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He felt his fisted grip on the world being prised loose finger by finger until the last easing away seemed an almost welcome and deliberate release.


The Physician (unfinished), by J.W. Polidori, 1819
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PROLOGUE





SOME YEARS AGO I TAUGHT at a private school in New York. One of my colleagues there was an English teacher called Peter Pattieson; I had a dim sense, as I met him, of having heard the name somewhere before. Mr Pattieson kept up an air of considerable mystery around the school halls. He was unhealthily thin, with a sparse billowing beard and tall head of hair; if you looked closely you could almost see beneath it the face and head of a childish, smooth-skinned man. I was too young at the time to guess the age of anyone of Peter’s generation. He might have been forty, for all I could tell; he might have been deep into his sixties. I didn’t at first have much chance of a close observation. Over a decade before my arrival, he had decided to stop talking – to everyone, that is, outside of the kids in his classrooms.


There were a number of rumours about him. That he used to pitch for a minor-league baseball team; that he once played Hamlet at the National Theatre in London; that he almost became the drummer for the Ramones. He had overdosed the night before their first gig, or so the story went; by the time he recovered, he had been cruelly and casually replaced. Whichever of these were true (maybe all of them were), nobody could doubt that the shore on which he washed up had been beaten in its day by a sea of drugs. With English teachers, you can always spot the hedonists. The ones who teach Bellow are not; the ones who teach Pynchon are. The ones who teach Wordsworth and Tennyson are not; the ones who teach Coleridge and Blake, obviously, are. Mr Pattieson taught Pynchon and Huxley and Dowson and Beddoes and Byron: he couldn’t have announced his past any clearer if he’d worn a tie-dyed bandana, black shades, and a handlebar moustache to class. (What he wore, in fact, was an unwashed white shirt with a black jacket, covered in pipe ash.) His students, needless to say, adored him. Members of the cult of Pattieson were easy to recognize: the boys with their wispy whiskers and dirty, unfashionably formal clothes; the girls wearing black makeup and white foundation, collared shirts and velvet cardigans.


He was, as I’ve mentioned, a hard man to get to know. If you said something friendly to him in the hallways, he might volunteer a grunt in response. The grunt, I noticed at once, had something of an Irish depth to it, but whether he’d grown up in Ireland, or simply in Irish New York, I couldn’t have said. The school was full of Irish New Yorkers, many of whom had never left the Tri-state area; their voices seemed to hum a little between the pull of different accents. If you asked Peter a question directly, something that needed an answer, he’d nod or shake his head. Demanding more than a yes or no from him earned you only a solid stare from eyes that rather bulged under the thick lenses of his glasses. At lunchtime, between classes, and sometimes (when I woke early), in the morning before assembly, I’d see him standing in the driveway just outside the school – smoking on the grounds was forbidden for student and teacher alike – with a pipe in his mouth and heavy earphones on. A walkman, at least ten years out of date, jutted from the front pocket of his jacket. I remember, once, as I passed him, catching the tones of Fauré’s Requiem coming out of his ears; another time, I was amused to hear the cheerful rising beat of ‘In the Summertime’.


One of the privileges of the first-year teachers was that we were allowed to sit in, whenever we had a free period, on the classes of our more experienced colleagues. Towards the end of the spring semester, I finally drummed up the courage to sit in on Peter’s. I left him a note in his box (according to the protocol). There was nothing he could do about it that didn’t involve some kind of a conversation with me – which was, as I’d practically reckoned on, the one thing he’d stop short at. It was one of those April New York days when the snows blow suddenly in. The heating had been shut off for the week of fine weather preceding; nobody, it seemed, could get it to come back on. The classroom was freezing; though the warmth of our bodies was just sufficient to steam up the windows. Sometimes, as a run of drips cleared a path in a misted pane, we caught a glimpse of snowflakes, as often as not whirling upwards in a gust of wind. Peter, I remember, kept his overcoat on: it gave him a Gothic dignity that rather suited the topic of discussion.


I don’t know what I’d expected from him: some sort of transformation, I suppose. Perhaps, that behind closed doors, his clubbable self would emerge: secretive, naturally, but warm and generous and expansive, if only, from the contrast, to prove how much the world was the loser by his constant suppression of his own personality. Well, there was no transformation. Of course, he couldn’t keep quiet in class, but his voice, when I heard it, seemed only in some hard-to-name way the natural eruption of his general silence: mumbling; reluctant; low; compelling. He stared as he always stared; his arms, as always, hung frozen by his side. It made sense, I saw that at once; he was silent because it suited him. That was the real personality. What the classroom brought out in him was only the conscience of duty: he talked because he had to, for once, and somehow the force of that obligation made itself felt. What surprised me, from the teacher’s point of view, was how persuasive that force proved to be: his dirty, dishevelled kids slouched forward in their chairs, hoping, from their quiet attention, to catch every word.


The class was a senior elective on Byron – Peter had reached that stage in his stubbornness, or his career, when he could teach whatever he liked. I’d come to the school straight from a masters degree at Oxford, on the Romantics. It was the magic of Oxford, to an American ear, just the name of it, I think, that got me the job. In any case, Byron had been the subject of my thesis; I had picked Pattieson’s class partly in the hope of showing off to him, a little, my professional expertise. I didn’t often get the chance; and there was something in Peter’s disciplined solitude that I found very seductive. Young men are often, I believe, only confident from their desire for praise; their confidence, at least the outward show of it, begins to wane as they wean themselves from the praise. At least, that’s how it was with me. I wanted Peter to admire me; I wanted him to talk to me.


Most of the classrooms in that school, including my own, were set up like seminars around a very expensive cherry-wood table. We fancied ourselves as being almost collegiate; that was the tone we took to justify, among other things, the fees we took. Peter, however, had refused his expensive cherry-wood table and the cherry-wood chairs that went with it. His class was arranged, as it always had been, in institutional rows of narrow desks, which faced the teacher, who stood at a chalkboard. I took my place at the back where I could stretch my legs and observe all the greasy haircuts of the students in front of me. I was hardly, in the scale of things, much older than they were, and began to feel the force of my alignment. I belonged clearly to the ranks of brazen, uncertain boys and girls whose lives, regardless of the disaffection they pretended to, were all before them; rather than to the lecturing loneliness of a teacher who, whatever else was mysterious about him, had clearly come to terms with the fact that the best of his life lay behind him.


The lesson, as it happens, was on a story called The Vampyre, which had been written, Mr Pattieson said, in the same burst of inspiration that produced Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: they were begun in the same country villa, overlooking Lake Geneva, during the same bout of miserable weather, in the summer of 1816. Lord Byron and his occasional lover Clare Clairmont, Mr and Mrs Shelley, and Byron’s doctor, a young man by the name of Polidori, had been holed up together for a week. To relieve the boredom, they began to recite ghost stories to each other, and it was only a matter of time, among so many writers, before they attempted their own. Frankenstein appeared in 1818, to a considerable sensation; and the following year a rumour went around the booksellers of London that Lord Byron was about to make his own contribution to the contest. Though the question of an imposture was obviously in the air, nobody had much interest in the answer. The scandal of Byron’s separation, just three years old, had not died but faded into softer recollection. Rumour alone would have been enough to sell his books. Only John Murray, Byron’s old publisher and friend, had much stake in insisting that it wasn’t true.


What came out in the end, anonymously, in April 1819, was the little pamphlet that Mr Pattieson began to distribute among the class. I turned it over in my hands. The Gothic frontispiece, the play on fonts, the thickening of the ink around the date, all suggested the painstaking copy of an original issue – though dog-ears and soda-stains revealed the generations of students who had thumbed our booklets before us. Mr Pattieson recounted, for my sake perhaps, the tenets of New Historicism. (It was the kind of high school where such terms belonged to the general currency of ideas.) What mattered to Pattieson about a work of literature, more than anything else, was the history of its publication. The Vampyre had first appeared in Henry Colburn’s New Monthly Magazine. It had sold as only Byron could sell, five thousand issues in a day: this fact alone seemed to give the poet away.


In a canny editorial, Colburn had hesitantly announced its authorship. Pattieson read it out. He wanted us, particularly, to note how skilfully the publisher had hinted at what he didn’t dare to name: ‘We received the following tale in the course of last autumn from a Friend travelling on the continent – in the company of an Individual, the stamp of whose Genius it is impossible to mistake.’ Peter’s reading voice was like his lecturing voice, only lower still, and still more enslaved to the rhythms. It took me a second to realize that he’d broken out of it: a delay, I think, that proves how little, to a man like Pattieson, the English language has changed in the past two centuries. He spoke Romantic like a mother tongue. Colburn, he continued, had touched on something that had always titillated Byron’s public: the idea that the poet’s best work would lie just outside the edge of what he dared to publish himself. The suggestion was that the present story had been stolen from him: it had the fascination of something overheard. Anonymity seemed the real proof of authenticity.


Mr Pattieson called on us to read in turn (it allowed him to retreat into silence) and yes, my heart did flutter a little when my own chance came. The Vampyre told the story of a young man, Aubrey, making his way into society. (Among the heap of manuscripts that came to me on Peter’s death, I discovered one of the original pamphlets, which is now lying beside me on my desk.) Aubrey is taken under the wing of a prominent aristocrat named Lord Ruthven, who invites his protégé to accompany him on a tour of the continent. They set off and begin to see the world. A band of brigands stops their path outside of Athens. Fighting them off, Ruthven receives a fatal wound; and he begs his young friend to conceal, for the space of one year, all news of his death. Aubrey swears to it, and buries his companion under a pile of rocks among the dry foothills of the city, before continuing his travels alone.


This, I remember, is where my own reading took over. When Aubrey at last returns to England, he is astonished to find his mentor, brilliantly alive, restored to his place at the heart of society. But the young man is bound by his oath and keeps silent, even when Ruthven begins to court his sister, the darling of Aubrey’s youth, his constant playmate. Horrified, Aubrey succumbs to madness and awakes to reason only on the morning of their wedding, when he threatens his former protector with exposure. Ruthven retorts that if the marriage is put off, Miss Aubrey will be ‘dishonoured. – Women are frail!’ (It was my last line, and I gave it not a hiss but a deep austerity of intonation. The soul of a vampyre is his respectability; I wanted to show Peter that I knew it.) The tie is solemnized, and the bride and bridegroom leave for their honeymoon in Brighton. Aubrey, heartbroken, reveals what he knows to his sister’s guardians, who promptly institute a search. But Ruthven has fled; and they discover, instead, that Aubrey’s sister has ‘already glutted the thirst of a Vampyre’.


Well, that was the story; and we sat for a minute in something like stunned amusement when it was over. The reviews – Pattieson broke our silence at last – had for the most part been critical. ‘But,’ as he said, ‘it was their business to be.’ Translations were almost instantly begun, into French and German. Goethe declared it to be a masterpiece. An opera, several dramas, and a novel grew out of it. In John Murray’s backroom, poets and politicians debated its authenticity. ‘The feeling, on the whole,’ Peter added, in that soft Irish cadence which gives to any literary discussion a kind of native authority, ‘was that Byron’s most singular characteristic, his ability to please – in other words, his lucky instinct for the mood of the times, the way of the world – couldn’t be shammed; that the reception of the book was sufficient proof of its author’s genius.’


That was the question Pattieson finally put to us. Had Byron written it? ‘You’ve been studying him for four months now,’ he said. ‘You should be able to recognize the way he writes; it’s like learning to spot your lover by her walk. How long does it take to acquire the trick of that? A day, a week?’ Yes, that was the way he talked. It was the kind of thing he used to say – the kind of thing, which, if anyone else had said it, would have roused the girls against him. But Peter could get away with anything like that; the girls loved him. He passed around a few samples of Byron’s prose, for points of comparison: one of his letters from Venice to Thomas Moore, the preface to the first two cantos of Don Juan. And for the second half of that double period, the class, as teachers sometimes dream of saying, practically taught itself. Peter sat in his grey overcoat beneath the grey chalkboard in stony silence. He had got what he’d wanted, what he’d worked for: a return to it. It was a lesson to me, at the time, of how much a teacher can quietly accomplish by simply asking the right question. Even when the heating came on again, with a stertorous succession of clanks, his students gave only a brief sarcastic cheer; before coming back, quickly, respectfully, to ‘discussing amongst themselves’ the problem he’d set them.


I remember thinking, even at the time, that the subject might have had a more than simply academic appeal to a man like Peter. Of course, he was an old, or rather a New, romantic; and vampyrism was in some respects only the nineteenth-century metaphor for drug-abuse. Both proceeded from an appetite for life that couldn’t be satisfied, whose limit was really the approach of death. Byron himself, famously, died a martyr to it – to his hunger for experience. But the larger questions, of anonymity, of authenticity, must also have played their part in a history as mysteriously vague as Peter Pattieson’s. He had the air, among all his other airs, of a man to whom justice had not been done – whose gifts had time and again failed of their recognition. That Peter himself was complicit in that failure, I couldn’t doubt; but he must have taken a private and perverse pleasure in setting us the task of distinguishing between the prose of Lord Byron, the most celebrated poet of his age, and the work of some anonymous nineteenth-century impostor. How much, Peter was subtly asking, can you tell about a life, from the living of it?


Towards the end of that class – and the students, by the way, decided at last that Byron had written the ghost story – I finally remembered where I had heard Peter’s name before. I really should have spotted it earlier. It was something of a relief: a word at the tip of my tongue had tripped free at last. But I was sensible, too, of a sly and secret appeal to my vanity: I had gotten the joke. That appeal (imaginary, of course) still had its force. His secret seemed too small to be given away; in any case, I had determined to keep it to myself. Or rather, I was willing to wait until a more intimate opportunity arose, to let him know I knew. I hoped, with a funny sort of humility, that it might be my ticket to a conversation.


The year was almost over before that chance came up. I had been kept late at school. One of my students had said she was having trouble with an essay, only it turned out to be trouble of a different nature, and I had needed all of my youthful professional tact to emerge from the conference unscathed. It was a warm, enveloping Friday afternoon, at the close of May. From the football field, I heard the shouts of a game of Frisbee. The chestnut trees lining the drive up the hill had filled out beautifully; the view of the city below them was smothered in green. And the sound of the leaves, restlessly layered, almost made up for the absence of cool in the breeze. As I walked down the hill to the subway stop, I saw Peter standing at the gates and beginning to stuff his pipe. For once, his headphones lay loosely around his neck; the trees were music enough. I had my line ready – I had been steadily rehearsing it from a copy of Old Mortality I found in the English staff room. ‘Most readers,’ I said to him; it took all my courage to keep my voice up, while he kept his head down, ‘must have witnessed with delight the joyous burst which attends the dismissing of a village-school on a fine summer evening.’ He stared at me now, as I continued my little recitation: ‘The buoyant spirit of childhood, repressed with so much difficulty during the tedious hours of discipline, may then be seen to explode, as it were, in shout, and song, and frolic, as the little urchins join in groups on their playground, and arrange their matches of sport for the evening.’


Peter picked up the speech, at last, in his reluctant brogue. ‘But there is one individual who partakes of the relief afforded by the moment of dismission, whose feelings are not so obvious to the eye of the spectator, or so apt to receive his sympathy. I mean the teacher himself’ – but he broke off then to smile at me, with something like the weightlessness of relief. It was rather a gruesome smile, I must say, exaggerated by the spread of his moustache and beard across his cheeks, and hardly improved by the fact of its rarity. But it was better than anger, which is what I had partly been fearing. ‘You have found me out,’ he said.


‘Well, I won’t give you away.’


I left the school at the end of that year, as it happens; that final week encompassed the period of our friendship. A chance had come up for me to live cheaply in England and write; which is what I had wanted to do, and I took it. I had made warm friendships among my various colleagues, and stayed in touch with several of them; though I can’t say that Pattieson’s is one of the connections I kept up. He wasn’t the corresponding kind. When I heard of his death (from an overdose of arthritis medication), many years later, the regret I felt had more to do, if I must be honest, with the prospects of friendship now finally resigned, than the life wilfully lost. I had assumed at the time that his was the sort of privacy which included, among its secrets, several intimate lovers and friends; but none that I heard of ever emerged at the funeral, and I myself was too far away, too much preoccupied with a new life, to make the journey. A few weeks later, I came home to find a post office slip on the entrance mat. ‘THIS DELIVERY ARRIVED WHILE YOU WERE OUT,’ it said in block letters. A note in the contents box read ‘from the estate of’ followed by an illegible scrawl. I thought of Peter at once; and the next thing I felt was the guilt of my neglect; but the package had been too large to fit through the letter-slot, and I remember indulging a little the annoyance I suffered at having to walk, twenty minutes each way, to the post office depot to pick it up.


His real name, of course, wasn’t Pattieson; the covering letter from the lawyer who handled his estate began with that admission. It was Sullivan. The glamour of imposture, which is what I had credited him with, couldn’t survive the dry legal tone of correction. It seemed but a sad deception – for a grown man to resort to such games; and now that he’s dead I don’t mind giving him away. Pattieson, as I had finally recalled, was none other than Walter Scott’s modest, imaginary schoolmaster, the supposed writer, as far as the joke went, of the Waverley novels, whose name supplied the gap left by Scott’s anonymity. It struck me as just the kind of fiction a lonely old schoolteacher would indulge in, to cheer up his insignificance. I remember, afterwards, doing the maths. He was sixty-three when he died, which meant he was fifty-five when I knew him; at that point he’d been teaching at the school for about fifteen years. At forty, then, or thereabouts, the lure of deception, however pointless and private, had proved too great for him; the game presumably began when he applied for the job. I had a sudden sense of the overwhelming force, which most of us hardly keep at bay, of the desire to tell lies. No doubt his were part of a more general retreat – which included, it occurred to me, his refusal to speak a single word to his colleagues. Which included in the end, I suppose, his death. English masters, of course, often want to be writers. It seems a cruel sort of punishment that they spend their lives teaching the works of the great men who were.


Well, Pattieson, or Sullivan – I don’t know which name to go by; Peter, I think, is the simplest and best – was a writer, too, in his way. The package, which formed the sum of my inheritance, contained a number of manuscripts, both finished and not, at the heart of which lay a succession of novels on the life of Lord Byron – written largely in what you might call the style of the times: of Byron’s times, that is. Whether he sent them to me because I had found him out; or whether, as I think more likely, he had seen my reviews occasionally in the pages of various journals, and supposed me capable of putting his work forward, I’ll never know. I have been reliably informed, in either case, that the gift of them entailed the right of publishing them; which is what I eventually set out to do. This, then, is the history behind the following tale, as they used to call them; which is doubly relevant, in that the story itself builds on the lecture he gave on The Vampyre, which I was lucky enough, years ago now, to have heard. He has taken liberties, of course, with the facts, as no doubt he is entitled to do. One would hardly, given his history, expect from him the simplest veracity; and there’s a joke, a little one, he couldn’t refrain from making, about the extent of Byron’s influence – I mean, paternity. I don’t suppose, at this late date, that the Rossettis will mind accepting into their genealogy a drop of the Vampyre’s blood.


A word on the text. Friends of mine have remarked on what an odd thing it seems for a high-school English teacher from New York to write a story in a style nearly two hundred years old. Apart from everything else, there’s the danger of anachronism, over each particular; not to mention the general danger (to take the word literally) involved in writing against time. Well, I suppose we all write against time; and for my part, I have never been so wedded to the age I live in to think of any deviation from its tone as a serious infidelity. But that Peter himself must have been conscious of this charge, one of our remembered conversations makes clear. At lunch one day, towards the end of that endless week that precedes the breaking-up of class, we went for a walk together through the neighbourhood of the school, as we both used, singly, to do. Among the grey gabled homes of Riverdale – I’ve always thought it a shame that the ugliness of American gothic is so often the language of wealth and glamour in Connecticut and New York – we discussed Keats’s two Hyperions. In particular, his last triumphant stab at immortality, the second, allegorical fragment known as The Fall of Hyperion, which he eventually abandoned – from the fear, he once wrote, of its being too old-fashioned, too Miltonic, that is. Peter told the story (I let him tell it, though I had heard it before), of Hunt and Shelley’s conversation about the poem. Hunt had wondered how a little Cockney apothecary who didn’t speak a word of ancient Greek could make an epic of their mythology. I can still hear Peter mumbling the famous reply – through the soft mass of his beard, which was both the emblem and the instrument of his general reluctance to expose his face to the world. ‘And Shelley, whom envy never touched,’ Peter had said, ‘gave as a reason, that Keats was a Greek.’ I think on that note I can finally let him tell his own story.
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CHAPTER ONE





THE OPENING AND CLOSING of Henry Colburn, Esq.’s, large, red front door had produced in the course of the morning, as if by force of suction, a bright eddy of human traffic. The brass plate of his name, mounted on the brickwork beside it, had felt the concentrated stare of dozens of passers-by. BOOKSELLER, the plaque additionally declared – a word that seemed to inspire an unusual number of people to stop, and, summoning courage, to enter, if only to hold in their hands what had become the ‘issue’ of the day. Lord Byron, rumour had it, after a three years’ exile, had returned with a ghost story, ‘The Vampyre’. Colburn had published it with suggestive anonymity, blazoning the title across the cover of his New Monthly Magazine, which had just gone on sale. His store-room could hardly satisfy the crowds of the curious who wandered in and out of his shop, hoping, perhaps, to stumble on the poet himself. Some of them even bought a copy of the magazine.


By lunchtime, however, the buzz of publication had mostly died away. The poet, it seemed clear enough, was unlikely to make an appearance. The strange rumour suggesting that he might had been answered by its echo, whose source was equally vague, that he wouldn’t. And the swell of customers, distinguished by their busy interest, had begun to subside, through their indifference, into the current of Great Marlborough Street. The little disturbance outside Colburn’s door eased again into a more continuous flow. It was only towards the quiet end of the afternoon, when the publisher himself had gone out, and the door was locked, that the gentleman whom our tale concerns approached the shop – in spite of his youth, with the support of a walking stick. His free hand held a copy of the New Monthly, as if he had only come to return what was no longer wanted. Even so, he continued to read from it, with a kind of reluctant satisfaction, given away by the murmur in his lips. As he reached Colburn’s door, he attempted to fold the magazine into the hand that held his walking stick – awkwardly enough. The paper was dropped and picked up again; afterwards, he stood for a minute frozen, as if to gather his thoughts, while staring at the name on the brass plate.


He wore his dark hair in curls, which fell loosely across his forehead in such a way as to hide the recession of his hairline. His features, on the whole, were very fine: eyes, black and large; a cleft of stubbornness in the chin; a sensual protrusion of his lips. His strong, straight nose and small, womanish ears suggested internal contradictions. In fact, he was somewhat womanish all round, in figure and pose; his boyhood seemed never to have escaped into manhood. Even the sharp broad lines of his jaw implied a certain delicacy: a precision that could not bear rough handling. When he was angry and puffed up, as now, they comically took on the appearance of a full mouth – an effect brought into clear relief by his high stiff white collar and coal-black coat.


It was the dress of a dandy; but the costly tailoring seemed to have slackened over time, and spoke less of the exactions of taste, than of the compromises a man is forced to make with his own bad luck: the clinging to, the keeping up. In any case, the fashion had changed. He looked at least five years out of date – a prodigal returning only to find that his threadbare suit, carefully, proudly preserved, has long since fallen out of style. He was the sort of young man who inspires wherever he goes a vision of his untidy bedroom. One supposed he hadn’t any money for a coal fire; one imagined the draughts. The walking stick favoured his left ankle; an old injury, perhaps, which, from the perversity of blood, had become inflamed in the spring chill.


The London sky had been thickening all day; clouds had piled up over Soho. Their shadow fell over Great Marlborough Street and under cover of it, the first rain fell, fat drops still rare enough to be counted. As if rehearsing a speech, he began to mutter at the red front door: ‘You had no business publishing that story. It was written for the pleasure of friends. It had a private significance I don’t want publicly guessed at.’ But a sense of foolishness seemed to quiet him, or prick him to courage – all the more urgently, as he was beginning to get wet. He leant his stick against the door-jamb; then, with one hand, spread the magazine above his head. With the other, he knocked. Gently, at first, and then with a growing and rhythmic insistence, whose music, after a minute, seemed to become its real function, and a source of relief.


‘Is no one in? I want to see him, too … You will ruin the paper.’ A woman, leaning suggestively under her umbrella, appeared at his elbow. She was looking at the plaque on the door – Henry Colburn, Bookseller. The brass glowed sullenly in the dark afternoon.


He said without thinking, ‘I don’t mind ruining it; I wrote it.’


She paused a moment and gave him an underlook. ‘My Lord, I hardly knew you.’ She tilted her umbrella back behind her head to let the light come through to his face. ‘You’ve grown so dark and thin.’


He examined her in turn. A pinched, pretty countenance, sharp-nosed, and somewhat pale, the colour of ash-wood – rather brown than white. Her bottom lip pushed out stubbornly, pinkly. One wanted to take it in hand and pull; a chastisement which, one might suppose, had its sensual undertone. A worn wet bonnet was as faded as her hair. There was a terrible gentility of crow’s feet around her eyes: she seemed the kind of young woman who equated decency with worrying. But she had a fine figure, if small-hipped – and then, the indescribable, threadbare youth of her stopped one’s heart. She couldn’t be more than eighteen or nineteen (light kindling burns quickest) and her face already wore the screwed-up look of concentrated loneliness, its brave front.


‘We met,’ she said, after another pause, in a low tone, ‘at the Duchess of Devonshire’s ball. Many years ago now. You wore green tails and yellow boots; and were much admired. I … I was in a spangled dress; we danced one waltz and … sat out another together.’ Then, blushing at the recollection, she added, conspiratorially, ‘I had understood … I had understood you were abroad.’ She touched a hand to her throat. ‘Miss Esmond – I mean, Eliza. I’m staying for the season at Lady Walmsley’s.’


For a moment, he didn’t answer, and then with a smile of inward humour, he bent intimately towards her. ‘I was, of course, very much; but, as you see … Returning on the quiet, for several reasons. I hope you’ll do me the honour of – keeping my silence. I can’t think where it would be more prettily kept.’


‘Of course,’ she murmured, ‘of course.’ She stood in the dry shadow of her umbrella, unhappily apart, as if untouched by a common affliction. The rain fell simpering around her, and made up, a little, for the silence that grew between them.


Her discovery seemed to have unsettled her. She couldn’t move, and the young man managed to get rid of her at last only by offering his own copy of the magazine, such as it was: the ink had begun to run, and stained her fingers as she took it, with the gentleness of reverence, from his hand. She promised, of course, to return it; which brought out, inevitably, the secret of his address, in Lincoln’s Inn. Finally satisfied, she walked away, though as she turned the corner onto Regent Street, she cast her gaze back on him once more. He was, by this time, thoroughly drenched. His hair hung flatly and darkly over his temples. Even his coat dripped from the hems into the puddle in which his shoes stood. She could hear him, too, with his fist raised, banging steadily and hopelessly against the large red door.



















CHAPTER TWO





HE HAD NEVER BEEN to the Duchess of Devonshire’s ball; but it seemed, for an instant, only natural that he should have: such pleasures, such admiration, were clearly only his real deserts. Such a fine young man he was. He had a sudden, giddy sense that the world is what you make of it, the way you tell it. Then one of his inspirations … well, that was mischievous. But it cheered him briefly, not only from the success of his imposture, but the fact that it was just the kind of prank he used to play in his hot youth – before, that is, the settling in of his circumstances that marked the end of it. He consoled his conscience: he hadn’t set out to deceive Miss Esmond, especially as she seemed to him somewhat fleshless prey. Still, her nervous, vibrant hesitations appealed to him.


Even so, he was glad at last to be rid of her. There was something awful about the pretence. The tax it made upon his face, the muscles of his smile, the subtler strain it put upon his own self-image. He watched her stepping in and out of the rain-shadow of the house fronts, her umbrella set at an angle against the wind; and doubted he should see her again. Probably for the best; though he imagined, as she walked, taking her waist in hand between his thumb and forefinger. Soon he was blind from the rain in his eyes, and before she reached the corner of Regent Street, he had turned again to begin his assault on the door. For a minute, the only thing he felt was the banging in his hand and heart.


Well, there was no use getting completely drenched; Colburn wasn’t in, or wasn’t answering. This was just the kind of inconsequent reversal that he tended to treat as final. He was apt to ‘stick’ when nothing good could come of ‘sticking’; and liable to give in, just when something might. But the girl had somehow heartened him, her silly delusion. A coffee-house across the road had a view of the door. He hadn’t any money, but when he saw a young man in a knee-length coat slip out of the seat in the bay, he ducked in to take his place. The room was thick with the stench of wet wool; the low continuous echoes of conversation seemed equally oppressive. But no one noticed him; the lukewarm dregs of a cup of coffee remained, and he could cradle his hands around the mug. A mash of coal fire was just hot enough to warm the soaking clothes against his skin. He shivered whenever these touched his leg, and began to drink. The coffee had a spike of rum in it; as it ran through his blood, he reflected on the succession of good luck and bad that had brought him, cold and dripping, to haunt Colburn’s door.


It was only three years ago that Lord Byron had engaged him as his travelling physician. The poet, when they met, himself remarked on the similarity between them. Byron had palmed his cheek gently and said, ‘I like to admire myself … in a youthful mirror.’ He put his own hand to his face. No wonder the poor girl was taken in; and as his trousers began to stiffen in the heat from the fire, he repeated the line to himself. It offered surprising comfort, suggesting as it did larger connotations to a life that had become cramped with insignificance. A strange phrase, though. It seemed, like a smoothing hand, to rub away his features and replace them with a reflective sheen – in which Lord Byron, dimly, appeared. All that it left of himself was the impressionability of glass, the rosiness of youth.




*





John Polidori had just turned nineteen when he first came down to London from Edinburgh. He was the youngest medical student ever to take his degree. Grand and inevitable good fortune awaited him. That was his faith, his consolation, as he began to kick his heels at home. He was just ‘looking out for a position’ – a line which, as he soon discovered, he had every opportunity to repeat. After one month, he sometimes added, ‘It was only a question of finding something suitable; one didn’t want to snatch at first chances.’ After two, he professed himself, with a charming modesty, ‘Ready for anything’. After three, he used to explain, in a degree of detail that he himself suspected of becoming tedious, the difficulties a young doctor could expect to face, in setting up a practice. After four, he kept silent; he had started to smell of disappointment.


His father’s nose, in fact, used to wrinkle with distaste every time his son descended late to breakfast, or went up early for his afternoon nap. It didn’t help that his favourite sister, Frances, was getting married; Polidori couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving home before him. As the oldest son, he was desperate to ‘make good an escape’ – that was the phrase Frances had used for her own. She was about to marry a man named Rossetti, another émigré. Rossetti was handsome enough and well-connected, perhaps; at least, he had just been appointed consul in Milan. Yet he seemed to Polidori a little flighty, or rather, gifted with a grace that suggested if not inconstancy then the lightness of touch that produces it. He was the wrong husband for her. What Frances wanted … well, the prospect of her marriage had astonished Polidori into a sense of his own loneliness.


John and Frances were the first-and second-born in a gaggle of eight. They used to play at mother and father together – used to kiss, as they had seen their parents kiss, chastely, before going up to sleep. Polidori remembered the blinding of her curls against his face. She was two years his junior, but now he felt that Frances had outgrown him; she was playing mother to him, too. He sometimes heard her singing on the stairs outside his room, as if unconsciously; though he guessed it was only to rouse him out of bed in the morning, whenever he was lying in. Still, he found the sound of her almost unbearably moving, her fine arch Italian voice, and stayed in bed only to keep her singing:




Sleep is a reconciling,


A rest that peace begets.


Doth not the sun rise smiling


When fair at even he sets?





When he did rise up, it was not without tears: his childhood was over, she was singing the funeral dirge. (They had seemed to him then the first tears of manhood; but as he stared now at Colburn’s door, through the steam gathering on the glass, they struck him rather as the last of his youth.)


Finally, a ‘break in the weather’ came. That’s how he put it to himself, as if the sense of failure he had been enduring were only the darkness of a rainy season. He had received a summons from his mentor, Dr Taylor, a leading figure in Norwich’s radical societies. Polidori was ready to jump at any excuse for a diversion. Norwich, at least, offered a respite from his own idleness; and he returned from his eventful visit as late as he could, only a week before the wedding. He was bursting with ‘news’. Yes, something had finally happened, as he’d known it would. Sweaty with sleeplessness from his coach-ride, he sought out his father, Gaetano, straight away. The house, as Mother phrased it, ‘had been thrown up and down’ by the confusion of ‘last minutes’; and the old man used to take what he called ‘a cold, quiet bath’ before breakfasting en famille.


Dr Taylor had passed on to his protégé a remarkable offer. Lord Byron, it seemed, wanted a physician; and a mutual friend had asked Taylor for a recommendation. Polidori, who was not without literary aspirations, had followed the story in the papers; his mentor had indulged his own sweet tooth for more private scandal. The poet’s wife, in bidding for a separation, had hoped to prove him mad. There was gossip, of course; though so far the name of Byron’s sister had escaped the smear of press-ink. And stories of his lordship’s Harrow and Cambridge days had been successfully hushed up. Then there were the more distant rumours of what Byron himself supposedly dismissed as his ‘genial gift for adaptation’ – a necessary facility for any traveller – the spirit to take a place, and its people, as they come – which he had indulged freely, especially in Turkey. In any case, he was looking to go abroad again and wanted a young man, a doctor, to accompany him.


Some of this Polidori communicated, while averting his eyes from his naked father; he was faintly dispirited already by the contrast in their cleanliness. The old man’s skin had taken on a blue shadow under the shock of the cold, and his hair lay in sleek lines down his neck. His temples were fair and bald, and his jowls hung silkily with the smooth additions of age. When he rose out of the water at last, a steady drip depended from his shrunken member; the wet percussion of it was a constant reminder of where not to look. ‘I have been blessed by many sisters,’ Polidori thought, involuntarily. A habitual complaint, a part of the family idiom: poor, put-upon, cosseted Polly (as the family called him) and all his girls.


There was Frances, of course, with her dirty Italian complexion, her brother’s cleft chin, and a hooked, boyish nose. Tremulous thin lips were the only outward evidence of her soft heart. When she was ten, he had teased her into following him up the large awkward arms of an oak tree, which overlooked one of the ponds of Hampstead. She had followed him anywhere then. But her hands, in the end, proved too small to grip around the branches, and she had fallen, lightly, suddenly, onto a root below – unharmed, as it happened, except for a little cut stretching out the corner of her eye, from the tip of a leafy twig, as she fell past it. It bled heavily into her vision. She screamed and screamed. He had never known such shame and heartbreak. Now all that remained of the scar was a hot red line that came out whenever she was happy or angry. But she had long ceased to follow him anywhere; and more and more he himself felt the pull of her comings and goings.


But there were others, too, three sisters more. The youngest of these, Esmé, with a fat blunt face like the palm of a hand, had herself reached the ‘following’ age. Red curls fell to her shoulder; freckles thick as clover surrounded her eyes. She had greeted Polidori clamorously on his return from Norwich, and now trailed him downstairs. She was greedy for him and wanted always to know what he thought, what he carried in his hand; what pleased him; how he planned to fill the time. Her satisfaction, his restlessness – stuck at home, at his age! – played curiously off each other. If only he found such comfort in his person as Esmé did. What did he offer the little girl that he denied himself? She slapped her naked soles on the broad wet stones, crying ‘Tell me, tell me’ from time to time, and splashing whenever she could. Polidori felt the burden of his age. As the eldest child, great things were expected of him. But his recent idleness had disappointed his father; and consequently perhaps, Polly still trusted too thoroughly in him. He wanted to please.


Gaetano looked squarely at his son. ‘I am not sure,’ he began, not in the tone of uncertainty, but rather, with the false hesitation of someone softening bad news. His accent had retained the sourness, the refinement of his native Tuscany, the musty thinness of cognac. ‘I am not sure … his Lordship would prove a … beneficial example to you. You are’ – and here he looked down himself, ashamed either of his doubts or the intensity of the sentiment – ‘a wonderful boy, of great natural talents, but easily led astray. Easily seduced … by enthusiasm. Lord Byron has not impressed in me a confidence in the stability of his character.’ (The arrogance of this plain old man!) ‘His influence would be pernicious.’


Somehow Polly had been expecting this; in spite of his father’s love, and such indisputable good luck, somehow … He began to make his case, but Esmé was tired of being ignored. ‘Ding dong bell,’ she cried out, ‘ding dong bell’, touching her father’s little piece this way and that with her pink hand. Her laughter was like the sudden stopping of a horse on loose stones. Polly picked his sister up in his arms, where she wriggled abominably; his father gave him a look over her wild head. As if to say, better she were yours, at your age, than mine, at mine. His thin lips flattened to a line. Polly said only, ‘But you must see – you must see – the great honour –’ and stopped short. His father stepped heavily out of his bath.


The wonder of it was that Gaetano, of all people, should have understood the allure of Lord Byron’s companionship. He had served, in his own youth, as a secretary to the great Italian dramatist Conte Vittorio Alfieri. Gaetano always spoke the name with the relish of an emigrant tasting, after a long absence, the bread of his home again. Other, even grander, names inevitably followed it. Alfieri’s mistress had been the Countess of Albany; a title that brought out, in Gaetano’s pronunciation, the worst of his English snobbery. And she herself had been the widow of ‘no less august a personage, than Charles Stuart, the Young Pretender’. It was on the strength of these connections that Gaetano had retired to London and set up a profitable business, as a translator and Italian instructor. Alfieri’s influence had been the making of him.


In fact, Polly’s news did put Gaetano in mind ‘of those youthful associations’. And he recounted over breakfast, ‘for its instructional value’, the story of his eventual dismissal. Polly had heard it before and Frances shot her brother an amused look, which Gaetano saw and pointedly ignored. He was the kind of father unembarrassed by repetition; repetition, in fact, was the gavel of his authority. ‘The Count,’ he said, filling his mouth with a slippery forkful of fried onions, ‘recovering from an illness and consequently low-spirited, begged me to keep them company in the evenings. At one point, the Countess (from what private quarrel who can guess?) asked Alfieri why my youthful thighs were rounded while his own were flat. “Stuff and nonsense,” Alfieri replied, wrinkling his nose, resentful of that illness – age – from which none recover. They passed on to some indifferent talk. But from that time I no more had the honour of being one of the exalted party.’ ‘I no more had the honour, etc,’ his children, who had heard the line before, began to echo him. But Gaetano persisted, adding more sharply now, to press home his point, ‘Neither could I complain of this. I myself felt that the question had been unseemly – more in character for a drab than for a discreet and modest lady.’
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