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‘Great men are meteors designed to burn so that the earth may be lighted’ Napoleon
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‘even as we idolise the object of our affections, do we idolise ourselves . . . we walk as if a mist or some more potent charm divided us from all but him’ Mary Shelley, Valperga









London


‘Annabella looked at the corpse. Hands and head separate. Blood had leaked from wrists and neck. Fluid covered part of the distorted features. The open eyes were stained so that they glared through their own darkness. A smell of rotting meat.


‘By itself the face was unrecognisable, yet she knew it was her father’s. What was a father? A man begot a body but not a mind. She prodded the head with her foot. The blood must have congealed for her boot remained clean.


‘Had she killed him? It wasn’t clear. She rather thought she had. She was sure she’d not cut him up. She hadn’t the strength. She would order the bits thrown in the Arno to mix with filth from the city. She turned away.


‘How many people do you have to murder before it becomes habitual? Before you cannot remember which corpse is which and who is its dispatcher?


‘She wiped old blood off her hands with her handkerchief. Her maid would wash it clean.’


He’d come silently into the room and read from behind her. He smiled.


Ann felt the smile. ‘I will cross out the fluid and rotting meat,’ she said without looking up.









The Pursuit









1


She met Robert James in St Paul’s Churchyard. The bookseller J. F. Hughes held a dinner once a week for his distinguished writers and a few hacks. She was invited to leaven the party with what a prized pornographer called ‘femality’. Mary Davies, who wrote children’s primers for numbers and letters, was absent. Hers was a more respectable trade than Ann’s gothic horrors but Mr Hughes judged Ann less prissily genteel in men’s company.


An Italian was there. He said little except when talk veered towards argument. Then he remarked there was a sundial near Venice that claimed to count serene hours alone. How good, he added, to take notice of time only as it gives pleasure.


‘That sundial had not the English art of self-tormenting,’ said Richard Perry, an intense, gentle man introduced by Mr Hughes as a reviewer and former bookseller.


‘It’s surely not so easy to efface cares by refusing to name them,’ said Ann.


Nobody pursued the point. Signor Luigi Orlando felt no need to facilitate further.


Later, much later, she wondered why Robert James had been invited. He’d published nothing of consequence beyond that amazing fragment of Attila. Did Mr Hughes believe in his promise as fervently as his friends did? As he did?


At first he’d been silent and she hadn’t much remarked him. During the introduction she’d failed to note his name, being too engrossed in her own. Then, as afternoon turned to evening, and wine and conversation flowed, he’d started to dominate the talk, to catch and keep attention. He spoke animatedly. She knew who he was then.


‘Why don’t we make our language anew? It would transform life as Napoleon transformed Europe.’


He drank to the bottom of his glass, then waited while Mr Hughes’s man refilled it and wiped the bottle’s neck with a white napkin. It was already streaked with red but the formality compensated for carelessness. Nobody spoke during the little ceremony. They waited, as an audience waits during the interval for the actor to begin again.


‘There’s one matchless original of language. True?’ Robert James looked about the company. Richard Perry sought his friend’s eye and nodded. ‘So scholars argue that purity lies in the past, at its inception. Then it proceeds to corruption. I say, No. Language moves towards purity. Use it, try it out in all its forms, even its interjections and conjunctions – slowly it will emerge in splendour. It is all to come.’


What was he saying? That wasn’t the point: it was the glint, the glamour.


‘Politicians speak only in debased words. They talk of the past, they’re retrospective. They know nothing of futurity. They impose on language, kill its iridescence.’


His voice rose, then he paused as his body continued expressing itself in little movements, wriggles, of hands and torso.


Was Mr Hughes happy just to listen? Probably, for he must have known he’d invited an entertainer to dinner.


‘The cause of reason and truth is menaced not by the democratical spirit – there’s no collective, it cannot exist – but by the stupidity of those who think to inflict on others their stale ideas.’


He was darting his eyes on and off his listeners, while sweat bubbled from just above his eyebrows. ‘The legal robbery of government is not its taxation but its opinions. Every man must resist.


‘And every woman too,’ he added looking at Ann, ‘for she brings to man’s courage her fortitude, her tact to his intellect.’


She hardly registered what he’d said of woman – tact wasn’t her strong point – for his eyes had been on her. But she heard the rest well enough and was surprised.


Politics excited nobody, not now in 1816. So old-fashioned, so very much the last century. Revolutions and wars were over. People were weary.


Even the French had given up thinking.


Yet here, on this night, the company listened and some of them, she was convinced, had been truly engaged. That was genius – to go against all expectations. It was doing what this man had already done in Attila when, with strength of his own will, he’d flouted common knowledge and made an ogre of the popular mind into a force of miraculous nature; Attila the Hun had become the destroyer not of numberless victims but of a diseased old order.


She’d read that work and admired its almost repellent force.


Unusual for her to seek out this sort of writing. But she’d been invited in by a stray remark overheard in Mr Dean’s office, that there was something gothic in the brutal conception; it sparked her interest.


As he spoke and day waned, Robert assumed other voices, making points through mockery and caricature, more and more exaggerated as his audience grew increasingly responsive. He did the orators, the parliamentarians, the German royals; then, for entertainment, just types: ham actors, lawyers, money lenders, women of fashion, Irish seducers. People put on silly voices when nervous. It wasn’t so with him. He became the voice he spoke. He exposed and skewered his victims. Did he also make them lovable in their comedy? Or himself?


A sudden desire swept Ann that he would do her dead father Gilbert in the accent only this man could assume. For something here, now, caused that unknown, unheard parent, all recounted words to her – but what words! – to surge up into her mind. As never before in all his absent years. It was a mad wish. She remained silent.


Perhaps she was so enthralled because she’d drunk more than usual. Mr Hughes declared the wine a present from Cadell, a publishing name to impress his guests. It might well have been stronger, though to her taste it was as coarse as any from a Cheapside inn. But it couldn’t be the wine for, when not caught up in the listening and the laughter, she was just a little repulsed. Possibly Mr Hughes was too – his response was difficult to gauge. In company Robert James might be, at base, a show-off.


Suspicion faltered. Her eyes stayed on him, his balding head with its rim of fair, slightly reddish hair cut in Caesar style, his pale grey eyes, much paler than hers. It was not a colouring to admire. Never anyone’s favourite in abstract. Her heroes never had it. Yet his face, the fleshy lips and thinner pronounced nose, arrested her as no other had done. It was becoming The Face. Even then.


She’d been introduced by Mr Hughes, who’d made the usual jest about her name, St Clair, so apt for a writer of gothic novels. The name was an embarrassment, she said and smiled. Mademoiselle St Clair or spinster Ann from Putney.


He listened attentively and laughed. That afternoon she looked well. As time passed, he seemed to notice her especially, noticed something about her. Gilbert had been all eyes for Caroline from the start, so her mother’s story went – and who, even if only half-aware of a drama beginning, could escape such deep-laid wordy memories?


She’d once yearned to be loved by these lover-parents whose look turned only on themselves, but that was long long ago. Now, at this moment, she was pleased just to be noticed: those pale grey eyes brightened everything like the coming of a shiny morning. Its light sank through her brain to her depths.


Next day she was back at her writing. She’d furnished her small lodgings comfortably and was not dissatisfied with her mode of life. Her novels were short, repetitive, requiring no deep thought, just a lot of plotting and knotting of loose ends. She had to remember what she’d said in pages already delivered, that was all. For, unlike the great Attila, her works could never be fragments. And nobody read them twice.


She made no claims, nor wanted to.


She earned enough money to pay her rent and keep happy the butcher and the baker and the laundress and the paper seller. Clothes were no special love, but for the winter she would have saved sufficient for a decent new pelisse.


Better than being a governess or companion. How could she ever have been one? Oily emollience, infinite agreeableness a prerequisite.


‘You haven’t pleased me,’ said her mother when she’d once mentioned that plan. ‘How would you please anyone else?’


Caroline had a point there.


Now Robert James. He changed everything.


She spied him next at the Temple of the Muses. He was ahead of her over on the other side of the broad room in a crowd of men including Richard Perry from Mr Hughes’s dinner. Even from there she could sense he was the centre of the group, the Author, the cynosure.


She was hurrying to reach where they stood when she was stayed by Mary Davies, who was seeking a picture of a robin for her children’s reading book. She asked Ann’s business. Mary and she didn’t greatly care for each other, yet they met often; they had their work in common, and companions in labour have sometimes merit over chosen friends. In fact Ann too had come to the Temple to find inspiration; caricature gave her ideas for what might be done with the human body in her monkish torture chambers. She was disinclined to tell Mary this. By the time she’d answered vaguely, she could no longer see Robert James.


But now she knew where he visited. So she happened to pass that way the next day, and the next. But she didn’t see him at the Temple of the Muses again, outside or inside. The boy at the counter was driven to ask if she was looking for anything in particular for she’d been there so often. How many days was it that she’d gone out of her way like this? Memory delivered the number but she needn’t dwell on it.


Two weeks later, The Horrors of the Mountain Abbey was finished and she was walking past St Paul’s with the completed manuscript in her bag towards Dean & Munday in Paternoster-Row when she did really see him. It was he. She knew she was often too forward, but now she hung back. This was strange. And after so many detours to encounter him. Perhaps it was because the cathedral bell clanged in her ears.


Then by coincidence she was at tea with Mary Davies and in he walked, along with Richard Perry.


‘We have met,’ he said smiling as Mary Davies came forward to make an introduction.


‘We have,’ she said. ‘I think you had recently returned to London, Mr James.’


He must often have been absent or she’d have seen him. How could he not be noticed?


‘Yes,’ he replied. With only a trace of the lilt she’d discerned at Mr Hughes’s dinner. ‘I travel a little, on the Continent and Dublin.’


He’d said Dublin, she remembered, but he’d not mentioned other cities.


‘You are Irish?’


He nodded gravely as if she’d offered a deserved rebuke and looked her straight in the eye. ‘But do not hold it against me, Miss St Clair.’


When the first cups of tea had been drunk and Mary Davies’s small hard cakes crunched and the general talk on new plays, books and music had subsided, Robert was back on the dullness of the present post-war moment, adding this time the failure of England to have a proper revolution. It had, he said, peaked too early. If it had waited, it might have gone beyond France, shown the world a real ending of thrones and domination, of regurgitated thought. Napoleon was a great man, yet he could not avoid his French heritage.


Mary Davies pulled her scarlet Indian shawl tight round her shoulders to express discomfort. Her young brother had died fighting this bad man in the wars he caused, but she was too polite openly to protest. ‘Would you care for more tea?’ she asked, raising the pink china pot.


Robert was undeterred. For whom was he speaking? For his friend Richard Perry – or for her? It must be for her: she had quickly surmised that Richard Perry was a frequent, captive and captivated auditor.


The French had ruined it all, sullied the noble ideas of liberty and equality in government and art. England had colluded. No one had now the stomach to change anything. He’d once thought to go to America. But it was all money there, it was money they’d fought their masters for. Money! What was money? So now, so long after all this chaos and error, this was the place for real change, for complete revolution. He thumped his broad chest, then struck his forehead. ‘Here.’


Richard Perry smiled and nodded, his intense eyes sweeping his friend’s features. He knew enough not to interrupt Robert James in full utopian flow.


What did he really think of the ideas rather than the man? What did she?


Surely she thought nothing at all. Just watched and listened, enthralled by the sound of his speaking.


So many years of hearing Gilbert’s impenetrable words repeated by her mother like psalms and litanies to a Sunday congregation. They swept over and through her infant, childish, then adolescent head as Caroline fell into an almost religious reverie.


It irritated her daughter as physically as any eczema with its pustules on her neck and ears.


This talk was quite different, of course.


Mary Davies was thoroughly annoyed. It was not conversation for the tea-table and mixed company. Thoughts pinged and twanged over the pink, gold-rimmed cups in only one direction and in a most ungenteel manner.


The guests left all in a rush. Mary Davies was further offended that her friend didn’t stay behind to chat woman to woman and exclaim on this odd vain man. But, though Ann professed independence, Mary always thought her too concerned with men and their talk. Richard Perry, a widower, was in a hurry to visit an only sister who’d just borne a son in Clerkenwell. So Ann and Robert were left walking off together in whatever direction he pleased.


Ann and Robert, she thought, not bad in a romance.


So it began.
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He cared about clothes. He wanted them to seem negligent but he took trouble. She didn’t much mind for herself. She’d disliked Caroline’s finery, her turbans and garish coloured shawls. But she loved to see him well dressed.


Now he wanted to dress her. She demurred. She was not beautiful. He didn’t disagree. Instead he said that beauty could go rotten and become ‘loathsome’, more than ugliness. More than adders and toads.


He had a family allowance, not large – she rather surmised than knew this – or maybe Richard Perry said something. But he went off and bought expensive material for her, pea-green, striped and shiny. He let the material slither through his fingers while he closed his eyes.


He came with her to a dressmaker to have it made up so that for once – so he said – for once she would have clothes that fitted well and were stylish. She could be smart, she had the figure for it. Why did she not take more trouble? He sounded like a mother, she thought, and giggled.


Then he became the dressmaker and was amusing, just for her. Later he bought her an intricately sewn blue silk scarf. It suited her colouring, he said.


She would try to take trouble and did so for a while. His admiration mattered.


She had told him – why, for she’d not before spoken much of her past? – that father Gilbert had loved material things, the cabinets of curiosities. He knew the names of shells: the magician’s cone, the glory-of-the-seas, the precious wentletrap, the nutmeg snail – the list had gone on but she remembered no more now, the words had come with no images attached. He had carried her mother – with difficulty she said Mother instead of Caroline, sensing a social conservatism below the radical talk – to Montagu House for the purpose. Caroline could still remember those shells. It was part of her tribute to the dead. ‘Name them to me, child, those curiosities,’ she’d demanded after her relating.


‘I will show you the curiosities of the mind,’ said Robert James.


When she had a toothache and found the cloves no help, she was about to consult a dentist. He threw up his hands in protest. ‘Medical men know nothing. Keep away. They are all quacks.’


Perhaps. Often her mother had consulted Buchan’s Domestic Medicine while Martha, her old Putney nurse, had provided more homely remedies that almost always worked – in time.


Robert was scornful. ‘Poor little hen,’ he said. ‘Martha indeed. There is only one sure treatment for any body part: electric shock. It shakes the frame and jostles the teeth. What could be more healthy than a jostling? Or would you rather place roasted turnips behind the ear as my great aunt did in County Cork? Maybe a toasted fig between the gum and cheek?’


He was off, for he had become the dentist and was unstoppable. ‘Perhaps some vomiting, a purging of what is unwholesome, some leeching might help, Madam. Or perhaps a hot iron on the tooth which I personally, Madam, would apply. Or maybe something a little less common, more unusual and special for a special patient: might I insert three drops of juice into the ear on the side the tooth aches? They could remain there an hour or two, while I, Madam, would stroke your hand for comfort. If all this fails, we will gently pull it out without disturbing a single nerve. Personally I always think a little excellent wine shared with your physician is much to be recommended, though taken without advice one might, I admit it’ – he clapped his hands and then stroked his hair, ‘one might become plethoric. Madam, I abhor home doctoring. Leave it to the professionals. There are so many injurious effects by people using their common sense and calling things by simple names. It will not do, Madam, it will not do. Not a one of them has a real understanding of physic. The eel of science, Madam, will not be caught by the tail. It will not, it will protest.’


His gestures were so comical, so typical of the type he mocked that she had to laugh. She was flattered he did it for her. And it was for her, she the only audience of a man who could enthral a crowd of men.


Sure enough the pain died away.


He brought her a lily, some lilac, a rose, and all together. How could they have all been in season? But she remembered the scents mingling, so heady that they went beyond flowers. That was the point, he said. All making one.


But why would separate smells mingle to make a better? Common sense would argue . . .


‘Reason, my little Puritan, is the critic and interpreter of nature. Then intuition finds dark corners in the mind where reason stumbles. It is not common-sense to rely on common sense,’ and he pranced around holding a flower in each hand. He twined them in her hair and looked intensely at the result. Then very gently he stroked her cheek with the lily’s softness until she sneezed.


They went to the theatre, but had to avoid Edmund Kean, all the rage among the vulgar. He’d once given his fragment of Attila to Kean to read aloud to auditors. The great man had turned his inward tragedy into fustian, the kind of melodrama Robert particularly despised. Horrified, he’d torn the pages from the little actor’s surprised grasp.


She knew the story. She’d heard it from several sources.


So she took Robert to The Castle Spectre with its bleeding nun and devilish seductress. No pretension there to high art, no bathos where no heights. He was bored.


Better bored than furious, she reflected.


What he liked, it seemed, were new tricks, the famous gas lighting at the Lyceum and Drury Lane. She couldn’t share his joy: an evening in gaslight made her chest heave and her eyes water – the effect lasted for fully three days. He loved too the mirrored curtain which showed the audience itself; they saw it later when they went down to Lambeth Marsh to watch the jugglers and harlequinade of the new Royal Coburg. Such simple entertainment was, Robert declared, more real than the sensational stuff strutted by Edmund Kean.


Her cousin Sarah was quietly amused when she saw the new pea-green gown and heard of the visit to Lambeth Marsh. She knew Mary Davies a little through some acquaintance of Charles’s sister and, from the trail of gossip, learned that Ann and a male companion had been seen walking in Hyde Park together, close together, and talking all the while. Mary Davies had been restrained: no hint of the dislike she’d felt at the behaviour of her boorish guest.


‘Are you in love?’ Sarah asked playfully – on important matters like family and children her broad face became prettily serious, not now. ‘I know there’s a man in the case.’


‘He’s not exactly in the case, an acquaintance,’ Ann replied. ‘You know me. I’ve done with that sort of thing. I’m growing an old spinster. I shall soon adopt the Mrs style. Gregory Lloyd was enough.’


Yet on the tip of her tongue to say that this was so very different. ‘I just want to make my own living,’ she said.


‘You know that I cannot believe you,’ smiled Sarah.


‘I’ve always known I might have such a relative,’ Sarah Hardisty had said when years before Ann had fallen into her life from another world. She laughed as she often did to punctuate her thoughts, ‘but our mothers quarrelled. I was told yours was rather, shall we say, unusual?’ She glanced anxiously at this new cousin.


‘We shall indeed,’ replied Ann, smiling back. ‘But I haven’t seen her for years.’


‘I’m so sorry.’ Sarah was about to reach for Ann’s hand when the other’s expression stayed her.


‘Don’t waste pity. Caroline and I are better distant. She never approved of me. She was full of Gilbert as if I had had nothing to do with either of them.’


Sarah was bewildered. With a shock she understood: it was her aunt who was Caroline. She’d never heard any woman call her parent by a Christian name. It was very strange. ‘Oh, I’m sure she did, somewhere, underneath. You are so clever. And besides, mothers always do.’


‘Do what?’


‘Love, so in the end they approve.’


‘Is that your experience with your little brood?’


Sarah’s fair face puckered. ‘Well, yes, I suppose it is.’


‘No favourites among them, one you care for more, one less?’


‘That’s a different thing.’ She stopped, then grinned. ‘I expect your mother was impressed by your writing, cousin Ann – it is Ann not Annie? You a woman making books. That is something.’


‘Now there you are quite wrong, Sarah. We parted long before I did it for a living.’


A shadow crossed Ann’s face. ‘She thought I was stupid. She said it often.’ Her eyes focused behind her cousin. ‘I had a weakness in my chest, an asthma, and when it came on me I breathed through my mouth. Caroline – I was not to call her Mama except when told to in public – left me standing as she spoke about my father’s mania for astrolabes. I was just ten years old. My mouth fell open. Caroline saw it, stopped in mid-sentence, stood up and screamed, “Close your mouth, you stupid girl. You look like an idiot, an idiot I say. Get out of my sight.•”


The telling of this distant, so demanding memory was too savage. Ann was ashamed. But there’d been something in Sarah’s placid face that urged her on when she’d better have been reserved.


She swallowed, ground her teeth a little, smiled and tried to rescue the moment. ‘I believe, if she thought of my future at all, Caroline wanted to see me married to a powerful – yes powerful – gentleman, the mistress of a mansion where she could preside as a lady. But how . . .’ Ann trailed off.


Sarah chuckled with relief – though her eyes remained serious, her pale face showing a fading blush. ‘What mother does not want that for her daughter!’ She paused. ‘Do not you think, dear Ann, that perhaps we daughters want something of the sort for ourselves when we are out of pinafores?’


‘Not me.’


‘Possibly so, cousin Ann. Or perhaps you thought you might not have it.’ Afraid she’d offended, she added, ‘Not that you could not, but that you had not the way of wanting it enough. You have said as much.’


‘I doubt many men could have made me happy or would have wished to, and I don’t know how I would have made them so.’


Sarah had no response. She tried to keep pity from her eyes. She’d seen the bitterness in her new cousin; it made her angular where she’d be better round and smooth. She herself was used to adapting. It was what women did, what her mother had taught her to do, and what in time her daughters would do. But she already knew enough of Ann’s eccentric life to see she lacked a useful model.


‘Tell me about what you write,’ she said much later. ‘You have hinted but not described it to me. I think it so bold a step to take. I could never do it.’


‘Do you really want to know?’


‘I really do.’


They were in the small snug back parlour beside a cheery log fire. Sarah sent the maidservant for more hot water and settled herself further into a comfortable armchair. ‘Sit back, Ann, you are at home here.’


She did speak – haltingly at first, then more loosely.


Suddenly Sarah clapped her plump hands. They made hardly a noise beyond a soft fleshy thud. Then, with her usual little chuckle, she asked, ‘Do you base the books on your own life?’


‘No,’ smiled Ann, ‘no, no, of course not. They’re full of horrid adventure, lots of blood and corpses; my life is not. I’m too plain, too complicated.’ She laughed. The habit was catching. ‘Yet, if truth be told, I suppose, though they rarely know their fathers and I too . . .’ She stopped. How odd to feel this rush of emotion, ‘you know, Gilbert . . .’


Sarah looked anxious. Her cheeks flushed bright red.


Ann was puzzled. Her cousin must still find these Christian names too strange. She’d not expected her to be so sensitive. ‘Perhaps too, sometimes, Caroline, my mother – perhaps she has crept into the books as the Stepmother.’


Sarah patted her hot face with the back of her cooler hand. She remained flushed.


This introspection, this thinking aloud and about oneself and one’s childhood, was perhaps too much, thought Ann. Could she be irritating Sarah by running on – though her cousin was too polite or kind to show it? But no, she’d caught pity in her face, not irritation. Or – and the thought struck her suddenly – perhaps Sarah hadn’t wanted to be so long separated from her babies and was embarrassed to admit this to her childless cousin.


Was this the alternative to Caroline? Was this kindly milky flushed being what a mother should be?


Sure enough, Sarah soon excused herself and went to check on the nursery. A small child played with pieces of material in the corner, making hats and gloves for a rag doll. Charlotte? When she returned Sarah kissed her. Then the nursemaid came to take her upstairs. The child objected and cried out but was picked up and carried off still protesting.


No, it struck Ann suddenly, Sarah hadn’t meant to ask about mothers and fathers at all. Her cousin was referring to imaginary lovers. Of course. How slow she was! After all, she created these tales for yearning women. What else were stories for?


When Sarah was seated, she rushed on again. ‘Some people might have expected me to feel shame displaying myself, but my name is not on the page. In any case I don’t feel any – any shame I mean.’ She paused and looked at Sarah. ‘I know what you’re thinking. A man would see this as too independent, too encroaching on the masculine sphere. But I never claim there’s anything in my work that has merit beyond a moment’s read.’ She hesitated. ‘Besides, what does it matter what a man thinks?’


She looked at her cousin enquiringly. Sarah caught her eye but remained silent. Her face had resumed its usual pallor. She picked up her basket of sewing and chose some little pantaloons to mend, her chubby fingers expert at feeling what tears could be repaired, what consigned a garment to the box of rags so useful in a house of infants.


Ann waited. ‘All right then, so it might? In any case it gives me a regular income,’ she went on quickly as she saw Sarah searching for a way to respond. ‘It’s not so different from millinery or teaching in a school. No one thinks that not feminine.’


Sarah still sat tranquilly sewing, saying not a word. So Ann rattled on. ‘I’m very fluent. All I have to do is vary elements. I never run out of plots.’


Sarah bit the thread to break it and looked up encouragingly. She had absolutely nothing to say. Neither she nor Charles had ever read any of this sensational stuff.


‘You make some surmountable trouble between delicate heroine and handsome hero, but only after the girl has been nearly frightened out of her wits by the villain in his gloomy castle.’


Sarah looked up and gazed at her cousin. Strange indeed to have a head full of such things – on a body sitting familiarly in her back parlour. She would ask her novel-reading friend Jane Lymington to procure a volume from her circulating library; then she could glance into it and compliment her cousin when the right moment occurred. She smiled.


‘Sometimes,’ Ann went on, warming to her talk, ‘I’ve wondered what would happen if the heroine chose the villain and pushed the hero down an abyss or shut him away like an idiot in a madhouse.’


Evidently the idea, the words, were simply too strange for Sarah. She pricked her thumb with her needle, frowned, bent her head and licked the blood, then pressed the thumb against a rag from her basket.


Could there really be disapproval?


‘No one reviews my little productions, you know, Sarah. No one has to say to me, “Pray Miss, put down your pen and take up your needle.” I write to earn my bread, that’s all.’


Sarah looked up then and laughed heartily. ‘My poor cousin, my poor Ann, why these apologies? I have never thought to be an independent woman. It’s not possible for me and I do think women are made for marriage and the home, and to be cared for. But I can admire those few who don’t take this common path. Charles is less admiring I think, though he much respects and will love you, cousin Ann. Only I wonder whether it is possible to find content without following what our nature wants for us.’


Before Ann could reply, Sarah hurried on, ‘But come, I hear the twins stirring. Please to see them after their rest. One of them is lisping words and both coo so prettily. You cannot but be charmed.’


She was never quite charmed. All those wriggling limbs, all that mess, the incontinence. But she visited the house often.


Why did this early conversation ooze into memory so many years later? Surely not because of that awkward defence of her way of living. Had Sarah anything to do with Robert? Doubtful. Ann expected compassion not shrewdness from such a lactating, sewing, buttressing being. At the time, that is.


No, it was what she’d said to her cousin about the might-have-been plot. It raised a question. Did anyone in life choose the villain?
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Was Gregory Lloyd the preface to the meeting at Mr Hughes’s dinner?


Because of him she was no virgin.


She set little store by the change. There’d been no unwelcome price to pay. But there were those out in the world who put great weight on such activity, productive or not. She knew that.


Whether he was seen as fall or freedom, Gregory Lloyd was the fault of the Putney house. As isolated as if on a rocky isle off Essex. In fact it stood a mere stone’s throw from the crowded public bridge.


Caroline had a pair of widows for occasional gossip and cards, Mrs Graves and Mrs Pugh. They usually visited one at a time. Then they could talk simultaneously, Caroline of her irritating child, the guest of her relief at childlessness and her better-preserved furniture. Mostly they spoke in agitated undertones of shocking scandals from the newspapers. They loved the extravagance of royalty. Such pleasure tutting about the blubbery Prince of Wales and his malodorous princess, Caroline of Brunswick.


Young Ann sat in the corner of the room with a book on her lap letting out sneering breaths.


Apart from these women there was no community round them; not even a distant uncle or great aunt visited.


Once a year her mother put a peacock-feathered ornament on a large turban leaving a fringe of false red curls, arrayed herself in a rainbow-coloured shawl, reddened her cheeks with crimson, looked in a small silver-edged mirror, and then entered a hired one-horse chaise. She was going to town ‘on business’.


To the Strand, she’d say grandly for Martha to hear, to the main office of Moore & Stratton.


The turban was because Gilbert had admired the headdress. He’d been to court and seen royal ladies in turbans of black and coloured velvet with high feather plumes; Gilbert cared nothing for pomp but he knew the ways of men and women in all degrees.


On other rare occasions, similarly turbaned and shawled, she’d take herself and Ann to church for form’s sake. They were never detained by the vicar or the vicar’s wife, who pursed her lips as her eyes rested on Caroline’s extraordinary garb, then slid away when they caught Ann’s sullen gaze. Caroline was the daughter of a rector in Hereford but she made nothing of this to the vicar’s supercilious lady.


Mostly she was content even on Sundays to loll in her chair, sketch flowers and objects brought to her by Martha, and leaf through the Lady’s Magazine .This was intended for her alone. So at dead of night, Ann padded downstairs to read it by a very flickering candle. She looked only at the stories, ignoring the romances but ingesting the monthly monitory tales.


Through these she learned that to suffer with patience, to rise superior to misfortune and to repay unmerited ill-treatment with benevolence were virtues which provided happiness and recalled the licentious to paths of duty.


She tried ‘benevolence’ on Caroline for several days. Caroline thought it ‘insolent’.


Ann believed she failed because ‘licentiousness’ was not her mother’s prevailing fault.


The impotence of such edifying stories confirmed her preference for Mrs Radcliffe’s monks and brigands. These she found in books from the circulating library which Susan Bonnet, another unpopular but less saucy girl at school, borrowed from her mother and lent to Ann. There was a world to live in, since Putney was so disappointing.


Once Caroline and Mrs Graves took her to visit Mrs Wright’s waxworks in London. A woman with unlined face stood in antique dress. Ann thought her alive and they laughed. She never went to Vauxhall but it was more real in memory than Mrs Wright’s waxworks.


Of course it was, for Caroline had told her of it: over and over.


We had supper at nine in a superb box, such an elegant collation, and so expensive. All so fine, even the thin ham, the lights, a thousand glass lamps, and we bathed in a glow so that it became fairyland. I was in my Indian cotton with ruched lace, my crimson-and-yellow shawl and . . .


Ann had tasted the thin ham. It lingered on her tongue.


Despite all these memories, Gilbert was, except for his words, largely absent for his daughter. She’d glimpsed him in a faded picture set in a locket. Sometimes this hung round Caroline’s neck, but usually it lay in a silver box patterned with two stags, their noses touching and their antlers fanning out to form silver trees. The box was kept on the spindle-legged table beside a bottle of eau de cologne and a single flower in a china vase.


The child had been told never to put her fingers on the box for they would tarnish the silver.


Ann asked to look at the picture in the locket to see if she resembled Gilbert. At this Caroline, usually so sedentary, rose up and stepped towards her, almost as angry as when she’d stood before her open-mouthed. ‘How dare you?’


But Ann was now fourteen, not ten, old enough and sufficiently well read in cautionary and gothic tales to know that Caroline was not like other Mamas. She stood her ground.


‘I would look like him,’ she said with tears in her voice but not quite in her eyes. ‘Why should not a child look like her father? I must have his hair or teeth or complexion . . .’


Caroline sat down again and put her head in her hands. ‘You, you are not worthy to speak of him in this way. He was like no one else. How could you resemble him?’


Martha had once hugged her and said in a voice that came from deep within her bolster of a bosom, ‘Don’t judge your Mama too harshly, Miss Ann. It is a terrible thing to lose a husband and so beloved. The poor mistress cannot even bear to have a portrait of him about the house. She has a broken heart.’


‘But didn’t I lose a father?’


‘You didn’t know the loss, Miss Ann. It’s different.’


‘She hates me.’


Martha sighed so that her breath rippled from her great bosom and rolled down the folds of her belly. ‘Don’t say that, Miss Ann. She cares in her way. She gives you masters to make you a lady too.’


‘Too?’ gasped young Ann into Martha’s linsey-woolsey breast. ‘I won’t be a lady. I won’t be like her.’


Children say that kind of thing. They make absolute statements and think they can conform to them. They don’t know they’re already formed.


Then Martha, warm, ample, beloved Martha, who’d sewn her clothes and dampened her sobs in her early years, Martha who’d crept up the stairs with a bowl of buttered bread in hot milk for the older dry-eyed child shut in the attic, remembering to avoid the stair that would creak and give her away to her mistress, this dear Martha went to look after a sick sister, whose husband had just been killed at sea near Barbados by the French.


Caroline let her go without a murmur.


So, when Ann met some sectarians on the wooden Putney bridge, she joined them. Just like that. Despite the shadowy clerical past, there’d never been much religion in Caroline’s house; one god seemed as good as another to her daughter. She was eighteen now.


William Bates, the founder, was a man of the inner spirit, a Quaker originally but wanting something even less constrained than Quakerism. He’d inherited money and a house with a little land and a well-stocked library in the village of Fen Ditton near Cambridge by flat marshy fields. There, with his friend Jeremiah Ellison, he would form a community of equal beings, to join in prayer in each one’s own way, study, work together and share everything. Each would do what he or she could and expect the same of others. They would be vegetarians. Betty, ten years older than Ann, had also joined, along with three other men.


Caroline snorted as Ann packed her bags with her few clothes and books. She would be rid of the burden of supporting the girl. What had been the use of the Italian lessons from Signor Moretti and the music from a dismal harpist who hated teaching, when Ann had a character so contrary?


Wanting no made-up tales of elopement or disgrace to entertain the Mrs Graves and Pugh, Ann told Caroline her purpose.


Her mother raised her drooping lids: her greenish eyes sparkled as they did whenever she was in a passion. Ann would learn soon enough that men and women might be equal in theory, oh yes, but there were ways in which they weren’t and never would be. She shuddered to mention their power. She closed her eyes against the thought.


Sexual congress, Ann supposed, having learned a good deal from the letters section of the Lady’s Magazine. Much her mother would know of that!


Ann was too big to be slapped and too unschooled to argue. She left Putney, treading the bridge’s wooden planks, not looking back even once.


Yet she took a precaution. The office in the Strand where Caroline went on her annual visit was the anchor of the Putney house. As she moved through her separated years she told them of her whereabouts. In case.


The community lasted longer than anyone outside, and perhaps inside, expected.


‘We will work four hours a day,’ William Bates said. ‘That should take care of our needs. We will sell the excess farm produce and sew rough clothes to make an income. The rest of the time we will pray, read, discuss, explore our inner selves and commune with nature.’


Ann’s enthusiasm waned as she found the housework, the cooking of so many root vegetables, the organising of communal linen, becoming women’s work despite the talk. They had outside help for washdays and harvesting, but there were divisions of labour, and not to her advantage. William Bates was attuned to the flat land for he’d been raised nearby. He loved the earthy fare of turnips, swedes, beetroot and parsnips grown on his own fields. But on dark days Ann looked bleakly at the sodden low-lying ground; she even yearned for the suet puddings and lamb stews of Caroline’s impermanent cooks.


Among the men was young Gregory Lloyd.


Lanky, tall, very pale, with nearly white hair. Almost grotesque, she thought him at first. A widowed mother, now dead, had raised him. Their situations felt similar. So they became friends, amorous. Both were at an age when anyone will do. Sometimes they lay in the long grass.


As time passed he grew fonder and fonder, taking every chance to touch her as they went about their work. He said they should be married one day. But by now they’d anticipated most aspects of marriage in the fields near Grantchester and it seemed a limp affair to Ann. Besides, there’d been no consequences – and why else did one marry?


He appreciated everything she did. The unfamiliar approval became oppressive. He was earnest about the praying, wanting to make them both spiritually deeper. She asked why they couldn’t live like other people and was as embarrassed as surprised by her words. He was hurt. He wrung his thin hands.


She then made an even crueller remark: ‘We are still living with our mothers.’


None of this suited the spirit of the community. William Bates wanted them all to be chaste and amiable, to avoid lascivious looking and doing, but he must have noticed something going on with Gregory and Ann, though they kept their ‘congress’ to the fields.


It was worse when she lost the little faith she’d mustered in the first heady months before housework chafed her.


She’d been walking back from town one winter’s evening along the Cam when the night came on too fast. The towpath was little more than a muddy track in places and, careless of the danger, she lost her footing and slid on her back into the river. She was caught by growth just under the surface. It tangled round her legs and snaked into her shoes.


For a moment she thought she’d drown, thought dramatically that a short life was unkindly over. And all because a heavy cloak pulled her down into the cold water.


Then she found a foothold on a stone and pulled herself up out of the vegetation and into the slime of mud and wet nettles on the bank. Shivering and shocked, she stumbled along in the darkness, teeth chattering and head whirring.


By the time she flopped into the hall, her clothes wet and dripping on the flagstones, her face streaked with dirt, she knew she no longer believed even in the vague god of that house and would stop making any effort to do so. She’d been saved on the riverbank but not by anything divine. Rather by some effort on her part and mainly by luck that her foot had caught a stone. Bad luck, a little less effort, would have seen her drowned.


Gregory rushed to help her as she staggered into the house. He held her tight. ‘Thank God,’ he said.


‘No, not that.’


She pulled away. He thought her hysterical.


Gregory was loyal to the community; yet, as the years went by, he, like Ann, grew restive, no longer immune to a world outside the house and grounds, no longer so keen to engage in discussing his faults – with so few to present. He would walk down the muddy bank of the Cam into the city and watch the university men strutting around, hear their taunts of the poorly dressed like himself, their arrogance. He would gaze at the bookshop, the learning denied to him, though quite as clever as any. At the house they studied without authority; they had good teachers, people William Bates and Jeremiah Ellison had known in their past lives, learned men who arrived to demonstrate the globes and microscopes. They knew more of science and natural history in that draughty mansion than the college scholars in their courts and towers, but it didn’t give them what the Latin and quaint theology delivered: self-confidence in the World.


The time for tearing down the unholy trinity of church and king and college had gone. They lived in the wrong era. William Bates admitted it.


Then Betty left – after some incident with Jeremiah Ellison, Ann never knew exactly what. William Bates came out of his pious reverie to take notice. She and Betty had not been close, simply tolerating each other and sometimes making common cause over the unshared housekeeping. But it was hard to be the only woman.


The others planned to invite in an older widow met in Ely market who’d seemed drawn to their way of life. But, before they did so, Ann decided to leave. Then one evening just before she packed her bags, William Bates was too honest about the inadequacies of those who depended on his spirit and diminishing inheritance, and the group disintegrated.


He’d not taken particular note of Ann through their years together but he was more astute than his idealism suggested. As she prepared to make her own way outside, he addressed her. ‘You have a heavy burden, Sister Ann, you have not had enough loving kindness in your life and you are in much need. But you do not, pardon me dear Miss St Clair, know where to look for it, on earth or beyond. You will be in my prayers.’


She didn’t say, don’t bother – after all he’d kept her these past years. But it was intrusive when other people summed one up.


What was the use of this memory? Not a lot for the later time, but it did, she thought for a while, put it into glowing perspective.


For Ann and Robert had made love.
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In truth they had not quite made love at once. He wanted to do so, she even more, and they’d been through the motions. But he’d arrived too fast. He’d been upset. He’d not withdrawn to save her honour. He knew she was no virgin; he admired her for it.


It didn’t matter, she said.


He seemed so sad. This trivial thing, not necessarily to be repeated, resonated in a symbolic world she couldn’t reach – a world in which all parts served a whole, were the whole, and where each if not perfect diminished the whole.


That made things way more dramatic.


She wanted to put her arm round him but knew then – once she must have had more tact with him – it wouldn’t do. She made herself small and demure. She waited till he put his arm on her and only then did she comfort him with silence. That was right.


She liked such moments – after a crisis – when tears, had they flowed, would have stopped but could continue falling gently inside.


He took the voice of a lover a few times. She understood the message.


His warmth was huge, his median temperature way above a human average. He enveloped her like a massive fur coat. He was taller than she was but not tall for a man, stockily, powerfully built, the hair on the top of his head partially gone in a distinguished way. His legs were a little too short for his torso but she didn’t notice that in the beginning. And afterwards, even that made her fond, like everything else about him. He stirred her as a spoon stirs in thick cream.


At Margate on a day’s outing to the seaside, after she’d taken a donkey ride at his bidding, they stood in the cold water together, embracing. Then they lay against a sand dune with reeds sheltering them a little from an unkind west wind. She watched the wind play on the strands of hair at the nape of his neck and burst with resentful love. The dear head.


They walked holding hands along the sand below chalk cliffs as the waning moon rose and the light faded, the darkness engulfing everything except the back of his hand from the light of his pipe. When it went out he struck his tinder and it glowed on his face as well. Then they held hands again.


There was dust or sand sticking to some hairs on his neck. She brushed it off and he looked away.


They tried once more. He spent too soon again and against his breeches. He was angry. She repeated that it didn’t matter, but that was wrong. ‘It does matter,’ he snapped and got up. He left her dazed. He’d given her such amazing pleasure and she was grateful, for no one had bothered before or known how. Poor Gregory.


In Grantchester meadows she’d felt the grass prickling her back through her muslin dress. Gregory had been entirely rapt. He’d once been stung by a wasp, which made a welt on his fair skin with long trails of red like tiny threads travelling from it up his arm. It didn’t concern him. He hardly noticed.


But Robert was attuned to prickles and weather and everything around. Somewhere a dog barked or an insect hummed unmelodiously in a nearby tree: it was enough to disturb him.


He cared not one whit about privacy. What space he occupied was his entirely. He took his clothes off and threw them aside, not with the haste of desire but indicating their casual unimportance. Yet they were important, very much so. A dark-blue jacket, the whitest shirts and fine thin breeches.


He was never naked with his hairy chest, those densely covered shoulders. But there was movement under the skin as if his flesh formed the surface of an ocean of boiling underwater currents.


On her own body she noticed where the veins would soon show below the skin, when Caroline’s hands would become hers, a parchment telling an unavoidable true story. And legs? She’d never seen, or didn’t remember ever seeing, Caroline’s no doubt portly legs. Hers were thin, unshapely. But whatever Robert touched – and he touched her parts so gently, so amorously – that part of her became valuable and beautiful.


Her hand was too cold, he said. And in any case he didn’t like being caressed – there.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said once more.


He looked coldly at her. Surely he could make this a comedy. Was there not a voice of the Member? Why did he not turn his humour on himself?


She’d heard that some men wanted a woman on top or to come from behind (she blushed to think it), not in the wrong place of course, not that. But rather like animals, cats and dogs and so on, not facing each other. She thought she’d mention the idea delicately to Robert. But was she ever delicate enough? He was uninterested. He saw no problem, he liked holding her breasts, sucking them, kneading them.


It was generous. Her breasts were her best feature. He once said he would like to have had them himself, but he didn’t do the Voice of the Breasts either. What would they have said?


They both smiled. So that was that.


Then they had a quarrel. She forgot the reason, it was unimportant. It was a terrible unexpected thing. It must be their last, she told herself. She could prevent it in future. She would see that she was always swept up in the listening and the laughter, never provoking. She, the insolent daughter, would be the submissive lover.


Yet it was after this quarrel, so devastating she thought it would end her life, that they made successful, rapturous love, achieving their pleasure together in a rush of tears and clasping. He nuzzled into her breasts and was happy.


She was always entranced. There was no one like him. She felt him all through her body from her neck to the pit of her stomach and down her legs. He was so far beyond thin Gregory Lloyd, and even wordy Gilbert, that he was altogether another kind of being. To be noticed for what she said or did, even what she was, to be wanted – yes loved perhaps – was really too much. It was to crave beyond her deserts, and yet she did crave and hope. She was what Gregory called her in their final days together, when she was leaving him and would not say why: bewitched.


‘Ann,’ he said, ‘Ann.’ And it thrilled her that he said her common name. He made it sound like Annabella.


Without having arrived there with words, with none of the amazing devotion Caroline had reported from Gilbert, she knew well enough she was burning up with desire, bodily perhaps but even more – what? – spiritual was wrong, mental was wrong. She only knew she’d caught something febrile. She welcomed it like a baby tiger into the cosy lodgings of her mind.


Was it Love? Was this the thing she’d been reading about in the circulating library books since she was a sulky schoolgirl in the Putney attic, the thing Caroline boasted about when she bored her daughter to death with her stories of Gilbert – there they were, these equally spectral parents, intruding again – the thing she, Ann, had used in her tales to wrap up the true plot of torture and horror, a passion taken for granted as if it were the easiest thing in the world to feel, quite distinct from those fearful states of terror, grief, disgust, obsession? Was it?


She wouldn’t answer. What she knew above all on her pulse was that she had increasingly to see Robert James or be nothing. This new velocity of life took her breath away as thoroughly as any childhood asthma.


Emotions were bodily like material words: he showed it in himself. Desire was substantial, it was no flimsy thing that could be filled by thought, or destroyed by some small physical failure. The body is just a vehicle for the soul. So he said. This was not the thin religious concept she’d heard enough of in Fen Ditton, so she told herself. What then was it?


Energy coursed through everything, and especially through his body. ‘Listen,’ he said one day in Islington fields, holding her arm and twisting her round, ‘listen to the rustling, the whispering.’


She thought he meant little creatures, maybe mice or voles, but it wasn’t that at all. It was something quite other that she was supposed to hear. It was the world resonating in him and round him. You could if you listened hear an echo of all the past.


Everything was more intense in his shadow, the water more glittering, the sun more violent, the waves on the sea more purely blue-green, the river, the ripples on a puddle more sparkling. A glass of water caught the sun, a weed in the crack between bricks in the courtyard: both sprang to life when he looked at them and she looked at him.


He was a single sharpened shard cutting through a spongy surface. Then the surface shimmered.


He kept drinking tea so strong it exploded in the mouth like gunpowder, enough to keep a weaker man awake for days. She couldn’t drink a tenth of it. She admired him even for that. Though when he slept soundly but jerkily, filled with tea, wine, a little brandy and laudanum, he snored to bring the rafters down. Even if she’d been a good sleeper she couldn’t have slept against such uproar.


When he stayed the night in her rooms – having just occasionally achieved that ecstasy which was as nervous as sexual and rarely mutual – he remained noisily in the bed. While she, sometimes weak with desire, silently got up to spend most of the dark hours on her narrow couch by her desk.


It was convenient for early-morning work. She could reach her paper and pens from where she lay and make dungeons and lascivious brigands in the raw early-morning light.


Outside, the night-soil man trundled by with his cart of filth. He loved an audience, a discipleship. Men were drawn to him. Grave, gentle Richard Perry, who almost worshipped him; huge Frederick Curran, who’d known him at Trinity in Dublin, both being pleased and furious to be among the first Catholic students there; Suffolk-born John Taylor, who’d interrupted law practice to paint watercolours of the English coast, most delicate when the artist was in liquor – his face mellow then but with harsh undertows increasing as he sobered; John Humphries, who, like Richard Perry, digested books for journals, a man’s man who avoided women’s eyes; boyish, raw-faced Henry Davies, quiet, earnest, with a little of Gregory’s yearning look but more intensity. All of them and others who came and went, hanging on his words.


They took her in as a disciple – no, like an appendage. She was grateful. It was warm in this manly fog of alcohol, sweat, tobacco and talk in the Castle and Falcon or the Swan Tavern or The Queen’s Arms in Bird-in-hand Court in Cheapside. Other women occasionally hung on sleeves but they were never part of the inner circle and Ann didn’t see them as separate beings. Of the men she should have liked Richard Perry most, for he was more gentle to women than the others and he adored Robert, but there was something disturbing there, some core best not deranged – she heard he’d lost a young wife, perhaps that had marked him. No, if she had to do with anyone beyond Robert James, it would be with big Irish Fred Curran. Once she fancied Gilbert might have looked like him. He gave his flesh to Gilbert and Gilbert responded with his eclectic words.


Robert had so much promise – far beyond what he’d already done as a young man. Everyone said so. He had fire in his brain, he would make a difference in the world. They were lesser beside him. He draped his personality over the company like a bright bespangled cloak.


He didn’t care for politics, he’d said so often. That was not it; he cared so deeply the quotidian was neither here nor there. His ‘politics’ were capacious. Anarchists and radicals were old-fashioned. They wanted simple things: money, fairness, equality. They had had no vision, no Vision. They were Protestants, secular Protestants, Separated people. They lacked the grandeur of the universal, of transcendent thought. It took a lapsed Catholic to see that. Urbi et orbi, after all.


Back in that quotidian world Richard Perry and Frederick Curran both suspected Robert was being watched. Fred Curran said he knew he’d been followed – and Robert was a bigger fish. Activities on the Continent? Were they not both Irishmen, obnoxious to English authority, any authority?
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