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			Epigraph

			Who shall inherit England?

			The business people who run her

			Or the people who understand her?

			 – E. M. Forster

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Chawton, Hampshire

			June 1932

			He lay back on the low stone wall, knees pulled up, and stretched out his spine against the rock. The birdsong pierced the early-morning air in little shrieks that hammered at his very skull. Lying there, still, face turned flat upwards to the sky, he could feel death all around him in the small church graveyard. He must have looked like an effigy himself, resting on top of the wall, as if carved into permanent silence, abreast a silent tomb. He had never left his small village to see the great cathedrals of his country, but he knew from books how the sculpted ancient rulers lay just like this, atop their elevated shrines, for lower men like himself to gaze at centuries later in awe.

			It was haying season, and he had left his wagon in the lane, right where it met the kissing gate and the farm fields at the end of old Gosport Road. Huge bundles of hay had already been piled up high on the back of the wagon, waiting for transport to the horse and dairy farms that dotted the outer vicinity of the village, stretching in a row from Alton to East Tisted. As he lay there, he could feel the back of his shirt damp from sweat, even though the sun was pale and barely trying; at just nine in the morning, he had already been hard at work in the fields for several hours.

			The multitude of finches, robins and tits suddenly quieted down as if on command, and he closed his eyes. His dog had been on guard until that moment, looking out over the mossy stone wall at the sheep that dotted the fields below, just past the hidden ha-ha that marked the perimeter of the estate. But as the farmer’s laboured breath became deep and rhythmic with sleep, the dog took his own cue and lay down beneath his master in the cool dirt of the graveyard.

			‘Excuse me.’

			He jolted awake at the voice now resonant above him. A lady’s voice. An American voice.

			Sitting up, he swung his legs down from the stone wall to stand before her. He looked at her face quickly, glanced at the rest of her, then just as quickly looked away.

			She appeared to be quite young, no older than her early twenties. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat with an indigo-blue ribbon tied about it that matched the deep blue of her tailored dress. She looked quite tall, almost the same height as him, until he realised she was wearing the highest pair of heels he had ever seen. In one hand she held a small pamphlet, in the other a black clutch purse – and around her neck hung a tiny cross on a short silver chain.

			‘I’m so sorry to disturb you, but you’re the first person I’ve met all morning. And I’m quite lost, you see.’

			As a lifelong resident of Chawton, population 377, the man was not surprised. He was always one of the first villagers up and about in the morning, right behind the milkman, Dr Gray on his more pressing rounds, and the postman doing his pickup from the local office.

			‘You see,’ she repeated, starting to adjust to his natural reticence, ‘I came down for the day from London – I took the train out here from Winchester to see the home of the writer Jane Austen. But I can’t find it, and I saw this little parish church from the road and decided to have a look around. To find some trace of her if I could.’

			The man looked behind his right shoulder at the church, the same church he had attended all his life, made of local flint and red sandstone and sheltered by beech and elm trees. It had been rebuilt a few generations ago – nothing notable was left inside of Jane Austen or her immediate family.

			He turned and looked back now over his left shoulder, at the small stile at the rear of the churchyard, through which one could just glimpse towering yew hedges clipped into circular cones. Even as a boy, they had looked to him like nothing so much as extremely large salt and pepper cellars. The hedges ran along the south terrace garden of an imposing Elizabethan house set on an incline, with a gabled tiled roof, red brickwork, and a three-storey Tudor porch covered in vines.

			‘The big house is back there,’ he said abruptly, ‘just past the church. The Great House it’s called. Where the Knight family lives. Miss Austen’s mother and sister’s graves are right here – do you see, miss, alongside the church wall?’

			Her face lit up in gratitude, both for the information and for his slow warming to the conversation.

			‘Oh my goodness, I had no idea . . .’

			Then her eyes began to well up. She was the most striking human being he had ever met, like a model in a hair or soap advertisement in the papers. As the tears started, the colour of her eyes crystallised into something he had never before seen, a shade of blue almost like violet, while the tears caught on rows of inky-black lashes, blacker even than her hair.

			Looking away, he tried to step around her carefully, his dog, Rider, now nipping about at his muddy boots. He walked over until he was standing next to the two large slabs of stone that stood upright in the ground. She followed him, the heels of her black pumps sticking a bit in the graveyard dirt, and he watched as she silently mouthed the words carved onto the twin tombstones.

			Backing away, he fiddled about to find his cap from his pocket. Brushing back the lock of light blond hair that tended to fall across his brow as he worked, he tucked it up under the rim of the cap as he pulled it forward and down over his eyes. He wanted to be away from her now, from the strange emotion being stirred up in her by the unadorned graves of simple women dead these past one hundred years.

			Off he wandered to wait with Rider by the main lychgate to the churchyard. After several minutes, she finally appeared from around the corner of the church, this time stopping to read the inscription of every stone she passed, as if hoping to discover even more slumbering souls of note. Every so often, she would teeter a bit as her heel caught the edge of a stone, and she would grimace just so slightly at her own clumsiness. But her eyes never left the graves below.

			She stopped at the lychgate next to him and looked back with a contented sigh. She was smiling now and more composed – so composed that he finally picked up the whiff of money in both her poise and her manners.

			‘I’m so sorry about that, I just wasn’t prepared. You see, I came all this way to find the cottage, where she wrote the books – the little table, the creaking door,’ she added, but to no visible reaction. ‘I couldn’t find out much about any of this while in London – thank you so much for telling me.’

			He held the lychgate open for her and they started to walk back towards the main road together.

			‘I can take you to her house if you’d like – it’s barely a mile or so up the lane. I’ve done my morning haying for the farm, before it gets too hot, so I’ve time to spare.’

			She smiled, a great big white winning smile, the kind of smile he could only imagine being American. ‘That is awfully kind of you, thank you. You know, I was assuming people came all the time, like this, like me – do they?’

			He shrugged as he kept his pace slow to meet hers along the half-mile gravel drive that led down to the road from the Great House.

			‘Often enough, I guess. Nothing really much to see, though. It’s just workers’ flats now, at the cottage – tenants in all the rooms.’

			He turned to see her face tighten in disappointment. As if to cheer her up, before he even knew what had come over him, he asked her about the books.

			‘I’m not even sure I can answer that,’ she replied, as he pointed the way back down the country lane, opposite the end where his wagon sat with its load temporarily forgotten. ‘I just feel, when I read her, when I reread her – which I do, more than any other author – it’s as if she is inside my head. Like music. My father first read the books to me when I was very young – he died when I was twelve – and I hear his voice, too, when I read her. Nothing made him laugh out loud, nothing, the way those books did.’

			He listened to her rambling on, then shook his head as if in disbelief.

			‘You haven’t read her then?’ the woman asked, a disbelieving light in her own eyes meeting his.

			‘Can’t say I’ve too much interest. Stick to Haggard and the like. Adventure stories, you know. Suppose you might judge me for that.’

			‘I would never judge anyone for what they read.’ She caught the ironic look on his face and added, with another broad smile, ‘Although I guess I just did.’

			‘All the same, I never understood how a bunch of books about girls looking for husbands could be on par with the great writers. Tolstoy and such.’

			She looked at him with new interest. ‘You’ve read Tolstoy?’

			‘Used to – I was going to be sent up to study, during the war, but both my brothers got called to fight. I stayed back here, to help out.’

			‘Do you all work the farm together then?’

			He looked away. ‘No, miss. They’re both dead now. The war.’

			He liked to say the words like that, like a clean cut, sharp and deep and irrevocable. As if trying to stave off any further conversation. But he had the feeling that with her this approach might only invite more questions, so he quickly continued, ‘By the way, see those two roads, where they meet – you came in from Winchester, from the left, yeah? Well, stick along here to the right – that’s now the main road to London – and you come into Chawton proper. That there’s the cottage up ahead.’

			‘Oh, that’s really awfully kind of you. Thank you. But you must read the books. You must. I mean, you live here – how can you not?’

			He wasn’t used to this kind of emotional persuasion – he just wanted to get back to his wagon of hay and be gone.

			‘Just promise me, please, Mr . . . ?’

			‘Adam. The name’s Adam.’

			‘Mary Anne,’ she replied, extending her hand to shake his goodbye. ‘Start with Pride and Prejudice of course. And then Emma – she’s my favourite. So bold, yet so wonderfully oblivious. Please?’

			He shrugged again, tipped his cap at her, and started to walk off down the lane. He dared to look back only once, from just past the pond where the two roads met. He saw her still standing there, tall and slender in her midnight blue, staring at the red-brick cottage, at its bricked-up window and the white front door opening straight onto the lane.

			–

			When Adam Berwick had finished up the rest of his day’s work, he left the now-empty wagon back by the kissing gate and trudged along the main road until he reached the tiny terrace cottage that had been his home for the past handful of years.

			The family had once been much larger, his father and mother and all three boys, of whom he was by far the youngest. They had owned a small farm, proudly held on to through four generations of his father’s family. This legacy had required all the Berwick men to take on hard manual labour, starting very young. And he had loved it: the repetition, the unvarying cycle of the seasons, the going-straight-to-bed with no time to talk.

			But Adam had also been an attentive and diligent student, teaching himself to read when barely five years old from the books his father left lying around the house, then reading every single thing he could get his hands on. He would visit the larger town of Alton with his mother every chance he could get. His favourite moment, even more than the sweet shop and the single large jawbreaker she would occasionally buy for him, was the chance to look at the children’s books at the library and find something new to borrow. Because – and he still did not understand how people like his brothers could not see this – inside the pages of each and every book was a whole other world.

			He could disappear inside that world whenever he needed to – whenever he felt the outside world, and other people, pressing in on him – a pressure from social contact and expectations that was surely routine for everyone else, but affected him much more intensely and inexplicably. But he could also experience things from other people’s point of view and learn their lessons alongside them, and – most important to him – discover the key to living a happy life. He had a feeling that, outside his rough farming family, people were existing on a very different plane, with their emotions and their desires telegraphed along lines never-ending, vibrating in as-yet-unknown ears, creating little frictions and little sparks. His own life was full of little friction, and even fewer sparks.

			Winning the scholarship to college had been the one exciting moment in his young life, only to be just as quickly taken away from him when his brothers were sent to war. He had been both too young to fight and, according to his mother, too grown-up now for what she called aimless study. The war had changed everything, and not just for his family – although everyone in the village acknowledged that the Berwicks had been harder hit than most, with both older boys killed in battle in the Aegean Sea in 1918 and the father less than a year later by the Spanish flu. There was a solicitude now, for his mother and for him, a deep community caring that had, at times, been all that had buoyed them from the deepest despair.

			But as much as they were kept from falling into the abyss, they remained forever teetering on the brink. Neither he nor his mother, despite their different temperaments, seemed to possess energy for anything more than submission to life – the idea that they might have to fight their way out of their lot was beyond them. So, only a few years after the war, between the debts and the grief and his mother’s constant complaining, they had sold the farm back to the Knight family at a significant discount. Over the generations, various Berwicks had worked at the Knight estate as household staff or servants, his own mother and grandmother among them, and now Adam, too, would join their employment by gathering the hay each summer, and tilling the fields, and planting a few rotating crops of wheat and hops and barley.

			Eventually, the Knight family, like so many others in the village, began to suffer financial troubles of their own. Adam felt that they were all tied together, very much interdependent, and that the sale of the farm to the Knights, and the employment for him, were part of a larger community effort to sustain and survive.

			He was surviving on the teetering brink – at least, he acted as if he were. But inside him, in the place that only books could touch, there remained both a deep unknowing and the deepest, most trenchant pain. Adam knew that part of his brain had shut down from all the pain, in a bizarre effort to protect itself, and his mother was even worse, for she appeared to be merely waiting to die, while constantly warning him how bad things would be without her. In the meantime, she was simply going through the motions of mothering him – having his toast and tea ready in the morning, and then, as now, his supper kept warm for him at the end of the day.

			They would sit there alone together at the kitchen table, just as they were doing now, and he would tell her about his work, and she would tell him about whom she had run into in the village, or in Alton if it was her midweek shopping day. They talked about anything and everything, except the past.

			But today he didn’t tell her about the young woman from America. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. For one thing, his mother was always on him to find a wife, and this stranger to town was so beyond him in her beauty as to be almost otherworldly. His mother was also one of the villagers for whom the connection to Jane Austen remained more an irritation than anything else. She saved her most bitter complaints for the tourists and gawkers who, often enough, did descend on the small village, demanding information, demanding to see something, demanding that life here be just like in the books. As if the villagers’ little lives were somehow unreal, and the real thing – the only thing – that mattered, and the only thing that ever would, had happened over a hundred years ago.

			–

			He was becoming quite worried for Mr Darcy.

			It seemed to Adam that once a man notices a woman’s eyes to be fine, and tries to eavesdrop on her conversations, and finds himself overly affected by her bad opinion of him, then such a man is on the path to something uncharted, whether he admits it to himself or not. Adam did not know much about women (although his mother kept telling him it did not take much), but he wondered if, in the history of life, as well as in literature, a man had ever fallen into such obvious lust as fast as Mr Darcy, and not done anything about it except to inadvertently, and so successfully, push it away.

			He appreciated more than ever that their small two-up, two-down terrace cottage, which sat next to a laneway leading back from the main Winchester road, gave him his own bedroom and space to read. In his sparse room with its gabled ceiling was the plain twin bed – one half of a set – that he had slept in since his boyhood. A single oak armoire and an antique dresser stood in opposite corners of the room. And he had his shelf of books that had once belonged to his father – adventure novels, the boys’ treasury, and the greats, like Conan Doyle and Alexandre Dumas and H. G. Wells. But now, next to his bed, lay a fairly thick hardcover book with a laminated cover, from the library, showing two women in bonnets whispering to each other, while a man in the background stood imperiously next to a garden urn.

			He had discreetly slipped it across the counter at the lending library only two days earlier.

			It was going fast.

			But as much as it amused him, the book also confused him. For one thing, he wondered at the father character; he did not think it reflected well on Mr Bennet to spend all his leisure time barricaded in his study or indulging his humour at the expense of everyone else. Mrs Bennet was much more easily understood, but something about the Bennet household was still amiss, in a way that he did not recall encountering before in literature. Not among a big family at least. He had read books about orphans, and treachery among friends, and fathers sent off to debtors’ prison – but the biggest plots always turned on an act of revenge or greed or a missing will.

			The Bennets, for all intents and purposes, simply didn’t like each other. He had not been expecting this at all from a lady writer with a commitment to happy endings. Yet, sadly, it felt more real to him than anything else he had ever read.

			Finishing the chapter where Darcy shows his estate to the woman who once so robustly spurned his marriage proposal, Adam finally started to drift off to sleep. He recalled the recent visitor to his own town, the tiny cross on a chain, the white winning smile: tokens of the faith and hope so sadly missing from his own life. He could not conceive of the willingness to travel so far for something so whimsical – yet an unguarded happiness had also radiated from within the visitor, real happiness, the kind he had always searched for in books.

			Reading Jane Austen was making him identify with Darcy and the thunderclap power of physical attraction that flies in the face of one’s usual judgement. It was helping him understand how even someone without much means or agency might demand to be treated. How we can act the fool and no one around us will necessarily clue us in.

			He would surely never see the American woman again. But maybe reading Jane Austen could help him gain even a small degree of her contented state.

			Maybe reading Austen could give him the key.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Chawton, Hampshire

			October 1943

			Dr Gray sat alone at the desk in his office, a small room off the larger front parlour that acted as his examining room. He stared miserably at the X-ray film before him. Both of Charles Stone’s legs had been so severely crushed, the good doctor could not imagine any degree of function being regained over time.

			He held the X-ray back up to the golden October light streaming in from the side window and squinted at it one last time, even though he knew there was nothing more to see – nothing that would make any of this one jot easier to relay.

			Having grown up in Chawton, Dr Gray had moved to London during the Great War for medical school and training, returning to the village in 1930 to take over old Dr Simpson’s practise. Over the past thirteen years, he had welcomed into the world as many patients as he had seen out. He knew every family’s history and their doom – the ones where madness skipped a generation, or asthma did not. He knew which patients one could tell the cold hard truth to – and which ones fared better not knowing. Charlie Stone would do better not knowing, at least for now. He would keep from the edges of despair that way, until the march of time and increasing poverty took precedence over his pride.

			Dr Gray put his fingers to his temples and pushed in hard. Before him on the blotter pad rested a series of medicine bottles. He stared absent-mindedly at one of them, then pushed himself up from the arms of his wooden swivel chair with resolution. It was mid-afternoon, and normally the time that his nurse and housekeeper would be bringing him his tea. But he needed some air, needed to clear his brain and find some respite from all the cares that piled up before him every day. He was the general practitioner for the village of Chawton, but also its confidant, father figure and resident ghost – someone who knew more about the future, and the past, than anyone else.

			He left his rose-covered thatched cottage through the green front door that was always open to patients and led straight out onto the street. Like all the former worker cottages, the house was so close to the main road that it practically half heaved itself onto it. His nurse, Harriet Peckham, tried to keep the front bay window’s lace curtains drawn as much as possible during patient visits, but the small beady eyes of the town had proven themselves even smaller still by a willingness to peer through the eyelet pattern and thin crack where the panels tried to meet.

			He started down the lane and saw the Alton taxi pulling up at the junction where Winchester Road split in two, and where the old pond had only recently been drained. Three ducks could still on occasion be spotted meandering about the roads, searching for their lost paradise. But right now Dr Gray was watching three middle-aged women instead, as they stepped out of the cab amidst a flurry of hats and handbags, landing right in front of the old Jane Austen cottage.

			Despite the war now stretching across the Atlantic, women of a certain age still saw fit to travel to Chawton to see where Austen had lived. Dr Gray had always marvelled at their female spirit in coming to pay homage to the great writer. Something had been freed in them by the war; some essential fear that the world had tried to drum into them had collapsed in the face of an even greater enemy. He wondered if the future, just as the cinema foretold, belonged to these women. Chattering, gathering, travelling women, full of vigour and mission, going after what they wanted, big or small. Just like Bette Davis in Jezebel or Greer Garson in his favourite movie, Random Harvest.

			Dr Gray permitted himself one night a week to indulge a passion he had shared with his late wife: a bus trip into the neighbouring town of Alton to see the newest movie release. The rest of his free time he spent trying to distract himself from thinking about Jennie. But now, when the movie-house lights dimmed, and the couples slouched against each other even farther still, he allowed himself to picture his beloved wife and their own nights out at the cinema together. She had always wanted to see the ‘weepies’, those woman-centred films starring such actresses as Katharine Hepburn and Barbara Stanwyck, and he would sometimes put up a little fuss, a little push for a Western or a gangster film – but he always ended up enjoying her choices as much as she did. Sometimes they would even skip the bus after and walk the half-hour home in the moonlight instead, talking over the film they had just seen. He couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say.

			He had always loved her most for her mind – and he was smart enough to know that she was much smarter than him. She had been one of the few women at his college and had spent equal time in the library and in the lab. Her sharp mathematical mind could have been a real asset to the war effort, but this was one of many things about her that he would never know. She had died four years earlier from a simple fall down the stairs leading to their bedroom, hitting her head in the absolute worst way, on the one jutting part of the lowest stair that he had always meant to fix. The internal bleeding was swift and acute, and he had been completely unable to save her.

			A doctor who can’t save his own wife achieves an unfortunate degree of notoriety to add to the grief and self-recrimination. No one was ever going to be harder on him than himself, but his professional pride often caused him to wonder if the other villagers might not blame him, too.

			As he passed the trio of women chatting excitedly in front of the little white gate to the Austen cottage, he tipped his hat at them. He was not one of the villagers who considered them a nuisance to be wished away. Every person who made their village a site of pilgrimage was keeping alive the legacy and the aura of Austen, and as a lifelong fan himself, he appreciated that the villagers were involuntary caretakers of something much bigger than they could guess at.

			He was turning onto the old Gosport Road that led to the Great House and neighbouring Knight estate when he saw a fellow member of the school board approaching him from that same direction.

			They tipped their hats at each other, then the other man started in at a clip, ‘Glad I ran into you Benjamin. Having a problem again at the school.’

			Dr Gray sighed. ‘The new teacher?’

			The other man nodded. ‘Yes, young Miss Lewis, as you surmised. She has those boys on a steady diet of lady authors from as far back as the 1700s. Can’t make her see reason.’ He paused. ‘Thought she might listen to you.’

			‘Because why?’

			‘Well, for one thing, you’re the closest in age to her.’

			‘Not by much.’

			‘And besides, you seem to have a pretty good grasp of her, um, teaching methods.’

			Dr Gray’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly. ‘I’ve been the doctor here for many years now and would like to think I have a pretty good understanding of everyone in the village. It doesn’t necessarily follow that I have any particular influence over them.’

			‘Just give it a try, hmm? That’s a good man.’

			Dr Gray did not think he could persuade Adeline Lewis of anything. He did know that his fellow school board trustees – all male, all well into their fifties and beyond – were a little afraid of the young woman only one term into her first teaching job. Adeline was very confident in her lesson plans and highly resistant to anyone trying to manage her. She also physically matched most of the men for height – which was not difficult to do, since only Dr Gray was anywhere close to six feet tall. But perhaps most unnerving of all, Adeline Lewis was attractive, in a way that sneaked up on all of them, until they started to forget what they had come to say. She would stare straight in the eyes of the various board members, always ready to speak her mind, always up for a fight, and they each inevitably gave in to her. Dr Gray shook his head in remonstrance whenever one of them opened their monthly board meetings with yet another tale of capitulation.

			‘Well,’ he replied tentatively, looking around as if hoping to see someone lying injured in the street and in need of his medical services instead, ‘I suppose I could stop in there now.’

			‘There’s a fellow.’ The other man smiled. ‘You’re sure we’re not keeping you from anything?’

			Dr Gray shook his head. ‘No, just out for a walk to clear my head.’

			The other man tipped his hat again and continued on his way, cheerfully calling back, ‘Doubt having to set Miss Lewis straight will help with any of that . . .’

			Dr Gray hesitated, turned to look back at his colleague, then forged on ahead until he reached the old Victorian schoolhouse across the road from the village cricket pitch. He supposed class would be ending right about now, at 3:30 p.m. Sure enough, when he strolled into the vacated senior classroom, he found Adeline Lewis standing at the board, chalk in hand, half writing and half gesturing to a young girl sitting at the teacher’s desk as if she belonged there. Dr Gray noticed a copy of Virginia Woolf in the student’s hands.

			Marriage as a Social Contract to Avoid Poverty was being written in bright white letters across both sides of the chalkboard.

			Dr Gray sighed again, and Adeline must have heard him, because she whirled about.

			‘You’ve been sent to scold me,’ she said with a smile – but it was the smile of the knowing, not the vanquished, and he felt his jaw automatically tighten.

			‘Not to scold; to understand. A steady diet of women writers, Adeline, really – for a room full of adolescent boys?’

			Adeline looked down at the girl sitting at the desk, who had closed her Virginia Woolf and was now watching the two adults with unabashed interest.

			‘Not just boys – Dr Gray, you know Miss Stone.’

			Dr Gray nodded. ‘How are you, Evie? How’s your father?’

			Evie’s father was the one whose X-ray Dr Gray had just been worrying over. Charlie Stone had been critically injured in a tractor accident a few months earlier, and Dr Gray knew how catastrophic this had been for the family, both financially and emotionally. He also knew that the father would never be returning to physical work again, even though Dr Gray did not have the heart to communicate that yet to his patient in no uncertain terms. Most worryingly, Dr Gray wondered how the large clan with five children under fifteen would manage going forward without the income of their sole provider. He had heard talk among the adults at the farm of pulling the oldest child, Evie, out of school for servant work, and this was just one of many secrets he had to keep.

			‘He’s doing a lot of reading,’ Evie spoke up. ‘Miss Lewis gave him a list of books to cheer him, and he’s working through it from the library, one by one.’

			Dr Gray cocked one eyebrow at Miss Lewis as if stumbling upon evidence helpful to his cause. ‘I’d like to see such a list sometime, if I may.’

			‘Hardly,’ replied Adeline with a slight frostiness to her tone. ‘I am judged enough around here for my choices.’

			Evie continued to watch the two adults, having sensed a strange shift in mood between them, as if they had forgotten she was sitting there. Dr Gray was usually so gentlemanly with the ladies – along with his salt-and-pepper hair, intense brown eyes and broad shoulders, it was his manner as well as his vocation that kept him an object of interest and, young Evie suspected, lust among the village women. But with Adeline he always seemed, as now, both flustered and on the defensive. At the same time, Adeline was showing none of those same ladies’ usual deference towards him, which Evie suspected was irritating Dr Gray even more.

			‘Well, let’s ask Miss Evie, then, shall we?’ Adeline was saying, and Evie popped out of her reverie to see both adults turn towards her.

			But she had no interest in getting in the middle of any of it, being fully on Miss Lewis’s side when it came to her teaching methods. Instead Evie grabbed her book bag from a nearby desk and, with a quick nod and a goodbye, scurried off along the old oak floorboards of the classroom.

			‘Ah, to be fourteen again and without composure,’ said Dr Gray with a laugh when Evie was far enough away.

			‘Oh, Evie Stone is composed enough all right. She just doesn’t feel like tangling with the likes of you.’

			Adeline came around to the front of her desk and leaned back against it, arms crossed, the piece of chalk still clasped in her fingers. She was wearing a straight brown skirt to her knees, with a cream-coloured blouse open a few buttons from her neck that accentuated her tawny complexion, and the same stacked-heel, laced-up brown Oxfords that Dr Gray noticed on all the young working women of late.

			‘Look, we’re doing critical and thematic analysis of the text, Dr Gray – what, so if they’re all off seeking treasure or fending away pirates, that’s more relevant? Understanding social mores through the lens of literature is just as important for young men as it is for young ladies. Or don’t you think it important at all?’

			Dr Gray took off his hat, and she watched silently, head tilted to one side, as he tousled his hair and then sat down in one of the extra-small desk seats in front of her.

			‘What?’ he asked as she stared at him.

			‘You look so small, sitting there. You always look so tall.’

			‘I’m not that much taller than you, I believe.’

			‘No . . . but it feels like you are.’

			‘Can’t you add some Trollope at least, some good old Doctor Thorne or the like?’

			‘You and your Trollope.’ She now crossed her legs at their ankles as if she had all the time in the world to debate him, while still watching him curiously. ‘Listen, we know you love Austen as much as I do. I do talk about the Napoleonic Wars and abolition and all that.’

			‘I’m sure you do.’ He grinned. ‘I am sure you cover it all. You are nothing if not thorough in your lesson planning. But the other board members—’

			‘And you . . .’

			‘No, I agree only to an extent – but mostly because I don’t want you to lose your job. When we hired you for this opening, I was pleased that you could stay close to home and help out with your mother. Pleased that one of Chawton’s own, so to speak, was going to have a part in moulding our youngest minds.’

			‘Dr Gray, why so formal? Just tell me what you want me to do. You know I’ll always do it. Eventually,’ she added with a playful smile.

			He was looking at her as she spoke, trying to do something with the dawning consciousness that she was mocking him in some way. Or, at the very least, daring him. He often felt that way around Adeline – it was most unnerving.

			‘Hey, Addy!’ a young man’s voice boomed down the classroom corridor.

			Dr Gray turned in his seat to see Samuel Grover, another of the village youth, striding happily towards them in full uniform.

			‘Hey, Dr Gray, how are you?’ The young man joined Adeline at the desk, put his arm about her waist, and gave her a lingering kiss on the cheek.

			As the village doctor, Dr Benjamin Gray had cared for both Samuel and Adeline for many years now, watching them grow up together, both brown-haired and brown-eyed and quick to laugh, little mirrors of each other. They had done their parents proud since then, Samuel training in his father’s footsteps to be a solicitor, Adeline receiving her teaching diploma. But Dr Gray had had no idea that they were now officially a couple.

			He stood up rather abruptly, grabbing his hat. ‘Well, I should be going. Miss Lewis, Samuel – I mean, Officer Grover.’

			Dr Gray headed back towards the main school door and Adeline ran after him.

			‘I’m sorry, wait, I’m sure we weren’t finished,’ she called out, catching hold of the back of his coat sleeve to slow him down.

			He looked down at her hand on his sleeve and noticed for the first time her engagement ring, a small solitaire garnet stone.

			‘I didn’t know,’ he said quickly. ‘I should have congratulated you both. Please give my best to Samuel.’

			‘Dr Gray, is everything okay? I really will think about what you said – I probably have gone a little overboard lately. Drunk with power, as they say.’ She offered him a wide happy smile, and he saw for the first time how very happy she was, too.

			‘When is the date?’ He twisted the hat still in his hands.

			‘We’re in no hurry.’

			‘You are both still so young, after all.’

			‘Not too young for Samuel to be sent off to fight for king and country. But, yes, still quite young, as you are always reminding me. It’s all right – it’ll be something to live for,’ she said with a grin.

			‘I’m sure it will, for you both. Well, best be getting on.’ He put on his hat and started back down the road that led into town.

			Just as predicted, the exchange with Adeline Lewis had done nothing to clear his head.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			London, England

			September 1945

			The main room on the lower level of Sotheby’s was packed, the bamboo-sided chairs with intricate needlepointed seating having been supplemented on this occasion by extra ones from the other rooms downstairs. Still, many in the crowd found themselves having to stand with their backs to the mirror-panelled walls, reflecting all the people in the room many times over. This only contributed to the air of excitement that buzzed throughout the room as the auction-house director ascended the podium.

			‘We have before us today the contents of Godmersham Park, ancestral home of the Knight family, seated in the heart of Kent. Famous family and visitors over the years include several generations of the royal house of Saxe-Coburg, as well as the authoress Miss Jane Austen, whose elder brother inherited the estate in 1794.’

			The crowd nearest the entrance murmured slightly as a striking woman in her thirties came through the mirrored doors and glanced discreetly about the room. She was able to find a seat near the front when several gentlemen, recognising her, jumped up to offer theirs.

			Sotheby’s assistant director of estate sales, Yardley Sinclair, was watching from the sidelines next to the podium. He was inwardly congratulating himself for arranging the late arrival of the woman, so that the entire room would notice her and the excitement of the day would increase even more. She had visited the auction house several times over the years to inspect various Austen memorabilia, even recently acquiring a rare first edition of Emma for a record-setting price. Yardley had made sure she was among the first to learn of the sale of the Godmersham estate. He knew that the Hollywood studios would have her schedule locked down for months in advance, and he wanted her to have every opportunity to fly over in time.

			He watched as she leaned forward and caught the eye of a man across the aisle from her. There was some silent signalling between them, and Yardley’s heart started to beat faster at the seriousness of the couple’s expressions. The gentleman in particular looked thoroughly determined to win at something big today.

			Yardley himself was torn about the sale. Godmersham had been one of those historic houses that seemed to survive the First World War, only to lose its final footing with the struggles of the Second. Sotheby’s had had its eyes on the Austen-related contents of the estate for several decades, the author’s reputation only increasing year after year, especially abroad. Wealthy Americans were aggressively driving up the prices for various editions and letters, and Yardley could foresee the day when certain items would outstrip the average collector’s reach. His whole team was hoping today would usher in that new era. For now, items including fragments of Austen’s own handwriting were still reasonably priced, and Yardley was holding on to his own first edition of the collected works from 1833, personally acquired from an antiquarian dealer in Charing Cross when Yardley was still in college.

			‘Lot number ten,’ intoned the director of Sotheby’s, ‘is this exquisite necklace of a cross. In topaz. Acquired by Charles Austen, brother to Jane Austen, from reward money received for capturing an enemy ship whilst in the Royal Navy. Accompanied by a similar but not identical cross, also in topaz. Both on solid-gold chains and described through a series of Austen–Knight family letters as belonging to each of Jane Austen and her sister, Cassandra. Affidavit copies of those letters are included in the catalogue before you.’

			Yardley knew that the famous film star now sitting in the third row was most interested in three items from the catalogue: a simple gold ring with a turquoise stone that had verifiably belonged to Austen, the two topaz necklaces and a small portable mahogany writing desk that had passed down through the Austen family over the years. Although Sotheby’s could not confirm that Jane Austen herself had written at the desk while at home or travelling, this was one of only two desks known to have belonged to her immediate family. The other one was lost somewhere in private hands.

			‘Lot number ten,’ the director repeated. ‘Bidding begins at one hundred pounds, with a presale estimate of one thousand. One hundred pounds – do I hear one hundred?’

			The actress gave the slightest nod of her head.

			‘We have one hundred pounds. Do I hear one fifty? One hundred and fifty pounds?’

			Another nod, this time from a few rows back. The actress looked back over her left shoulder, then glanced quickly at the gentleman across the aisle.

			Bidding proceeded like this for several minutes. When one of the bids went from one thousand pounds to fifteen hundred, the auction-house director looked over at one of his other colleagues standing along the mirrored wall to the right of the podium. The two men exchanged nods. ‘Two thousand pounds,’ the director announced sharply. ‘Do I hear two thousand?’

			Yardley had started watching the gentleman in silent conversation with the actress. He was as handsome as a movie star himself and well over six feet tall, his hatless head towering above those of the people seated around him. He was wearing a tailored suit in dark grey, with dark-chocolate-brown brogues. He was not checking anything – not his Cartier watch, not the catalogue, not the faces of anyone else in the room except hers. He showed no apprehension or anxiety of any kind. As the bidding accelerated, the price now far exceeding previous estimates, most of the crowd started to lean forward in their chairs, whispering excitedly to their neighbours. But the man just kept calmly, almost casually, lifting his right index finger, over and over, as if bored with the proceedings.

			‘Five thousand pounds!’ the director was exclaiming, as the audience started to murmur its approval even more loudly. All the faces in the room were now swivelled to watch the famous Hollywood actress and the man across the aisle from her.

			‘Going once . . . going twice . . . sold! Two topaz crosses belonging to Jane Austen and her sister – sold for five thousand pounds to the gentleman in row three.’

			The actress jumped up from her chair and rushed over to the man, and he smiled in his seat while she hugged him. He looked up at her, at that remarkable face, and it was clear to Yardley that everything the man was doing – everything he was bidding on today – was in service to that face. Everyone else got to see it storeys high on a screen – but right now, it belonged to him, as much as those two topaz crosses did.

			The ring was sold as lot number fourteen, this time for a record-setting seven thousand pounds, and again to the actress and her partner. The writing desk was sold for almost twice as much, its lack of official verification only slightly dampening the price, and an American collector of no known affiliation outbid the British Museum. Yardley had winced at the sale – he believed that all of these objects should remain in England, or at least be kept together as much as possible.

			At the end of the auction, with record amounts raised, Yardley and the director of Sotheby’s invited the actress and her fellow buyer to celebrate with the team over champagne. As they raised their crystal flutes in a toast to the day’s success, Yardley asked the actress what her plans were for the jewellery.

			‘My plans?’ she repeated. ‘I don’t know – I guess to wear them.’

			The idea of something so invaluable – and so culturally significant – being tossed onto a dressing table or, worse still, lost in the back seat of a cab, started the beginnings of a migraine for Yardley.

			‘But their worth . . . ,’ he began to say.

			‘Their worth is for Miss Harrison to decide,’ the gentleman interjected. ‘That is why I bought them for her.’

			Yardley noticed for the first time something less than pure exhilaration on the actress’s face as the other man said these words. Yardley wondered at the degree of their intimacy – wondered if the purchase was part of a larger transaction of some kind. He had heard the usual rumours about actresses from the stage or screen, yet he would have liked to have given this one the benefit of the doubt.

			‘Actually I was being a little glib just now,’ she said apologetically. ‘I seem to be doing that more and more of late. I guess the excitement of the day must be getting to me. I will of course make sure that these most prized possessions are given the care they deserve.’

			She looked over at Yardley as if in appeasement, and he noticed yet again her wonderfully adaptable manner. So very American, he suspected: she would put a foot wrong, then just as quickly – and as charmingly as possible – put everything right as if it cost her nothing.

			‘Were you pleased, at the sale?’ she was now asking him.

			Yardley sipped his champagne thoughtfully before putting the flute down. ‘I was pleased at the success, yes – I’ve been trying to land the Godmersham estate for years. It’s so rare, as you know, to find any substantive collection of Austen artefacts. All that’s left now is the Knight estate down in Hampshire – but apparently the current Mr Knight’s impossible to deal with, and the sole heir, a Miss Frances Knight, is an agoraphobic spinster, of all things.’

			‘Agoraphobic?’ the woman’s companion asked, finally looking up from the paperwork before him.

			Yardley, noticing the woman give the man a curious look, continued, ‘Yes, phobic of the outdoors – doesn’t leave the house.’

			‘That’s such a shame,’ the woman said. ‘And so very Gothic.’

			Yardley smiled. He could tell that she, like himself, lived with one foot stuck in the past.

			‘I just hope she cares enough about Austen,’ he added. ‘You and I both know how much I would love for as many of her possessions as possible to stay in England.’

			She gave an irrepressible smile and looked over at her companion before speaking further. ‘Well, Yardley, I have some great news for you then – they will. At least mine will. I am moving to England.’

			‘Well,’ Yardley exclaimed, ‘this is good news. I had no idea. Ah, it is all making sense now. Where will you be living?’

			‘We’ – she looked again at the gentleman as she said the words – ‘we will be living in Hampshire. Of all places! What do you think of that?’

			‘I think that quite perfect, under the circumstances.’ Yardley looked down at the bare engagement finger on her left hand. ‘So, the ring?’ he asked with a smile.

			‘Yes, the ring.’ She smiled back, and in that smile was an entreaty he was powerless to resist.

			The paperwork was being completed for the transactions, with the wiring of the American funds still sitting in the New York bank. Yardley looked at the director of Sotheby’s, and with a few discreet nods, they agreed to retrieve the contents of box number fourteen. As the director walked out of the room, Yardley marvelled at how much of his job – the most important parts of his job – seemed to be conducted with absolutely no words whatsoever. Like an actor himself, he was constantly attuned to the needs and demands of others, adapting to them as much as he could, and as much as was necessary to acquire or hold on to some essential power for himself.

			The director came back into the room a few minutes later and whispered to Yardley that, following some questions from the Manhattan bank, the lawyers for the buyer had authorised withdrawal from a European account in his name instead. This was greatly speeding up matters, and they now had the final release from the Zurich account confirmed by telegram. Yardley nodded his approval, then walked over and presented the small numbered box to the gentleman.

			‘I believe this is yours.’ Yardley held the marked box out to the man, whose name they now knew to be Jack Leonard, a successful businessman and fledgling Hollywood producer.

			The woman stood up quickly, and the high heel of her shoe – the highest set of heels Yardley had ever seen – caught just slightly on the edge of the antique Indian rug that carpeted the floor.

			‘Oh my goodness,’ she exclaimed, her fingers outstretched towards the small box as she righted herself, her hand shaking perceptibly.

			Jack stood up and took the box from Yardley’s hand, then playfully held it up high, far out of her reach. Only because Yardley knew the woman to be as big a fan of Austen as himself did he see in the man’s behaviour something more than playfulness. Something between teasing and a little cruel.

			‘Good things come to those who wait,’ Jack said to the woman, as she finally gave in and lowered her arms in mock defeat.

			But Yardley was not sure he fully trusted the Hollywood mogul with the looks of a matinée idol. And he was left to wonder, as the Americans said their goodbyes and were accompanied by security into the early-September twilight, who the real actor was between them.

			–

			Mimi Harrison had met Jack Leonard six months earlier, by the backyard pool of the producer of her latest film. Home & Glory was the story of a widow whose two sons are fighting in different battles in the war, strategically kept apart by the British navy to minimise the potential for grievous loss to the family.
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