
PROLOGUE: LONDON – June, 1823 

 
St James’ Park lay verdant in the summer warmth, 

though the young man, some might say still almost a boy, 

ignored most of it. It was not lack of attention, far from it: 

John Mill cherished invigorating long walks, regarding 

himself a rambler, though city parks could prove just as 

rewarding. Having such spaces open to the masses for free 

was still new. In his haste John mentally reviewed the history 

of the Park, a nervous habit he might engage in regardless of 

setting, this time more pronounced as he grew concerned 

about running late: former marsh, then medieval leper 

hospital grounds, then hunting park for Henry VIII and 

named for one of his endless palaces. And the pelicans – John 

smiled as one ambled by looking carefree whilst a flock of 

others casually swam or stood in the pond – were a gift from 

the Russians to Charles II. 

No, it is time to pick up my pace, John Mill thought, 

redoubling his stride. Because when a boy (no, man, he 

reminded himself) has turned seventeen, childhood cares 

must remain in the background, and he felt eager to keep 

proving himself a responsible and respectable young man. 

Indeed, his birthday celebration lay just a fortnight in the 
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past, more a reminder that he was taking up his post within 

the famed East India Company, largely through the auspices 

of his famous philosophising father than a traditional 

coming-of-age event. Practical utilitarian gifts had been 

welcomed by his family for his birthday, sweets and frivolity 

less so, though John appreciated the job security. He would 

have no time to savour some Grand Tour of the Continent 

before settling into work, still wishing to see France again, 

and Greece and Italy, of course. Such explorations had been 

the aim of young educated men for at least a century, but his 

time for such would have to wait. 

Thus he trod en route to the imposing Company 

offices on hectic Leadenhall Street, following the 

meandering walkway, out of sight of the multi-storey 

buildings surrounding this lovely park, before espying 

something perhaps trying to hide in the bushes. An injured 

pelican? he wondered, then noted it wasn’t moving. Despite 

a strict upbringing, John typically ranked curiosity over 

punctuality, even the rigid and imperial timeliness of the 

East India Company, and so he stepped closer, suddenly 

aware that almost no other people were in the park this early. 

It seemed too soon for morning constitutionals, and those 

having to walk to places of employ often preferred streets to 
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parks, which seemed confusing, since why would someone 

take urban ugliness over pastoral peacefulness? Yet John 

started to wonder why he felt vaguely guilty for approaching 

whatever-it-was, having decided that a lighter blue scrap of 

cloth was what had given it away, then recalling that pelicans 

were hardly blue. 

The scrap was a blanket, part of one anyway. And as 

John leaned over he could see that the blanket contained a 

doll, with a lifelike head now visible. Hoping that it was 

indeed a doll left by some hurried or frightened child, John 

knelt down, a slight damp from the park’s grasses 

immediately wetting and cooling his knee, while some 

improbably detached part of his memory told him that this 

non-doll could only have been dead a short time, almost 

certainly abandoned here overnight, as its pathetic cold form 

had yet to attract scavengers or even many insects. Curiosity 

or sympathy notwithstanding, John loathed being late, 

especially for his new job, and looked about the park to see 

if a constable might be available to help, even if nothing 

could be done to save a dead baby. He was surprised by how 

detached he felt by this dreadful encounter, recalling at once 

the rigid mental control of his unusual education, combined 
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with the weighing of the utility scale envisaged by his 

godfather Jeremy Bentham and actual father James. 

As for the needed constabulary, there were rumours 

of Home Secretary Peel creating an official police force for 

both London and Westminster, but in the meantime just a 

few hundred constables walked about the mighty metropolis, 

ready to raise the old medievalist hue and cry if needs be. 

What they might do this morning, in a park away from the 

crowds, and for an infant who appeared dressed in quite 

common and shabby clothing, would likely amount to 

virtually nothing. What evidence of wrongdoing lay here 

anyway? 

So the baby remained, looking peaceful and 

accusatory at once: pathetic, lifeless, appearing to lack 

obvious injury. John Mill at once suspected death by 

smothering, since strangulation required one to get one’s 

hands dirtier, while likely having to look at the victim, as well 

as leaving tell-tale marks on the throat, and the infant 

likewise appeared to have suffered neither from the major 

killers like cholera or consumption, nor from starvation, 

though the small bundle was nonetheless quite thin. But 

John was no physician, and while he initially felt some 

ancient instinct to cuddle and hold even someone dead, he 
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could yet remain detached and analytical while considering 

possibilities. 

And whilst smothering, if the correct conclusion, was 

of course murder and thus a horrible crime, that same 

analytical mind recognised the likely impetus behind such 

drastic action. There existed simply too many mouths to 

feed, especially amongst the poor. John’s dedication to his 

father’s overbearing home tutelage meant that he had 

studied the work of Thomas Malthus, who had warned that 

while world food supplies, surely augmented by recent 

advents in farming and the machinations of the Industrial 

Revolution of the prior century, could only ever increase food 

yields numerically, no matter the agricultural improvements. 

Human population, meanwhile, increased exponentially, 

food thus failing to keep pace, mathematics outdoing 

instinct. While John knew that the parents of this little 

deceased bundle in his arms had almost certainly never heard 

of a scholar like Malthus, the baby nonetheless represented 

that alarming logical prophecy in the flesh: those parents 

probably were already attempting to care for a number of 

children. One more might be perceived as endangering all of 

them with starvation, and one could sell one’s offspring in 

England nearly as easily as one might, say, in a land such as 
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that forming the name of John’s new employer. Even the old 

Poor Laws could only do so much. While John felt sympathy 

for such situations, his own new salary of £30 per annum 

would hardly yield sufficient leftovers to do much in the way 

of charity work. It might, if stretched, permit him to wed 

someday, but then barely. 

The more he considered the problem, the more John 

kept returning to the ideas not just of Malthus, but of his 

own godfather, the rabble-rousing creator of ‘utilitarianism,’ 

Jeremy Bentham. A good friend of John’s father, Bentham 

had gone philosophically back to the ancient Greeks for 

inspiration, and their interpretation of human behaviours 

reducing to the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain, 

and how the understanding of such a model required a 

certain amount of training. Still, even the poorest parents in 

London would surely know that one critical extra crying 

mouth too far would yield more pain, for its family, and... 

John’s rapid mental sequencing and reorganising was 

interrupted by a whistle. He looked up, having to turn 

around to note one of the City’s constables running directly 

towards him, blowing hard on his whistle every few steps. 

Apparently young men in work suits kneeling in the 

morning grass attracted attention, or maybe the constable 
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had simply managed a fortuitous view of what John still 

cradled, or perhaps someone else had already tried to fetch 

aid. 

‘What’s all this, then?’ the man demanded as he 

strode smartly up to John, looking almost as young as Mill 

himself, wearing a bowler hat and single-breasted navy blue 

suit, carrying a cane which might alternate between walking 

stick and club. The man displayed a thick moustache, 

seeming to turn prematurely bald beneath the tight-fitting 

hat, and glared directly at Mill with hostility. 

Mill would later feel pleasantly surprised by his 

ability to remain calm under such a glare, and during such a 

sad circumstance. ‘Hello, Constable,’ he responded simply. 

‘I was just on my way to work and found this, this – ‘ He 

found that for once he could not quite form the words. Dead 

baby, he thought, this deceased innocent I just stumbled 

upon. 

The accusing eyes softened, the head containing 

them shaking slightly. ‘Another one,’ was all the constable 

said. ‘I saw you from across the pond and know you didn’t 

do anything wrong. Give it here then, lad. I’ll need you to 

come along and help me make a statement about how you 

found the wee one.’ It, thought John. The tiny lifeless bundle 
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is reduced to an ‘it.’ He supposed such dispassion a 

requirement for the constable, who must surely enter regular 

contact with the seedier locales of the Empire’s capital. Yet 

did the babe’s parents likewise perceive their vulnerable new 

offspring as an ‘it?’  

At least Mill was not finding himself threatened with 

arrest, though something must be done about too many 

infants, or the mostly poor people who kept breeding them. 

He knew what the wealthy did if they felt they had too many 

children, and they could afford to keep their affairs more 

secretive, though their unusually timed adoptions, perhaps 

from ‘parents living abroad’ or such, were actually more 

widely known than perhaps some well-off families felt 

prepared to fully admit. And as he walked along with the 

constable, who held the lifeless lump in his arms no less 

caringly than he might a living baby, John realised he would 

be late for work after all. 
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LONDON – March, 1826 

While she would not learn of John Stuart Mill’s 

macabre find for some years, indeed would not even meet 

him in person just yet, Harriet Hardy had already been 

dutifully keeping a detailed if only occasional diary in her 

home neighbourhood in Walworth Road, a fashionable part 

of the mighty City. She might have wondered what an 

alleged radical like young John might have to say about her 

own father, who practiced, not as a radical philosopher, but 

as a midwife. Not a physician, but an actual male midwife, 

having originally trained as a surgeon! Harriet was proud of 

him, both for working in a ‘woman’s’ ancient field, and for 

ignoring the equally old bias of the physicians, who had 

refused to soil their own hands by actually touching their 

patients for so many centuries, while barbers and surgeons 

and dentists and midwives did the real labour in caring for 

those patients. Father was well enough respected and well 

enough paid in his curious profession, despite oft-tangled 

hours, for Mother to remain at home to help guide Harriet 

and her assorted siblings into maturity. Father could prove 

boorish at home, one of the motivations behind Harriet 

beginning a diary in the first place, but he loved his children, 

even doting on them at times. Considering his occupation, 
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he would hardly have fretted about the warnings of old 

Malthus as John Mill might: babies were wellsprings of joy 

as well as sources of steady pay, even when Father had to 

head outside in any weather, at any time of day or night, to 

bring forth warm, wet, and whinging new life into the world, 

though Harriet knew not if he worried about said new life 

being abandoned in public places to die of smothering or 

exposing. 

But as for lighter subjects, today would be worth 

remembering, Harriet knew, looking forward to a lengthy if 

perhaps confused or muddled diary entry, given that her own 

feelings currently encompassed excitement, trepidation, 

hope, love, relief, and fear. It was the day before the Ides of 

March, and a different John, a loving John, would become 

her husband this day, at the Unitarian Church in Islington, 

not far from home. ‘Mrs John Taylor,’ she would shortly and 

irrevocably become, to a man a decade her senior, seeming 

even older than he perhaps might otherwise compared to her 

mere eighteen years. He also seemed worldly, impressing her 

father with his knowledge of medicines and treatments 

through his own work as an apothecary, and had always been 

so kind to her, since their first meeting years ago at the 

church. Father seemed more reticent and perhaps set in his 
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ways when John once broached the subject of using modern 

medicines to assist with the almost always agonising process 

of women bearing children, once raving about ‘none of that 

opium den nonsense for my clients, lad! Whatever would 

their husbands think,’ choosing the well-worn hyperbole 

carefully, not knowing that John Taylor himself used opiates 

very sparingly, and there could be quite good benefits from 

offering a bit of laudanum to a fully dilated mother whose 

senses might be altered by pain. Neither man, in the end, 

altered his beliefs, and Father remained proud, justifiably so 

far as Harriet understood such things, of his own usage of 

medieval wooden birthing stools to encourage his patients to 

focus on expelling squalling infants straight down. The more 

modern method of encouraging women to lie down and 

actually get their legs into the air seemed, well, not only 

backward but perhaps an anatomical statement about 

making themselves more vulnerable to men, rather akin to 

the position by which most women became pregnant in the 

first place, at least according to Harriet’s limited knowledge 

of human sexuality. 

Her face flushed again slightly at the thought, 

knowing that there existed more ways of becoming amorous 

with a lover, though she of course could hardly discuss such 
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with anyone. Maybe she could try with Lizzie and young 

Caroline, and for a moment she wondered if such a delicate 

theme might be gently pursued with her husband. She hated 

the thought of men having such power: something as simple 

and innocuous as birthing stools left women feeling more in 

control, or so they reported, but men tended to remain 

steadfast in their beliefs, and Harriet shuddered at the 

thought of childbirth anyway. 

She looked up at the mirror again, attempting to 

control a pair of sudden tears that should not play havoc with 

her carefully made-up appearance. There was no drug to 

help our younger John, though, she thought quickly if 

bitterly, remembering her younger sibling, two actually, who 

had not long ago faced the ravages of illness. It spared 

Thomas but took their little brother John. Harriet just as 

briefly considered if marrying another John might be a way 

of both somehow reaching her recently deceased older 

brother whilst strangely offering the unspoken advocacy of 

an apothecary, a man who – who knew? – might go on to 

help create a better treatment or even cure for that malicious 

disease, consumption, which took so many too quickly. Such 

was the anger that helped crack the foundations of Harriet’s 

formerly stronger beliefs. Perhaps true faith was more 
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challenging to erode, but she had never experienced such, at 

least not the surety of religious conviction. 

Steadfast beliefs aside, there would be no stuffy 

Church of England for her forward-thinking family either, 

Harriet reminded herself while grudgingly admiring her 

mirrored reflection shortly before the ceremony, and 

fortunately Unitarians had been welcomed in so much of 

greater London. There were reports of finally eliminating 

the archaic statutes limiting options for England’s Catholics 

as well, but the Lords and Commons had yet to vote on that, 

and Harriet briefly wondered if her casual flitting into the 

realm of religious faith served merely as a cover for her own 

rapidly beating heart (what proper bride does not blush on 

the Big Day? she wondered for the hundredth time), or for 

her own attitude to such beliefs in the first place. She could 

hardly confess to atheism now, after all. Well, ‘almost-

atheism,’ she admonished herself again, yet she knew that 

her own faith was hardly strong, and honestly did not quite 

know how strong her future husband’s was, either. Certain 

details often simply had to be presumed, and it was not as 

though John came from a line of un-baptised savages. 

Mother adored her future son-in-law as well, of 

course: an up-and-coming young man full of promise, with 
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a good job, and in a rare admission of honest feeling, she 

even confessed to Harriet some days earlier how handsome 

he seemed. Perhaps not with the dashing mystique of Lord 

Byron nor the blend of innocence and worldliness in the gaze 

of Shelley: Harriet had seen the famous portraits of the 

former, heard descriptions of the latter, both poets deceased 

not so long ago. Yet her future husband nonetheless 

captivated with the light of his eager brown eyes, curving 

brows which suggested interest with whomever he might be 

speaking, and a long narrow nose, thankfully not pointed 

downward when he spoke, from a softer mouth rarely pursed 

in judgement. He preferred his dark straight hair closely 

cropped, with minimal sideburns which, again thankfully!, 

did not lead into a beard or moustache. Harriet understood 

the age-old association in so much of the world of facial hair 

with masculine virility, but having tugged on her father’s 

sideburns more than once as a girl, recognised that such hair 

could be thick and discomforting. 

Most importantly, certainly for young Harriet, was 

that her future husband respected her, even listened to her, 

qualities sufficient for her to fall in love, but more 

responsibly, and not as quickly or foolishly as the girls in the 

novels by Jane Austen that Harriet nonetheless loved to re-
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read at times, perhaps only to mock their prudish Georgian 

class mores. The Church of England might refuse to educate 

the Hardy brood in the local school, to the annoyance of all 

members of the family, even Mother, yet Father had made 

sure, in a style reminiscent of Thomas More and his own 

intelligent offspring, that his children could read, and write, 

and do sums, and speak, not just well but in more than one 

tongue. French remained one of Harriet’s other loves, and 

she took pride in knowing it more thoroughly, with a more 

accurate accent, than her siblings. 

‘Are you ready then, my sweet?’ Harriet had not even 

noticed her father standing at the door to one of the back 

rooms of the church in Islington, poring over her journal as 

she was. He was the only one who could intrude on her like 

that: not even John knew of her diary, and Harriet savoured 

the few if bold secrets of her life. Her father was the one who 

purchased the little notebook for her in the first place. 

 ‘I am, Father.’ She glanced up at him, loving how 

handsome he looked in his new suit: simple medium blue, 

with a cravat to almost match the silvering of his hair. ‘How 

is the Pastor holding up?’ William Fox, old family friend and 

dependable Unitarian minister, always fretted over handling 

weddings, which he considered more nerve-wracking than 
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anything else within his job description save funerals, yet he 

seemed content and confident in his faith whenever at the 

front of the small unadorned church. He sometimes joked 

that things must be easier for Catholic priests, since with all 

their Sacraments, they always had another ritual to talk 

about. 

 Father grinned. ‘He’ll be fine, fret not. Your young 

brothers are behaving themselves for the non, though I’m 

sure they’re already looking forward to some enchanting 

desserts.’ Thomas Hardy had a known sweet tooth, but never 

became overweight for love of chocolate, nor the amount of 

sugar he put into his tea, too much by half according to 

Georgian sensibilities. ‘And little Caroline is just precious in 

her dress.’ Harriet smiled; her baby sister, just five, was an 

adorable little imp, strong-willed and smart but cute enough 

to get away with things. 

 ‘What of slightly larger Caroline?’ 

 ‘I told you not to worry, sweeting. Your friends are ready 

to stand with you, and if I may say so, both look radiant in 

the dress design you chose.’ Harriet liked that just as much, 

having indeed chosen the same dress pattern for her friends, 

a new social trend. And such friends came along rarely: 

Caroline Fox – unrelated to the fretful pastor, more of a little 
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sister, even fellow aspiring diarist, and seemingly older than 

her tender years, just several beyond Harriet’s younger 

sibling of the same name – and Lizzie Flower – poetess, 

musician, and all-around supporter, and who herself wholly 

approved of John, too. 

 ‘Thank you, Father,’ the bride intoned simply. ‘This 

never could have happened without you.’ She recalled her 

hesitancy to meet John in the first place, an initial ‘date’ 

arranged largely by her father, in one of his more controlling 

moods. Blossoming love had enabled her to get past the 

initial resentment. 

 ‘Oh, do stop, now. John is a fine man, and I’ve heard it 

helps everyone when in-laws get along with each other.’ 

Harriet laughed at that, closing and securing her little green 

diary. ‘And I’m proud of all of you, my clever, literate 

children.’ 

 Harriet glanced once more at her own reflection, 

knowing it was time, that her special man, very likewise as 

anxious as she, would no doubt be standing up at the dais 

with Pastor Fox, looking to the back and awaiting his first 

glimpse of his future bride dressed in all her finery, modest 

though it was. She stood, took an appraising glance around 

the room as though perhaps forgetting something, and took 
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her father’s hand so he could escort her to where she needed 

to be this special day. She could not imagine loving another 

so much as she adored her special John. 

 
 


