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CHAPTER ONE





SHE HAD BEEN EXPECTING an invitation – Lady Caroline had mentioned it to her – but when it came, Annabella wasted much of her morning over it in pleasant indecision. There were days to be filled; one must occupy them somehow. The bedroom she’d been given overlooked a bricked-in lawn (the red and green refreshingly contrasting); and she returned to it after breakfast and set the card on the mantelpiece, which was otherwise rather bare. Annabella had been taught to be frugal, and she had little talent for those embroideries by which women ornament not only their persons and surroundings but the passage of time itself. It was March, a bright cold day, and the ashy remains of her night’s fire gave off a surprising sullen heat, for which she was not ungrateful. Guests at a house often retire to their rooms to think – Annabella justified her reclusion. But she was honest enough to admit that introspection is the crutch of the shy; it is what they get by on.


The card bore the stamp of the Melbournes’: the crest of a lion with a hart peering out of its mouth. Its eye, large and bright, expressed either fear or impishness. The invitation itself had a kind of bullying brevity, which left little scope for demurral.




LADY CAROLINE INVITES YOU TO A WALTZING PARTY


AFTER BREAKFAST AT MELBOURNE HOUSE.


SHE PROMISES PROFESSIONAL INSTRUCTION.





The pressure of that promise made Annabella smile: how very like Caroline; one must always enjoy oneself on her terms. A time and a date were given. The question was, should she go? It was the kind of choice that involved Annabella’s deepest intuitions, her sense of propriety. And since she enjoyed the exercise of it and trusted her own judgement, she could treat with complacence any decision arrived at. These periods of reflection offered her an excuse to consider the world through her sharpest lens.


She rang a bell and called for tea. There was the gossip to be weighed; Annabella was not such a blue that she considered it beneath her to indulge a little her human curiosity. Lady Caroline’s affair with Lord Byron had begun to be talked about. The lovers were growing careless of appearances. Caroline, at first, had stolen to Lord Byron’s rooms in various disguises; but these had in the course of their relations become not so much perfunctorily adopted as worn for a kind of show, whose purpose was very far from concealment. A page’s outfit (that was the story) would, Annabella supposed, rather bring out than obscure the modesty of Caroline’s feminine charms. What an odd mix of ease and restlessness she was. Her name misrepresented her: Caroline was careless, she never cared. Lord Byron might be credited with greater discretion; but then, the gallantry of his role forbade too public a chastisement. He kept up an air of indifference to propriety, and Annabella was worldly enough to concede that it was just that indifference which was so improper. She must decide whether to give (this was the phrase she used from the comfort of her easy chair) ‘the sanction of her attendance’ to Lady Caroline – to Lord Byron himself for that matter, a much more exciting proposition. She had never met the young poet before; it was just possible he would be there.


Annabella was nineteen years old. She reminded herself, smiling, that not nearly so much depended on her choice as she supposed – a reflection that hardly helped her to a decision. Her life never seemed to change, yet she was always being pushed into making choices: a sort of paradox that she was happy, for once, to reduce to simpler terms. She didn’t want to be thought a prude, but she did not want to be thought the opposite of prudish, either. A knock at the door announced the arrival of refreshments. Tea was served in a little Sèvres pot too hot to touch; a plate of crumpets was set beside it. The only thing to spoil her pleasant appetite and spirits was the thought of getting butter on her fingers.


In the end, the presence of Lady Melbourne decided her. The party was to be held at her house. Lady Melbourne was not only Caroline’s mother-in-law but also Annabella’s aunt. There could be nothing improper in fulfilling the duty of a niece. Annabella, not for the first time that year, took comfort from the cushioning she had received in London from family connections: from aunts and godmothers and such. She was looked out for, but she was given her lease, too, and the length of it, really, was very much up to her. Besides, it was only a question of waltzing after breakfast. It was not a ball, or anything like one. Yes, she would go; and she was perfectly willing to admit that the chance of meeting Lord Byron had played a part in her decision – not that she ever blindly followed the fashions. Annabella had as yet refused to read Childe Harold, his ‘remarkable poem’, which had come out two months before to an acclaim excited as much by curiosity as admiration. Still, she was determined, if his acquaintance came her way, not to refuse that. She tested the tea against her lips; it was almost cool enough to drink. Among other things, she reasoned (warming her hands on the cup), a sense of her own deserts compelled her to accept the friendship of notable men. She little doubted her ability to ‘live up to it’, just as she trusted to her wit the acquisition of new words. Her powers of expression, she had every faith, were equal to the largest vocabulary.




*





The morning of the party, another fine, clear March day with a bloom of chill upon it, inevitably arrived. Annabella decided to walk from Cumberland Place. She was staying for the season at Gosford House – it seemed that half the people she knew in London had their houses named after them. The Gosfords were friends of Annabella’s parents, who were expected shortly from their country home in Yorkshire. The final push to her decision had been the consciousness of their arrival. She wanted to enjoy her freedom from them; she wanted to greet them with the news of an experience. The walk took her no more than ten minutes; still, she turned gratefully from the current of Piccadilly into the quieter approach of Melbourne House. Miss Elphinstone, famously shy and beautiful, was on the steps before her. Annabella recognized her from behind. She was wearing a bright green dress, which gave to her tall and delicate figure the appearance of the sylvan. It mortified Annabella that Miss Elphinstone stopped short, with a happy smile, at the sound of her footstep; that they entered the house together. Her own modest stature, pleasant round face, and respectable dimity gown could not help looking poorer for the contrast.


The party was almost complete when the pair of them entered, arm in arm. A glance at Lady Caroline gave Annabella her first real misgiving of impropriety: not so much for anything the woman did or said as for what she might be supposed capable of feeling. Perhaps Caroline did care – too much, in fact. She was standing in the middle of the room, talking to a small bald-headed man with improbably long arms. Musicians scraped themselves into tune. The bones of Caroline’s narrow figure were largely hidden in the fall of her dress, which hung straight down from her shoulders to her knees. There seemed to be nothing along the way to give it a shape, an absence that distinctly gestured at what was missing. She looked like a boy, almost; her movements had the freedom of a boy’s. The man, who was wearing a gold waistcoat, took her by the elbow and hand and began to adjust the angle between them. But Caroline was hardly attending. She stared across the room over his shoulder to where a young couple stood, awkwardly attempting the intimate decorous embrace required by the dance. Rather handsome they looked, too. He had the kind of eloquent formal beauty that gives an illusion of its owner’s good taste; she, a little softer, weaker – deviations from perfection all on the side of gentleness. Caroline winced at the sight of them. Her boyish pretty face was too quick in its expressions to carry much weight, but what Annabella saw in it was unhappiness, not in the least relieved by the shrewder, less pleasant look of calculation. Miss Elphinstone bent down to whisper, ‘That’s his sister, Mrs Leigh.’


‘Who?’ Annabella replied.


‘The lady, I mean; the lady dancing with Lord Byron.’


So, there he was; she had seen him at last.


There was something about the hour (eleven o’clock) and the spring sunshine (cold and colourless) and the rectangles of dust, which had gathered under several tables and lay geometrically revealed when those articles of furniture were pushed against the French windows, that suggested nothing so much as a school hall and a morning’s lecture. The music began in earnest. In the spirit of education, Annabella felt that she could do wholehearted justice to the dance. She didn’t dare approach Lord Byron herself. Her best hope of an introduction, she believed, was to attract his attention by taking on a kind of public role in the party. Not that she was, in a general way, very forward. Annabella suffered, as her mother once put it, from a diffidence both chronic and mild. It might be easily overcome but never shaken off. And there was nothing like a ‘task at hand’ to rouse her pride to the suppression of those softer instincts that generally enfeebled her efforts at flirtation. The man in the gold waistcoat was, it turned out, the dancing-master: the source of ‘professional instruction’ promised in the invitation. A small but authentic German named Wohlkrank, he had been ‘imported’ by Lady Caroline ‘for the season’. Herr Wohlkrank spotted in Annabella ‘an ally’ – a preference she found very flattering at the time. It struck her only later, in the aftermath of spent happiness, as a proof of something improper or unsuitable about her manners or figure. She couldn’t quite keep out of her mind the form his flattery took. ‘Such ankles, my dear,’ he cried, clapping, ‘and such knees!’


Yet what changes a year in London had rung in her! A year of proposals and rejections, in perfectly equal measure (not to mention of balls, of operas, and at-homes) had taught, as she once put it to herself, a quiet country lamb occasionally to interrupt her silences and ‘baah with the rest of society’. Well, she was baahing now. In a rush of blood, she publicly and repeatedly confessed that though she had no ear for music she had ‘feet for numbers’. The waltz had undone the spirits of many bolder girls than she, not so much for the intricacy of its steps as for the enforced pressure of the gentlemen against their breasts – a species of contact which, however desirable it might appear under the influence of punch and the heat of evening lamps, seemed more difficult to stomach before tea. It was gratifying to see how many graceful ladies appealed to Annabella for assistance, preferring her lead to that of the men who stood and stared along the circumference of the ballroom, drying their sweaty hands inside their pockets.


Mrs Leigh was not one of these. She seemed sufficiently occupied by her brother’s attentions. ‘Will you pinch me, my dear,’ Annabella heard her whisper, ‘if I step on your foot?’ ‘You can be sure I won’t kick,’ Lord Byron said. Part of the charm of the pair of them lay in their subtly varied reflections of each other. Her face, rounder and softer than his, placed the same emphasis on the vertical line of nose and chin. They shared, too, those little apostrophes at the centre of their lips, which suggested either habitual scorn or a sharp intake of breath. There was, in his case, an inclination to the former; and though her countenance tended towards the more amiable alternative, its expression was compounded by something shy or silly about the jointure of the nose and forehead, a stupid flatness: as if the palm of her maker’s hand had rested carelessly against her face as she lay cooling.


Her figure, however, was very good and might, Annabella privately conceded, have roused the envy of an envious mind. Mrs Leigh possessed that combination of stillness and grace which the poets had begun to term ‘ethereal’. Annabella had a passion for the modern school, but she was by no means a slave to its jargon. She guessed how much in the expression of a figure, or even of a pose, lay outside the scope of intention. Most likely the poor woman – a mother already of three or four – was simply too anxious to eat; and though Annabella could claim her own share of nerves, she was far too sensible to let them rob her of an appetite. Lord Byron referred to his sister as ‘Gus’ or, sometimes, ‘Goose’. She was unspeakably shy; there was no question of that. The blood filling her face had given her skin the trembling surface perfection of a liquid brimming in its cup. The proper object of Annabella’s envy was the fact that Mrs Leigh’s very shyness seemed to centre upon herself the attention of the men surrounding her. Annabella had, with a stiffness of will, overcome her own reserve only to find herself allied to the dancing-master and instructing, often by hand and foot, the other girls: a proximity that offered her, if nothing else, too vivid a sense of what the feminine body in touch and smell suggested to a man.


No doubt Lord Byron played his part in attracting to Mrs Leigh the eyes of that assembly. Annabella could not keep her own off the pair of them. As Miss Elphinstone swung in her arms, she just glanced across her shoulder to see if either the poet or that helplessly beautiful woman were following her lead. Annabella lacked both sister and brother, and there was something in their easy, though not ungallant, intimacy that made her ache to feel its absence in her own life. She never forgot this first sight of him, in spite of the heap of other less happy visions that overlaid it: the famous, lame-footed poet attempting to lead his sister through the steps of the latest dance, while the music beat out of time to their affectionate and staggering embrace. Afterwards she reflected, with just enough good humour to sweeten her embarrassment, that the first words she had spoken in his hearing were ‘one two three, one two three, one two three’ – an association with the mathematical she later found it hard to shake off.



















CHAPTER TWO





SHE MET HIM AGAIN a week later at a lecture given by Mr Campbell at the Royal Institute; by this time, she had read his book. She sat in the row behind him – close enough, had she wished it, to trace the line of his neck with her finger. But her hands were cold with nerves in any case; and even the thought of touching his fair skin produced in him, it almost seemed to her, a chilly shudder. She imagined saying to him, ‘I have read your book’, a phrase whose insistent repetition in her consciousness precluded much attention to Mr Campbell. Instead, she argued at silent length her conception of the merits and demerits of Childe Harold. And whenever there was a pause in her thoughts or a hush in the hall, she had to restrain herself from leaning forwards and whispering in his ear, ‘I have read your book. Would you like to hear what I think of it?’


She went home afterwards almost feverish with unspoken feeling. Her silence had produced in her something like a fit of temper; at least, she wished to be left alone with her thoughts – she wanted, quietly, to count them up. Home, of course, was the house of Lord and Lady Gosford, the friends of her parents, who had lately arrived. It surprised her, how little she had trusted her own show of gratitude at the family reunion. Her sleeping quarters, for one thing, had been shifted to the top floor; and as she turned on the landing, her mother called to her from her former bedroom and asked her to come in.


‘Did you enjoy the lecture?’ Lady Milbanke asked. She sat at her dressing table. Judy (her mother’s family nickname) was never an idle woman: a worthy heap of correspondence lay turned over at her right hand.


‘I did,’ was her daughter’s answer.


‘And what did you learn?’


It was rare in Annabella not to volunteer for the general improvement her own units of edification. ‘I learned,’ she nearly answered, ‘the shape of Lord Byron’s head.’ Instead she replied, ‘Mr Campbell described, in the most personal terms, the Sinking Fund of the Imagination on which a poet could rely as he grew older.’


‘Did you like his text? Did you agree with it?’


Theirs was a family in which such quizzing was treated as the proper commerce of affection and curiosity, but Annabella met it with an answer perhaps a little deficient in both. ‘No, I did not. In that light, making verses scarcely strikes me as a nobler activity than making mayonnaise; it is only a question of the quantity that can be got out of the smallest expenditure of eggs.’


Judy, who was more efficient than unkind, turned to look closely at her daughter. Her eyes, Annabella couldn’t help remarking, were narrowly set and gave to her forehead the appearance of a squint; her mother had not aged kindly. Her hair, cut short behind as a girl’s, only emphasized something practical and unadorned about her station in life. Beauty in her presence seemed an excess rather than a quality. She was a keen horsewoman, and her complexion had suffered from exposure to the wind – one of Judy’s characteristic oddities was that she insisted on Annabella’s retaining the babyish milk-white perfection of her own countenance. ‘I suppose, when called upon, you will learn a greater appreciation for the virtue of drawing out,’ she now said, ‘otherwise known as making do.’ Annabella bowed her head, not for the first time conscious of being carefully and slowly brought along. There was a lesson appropriate to every stage. If she tolerated the management it was only because its first principle seemed to be a complete conviction in her own extraordinary possibilities. Judy was inclined to give her daughter’s reticence the kindest interpretation (and the one most flattering to herself). She inquired if her daughter was suffering from a headache? and when Annabella meekly nodded, she was dismissed.


She had for some years failed to enjoy that perfect sympathy of spirits with her mother which her more idealistic notions of home life seemed to require of her. This proved an irritating imperfection. She could relieve it only like an ordinary itch, by scratching at it. Annabella, in the sanctum of her thoughts, sometimes indulged ungenerous feelings towards her mother – she was a sexless, overbearing, etc. – which soon shamed her into love again.


Retiring to her room, she found in it little enough to occupy her. Solitude always seemed to place before her, with the distinctness almost of a mirrored reflection, an image of herself to stare at; and she turned for a kind of relief to the other image that had begun to absorb her thoughts. She decided to spend the time before dinner writing up her impressions of Lord Byron in her diary, but she found herself hesitating to fix these in ink – not so much out of fear at having them read over, by her mother, for example, as at the prospect of having to admit them to herself.


After the lecture, she had become entangled in the stream of people pushing past. She only just escaped at the door to the hall, where she stopped a minute, hoping to let Lord Byron overtake her. But he had been caught up in what she could only presume was a group of his friends, who were lobbying him to make some kind of speech or recitation on the stage where Mr Campbell had been speaking. She heard him say, ‘I believe you mock me.’ He was smiling broadly, but his face was pink. Mr Campbell himself, however, clearly flattered by the poet’s attendance, offered him a copy of his celebrated book, which he had been reading; and a handful of people waited at the door in case the famous young man could be persuaded into a performance. He bowed at last and without lifting his voice, in perfectly clear tones, declared his intention of playing what he called the part of Childe Harold in the manner of one Gentleman Jackson, whom he had overheard himself that morning, before a lesson, rehearsing certain scenes from the poem. He proceeded to recite his own verses in a broad angry accent that contorted the beautiful symmetry of his features. His friends drowned him out in applause, and his face broke into lines of laughter which so little suited Annabella’s tender reading of the character, either of hero or poet, that she fled the pocket of onlookers into the cold spring day. She had not supposed him happy or light-hearted – qualities that threatened to nip her growing sympathies in the bud.


It was the image of their first meeting, then, at Melbourne House, that rose before her inward eye, and the thought of that dancing pair soon banished all temporary annoyance. There was something in their sibling familiarity, which seemed so natural and attentive, that led her to imagine that she possessed in the quiet of intimacy just those qualities which they took pleasure in ‘drawing out’ from each other. (That phrase of Judy’s had come to mind. It often astonished Annabella how difficult she found it to escape the pattern of her mother’s thoughts.) Augusta, or ‘Gus’ or ‘Goose’ (though she didn’t yet dare to assert the privilege of a nickname) seemed a woman particularly susceptible to the comfort that Annabella trusted herself to be capable of giving. Her shyness, partly overcome, could help her to relieve another’s; and it was characteristic, Annabella thought, of her better nature that her own black moods inspired in her mainly the desire to console others.


Of course, she was conscious, no one more so, of the little delusions excited by celebrity of any kind: of reciprocal interest or knowledge. And certainly Lord Byron had suffered his share of admirers. It might be kinder (or shrewder) to direct one’s sympathies at her who was herself the object of Lord Byron’s care. Annabella was enough of a gossip to be in perfect possession of the family history. Their father had remarried after the death of Augusta’s mother. A second child, a son, was eventually born, but by this stage the first had been committed to the care of relations from whom her father had become effectually estranged. His children, inevitably, shared in that estrangement, for a period that Lord Byron had expressed himself determined to make up for. Not the least proof of his honourable nature was the extent to which, as Annabella herself had observed, he had lived up to his word.


She dipped her pen and wrote, ‘My dearest Augusta,’ and stopped short. Her diary, half against her will, had begun to shape itself into a letter. She need hardly stay shy, after all, of his sister, and the phrase itself seemed to entitle her to intimacies; it loosened her tongue. What she wished to make clear was ‘that she too had known what it meant to suffer from the absence of a beloved sibling. She too understood the peculiarly affecting claims of a partial relation – those curious admixtures of likeness and dissimilarity, which in the happiest instances offered such a perfect medium between the pleasures of friendship and of family.’ Annabella’s mother had a sister who died young, and that sister had had a child, who was brought up as one of her own by Judy. And how welcome, at the time, seemed that increase to the family sum. ‘Their cousinship quickly took on the deep sisterly feeling inspired by the remoteness of their situation: a charming house in Seaham, a quiet charming village on the Yorkshire coast, where the only society for miles around depended on their obligations to the tenantry and the pleasure they took in their own.’


A loving house, undeniably, of which she herself was the ‘cherished pet’; and if (her confession was growing in scope) Annabella ‘occasionally quarrelled with her mother, as she had begun to do, it was only the result of that daunting example Judy had set of what a woman with all the privileges of rank and talent was capable of achieving. Her energy, her charity, her curiosity were famous in the parish; and few of her fellow parishioners had the heart to mock or resent that completeness of moral persuasion from which they themselves had so frequently benefited.’ Annabella, as she refreshed her pen, refrained from adding (and only just whispered to herself) that her mother’s fondness for a drink had recently taken on a more secret character; and there were, she now recalled, the remains of a bottle of sherry standing uncorked beside the papers on Lady Milbanke’s table. Its medicinal scent had only just penetrated Annabella’s picture of her mother’s dressing room – adding its influence, strangely, to a sense of Judy’s inviolable privacy.


‘I shall never forget,’ she wrote now, ‘the morning my cousin left us to be married. I had prayed for that event,’ she added, when it struck her as odd to be rehearsing such scenes for a stranger’s benefit from the quiet of her room in Gosford House. Her childhood, however, had been so poor in incidents that she stored them up as a kind of precious coin – to be spent, from time to time, on intimacies. ‘It was, I thought, to ensure her happiness,’ she continued, and the simple truth of her confession began to impress itself upon her. ‘But when after a long engagement the wedding finally arrived, when I passed her apartment in all the sudden disrepair of evacuation, the misery of my loss became insupportable to me. I remember feeling for the first time as if the actual scene was visionary. I made one attempt to confide my despair to her who was its object. I had been weeping and kissing Sophy’s neck. My wet lips tasted the heat that they themselves had pressed upon her skin; there was nothing of her own. She was cool as ice. “What shall I do without you?” I asked. “What shall I do with them?” “Marry,” was her answer, with a shrill laugh. It struck me, at twelve years old, as a contemptuous sort of reproof, and I shrank into an existence of solitary reverie that remained largely unbroken until my coming out. It being understood, of course, that my family relations, warm and enveloping as they were, seemed less and less to involve any kind of excursion from the kingdom of my solitude.’


‘What are you writing?’


There had been no knock at her door, only a fat hand gripping the edge of it and the hesitant step of a large foot. It warmed her, unreservedly, that her father still trusted sufficiently to their relationship to admit himself unannounced into her bedroom. She looked up at Sir Ralph. His face, amiable as an egg, was turned on her; and she recognized in his loose cheeks and doubled chin the foolish excess to which her own appetites would incline her, unchecked. His eyes, wide rather than large, had a gentleness that owed a great deal to what Annabella thought of as their slowness of expression. He had a habit of repeating himself and did so now – ‘What are you writing?’ – as he peered over her shoulder against the glow of her lamp.


‘My diary,’ she said, feeling not so much guilty over her slight evasion as forced unpleasantly into a consciousness of it. She smoothed her hand over the paper. What she wanted above all – and it had struck her more and more, lately, the pressing need of it – was a language in which she could reconcile the duty of honesty to her growing appetite for secrecy. There must or should be terms of confession in which neither truth nor privacy was sacrificed to the other.


‘Mother thought you was looking hipped,’ he said, ‘and I wondered if you wanted a game of chess before supper. I know how it cheers you to beat me.’


‘Yes, that is just what I should like.’


The drawing room was empty when they descended to it. A table had been permanently arranged against the tall corner window; it overlooked a chestnut tree, spreading its shade on the street. The chair creaked as Sir Ralph rested his weight on it; he always, as he remarked, over-indulged himself in London. There was something about the city in season that dispirited him: such energy and youthful gaiety. He had never himself in his own youth participated in the pleasures of it, much. That is, before he had set his sights upon her mother; and then he had condescended to ‘enjoy himself,’ as he put it, ‘only as much as was required to gain his prize, and no more.’ They began to play; Annabella as usual deferred to her father the opening sally. It was among the carefully nurtured family illusions that Sir Ralph was shy and slow in conversation. In fact, he had a tremendous patience for repetition and those layered confessions it was capable of easing away. The difference that age had wrought in him, he continued, was, that while he had always detested the buzz of social life, he had lately begun to be ashamed of his comfortable, solitary inclinations. And he drank too much and ate too much to occupy those appetites that flourished in him by way of compensation. Judy and he intended shortly to return to Seaham, once they had seen Annabella happily established. ‘It did his heart good,’ he added, and his daughter guessed at once that this was the conclusion towards which he had with some difficulty been working himself up, ‘to see how … graciously Annabella had taken to the scene.’


His real intention, his daughter suspected, was only clothed in praise. He wanted to find out (perhaps her mother had sent him) just what it was that had put Annabella in a pet. It could only be, they reasonably supposed, a question of love. He may have hoped by admitting his own penchant for withdrawal to set the stage for her more romantic confession. And among the calculations that occupied Annabella, as her bishop began to take control of the board, was whether she was confident enough in her feelings to submit them to the test of her father’s curiosity. Was there anything – and her attraction as yet could hardly be defined by its object, so slight had their acquaintance been – about her attitude towards that family which could lead to a more general exposure? She said, as she exchanged, with a knock of pieces, her castle for his knight, ‘I have been reading, in the company of half of London, the adventures of Childe Harold; in fact, just this afternoon I finished. Have you seen it? If not, I shall lend you my copy. I should like to hear what you think.’


He had not; it would give him the greatest pleasure, etc.


‘In general, as you know,’ she continued, ‘I disdain to follow fashions; but there are occasions when they reach such a fever as to require of the spectator, at the very least, his opinion of the fashion itself. It was in this spirit that I began to read, but I soon found that there was more to sustain my interest than a mere social curiosity. It contains many stanzas’ – Annabella’s philosophical vein had always been indulged with scarcely discernible irony, and Sir Ralph listened patiently now – ‘in the best style of poetry; if anything, he is too much of a mannerist. That is, he wants variety in the turns of his expression. He excels most in the delineation of deep feeling, in reflections relative to human nature. I thought of him just now, Papa, because his case makes an interesting contrast to your own: he despairs of an excess of that capacity for whose deficiency in yourself you have expressed such regret. I mean, the capacity for taking pleasure. That despair frames the moral of his Pilgrimage – one which, I think, no one need shame himself for admiring. It has given me at least one sleepless night; and, as you have seen, a sleepy head-achy sort of a day.’


‘There is, of course,’ Ralph was quick to agree, ‘nothing shameful in that.’


Annabella had grown accustomed to beating her father, regularly and with something like carelessness, at chess. She had his king now in a terrible thicket of pawns, and he was silent a minute as he considered his situation. ‘No, there is no help,’ he concluded. His face grew very red in thoughtfulness. The blonde grey hairs of his brows stood out palely and his eyes took on a blinking dimness: he seemed old, at odds and ends. Annabella was but thirteen when she first defeated her father at chess. Victory had surprised and delighted her; it had set up their relation to each other for years to come. She had just begun to bristle at her mother’s constant example and used to greet Sir Ralph’s returns from parliament with something like a lover’s restless welcome. ‘Shall we have a game, father, before dinner? Shall we just sit down – you see, I have laid out the table …’ But she had lately had to suppress a strange sort of disinclination to watching him lose. Partly, to be sure, out of pity; but her sense of triumph did not lack the faint frictive energy of impatience, which she had recently learned to recognize in her mother’s own treatment of Sir Ralph. He was no fool; his temper was good; his taste in matters of wit and poetry was both joyously inclined and well considered; but there was something about his good nature that inspired, even in the kindest and best-disposed of his acquaintance, the desire to abuse it. And Annabella could not help resenting in him a weakness that, she suspected, such resentment would help her to expunge from her own disposition.


In a guilty burst of more filial spirit, she said, ‘I saw him, Lord Byron, that is, today for the second time. We danced together, I mean, we danced separately, at a waltzing party given by Lady Caroline last week. He waltzed with his sister, a very pretty woman though shy as a wren. And then I read his poem and then I met him again at Mr Campbell’s lecture. It was particularly gratifying for me, so soon after finishing, to test my sensibilities, my reading of his verse, against what I saw of his actual character, revealed in person.’


‘And what,’ Ralph asked, ‘of his actual character, did you see revealed?’


After a hesitation: ‘Mostly the back of his head.’


It was one of those little triumphs of her good humour that were only ever brought out by Sir Ralph. Even so, she suspected, in that half-second of consideration, an inclination to deceive. She wanted to keep from her father any sense of the seriousness of her … preoccupation – an intention  that constituted nothing less than the first acknowledgement of it to herself.




*





At dinner, Childe Harold came up again in conversation – specifically, the moral character of its author. Lady Gosford had not read the poem, a fact which she happily admitted and which in no way restricted her interest in or contribution to the discussion. She was a round comfortable woman, in whom the pleasures of the table had preserved, by the outward pressure on her fattening face, something youthful and good-natured in her countenance. Lady Milbanke was, by force of opposition if nothing else, her great and particular friend. And though their relations, especially in the course of the Milbankes’ extended stays in London, were not without their little frictions, the two old companions were on the whole each grateful for the correcting influence of the other. Their friendship took shape from their competing philosophies; and where Judy was, at least in principle, strict, abstemious and actively charitable, Lady Gosford indulged her own and others’ appetites with equal complacence.


She now took the side of Lord Byron’s admirers. ‘No harm could come,’ she insisted, ‘of a miserable libertine, whose various immoralities serve only the cause of his unhappiness. Besides,’ she added, ‘my own experience suggests to me that his sins are more talked about than read.’ She drained her claret and gestured for more. As the butler made his rounds, Judy (Annabella was pleased to note) placed her hand above the glass. An act of abstinence that her daughter delighted in, not so much as an example of her pretensions or as a step towards her reform, but out of admiration for Judy’s self-control: no private weakness could corrupt Lady Milbanke’s public sense of her position. ‘You take him altogether too willingly at his own estimation,’ she countered. ‘I have glanced over the volume. That famous misery is only the fancy dress of his desires. He pinches himself into it as some women powder their faces, to look interesting. It is really the worst of his bad example that he has made a fashion of unhappiness. I should almost prefer it that the young surrendered to the greatest of vices; instead, they take on the aspect of them and study to appear melancholy. No, the real wickedness of Childe Harold is a peculiar form of hypocrisy in which everybody strives to seem much worse than they really are.’


‘Do you not think him sincere?’ Sir Ralph inquired of his wife.


‘I do not.’


‘But surely that is a question that cannot be answered merely from a perusal of the text. It requires a most particular knowledge,’ Lord Gosford, who had kept silent, now intruded, ‘of correspondence between word and deed.’ A thin, straight-backed man, he presented to the company’s view rather the surface shine of spectacles than his colourless eyes. Sir Ralph was somewhat in awe of him. Ralph was a conscientious but quiet parliamentarian; and though Lord Gosford spoke little enough in the House, that little was seen as being very much to the point. His influence was of the kind that consisted as much in the rumour of it as in its original force. His opinions were more sought after than known. In the friendship of their marriages, Ralph had made an amiable alliance with Lady Gosford – to be comfortable together; but their relations, they both suspected, lacked the electric charge of Judy and Lord Gosford’s quarrelling.


‘I believe,’ Sir Ralph said, ‘that we have to hand a source of that particular knowledge.’ Annabella had already begun to blush, as her father proudly turned towards her. ‘Did you not dance with him, my dear?’


‘I did not,’ she said. ‘He danced exclusively with his sister.’


‘But you have met him, have you not?’


‘I have not had the honour of an introduction.’


‘Come, come,’ Lord Gosford interrupted. ‘You have seen him; you have formed an opinion.’


Annabella bowed her head. Lady Milbanke looked at her, raising her thin lips into a smile. She enjoyed with a not unloving detachment any occasion for putting her daughter to the test. ‘And will you favour us with that opinion, my dear?’ Nor was Annabella, for all her shyness, reluctant to claim her share of the conversation. She had been the almost unhoped-for consolation of her parents’ later days. After fifteen years of marriage, they had as good as resigned themselves to childlessness. And the sense of blessing, which her birth had bestowed upon the Milbankes, had only increased as Annabella grew to womanhood. Each stage of her youth had brought home to her parents a consciousness of that variety of life with which her late arrival had favoured them, and nothing had engaged their curiosity more than her coming out. Annabella, as she began to speak, felt the warmth not of nerves but of their combined looks; and she was sufficiently the daughter of her parents’ love that she believed their admiration to be no more than her natural due.


‘I have seen him now,’ she said, addressing her eyes to Lord Gosford, ‘twice. Once, at a waltzing-party got up by Lady Caroline, and today at a lecture. He appears to be a very independent observer of mankind – his views of life participate that bitterness of temper which, I believe, is partly constitutional and the cause of much of his wretchedness. His mouth continually betrays the acrimony of his spirit. I should add that I have seen him humorous, I have seen him playing the fool; but to my taste, unhappiness suits him better than its inverse. It certainly comes more naturally. His eye is restlessly thoughtful. He talks much and I have heard some of his conversation, which sounds like the true sentiments of the speaker. I should judge him sincere; at least, as far as he can be in society … He often hides his mouth with his hand when speaking, a diffidence as pleasing as it is surprising in one little noted for the delicacy of his views.’


There was a silence in which Annabella ventured to add, with a degree of mischievous intent she could scarcely measure herself, ‘He argued, as I hear, with all his family; this was the cause of his foreign travels. My great friend Mary Montgomery, you know, is acquainted with him and was very much shocked at hearing him say, “Thank heaven! I have quarrelled with my mother for ever.”’


‘There,’ cried Lady Gosford, ‘surely there can be no greater proof of his sincerity!’


Lady Milbanke bowed and smiled at her old friend, to acknowledge the joke at her expense. Motherhood was the subject of many of their disagreements; Lady Gosford was childless and occasionally bridled at Judy’s maternal certitudes. She was glad of any chance to score a point off them. ‘I suspect from what I’ve seen of her that Mary was rather amused than shocked,’ Judy answered. ‘My daughter seems happy to take Lord Byron at his word. I’m sure he could not have painted a better picture of one of his heroes. Perhaps he even trusts the likeness himself – I should not venture to say.’


‘In that case,’ Lord Gosford declared, with the briskness of a final judgement, ‘we may take it that you have every faith in his sincerity, if nothing else; which was as far as our question went.’


‘That depends,’ Judy replied, ‘on whether sincerity is to be considered a talent or a virtue. If a virtue, by all means, credit him with as much sincerity as you like; I am sure his intentions are honest. But if we mean by sincerity a talent for examining our own feelings, for judging them in the full justice of indifference, and for expressing them as clearly, as precisely, as it lies within our power to do – then no, the question is only just begun.’


‘Surely,’ Lady Gosford said, ‘no one can doubt Lord Byron’s eloquence. Of that, the booksellers themselves have the happy proof.’


‘No, in his eloquence I have every faith and have seen by my daughter’s account some evidence of his power to persuade. But we are, I believe, generally accustomed in talking of persuasion to distinguish between the truth of its object and the facility with which it is gained.’


‘And yet,’ Annabella interjected, ‘and I have felt the force of it myself, there is a kind of eloquence that can properly be said to create truth, even where there was none before. Perhaps that is what I meant to convey in my picture of his character and conversation. It is certainly the impression he makes upon everyone around him.’


‘Well,’ Lady Gosford announced with some satisfaction, ‘there is only one thing to be done: we must make a trial of him ourselves.’ It was suggested that Sir Ralph might provide the best means of introduction, seeing that his sister, Lady Melbourne, was well known to be Lord Byron’s favourite adviser – by necessity almost, as her daughter-in-law, Lady Caroline, had begun to ‘express such unguarded preference’ for the poet. But Sir Ralph, though he was fond of his sister Elizabeth, said he disliked exposing any of his family to her taste for gossiping and begged very humbly to be excused from playing a part in their scheme. Annabella could not be sure whether a feeling of gratitude towards her father or impatience with him predominated in her at hearing this timid speech. At that point, Lady Gosford offered to ‘speak to my dear friend Lady Cowper, who is on the best of terms with Lady Kinnaird – owing perversely, it is said, to her having formerly refused Lord Kinnaird, none other than the poet’s banker. I trust, Lord Gosford, you have no objection to a supper party?’


He had none, and so the matter was decided upon – to everyone’s satisfaction perhaps but Annabella’s own. She had taken comfort from the thought of keeping to herself something for her mother to disapprove of.


Before retiring, Annabella stopped in again to bid her mother goodnight. Her rebellious impulses were always followed first by remorse and then by a childish wish for conciliation. She feared, as she declared to Lady Milbanke’s back or rather to the reflection of her face in the dressing-mirror, that her reference to Byron’s family quarrels might have struck her mother as improper; she had not wished to offend. Judy was gratified to feel the pull in her reins take effect. She still had the power of bringing her daughter in, but it was best exercised with kindness. She turned now towards Annabella. ‘There can be nothing improper,’ she said, ‘in telling the truth.’ Lady Milbanke looked always handsomest in her nightdress. There was something very dignified in her weathered countenance and long upright mottled neck: they exposed an indifference to self that was really the best pride.


Annabella lingered in the doorway, conscious of her face and hands, the softness of her youth. She asked, in a different voice, as her mother resumed her evening toilette, ‘How much of life, mama, do you think may be understood from books?’


Without turning, Judy answered, ‘That depends – upon the taste and discernment of the reader.’


‘A reader with the best taste and the sharpest discernment may understand a great deal of the world, even without the benefit of experience?’


‘She may. Although taste and discernment are often acquired only with reference to experience – without which, even the best minds may be easily misled.’


‘An attentive observer, however, may learn a great deal from a very little life?’


Judy, smiling, stood up and took her daughter’s hands. ‘It is only a question of eggs,’ she mocked. And then, ‘Have you had enough of life already, my dear?’ And Annabella, answering her mother’s smile, replied, ‘Sometimes I almost believe I have,’ and kissed her goodnight.



















CHAPTER THREE





IN THE EVENT, Lady Cowper deemed it best to hold the party at her own house; and the Milbankes themselves had returned to Seaham before Annabella had a chance of renewing her acquaintance with Lord Byron.


Mary Montgomery called on Annabella at Gosford House; they were to make their way together to the party. Mary was a pale, invalidish, good-natured and sharp-tongued girl. She flattered Annabella’s sense of kindliness twice over: by seeming to require her friend’s devoted attendance and by indulging an appetite for gossip which was crueller and more honest than Annabella dared to trust her conscience with. This gave her several happy occasions for reproof. The great joke between them, to which Annabella contributed only her silent enjoyment, had to do with Annabella’s suitors: their number, their qualities, their ardours, and their inevitable disappointments. Mary was something of a favourite at Cumberland Place, owing to the lighter spirits into which she coaxed her friend; and she amused the Gosfords on their short carriage-ride by counting over the ranks of Annabella’s ‘unhopefuls’, many of whom they could expect to meet at Lady Cowper’s. There were George Eden, Augustus Foster, William Bankes …


‘You seem quite the fashion, my dear,’ Lady Gosford said. ‘Mankind bow before you.’


‘At least they did last year,’ Mary replied for her friend. ‘But she has left so many famous wrecks behind her that no one now dares approach. I have high hopes of salvaging someone among them for my own uses. I dare say, nobody would want me else.’ There was, in the gentle rebuke to which Annabella subjected her friend, not quite the sharpness of disagreement.


Lady Cowper had decreed that the young should justify their appetites before receiving any supper; and as the Gosfords and their two protégées mounted the wide steps rising from Hanover Square, they heard the bright beat of a dance in progress. They were shown inside; Mary rested her weight on Annabella’s arm. Amidst the confusion of the scene, the girls soon lost sight of their chaperons, and then Mary herself disappeared into the mix. Annabella began to look for her. She was often surprised into sudden depressions by the ease with which even her sickly friend could enter into any kind of public amusement. The happiness of others tended to rouse her bitterest self-reflections, but these, at least, relieved a little her anxiety at the prospect of seeing Lord Byron again. She had spent the day carefully rehearsing a pretext for addressing him and had just returned to the question when she almost stumbled over his leg. He caught her gently by the hand and guided her to a seat beside him. After a minute’s silence, which both of them occupied by staring at the commencement of a waltz, Lord Byron bent towards her and whispered, ‘Do you think there is one person here who dares to look into himself?’


It was her own thought exactly, and she was startled to hear it given a public voice. His remark betrayed the kind of scorn that was her secret comfort. She relied perhaps too much on the drug of misanthropy to soothe her, whenever she felt that nobody would speak to her, that she had nothing to say. But she was doubly grateful for it now that somebody had spoken, in that misanthropy itself supplied the course of the conversation. ‘You are too kind,’ she answered, ‘in restricting your contempt merely to the masculine pronoun.’


He bowed.


‘I have not had the honour of an introduction,’ she continued after a silence, which he did nothing to correct. She was amazed at her self-possession; yet she was conscious of a kind of giddiness, too, that was distinguished rather for the stillness and clarity of her thoughts than any confusion.


‘I believe I have the advantage of you,’ he said. ‘There is no one among Lady Caroline’s acquaintance whom she admires more warmly than yourself; and her praises have been so explicit that I flattered myself, my dear Miss Milbanke, we were already old friends.’


‘Well, then, to return the compliment: shall I say that I knew you, if not by reputation alone, then by your poem, whose name is on everyone’s lips?’


He hid a rueful smile with the flat of his thumb. ‘You mock me, I believe; so I won’t take offence, if only because you intend to give it.’


‘My lord, not at all. There is only too much good in your Harold – so much, that he is ashamed to reveal it.’


‘Then I won’t spare your blushes. Your goodness is so generally believed in that the particulars of it often go unnoticed.’ There was a pause in which he gathered his thoughts; they watched the dancing couples bow and part. In a more serious vein he continued, ‘I heard of your kindness to Joseph Blacket with as much shame as admiration. Once, for the sake of a rhyme, I did him some injury, which as a poor fellow-poet, poor in the bitterest sense of that abused word, he had done nothing to deserve.’


Blacket was a cobbler from Seaham; he had dreamed of becoming an author and had studied hard to improve himself. Not only had the Milbankes taken on the expense of printing an edition of his verse, Annabella herself had copied and corrected the proofs. But his constitution being weak, he had not lived to publish a second – which might have built on the triumphs of the first and omitted those faults that Lord Byron had formerly seen fit to satirize for their pretension. ‘The errors of our youth,’ replied the nineteen-year-old girl, ‘have this virtue: that they teach us to correct them. And if the lesson once learned is never forgot, we may at last deserve to regard them with complacence.’


There was no topic Lord Byron might have hit on that could have pleased Annabella better; the humanity of his feelings on the subject touched her to the quick. And yet there was something so perfect about the quality of attention he bestowed on her that she could not suppress a suspicion that in some large sense she was being teased. His conversation certainly had its ironies, but their real object, she consoled herself, might be nothing other than his own capacity for sympathy – which seemed quick and strong, but also selfish. The great danger, she knew, to a sensitive conscience was that it tended to suffer more for its own sake than for others’. Poor Blacket. He had never in life amounted to anything so valuable: he had become a token of Lord Byron’s repentance. Annabella found, at least, that she was willing to accept it.


The next dance was beginning. Lord Byron had not stirred; he surveyed the scene with a detachment to which he soon gave a voice. ‘The great object of life is sensation,’ he said to Annabella, without turning towards her. ‘Is it not? To feel that we exist, even though in pain … It is this craving void which drives us into society and out of it again. The principal attraction, I believe, of any pursuit – whether waltzing, gaming, husband-hunting, or war – is the agitation inseparable from its accomplishment.’


At that moment, George Eden (one of her young ‘unhopefuls’, as Mary called them) claimed Annabella for the dance, and she was drawn away – from the periphery of the scene into its centre. Mr Eden was a good-natured gentleman, if a little conceited. It was just like him, Annabella thought, to ‘rescue’ her from the attentions of the fashionable poet; he trusted to their shared opinion of his corrupted and corrupting nature. As she turned to look over her shoulder, she saw Lord Byron cross his legs and smile: an unhappy smile, which affected her painfully, as it seemed to imply a fresh disappointment. It was as if she had added her own piece of evidence to the proof of his loneliness. In his eyes, they were no better than the rest of the busy dancers, whose happiness depended on their motion, whose life was a continuing escape from that observant stillness with which Lord Byron regarded them.


Mr Eden, Annabella was forced to admit, danced beautifully. His conversation, however, was more declarative than interrogatory. ‘In two weeks,’ he said, as they circled each other, ‘he was set to take orders, but he could assure Miss Milbanke that his ambitions were by no means limited to a quiet country parsonage. His modesty was only the plain language of his wants; he had trimmed his expectations in order to realize them in their essentials.’


Annabella was aware of his preference; he was the kind to flatter by confession. Nor could she deny that he was a ‘very respectable match’, as Lady Milbanke herself had once remarked. Mr Eden had sensible tastes and two thousand pounds a year to satisfy them. He was not unhandsome either, she considered, as they stepped to the top of the line and faced each other again. His broad, rough countenance conveyed solid virtues: a strong nose, with healthy, articulated nostrils; a large, expansive eye. Only his thin, fluent lips suggested a more delicate gauge. And yet, as Annabella perceived it, there was a want of something spiritual in his character. He knew his own mind and presumed to know hers with so firm a grasp as to exclude her own uncertainties: she had rather be doubted more. As she complained afterwards to Mary Montgomery, ‘Perhaps if he were more unhopeful I should like him better; the fact is, he presumes to know.’ Their characters were very much alike, he continued, as she felt her hand grow warm against his: ‘sensible, clever, good’. And when she only smiled at him, he replied, after the music had stopped, ‘That the best modesty included an honest sense of one’s merits, as well as their limits.’


Later, over supper, she fell into conversation with Lady Caroline, in whom the charge of mixed company had produced an almost uncontrollable current. She had been over-exerting herself. Her features were small and finely expressive – the least and pettiest of her changing feelings declared itself in her face. Activity had given her a hectic glaze; she looked hot to the touch. She said to Annabella, ‘How well I remember your waltzing. There never was a prettier instructress; I should love to learn at your hands.’ Annabella, who was puzzled for a reply, was soon spared the need of one. ‘And what do you think of Lord B? I saw you engrossed together. Was there ever a more miserable charmer? Or a more charming misery?’ She linked her arm in Annabella’s and together they surveyed the scene. ‘He is somewhat in awe of you,’ Lady Caroline continued in a whisper. Annabella, who distrusted her friend, was still aware of the concentration of looks they attracted together: the very good and the very bad girl in confederation.


‘For that, I believe, I have you to thank. He praised your account of my virtues till I grew quite uncomfortable with so much imputed goodness.’


‘Well, and was it less than the truth?’ Annabella could not read Lady Caroline’s mind: C was one of those jealous women who prided herself on strong sisterly feelings. Her jealousies played strangely off her passion for female friendship. It seemed to Annabella that Lady Caroline wished to set her up as a rival for the purpose of beating her to Lord Byron’s heart. It was a game Annabella disliked: she could not help but lose at it. ‘You have had a most remarkable coming out,’ Caroline continued. ‘There has never been another like it. To the charms of youth and beauty, you have added those of an unimpeachable goodness; and it has acted upon the gentlemen as riches used to. There was never a more sought-after hand than your own, my dear.’


‘I have never understood what is meant by my goodness. It seems rather an imaginary quality: my real state of grace, only God, and perhaps my mother, can claim to know. As for the rest – I suppose it is a question of manners more than anything else. Men blame me for it to soften the force of my indifference to them; and women praise me for it, so that the men no longer attempt to approach me.’


‘Perhaps you will not be offended,’ Lady Caroline replied, smiling, ‘when I say that you reason like a man, since you know how often I have been charged with acting like a boy.’


Annabella still felt the pressure of Lady Caroline’s arm in her own. There was something improper in her friend from which she would have preferred to detach herself, not least because her standing there implied a tacit consent, to Lord Byron if nobody else, of those behaviours which had begun to get the pair of them talked about. She remembered with an inward blush her reluctance to attend the waltzing party. It is not a ball, she had reasoned; her aunt was presiding … Considerations that, she fully admitted, could play no part in excusing her present visit: how easily she had been seduced into a second meeting! The first step is always hardest.


But her sense of virtue quickly rallied to a justification. She disliked the idea of Lady Caroline’s friendship with the poet. His character, it seemed to her, was such that he was often tempted into sin by his finer feelings; and it would take a nice management indeed to prevent the one without suppressing the other. Annabella’s interest in Lord Byron was still at that stage where she could persuade herself that all she sought from him was his own moral advantage. She excused herself. ‘My great friend Mary Montgomery,’ she said, ‘possesses both high spirits and a weak constitution. I consider it my duty to rescue her from the combination of them. I see her across the room, irritably rubbing the backs of her hands, which is always a sign with her of great fatigue.’ Lady Caroline released her on the condition that Annabella would call on her soon. They were practically sisters, and she was anxious to hear her thoughts on Lord Byron, about whom she delighted to speak, especially in a more comfortable seclusion. She was glad that their introduction had now been effected. Lord Byron had long desired it, and it afforded Caroline, at last, the pleasure of testing her opinion of the poet against Annabella’s greater penetration.


It seemed to Annabella, as she bade her goodnight, that Lady Caroline was trying to throw her in Lord Byron’s way. And she wondered how far she would be justified in accepting the connection, if only in the hope of offering his lordship a model of female conduct that Lady Caroline was particularly unsuited to providing. As she crossed the room, she for the first time noted that Augusta had joined the party; Lord Byron was talking in her ear. She smiled to think of the brother and sister, each as shy as the other, made all the more so by the mutual solace of their company. Augusta looked very beautiful in a dark blue dress patterned with spangles, in whose glimmer her eyes showed especially black. She was encouraging her brother to join the gentlemen; she did not wish to keep him from his friends. Annabella thought she could just make out Lord Byron answering, ‘I have not a friend in the world’, and was pierced by the persuasion that he was speaking the simple truth. But Augusta laughed at him and said, ‘You only think yourself friendless, because no one else loves you so well as I.’ In Annabella, a wave of jealousy followed swiftly on the back of her compassion.


Mary, on their journey home, quizzed her friend about Lord Byron. ‘I saw him talking to you in his very best low tone,’ she said, ‘and wondered what he was being quietly significant about.’


‘You are teasing me; everybody teases me,’ Annabella replied.


‘I thought you were held in such universal admiration that it was my privilege alone to mock you.’


‘Well, Lady Caroline has now taken her turn. She loves him so much she would have me love him, too.’


‘Is she not supposed to be of a jealous disposition?’


‘She was very puzzling; I could not make her out.’


‘And did she succeed, in making you love him?’


Annabella recognized in this a more promising inquiry. She prided herself on her truthfulness, especially when she believed it might cost her pains. In fact, she was glad to give her impression of the poet; she wanted to talk of him and analyse her feelings out of their confusion. ‘He is certainly very agreeable in conversation and very handsome, etc. His manners prove him to be one of nature’s gentlemen. I confess that I felt he was the most attractive person in that company.’ Their coachman shouted at some disturbance in the street, and as she collected her thoughts Annabella congratulated herself on being confident enough in her affections to criticize them openly. ‘I was not bound to him by any strong sympathy,’ she continued, ‘until he said, not to me but in my hearing, I have not a friend in the world! There is an instinct in the human heart that attaches us to the friendless. I consider it to be an act of humanity and a Christian duty not to deny him any temporary satisfaction he can derive from my acquaintance – though I shall not seek to increase it.’ And then, when Mary only smiled at her, she insisted in a warmer tone, ‘He is not a dangerous person to me.’


‘I respect you so greatly,’ Mary countered, ‘that I wonder if the same could be said about him, in regard to you.’


As usual, Annabella felt, her friend had wilfully misunderstood her finer motives. But the carriage had arrived at Mary’s home in Wilmot Street, where it deposited her amidst mutual good wishes before carrying Annabella on to Gosford House and a sleepless bed.
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