelpiece or that wall, reminding her that four interminable days had passed, then five, then six. She had sewed up three old dresses with tatty hems, read the same page of her book seven times, and tried not to let her mind wander over the reasons for Mr Dickens’s silence. By the seventh day she had given up, removing his face from the blurry form of her imagined husband, her imagined home, and letting the images settle back into comfortable indistinctness.

A Mr Salisbury had come to dinner, with a friendly, broad face, and a tendency to open his eyes very wide when he didn’t know what to say. No minor notes at all. Only the white keys, straight and simple. Kate had sat next to him, and smiled, and helped him overcome his nervousness by offering a series of gentle remarks about the recent rain. She had liked him. She had even imagined him, briefly, packing his pipe in the evening, or smiling at her kindly over the breakfast table, a mild sort of life she might enjoy. But then an indescribable gloom had settled as he had opened his eyes very wide at her over the teapot. There are plenty of faces to fill the blank, Kate tells herself. London is full of Mr Dickenses. It must be.

She flips the mackerel flesh side up, so that the skin sears and curls with a screaming hiss. Her father must be very nearly back, ready to slip his shoes off and eat a late dinner, with his feet up on the low stool. Her mother is gone out, to a recital, and doesn’t think about her husband’s missed meal, his late-night hunger. Other people’s needs seem to flow in a current she cannot see. But Kate knows how to fill the gaps. She has been raised to it.

There is a sudden stamping out in the hall, then the sound of feet charging down the kitchen steps. A brother home unexpectedly, she thinks, worry flooding through her, or an emergency of some sort. But it is Mary who flings herself into the kitchen, flushed and grinning, a blue muslin in her arms.

‘Mr-Dickens-is-coming-to-call-on-you-after-the-party-papa-says-he-will-be-here-any-moment-you-must-get-into-your-best-silk-quick-he-is-nearly-in-the-parlour.’

Kate drops the wooden spoon with a clatter and takes the pan and the fish from the stove, while Mary tugs off her apron and tries to smooth down rogue wisps of hair with the flat of her hand. Of all the moments, Kate thinks, it has to be now. She wipes her hands on the kitchen rag, and wriggles into the blue muslin, yanking it down.

‘I will do Papa’s supper,’ Mary says,

‘Just a drizzle of sauce. Don’t drown it.’

She wipes a splash of parsley butter from her arm, casts a lingering look back at the food about to be left in Mary’s inexact hands. Halfway up the kitchen steps, she stops for a second and turns back.

‘Are you sure I look all right?’

Mary weighs her up, head tilted.

‘A bit red in the face, but fine.’

‘Very helpful, thank you.’

‘Better to be honest,’ Mary says, picking up the discarded apron. ‘That’s what you’re always telling me. Go on then. Go and see your love.’ She drawls the word slowly, laughing, hiding the threat that it holds to divide them. Kate rolls her eyes.

‘He’s hardly my love. I’ve only met him twice.’

‘Go on,’ Mary says. ‘Or he’ll go home.’

In the hallway, Kate pauses, breathless. She is suddenly unsure; can hardly remember him. Funny, she thinks, wasn’t he? Funny and sad. She flattens her hair one last time and pushes the parlour door open.

The neat figure of Mr Dickens is sitting in her father’s armchair, caught in the shadow from the fire. He starts up at the sight of her. She remembers, then, his eyes. The way they turn on her like great lamps, flashing into life.

‘Miss Hogarth.’

‘Mr Dickens.’

She stays hovering near the door, worried that her hair might smell of fish.

‘Your father said I might call.’

‘How kind.’ The words sound stiff. Kate smiles, as if to encourage him.

‘I’m only sorry to do it so late. I have been halfway up the country and back this week four times already. I wondered if – if you might care to take a walk,’ he says, putting his hands into his pockets and taking them immediately out again.

Kate glances at the window, where the wind howls viciously into the darkening sky. He follows her gaze, and tucks his hair behind his ear.

‘Tomorrow,’ he adds, quickly. ‘Or the following day.’

‘I should like that very much.’

‘Good.’ He smiles. ‘I shall collect you at two tomorrow then.’

‘Yes please,’ she says, before realising there was no question.

‘If the weather is bad, I shall send a note with Fred.’

‘Thank you.’

‘There has been a stiff March wind recently.’ He looks a little conversationally desperate, she thinks, but she is not sure how to rescue him.

‘There has.’

‘Victory for Charles!’ says a voice behind her. She turns to see his brother cross-legged on the low stool behind the door.

‘Do be quiet, Fred,’ Charles says.

‘Victory for Kate!’ says Mary, revealing herself in the doorway. Fred guffaws, and makes a pantomime of almost falling backwards off his stool, and she sees that Charles does not like it. Kate blushes, uncomfortable at the intrusion, then finds herself wondering, fleetingly, about the mackerel and whether it has been ruined by its abandonment.

‘I shall bring Fred tomorrow,’ Charles says. ‘Unless you have another chaperone.’

‘Only Mary.’

‘I’m going to town,’ Mary says.

‘Then we shall have to take my fool of a brother, I’m afraid, Miss Hogarth.’

‘How very unfair,’ Fred says, ‘when I am your pathway to romance. You might want to watch what you say.’

‘And I am your pathway to dinner. You might want to do the same, Fred.’

Fred winks and hops to his feet. Charles nods, almost shyly, Kate thinks, as if it is somehow painful to him, this tentative beginning of their courtship, the foolishness and bluster of his brother in the midst of it. She feels the same, and is drawn to him because of it. The men leave with a clatter out into the hall, fumbling for their coats and scarves and umbrellas and hats, and Kate puts her finger to her lips in warning as they stand listening to the fuss of the departure, to her father’s muffled goodbye. Then, at the click of the front door, Mary throws herself on to the chaise longue and kicks her legs up wildly, while Kate flops on to the armchair.

‘I told you,’ Mary is saying. ‘I told you.’

The next day, they walk to Chelsea and back, Fred scuffing his feet on the pavement behind them. They talk about Edinburgh, its castle on the crag, about Brompton High Street, about Kentish beaches, and sisters. They talk about what is showing at Drury Lane, about farces and tragedies, about pet birds, and dancing.

When the stiff March wind gets up and sends a ribbon from Kate’s bonnet whipping down the street, Charles runs to get it, bringing it back like a dog with a bone. Passers-by roll their eyes, irked by how much these young people are laughing, because everything, it seems to Kate, is suddenly so much funnier than it used to be. They walk and walk, past omnibuses and front gardens and shop windows, the world tingling with its new comedy, until Fred looks mournful, and Kate gets a blister.

Charles tells her he has written something in the Chronicle, a short piece about London life. When she gets home, she finds it in her father’s study with ungainly urgency, then lies on the parlour settee to read it. Boz, he calls himself in print, and the name is just right, the way it sounds like something fizzing, like something gone past in a flash before you can catch it. She can feel him in the words, his sense of fun weaving its way through the lines. It is contagious, she thinks, his humour. The lightness of its touch. It makes her feel as though being alive is not so very lonely as you might think, sometimes. As though one might laugh at the things one sees, but without destroying them.

He values innocence, and girlishness, and radiance, and writes of them with admiration. Such things speak well of a man – they must. She sees, too, that he likes small things just as she does. A slight ankle, a tiny hand. She looks at her waist in the low mirror, thrilled by its slender line, by her own neat little feet. By how she fits his tastes, just so.

They go to a water-party at Twickenham, Mary tagging along for a chaperone, meat pies and bottled stout and a striped awning set up by the river for dancing. Charles darts between the guests, small and courteous and quick in his movements. Kate tucks her woollen wrap tighter against the April breeze and watches him pretend to topple into the river, or debate politics with a friend, lambasting the Tories with single-minded ferocity. Everything, with Charles, she thinks, is deadly serious, and at the same time everything is a game he has invented. A game of nonsense words, each person standing to recite as many as they can without stopping. A game of charades, Fred almost expiring in an elaborate attempt to mime Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary. Charles is drawing her into his circle of friends and laughter and foolishness, tugging her from reticence, singling her out as worthy of attention.

‘Miss Hogarth, you are quiet this evening,’ he says, folding over his paper and passing it to Mary in the bachelor rooms at Furnival’s Inn. They are playing a game Charles has invented, the rules of which Kate is struggling to follow.

‘Kate is always quiet,’ Mary says, scribbling her answer.

‘Not always,’ Kate says, self-conscious.

‘Thoughtful, perhaps, Miss Hogarth.’

‘Yes.’ She smiles, grateful, and then when the others look away, he gives a touch on her arm, quick and light, that sends feeling searing through her.

He is writing an operetta, he tells her, as they walk through Covent Garden from the theatre, Fred making Mary scream with laughter, and Charles at her side, his arm linked through hers, asking her what she thought of this song or that joke. ‘Should you like to see something of that kind? Ought there to be this kind of love duet? That actor did not quite capture the humour of the script, did you not think, Miss Hogarth?’ His mind buzzes around hers with its questions, but before she has answered one, he is off on the next. She cannot match him; asks him, laughing, to slow down.

Last year, visiting London, she had seen a curio at an exhibition. A zoetrope, it was called, after the Greek. Life turns. See life turning, the man had said to the crowd. Step up and watch it move. She had placed her eye against a great cylinder and looked through a hole in its side, and as the cylinder began to spin, the painted seagull had begun to soar, its wings to lift and beat. Or that was the illusion. He is such a thing, she thinks. A zoetrope. When you press your eye to his world life spins into motion, whirring and ticking. It is how it feels to be with him.

When he disappears, for a week or more, called away to Chelmsford or Framlingham or Stoke, or some other place she has barely heard of, or sends word that he is ill and cancels plans, she is left flat. Fears dance through her head: she has said something wrong, or worse, looked wrong; he has seen something in her he does not like. She runs through each encounter in her head again and again, trying to find out what it might be. She burns for a note folded over and delivered by Fred, or left tucked on the hall table, half imagining one there, when it is only the dairyman’s bill, or a calling card from someone she has never heard of. When she sees one, she sprints for it like a child. He invites her to a party, to a dance, to the theatre. To hear his sister play the music for his operetta. Relief sears through her. The notes come thick and fast again, and her life seems to run along with them like an engine.

Miss Hogarth.

For the express attention of Miss Catherine Hogarth.

And then, at last.

Kate.

Her brothers, home from school, begin to give her meaningful winks. Robert, the eldest, teaches the babies to say Charles Dickens on cue like a pair of parrots.

‘Who does Katie love, Helen?’

‘Tarles Dickens.’

‘Who is Katie kissing in secret?’

‘Tarles Dickens.’

The boys fall over laughing, and Helen claps her hands, delighted with herself.

She hears her parents’ voices, low, through the closed bedroom door.

‘He is a little vulgar, George.’ Her mother’s voice is reluctant.

‘In what way, vulgar?’

‘His manner of dress, his – his manner.’

‘Young people like a bit of colour. He will grow out of it, I should think. They are both young. I recall, before we were married, I had a particular pair of trousers which caused you some consternation.’

‘Pea-green!’ Her mother almost shrieks it, then hushes herself. ‘They didn’t last long.’ Then, to herself, musingly. ‘Perhaps Kate can do something about the waistcoats.’

‘I don’t think it is much to do with the waistcoats,’ her father says. ‘Perhaps only that nobody would be good enough, Georgina. She is such a gentle soul. Still a child, in some ways.’

In the hall, Kate bridles.

‘He was rejected, I believe, by another family for their daughter. The Beadnells. He does seem to come from rather unpromising beginnings, George.’

Another family? Another daughter? It is new knowledge, and uncomfortable. The Beadnells. She tucks the name away in her mind for safekeeping.

‘I have looked into his background, and spoken of it with the boy. He was never engaged to Maria. The father has struggled, though I see nothing but prudence in the son.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Charles is ambitious,’ her father says, ‘and will make a good home for Kate if she chooses him. Waistcoats or no waistcoats. And Kate is a born little wife. A born little mother. Nobody could be more likely to make a success of it.’

A born little wife. That much she knows. To make a home; to nourish those inside it. And this man, Charles, makes it feel as though it will be easier than she hoped. Sillier, and more serious; more fun, and more important. Sacred, almost, to be alongside him, as his wife. Life is turning, gaining speed, spinning out the story she is going to live. The story God has chosen her for, Kate thinks, kneeling at the Hogarth pew on Sundays, looking up at wooden Jesus with his unblinking eyes. She can feel it.

‘Might I ask you a question?’

Kate picks a dandelion from the grass and shreds it in her fingers, letting the pieces fall, then brushing them away in a sudden movement. Above them, the clouds are passing fast, gathering pace against the static blue.

Charles, lying on the rug, looks up at her quizzically, bringing her hand to his mouth and kissing it. ‘Of course, Mouse.’

She reaches around for the words, for the courage to form them.

‘Have you – been in love before?’

He looks quickly down at his hands and then back up again.

‘Once. Yes.’

She had half-expected the answer, or she wouldn’t have asked, but still, worry twists inside her.

‘What happened?’ She asks it carefully, as if her concern is only for him, and not for this new, strange ache she feels at his words.

‘It was of no consequence, and ended badly.’

‘Why?’

‘She was cruel.’ He shakes his head.

Kate reaches out and touches his sleeve.

‘I could never be cruel to you.’

‘I know, Mouse. That is why I am in love with you.’

Kate absorbs this nugget of information. He is in love with her because she is not cruel. She takes a shortbread from the tin and snaps it in two, then picks the crumbs from her dress.

‘Do you wish I hadn’t told you?’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t like secrets.’

‘No,’ Charles says. ‘Secrets don’t suit you. You are too good for them. Too kind.’ He kisses her hand gently, then looks at her. ‘So much kinder than her.’

The words are meant to reassure, and in part they do but there she is, still, this other girl, inserting herself between them. Finding her way into their story.

‘Who …’ she tries to say, ‘who was she?’

‘You must never be jealous, Katie. It doesn’t suit you.’

She looks away, chastened, and he puts his hand lightly on her arm to draw her back to him.

‘Women are the better sex, Katie,’ he says. ‘The tenderer. The purer of heart.’

‘Why do you men always say that?’

‘Because it is true. We adore you, but can never match you for patience, for kindness, for gentleness. You are our paragons, and we must adore you.’ He plucks a daisy and balances it on her skirt. ‘My colours, my lady.’

She smiles, in spite of herself, and takes it. He loves her. She knows it. But when she had asked him about the Beadnell girl, she had noticed the tightening around his mouth; the quick shadow that passed across his face, like a threat. It is natural, perhaps, she tells herself, for men to have a passing love or two. She herself had hankered, once, after a Mr Railey. She had only been young, thirteen or fourteen, and he had kissed her hand at a party, playing the mock-suitor. Not knowing, of course, how she burned at the gesture, at the flash of his lips on her skin.

‘Let us banish your jealousy,’ Charles says, as though he can read her mind. ‘I do not like it. Let us make a pact.’

‘What sort?’

‘If ever either of us falls in love with someone else, we must tell the other. Straightaway, and with no secrets. No betrayals.’

She turns the idea over in her mind, adult, and exotic, impossibly remote. In the distance, Fred and Mary cavort in some sort of game of chase, sending pigeons ricocheting into the air around them. Mary laughs and bolts off towards the lake, her shrieks caught on the wind.

Kate will never be in love with someone else. Could never.

‘Yes, I promise.’

‘Good. Now we don’t need to worry or be jealous, or fear anything.’ He lies back flat on the picnic rug, his hair spreading out like a mane. ‘I can bear anything, Kate, but I must know. Truthfulness is sacred to me, always. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Charles.’

She guards their pact carefully, thinking it through.

‘But what would you do?’ she asks, then. ‘If I told you such a thing. If I broke things off for somebody else?’

‘I should go to him and shake his hand as my heart broke.’

He is almost like a little boy, despite the storybook bravura of his words.

‘That is how much I love you.’ He settles back, satisfied with his answer. ‘But I trust of course that you would never do such a thing.’

‘Never. Never.’

‘Then my risk is a very small one, is it not?’

‘Of course it is.’

‘That is why you are my dear little Kate.’

He closes his eyes, content. Nearby a baby stumbles on the grass in his dresses, and sits for a second, stunned, before opening his mouth to howl. Kate watches him, wondering why there is such a delay between the pain and the cry, as his nursemaid comes running over to scoop him up in her arms and shush him.

‘I shall be gone for the next few days,’ Charles says, yawning. ‘But will you cook a late supper for Fred and me at Furnival’s tonight?’

‘Of course.’ The familiar glow spreads through her. That she can cook for him; that she is wanted in such a way. Could Maria Beadnell cook? she wonders, fleetingly.

‘Good,’ Charles says. ‘We should like whiting, and perhaps eggs, and can you bring some of the jellied apricots from last night’s dinner? I’ve been thinking about them all morning.

‘I will, if Papa hasn’t finished them off for lunch.’

He sits up, and reaches for her arm, smiling at her in a way she cannot place.

‘And will you do something else for me, Katie?’ he says.

‘Anything,’ she replies, and it’s true.

‘Change your hair so it falls like this.’ He gestures.

Her hand whips to her hair.

‘So that it falls more forward?’

‘Yes, about your face. I prefer it that way.’

She feels the heat rise in her cheeks. All this time, she thinks. All this time she has worn it wrong.

At home she looks in the mirror, mortified. Has he always wanted her to change it, throughout the months of their courtship? Perhaps it is how the other girl had worn it. The thought comes quick and cold, and she shakes it away. At least she knows now. She teases and curls and pulls her hair forwards with a vengeance. She goes to bed with it twisted into a coil and pinned in place. When it springs back, stubborn, in the morning, she goes to war with it at breakfast, and discusses it incessantly with Mary, until her mother asks her father casually over the coffee whether the newspaper has got anything about Kate’s hair in it, given that nothing in the world seems to be of as much importance these days.

They are walking back from a dance, the night air heavy with the scent of new buds in front gardens. They are almost at the house, when Charles draws her softly to a stop. When he stands next to her like this, she comes up to the top of his shoulder, just about at the seam of the jacket, which, she thinks, is about right.

Fred hangs behind them, his hands in his pockets, whistling a low tune. Charles turns to him, exasperated.

‘Fred, what is the point of paying you handsomely in dinners unless you keep your part of the bargain and turn away when required? And stop your infernal whistling!’

‘It’s only that it’s cold.’ Fred’s voice wobbles with stifled amusement. ‘Whistling to keep warm, aren’t I?’

‘If you don’t turn away this minute, I will warm you myself.’

‘All right! All right. I’m turning.’ Fred moves away, laughing, to the other side of the road.

Charles moves her away beyond the houses, where Fred cannot see them. He stops beneath the gas lamp on the corner. Kate stops too; feels the warmth of his hand on hers.

She glances, left to right, down the darkness of the empty street.

If she lets him kiss her, she thinks, that will be it. One possibility will eclipse all the others. All the blank, faceless men, all the lives which might have been, will vanish, and she will have chosen. In one yes, a thousand nos are hiding.

She can still back out, if she wants to. She can run away, even if he has kissed her.

There is no breeze. The trees are black and still.

‘Won’t you kiss me, Katie?’ His voice is low.

She watches his face. All its animation, its movement suddenly still, as if the world that so engrosses him, that calls him away so often, has vanished.

Deliberately, carefully, she tilts her face up. He takes a step forward, pushing his hair back from his face with one hand. His cheek is almost resting against hers. He is closer to her than any man has ever been. She can hardly breathe with the closeness of him.

Somewhere behind her there is movement in the dark. She turns, startled, and sees a fox slink from the grass. It trots briskly past them, casting them a sideways look, and disappears around the corner towards Brompton. Charles laughs and takes her arm, and then before she knows what is happening, his lips are brushing hers. It is like a magnet. She feels her body move towards his, her hand reach up instinctively for his shoulder. She draws closer still to him, so that there is no gap between their bodies at all, and then he breaks abruptly away.

‘There,’ he says, with a sort of finality.

She looks up at him then and sees with faint, thrilling surprise that he is rattled; that he is trying to catch control of himself. He rests his hand gently on her arm.

‘You are very nice to kiss, Kate.’

She wants to say the same thing, to say that he is so nice to kiss that she almost forgot where she was, or who she was, or what was happening. She wants to kiss him again like that, to draw him to her again, so she can feel the roughness of his cheek, the give of his mouth. But she knows it will hardly do to put that into words, which are not her friends anyway. Instead, she buries her face in his sleeve as if quite overwhelmed, as she has seen other girls do with their lovers. He laughs, and puts his arm around her, pleased.

‘Come and visit me tomorrow at twelve.’

He kisses her again, fleetingly, pulling away as if she will somehow ignite him accidentally. Then he makes his way up the road into the darkness.

In the hall, Mary is waiting, arms folded, eyes mischievous.

‘Well?’

Kate hangs up her cloak carefully, her sister at her side.

‘Did you let him kiss you?’ Mary tugs at her arm. ‘Katie! Did you let him kiss you?’

She unties her bonnet. ‘You know such things are private.’

‘You did! You did!’ Mary laughs, throwing her head back in glee. ‘What was it like? What did it feel like? Katie, tell me! Katie!’

But Kate only moves regally up the stairs, keeping her silence, holding the heat of her lover’s lips as a secret.

‘I have a new idea for a story.’ Charles lies sprawled on the settee, Kate’s head on his shoulder. ‘I cannot wait for you to read it, Mouse. It will terrify you.’ He reaches out and touches her cheek lightly, as if he enjoys the thought. ‘I shall send it to you as soon as it is done.’

He has taken rooms around the corner from the Hogarth house for the summer, dragging Fred with him, so that he might see her more often. He is still gone, more often than he is here. But he thinks about her differently after the kiss, she is sure of it. When she gets the scarlet fever, he sends her blackberry jam, which she eats by the spoonful as she lies wan under the covers with only Jingle the kitten for company. He writes her letters constantly when they are apart, and she cannot imagine how he can stand it, to pick up the pen again after a whole day scratching out his words. But he does, for her. Signed with his initials, underlined with a florid swirl, and packed with politics, comic slander of small towns, first-hand accounts of castle fires. ‘My dearest Pig.’ ‘Dearest Mouse.’ Mary gets hold of one of them and shrieks.

‘When will it be done, the story?’

‘Next month, I hope.’

‘Will you read it aloud to me before it goes to print?’

‘If I have time.’

Always time, she thinks. Always time in between them, with its impermeable barrier, keeping her from him and him from her.

‘Is it very frightening?’ Kate asks.

‘Yes, Mousey, very.’ He traces her cheekbone with a finger. Ink has soaked into the knuckle. She turns her head so her cheek pushes against it, like the kitten butting her hand with its small forehead.

‘What is it called?’

‘“The Black Veil”.’

She wants to lean back against the warmth of the armchair, to let herself be terrified. To see the veil, let herself sink into its darkness, so that he can comfort her out of it again. Let him take her by the hand and lead her through the story. So that she can see things with his eyes, for a moment.

Her own eyes, of course, as her mother continually reminds her, are defective. But she cannot, at nineteen, bear the mortification of spectacles. Her mother took her once, to try some, at the offices of an Exeter doctor, who looked down at her, hawk-like, from his great height. He had leaned in, measuring her, as she sat, trying not to breathe in his sour breath. Read the line, please, Miss Hogarth. Fitted lenses to her nose, heavy and cold. The shock of it, as everything sharpened.

‘Well?’ her mother had said.

‘Not much different.’

And so the hawk doctor had removed a confusion of lenses one by one from his wooden cabinet, and then put them back, defeated. Each time, she misread the line of letters deliberately, turning P into R, F into K. After half an hour they left him hunched over his desk, shaking his head, talking of appointments with specialists in London, of urgent trips to eye hospitals.

‘I can see straight through you, Catherine Hogarth,’ her mother had said, striding down Waterbeer Street with Kate trotting beside her, hands tucked inside her muffler. ‘Don’t you think I can’t.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

A sharp, sideways glance. ‘Hmph. I don’t mind if you are too vain for spectacles, but for heaven’s sake, stop squinting. You are giving yourself a forehead wrinkle, and nobody wants that.’

Now, every night, she smooths out her forehead, dabbing her mother’s cold cream on the little ridge between her eyebrows that seems determined to grow. The moon is still a hazy circle. People still confuse her at five paces. At the theatre, the actors are moving streaks of colour, their faces indistinct. Sometimes she bumps into things, tripping over low, unexpected walls while squinting into the middle distance. But no spectacles.

Now, when she is with Charles, she begins to feel something similar. As though she bumps through the world, a little blindly, seeing only its rough edges, its blurred forms. Until he places his own lens over her eyes, and everything sharpens. There are not many people through whose lens she would prefer to see the world. But with Charles, she wants it so much that sometimes it takes her breath away, and when he isn’t there, she is so restless that she can hardly bear the days, which seem to drag, colourless, to their close.

When he and her father disappear into the study after dinner, she knows that it is coming. In the drawing room, Mary plays ‘My Heart is in the Highlands’ with knowing looks at Kate, while Mrs Hogarth busies herself with Georgy’s sewing, fussing over the length of her backstitch.

And then she finds that she and Charles are suddenly alone in the hall. The back of her mother’s skirts disappearing quickly through the doorway. The house, usually full of thundering boys and wailing twins, falls curiously silent.

Charles is holding out a circlet of little azure ovals. Watching her as she takes it. She slips it onto her finger, where it sits, loose beneath the knuckle.

‘Is it right? Is it what you had hoped, Kate?’

‘It is perfect.’

‘We shall have it fitted,’ he says.

‘I hope so,’ she says, laughing and spinning it on her finger, ‘or it will be forever falling off into the breakfast.’

‘We can’t have that,’ he says, picking up her hand and kissing it. ‘Your tiny hand.’

The yes was already given. Only later does she realise he had not asked her at all.

In the parlour, her father nods, satisfied. Her mother smiles. Mary admires the ring, and says it looks like stones from a faraway island. They are to be married in the new year, and she will live at Furnival’s, in a new set of rooms, all her own. Her own kitchen, her own dining set, her own maid of all work. Her own Charles. At the breakfast table, reading the paper by the fire. In her bed. They do not speak of it, but she feels it between them, the promise of what will happen. The way she will become one body with him, immersed in and merged with him. It used to frighten her, as a child, when she heard half-truths in snatches in the kitchen or through hot-breathed whispers from friends when the adults were downstairs. But any fear about it is gone, replaced by the reality of Charles and how much she longs, when he is near, to dissolve in his arms as though the boundary of her body and his are of no consequence. She lies in bed, watching the firelight shift on the ceiling as it shrinks and cools, and lets herself imagine.

The heat of the London summer is giving way at last. The fruit in the orchards that surround the Brompton house is fat on drooping branches. Bowls of it are stacked in the kitchen already, waiting for Kate who stands, wrist-deep in flour, pushing her thumbs down into the dough, trying to find distraction.

She does not feel herself. The house oppresses her. Nothing quite satisfies her the way it used to since she agreed to the marriage with Charles, which seems to stretch out interminably into the distance, always beyond reach. Four long months since they were engaged, six longer ones at least to come before their wedding. She is stuck in an in-between space, neither child nor wife, and time seems to warp and stretch in the endless waiting.

Even now, she cannot seem to grasp him, her happiness somehow held hostage to his absences. He comes all in a rush, or is gone. One day he does not come to meet her as he had told her he would, sending Fred with one of his notes, and Kate, dressed to go out, unpins her gown and slumps, despondent, into the easy chair, then wakes only to find he has climbed through the window, and is standing with Mary, his fingers on his lips, both of them trying not to laugh, watching her. She sits up, bleary, trying to smile, grabbing at her gaping gown.

He brings her a necklace, a smooth, pale stone in the shape of a heart, pierced through the centre by its cord.

‘I found it on the beach at Broadstairs,’ he tells her, tying it at her neck, ‘and had it made up for you. Broadstairs, my dear little wife-to-be, is my favourite place in the world. We shall go together, when we are married, and holiday there every year among the donkeys.’

‘The donkeys? How romantic.’

He stoops to kiss her at the clasp, then winces as he stands, and she twists round, concerned, to place her hand on his side. He is often in pain, she has noticed, something in his side, an old childhood complaint that seems to rise up when he does not expect it. When he writes a note about a bad night, or an agonised morning, which compels him to cancel with heartfelt apologies, she has such an impulse to go to him that she almost gets up from her seat as she reads. She imagines placing her hands on him, bringing him blankets, folding them over his knee. Mary says he has a head cold; Kate daydreams of making him a mustard plaster, a honey balsam; bringing him cups of steaming tea. She can’t bear to sit, instead, in the parlour, a twin dribbling on her knee, her mother playing incessantly on the piano, her father’s sallow, serious guests talking interminably about opera.

When she sees, at last, a note from Charles, his blue ink and script that leans so much it seems as if it will topple over, her heart leaps.

Come and cook me breakfast tomorrow. I shall expect you at eight sharp.

Yours affcy,

Charles Dickens

The next day, she wakes early, and sits at the dressing table, teasing out the curlers in her hair so that it springs in girlish, bouncing little coils on each side of her face. The air is already thick with the promise of heat. Peeking through the heavy folds of the curtain, she sees that the world is hardly stirring. The grass is laced with untouched dew; branches tremble with the movement of the birds.

Down in the kitchen, she takes a basket and fills it carefully with a dozen eggs, two potatoes baked in the fire the day before, and a block of butter, all packed up neatly into brown paper. A tangy wedge of crumbling cheddar, garlic cloves, and three broad, flat mushrooms. She packs them in together with a small loaf of bread, a bread knife, and the slatted spoon. Ruth will notice it is gone when she gets the breakfast on for the house, but she shoves it in anyway, quickly, then takes the omelette pan from the wall for good measure. He doesn’t have an omelette pan, she is sure of it, for it is a bachelor’s lodgings. It won’t fit in the basket, and the hall clock is striking three quarters, so she carries it, thinking about how he will laugh when he sees her coming along the street.

Then she slips out, giddy, into the warm morning air, her tightly laced boots click-clacking on the pavement, the pale heart cool against her chest. She passes the butter man doing his rounds and nods to him, and he nods back, bemused at the sight of her.

When she arrives at the lodgings, she knocks, quickly, at the door, and waits, then knocks again, more timidly this time. Frightened of sounding too insistent, she raises her hand uncertainly, but then, above, she hears the rattle of a window. There is Fred, unshaven, squinting into the early morning sunshine.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello.’

‘Are you after Charlie?’ He blinks, confused.

‘Yes.’

‘He’s gone out.’

‘Oh.’

‘Is that an omelette pan?’

‘Yes.’

She feels, suddenly, mortified, the omelette pan hanging limply at her side.

‘He didn’t – didn’t he say I was coming?’

‘No. He didn’t say anything about omelettes at all.’ She sees laughter starting to build in his face. ‘You do look fetching with it, though. You don’t have a skillet too, do you?’

‘No.’

‘Oh, what a shame. Charles finds skillets irresistible. He would march you to the church on the spot.’

‘Stop teasing me, Fred.’ She sounds weak, she knows it, but she cannot bear to be teased. It reminds her of her brothers, their jibes that threaten to rip the scabs from her most tender wounds. Of her mother. Of feeling small, and useless, and silly, and wishing she could disappear.

‘He might have let you know, mightn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘He might have, mightn’t he?’

‘Then you wouldn’t be standing here with half your kitchen.’

‘No.’

‘He did send a note this morning so perhaps it was to you. I was fast asleep. I missed the whole business, and now I won’t even get an omelette, I suppose.’ He looks, briefly, genuinely gloomy, then brightens up. ‘Mind you, this has been funny.’

‘Good morning to you, Fred.’ She moves away, curtly, as if she might retain her dignity, but the formality only makes her feel more ridiculous.

‘Good morning to you, Miss Hogarth.’ He ducks back inside, and she hurries away along the street, the omelette pan banging awkwardly against her leg. As she crosses to the other side, nearly colliding with a delivery boy already sweating with his stack of parcels, she hears Fred’s voice again, shouting after her with suppressed laughter. ‘Do bring a stew pot next time!’

She lets herself in at the front door. On the hall table, a folded note, in scrawled haste.

Dearest Mouse. Dispatched to Hatfield.

Had hoped to catch you.

Back Thursday or thereafter.

She sets the pan down on the sideboard, tears burning stupidly behind her eyes.
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