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King Priam of Troy: Who put up this huge thing, this horse?  What do they want with it?  Is it religious or a means of war?

Sinon, the captive Greek: The whole hope of the Greeks in this war rested in help from Athena.  But Diomedes and that criminal Odysseus dared to defile her holy shrine.  After that, the goddess was against them.  Her apparition rose three times in a flash of lightning, with shield and spear trembling.  They built this horse to dispel the curse of stealing the image of Athena.—Virgil, The Aeneid











  
  
PART ONE:




TO THE EAST











  
  
Chapter one



Aboard the Phaeton,
1799


Mary hit the floor of the ship’s squalid cabin with a dull thud, jolting her awake and sending a pain so sharp up her spine that Zeus might as well have hurtled a thunderbolt into her backside. She tried to breathe, but the fetid odors—dank wood, stale, trapped air, foul clothing, and the urine and excrement of humans and animals—were unbearable partners with the sickness that went along with the early stages of pregnancy. The stench she’d briefly escaped during her nap came rushing back in to claim space in her nostrils, and she gagged. Her head spun like scum swirling under a bridge, but that was nothing compared to the sick feeling in her stomach. On this voyage, sleep—when one could come by it through a good dose of laudanum mixed with iron salts, all dissolved with strong liquor in a syrupy elixir—was her only respite from the miseries of sea travel. 

She reached up for the glass in which the good doctor had mixed the medicine, drained it, then stuck her tongue in deep enough that her face formed a suction as she licked the last of the metallic-tasting liquid. 

Her illness had been so relentless that Dr. MacLean—sober when on call during the day—had insisted that the captain dock at ports along the way to Constantinople, but the few times they had gone ashore, Mary had to walk through the cities with ammonia-soaked rags covering her nose and mouth, her only protection from the plague that raged through Europe’s ports. The disease had been carried into the towns, the radical doctors of the day now professed, on little rat’s feet. Apparently, as human passengers disembarked, so did the rodents, whose fur housed the fleas that transmitted the pestilence. These risky shore excursions were not even worth the temporary relief from the discomforts of the ship. The flea-and-lice infested inns in which they slept, replete with rancid food and the most inhospitable hosts, made conditions onboard seem almost luxurious. Mary told herself daily (hourly, truth be known) that retaining her good cheer despite the horrible conditions boded well for the challenges she would undoubtedly face as a diplomat’s wife in the strange and exotic land of the Turks. 

These inconveniences were a small price to pay for the glorious life that awaited her. She was married to Thomas Bruce, Lord Elgin, the handsomest aristocrat ever to emerge from Scotland, who at the early age of two and thirty had been appointed Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of His Britannic Majesty to the Sublime Porte of Selim III, Sultan of Turkey. At this crucial juncture of history when England was in the infancy of an alliance with the Ottomans against Napoleon and the French, her Elgin had been charged with nurturing the delicate relationship with the Sultan. Elgin’s mission was to reassure the Sultan that the alliance with England would hasten Napoleon’s defeat in the Ottoman territories, particularly Egypt. Everyone knew that Napoleon had invaded Egypt to gain a stronghold from which to take India away from the English. And that, His Majesty King George III had told Elgin, simply would not do.

Oh yes, Mary reiterated to herself for the hundredth time, it was the king himself who suggested to Elgin that he apply for the ambassadorship to Constantinople. Surely, the rewards would be worth the temporary agony.

Mary leaned on her elbow so that she could massage the pain shooting through her backside when she heard Masterman’s approach. It could only be Masterman, her ladies’ maid, for the footsteps were not heavy like her husband’s or any of the members or the ship’s crew. Mary stared up at the horrid green curtain—her only means of privacy these many weeks—waiting for her maid to push it aside. If it isn’t the color of vomit, Mary had exclaimed the first time she saw the drape, for she had just performed that very act, riding out the first of many violent sea storms. Now, the putrid green thing was swept aside, and Masterman peeked in, her eyes quickly moving from the empty cot to Mary struggling on the floor.

“I was thrown quite out of my cot,” Mary said. “Is there a storm?”

“The captain is taking advantage of a brisk gale to give chase. The earl wishes you to remain below.”

“Give chase?” Mary bolted upright, shaking off the dizziness. “To French gunboats?”

“It appears thus,” Masterman said dryly, standing aside and making way for her mistress. She’d been with Mary since girlhood and had long ceased to argue for practical measures. Why shouldn’t the young, pregnant, newly married countess risk herself and her fetus—firstborn heir to all manner of money, land, and titles—to be struck by one of Napoleon’s canons? To mention the obvious would do no good. Masterman picked up Mary’s robe, following the younger woman out of the hole. When she recovered from her moment of excitement, she was sure to notice that she was only wearing a nightgown.

On deck, Mary felt none of the queasiness that had dogged her below. It was as if the cool sea air moving across her face blew away all her ailments—the asthmatic choking disease that she shared with her husband (which was how they knew that they were inalienably meant for one another); morning sickness, which knew no time clock in her body; unrelieved seasickness; and the most incurable, the loneliness she’d felt for her home and for her parents since the day she told them goodbye.

But all that be dashed. She balanced herself against a taut rope, making her way along the undulating deck as the Phaeton raced atop choppy waters. When she felt the wind hardening her nipples into uncomfortable little cones, she looked down to see that she was rushing toward her husband and the ship’s crew in a state of undress. She turned around to ask Masterman to fetch a garment when she saw the woman, not two paces behind, holding her dressing gown. Slipping into it, she turned toward the helm, where she nearly collided with two sailors, arms full of shot brought from below, rushing toward the canons.

On deck, the crew manned ten of the frigate’s thirty-eight guns. Mary could see the American vessel that sailed with them for protection taking the lead. Nothing annoyed Captain Morris more than the fact that the American ship was faster than the Phaeton, but Mary was grateful that the swifter vessel could buffer their ship against the early rounds of fire.

They’d been fired upon before. Napoleon’s gunboats dogged any English vessel on the Mediterranean, civilian or otherwise. Some weeks ago, off the sunburnt coast of Africa, a gunboat had taken them by surprise, its canon fire rocking the sea. Mary had begged to stay on deck to observe, but Elgin virtually carried her below and held her in the cot while the explosions created chaos in the waters around them. 

This time, she was determined to witness firsthand whatever exchange of fire was about to happen. The sky was gray and foreboding, but the fresh air cleared her lungs, and she ran up behind her husband throwing her arms around his back and hugging him. He turned abruptly.

She loved looking at Elgin. She had fallen in love with him the first time she saw him, what with his tall figure, his thick blond hair, his deep, intimidating brow, and his fine, aristocratic nose—not one of those thin little parcels that sat unceremoniously upon the face, but a feature that bespoke of elegance and nobility. Not to mention his stately carriage that belied the more passionate elements of his character with which he’d been acquainting his young bride—his sexual appetites and expertise.

“What the devil, Mary? Get below before you’re knocked into something.”

“Not a chance, Your Lordship,” she replied. She could tell by the look on his face that he loved, but wrestled with, the fact that his wife was the disobedient sort. She imagined that admiration and indignity were waging a battle behind those gorgeous blue eyes. She knew that he did not want to be seen as a husband whose authority could be questioned. But he also adored having a wife who had courage. 

The ship lunged forward, throwing her into his chest. “Oh all right,” he said. “But if fire is returned, you will go below. That is an order from your lord and commander.”

“Yes, Your Lordship and Commandership,” she said, with a touch of the saucy inflection she knew aroused him. “But if the gunboat is a danger, then why is it running from us and not attacking us?”

“Because Captain Morris has taken this one by surprise and has gone on the offensive.”

“But we are so far away!”

“That is the point of the American vessel, Mary. Protection. They will fire first and take the first rounds. At least that is the present strategy.”

“Are we to remain passive?“

“May I remind you that there are onboard an ambassador on an urgent mission, his entire staff, and his beautiful wife, a pregnant civilian, all of whom must be protected? Will you please behave as the latter, and not as a boatswain or a gunnery officer?”

“What I should like to be at sea is my own Master at Arms, for then I would never confine myself below when there is action to be seen above.”

Elgin shook his head, suppressing a smile before the ship lurched ahead, sending the two of them into a pile of rope on the deck floor. Elgin grabbed onto the rope and onto Mary so that she would not crash against its wet, wooden planks. He was opening his mouth to command her to return below, Mary was sure, when one of the officers lowered his lookstick.

“Messenger approaching the ship,” he called out. Elgin rose, balancing himself with one hand on the rocking deck as he helped Mary to her feet. A gust of air hit her face as she stood, and she worked hard to regain steady breathing.

Elgin’s attention returned to the sea, where he directed Mary’s gaze to a rower in a dinghy carrying what appeared to be an American officer toward them.

The crew waited impatiently as the officer made his way up the ladder and onto the boat, the men certain that he carried with him orders for firing the guns. He conferred briefly with Captain Morris and his officers, and then approached Elgin. “Sorry for the alarm, Lord Elgin. The vessel we’ve been chasing is not a French gunboat but one belonging to the American navy. We shall have a peaceful afternoon after all.” He bowed to Mary. “Sorry for the fright, Lady Elgin.”

“Oh no need to apologize to Lady Elgin. She adores a good round of cannon fire, do you not, my dear?”

“Yes, quite,” Mary said. “I shall try to recover from the disappointment.”

When the officer left them, Elgin turned to his wife. “Are you so disappointed to have averted danger? You did not like being fired upon the last time.”

“That was the young Mary Nisbet,” she said. “The one who grew up solid and secure Scottish soil. Now that I am grown and a woman and a wife and the Countess of Elgin, I wished to try out my new bold character. I could face Napoleon himself if need be.”

Elgin’s face suddenly turned serious. “Then I shall enlist you in helping me to face my staff. They are very unhappy with the conditions on the ship and each, in his own insinuating way, has begun to ask that certain luxuries be afforded him once we are ensconced at the Porte. We must sit them down and make it clear that except for the salaries negotiated before we set sail, they are entirely on their own.”


      [image: ]As the winds began to pick up and the skies darkened, Elgin called his staff to a meeting on the deck, announcing that he wished to illuminate certain facts about the terms of their employment. “It must be stated clearly. Each of you is responsible for his own expenses while in my employ,” Elgin said. “Which are to be paid either from your salaries or your private funds, whichever is more agreeable to you.”

Mary looked at the men’s faces; each seemed to be fighting a battle within to repress his shock at this news.

“But Lord Elgin—“ began Mr. Joseph Dacre Carlyle, an Orientalist scholar from Cambridge who spoke and read Arabic. Elgin hired him as a linguist and communicator, and as a decipherer of the rare and ancient texts Elgin hoped to collect while in the east. But Carlyle had made it known that his true purpose was to distribute Arab versions of the Bible to convert the Muslim heathens to Christianity. His idealism would now be tested, Mary thought as she watched him absorb Elgin’s news.

Lord Elgin did not allow Carlyle to carry on with his protest. “You are undoubtedly aware of the very limited budget given to an ambassador of the crown to outfit and run a foreign embassy, and I am afraid that neither Mr. Pitt nor Lord Grenville has not seen fit to make an exception of me.” Elgin’s mouth turned out a forced little smile, but none of the men responded in kind.

Flanking Mr. Carlyle, and grimacing as severely, were Elgin’s two secretaries, John Morier and William Richard Hamilton, both twenty-two years of age. Morier would be useful, having been born in Smyrna, but Mary knew that he did not admire her husband. She had overheard him complaining to Hamilton in hushed tones that Lord Elgin was parsimonious, “even for a Scot.” Young Hamilton suffered aboard the ship more than the others owing to a limp resulting from an accident. Now he revealed another cause for suffering. “I only brought a few coins with me. I thought all expenses were to be paid. What am I to do?” 

Morier looked pointedly at Hamilton, as if to confirm his prior assertion about Elgin. 

“You must write to your families or to your bankers or to whomever you look for your private funds,” Elgin said.

Mary heard a groan rumble from Reverend Philip Hunt, who sat to her left. Elgin had assured Mary that Hunt’s excellent knowledge of spoken and written Greek and thorough familiarity with the classics would compensate for his uninspired sermons.

“He will know the history of the ruins we encounter,” Elgin had said in London at their Portman Square home, where he and Mary had interviewed the men. “A crucial component of the mission.”

After he was hired, Hunt had confided to Mary that he believed that his time the prosperous and extravagant east would help him lay the foundation of a splendid fortune. Mary had thought this a naïve and unlikely ambition for a scholarly man of God. But she pitied Hunt who had embarked upon the mission with an enthusiasm that one would have thought more appropriate of the young puppies Hamilton and Morier. Now the proud Reverend Hunt had to adjust his grand ambitions and ask his family for additional support.

Elgin’s words inspired nothing in the room but a universal grimace, which sent his own smile back into a fastidious pursing of lips with which he delivered the rest of his speech. Mary listened to her husband, thinking that while he did speak with conviction, his words were entirely too predictable: That representing His Majesty on foreign shores was not a mission for personal glory but an act of patriotism. That one mustn’t complain about one’s sacrifices but endure them in the spirit that had made their small nation a great presence in the world. “We few,” Elgin said. “We happy few, we band of brothers assembled for Foreign Service, must agree to shed our blood together. Or so to speak.”

The newlyweds had just seen a vigorous London production of Henry V and Elgin had been particularly impressed by the passion with which Mr. Charles Kemble had delivered Henry’s St. Crispin’s Day speech. But her husband was no performer. Poor Elgin continued, trying to rally his troops to go over the breech. He spoke of the sacrifices that he and Lady Elgin, two patriotic Scots, were making in the service of the United Kingdom, an entity barely a century old. He pronounced his young wife’s fortitude and commitment in making this dangerous voyage while in the family way. Of course, being a gentleman and concerned for her welfare, he had offered to let her remain in the comfort of family while he sailed to Constantinople, or to refuse the post if that were her wish.

“But this valiant lady would hear of neither. Foregoing all that is familiar and dear, she would not send her husband off to distant lands without her by his side. I suggest that we emulate her graciousness and her spirit of sacrifice.”

The men nodded in Mary’s direction, but she felt no surrender from them. Elgin continued, elaborating on the urgency of their mission in the east. But he did not possess that quality of camaraderie that had made convincing King Henry’s vow that “he today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother.” These men knew that in Elgin’s eyes they would never be his brothers. There was nothing in his words to give this away, but rather in the demeanor that Mary knew made his staff regard him as stingy and cold. Besides, the reality was undeniable; between Elgin’s title and his position and his wife’s money, neither his physical person nor his pocketbook would feel the “sacrifices.”

“I suggest you contemplate the extraordinary opportunity this mission brings you. That, and the number of men who would be most anxious to replace you should you find it impossible to continue in my service.”

Elgin, having said all that he was going to say upon the matter, stared frostily at his staff. His look forbade any further comment from the men. Mary had seen before this prickly side of her husband’s disposition. Perhaps this was the way that men must manage those in their service. She had never before been privy to a meeting between an ambassador and his staff, so she had no standard in mind for one’s behavior. She was grateful and flattered that Elgin was the sort of husband who wished to include his wife in these affairs, for her curiosity about his work was boundless, and she wanted to be a full partner in his every endeavor. 

Finally, Reverend Hunt looked up at the skies and declared in a sulky voice, “The rain begins.” Then the staff went below to compose frantic requests for funds to their families that they might get into the post at the next port. 

Hamilton took Mary aside. “Lady Elgin, I do not know if my family will be able to compensate for Lord Elgin’s thrifty economics.”

Mary patted him on the arm. “I assure you that I will not allow you to starve in our service,” she said, which at least put a smile on the poor youth’s face. “You shall be very comfortable.”

“It’s about to rain, Lady Elgin,” her husband said. “You must go below.”

Mary turned to her husband, who still wore the stern expression that he used with his staff. Mary wished that the private face that she saw in their moments of happy familiarity would return.

“These are obviously not men of means,” she whispered to him. “Can we not be more generous?”

“You are aware of the small and inflexible budget of six thousand pounds out of which we are to manage the entire embassy and ambassadorial staff I suppose I should never have accepted this post. Diplomacy is notoriously a rich man’s game.”

“That is nonsense. You are perfectly suited to this post. The king himself thinks it so.”

“That is true. And yet His Majesty did not see fit to augment the funds. No, Mary, I’m afraid that if you feel sorry for the men, you shall have to find it in your heart to be more generous on their behalf, what with your greater purse.” His sweet expression returned, and he kissed her delicately on the forehead.

“I shall try, my darling,” she replied, happy to have returned to the place of affection in which they held one another. She found it intolerable when their bond of intimacy was broken. She could be playful to the point of insolence in their private life, but in public life, he was the superior one, and she, as his helpmate, wished to please him.

As she descended into the hole, she overheard Reverend Hunt speaking to Captain Morris about the injustice of the situation. “Lady Elgin’s father holds most of the land in Scotland, and we are being asked to deplete the meager resources of our families to subsidize His Lordship’s post!”

“Aye. The rich rarely give a black dog for a white monkey, my friend. It’s the way of the world.” Captain Morris sighed. “We all suffer the circumstances.”

Apparently, neither the captain nor the men believed that they were getting a fair exchange from her husband, and she made up her mind to do what she could to mollify the disgruntled, and to help her husband succeed in his mission. 


      [image: ]Mary Hamilton Nisbet had set her sights on Elgin the first time he came to tea. She had heard about him all of her life since their families were practically neighbors, two prominent families living on opposite sides of the Firth of Forth—the Nisbets, in the green, seaside village of Dirleton in their expansive estate, Archerfield, and Elgin, on the Fife side at Broomhall, the mansion he was building in place of the more modest residence he had recently torn down.  He was known to all simply as Elgin. Thomas Bruce, the 7th Earl of Elgin and the 11th Earl of Kincardine, had not been called Thomas since the nursery, not since the day, when, at five years old, he inherited the title.  

Though she was already well acquainted with many of the details of his life, the two had never met. By the time Mary was born in 1778, Elgin was away pursuing his education at Westminster, Harrow, and St. Andrews. As she entered Edinburgh society, attending the events that would naturally have thrown them together, he was reading law in Paris. They might also have met at court; Mary spent a great deal of time in London at Grosvenor Square with her grandmother, Lady Robert Manners, where she participated in all the festivities of The Season. Elgin’s mother, Lady Martha Whyte, was governess to King George’s granddaughter Princess Charlotte, and Elgin was no stranger either to London society or to the royal family. But Elgin was rarely in the city. After his studies in Paris, Lady Martha was able to procure for her son a military commission, where he quickly found himself in command of his own regiment, the Elgin Highland Fencibles. He had been elected one of the sixteen representative peers to the House of Lords at only twenty-four years of age, and at by twenty-nine, held the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in His Majesty’s army. All the while managing these precocious accomplishments, he was in service in diplomacy in foreign lands. Thus, it was a well-known, if heretofore unseen, entity that on a brisk December 8th, as the year 1798 was dying down in a cold winter, suddenly invited himself to tea. 

The Nisbets were not mystified by his appearance. Mary was almost twenty years of age, the sole heiress to their various estates, and a beauty. Her curly, raven hair, in contrast to her pale hazel eyes, and her slim but curvaceous figure attracted every man who set eyes upon those assets. Mary’s was not a rarified beauty, nor an ethereal one. She had the wholesome and unobjectionable healthy good looks of a pretty milk maid, wrapped nicely in the body of the heiress to the largest privately held land mass in Scotland. More than physical beauty, she also had what her parents referred to as sparkle. They were a little afraid of this quality; they did not approve of any signs of flightiness in a young woman. Their daughter was confident, but for the most part, remained modest in the way she behaved. She did not have airs of conceit; however, she could be unapologetically alluring in the company of men. 

Mrs. Nisbet had coached her daughter to converse with Lord Elgin upon light topics that could not be found offensive on the tongue of a young lady, but Mary ignored her advice. There was something about Elgin that called up Mary’s flirtatiousness right from the start. While formal words were exchanged and his hat and coat given to the footman, the two young people circled one another like two beautiful, hungry animals. Mary saw the disapproval in her mother’s eyes, but she did not care. She’d been courted by many the man in the last eighteen months—all eligible and all predictable. None had excited her in the way that she knew was possible, not from experience, but from her readings of literature and love poetry. She knew that she was not being foolishly romantic, only demanding. How could one spend a lifetime reading about the great passions without desiring to experience the same? She knew that she was destined for a respectable marriage. But why could not a respectable marriage be tinged with the kind of passion described by her favorite writers and poets? 

Here was Elgin, who looked at her with mirth in his eyes, which swept over the length of her body as he introduced himself. She felt herself shiver when his eyes returned to meet hers, taking her hand and staring intently as he replied to their introduction with a single word: “Delighted.” That solitary word and the way that he uttered it told her everything she needed to know about the impression she’d made upon him.

“How was it that you entered diplomatic service?” Mrs. Nisbet asked as tea was poured, though all of Scotland already knew the story. Her mother was a firm believer in giving a man as many opportunities as possible to brag upon himself.

“After I gave my first speech to the House of Lords, Mr. Pitt invited me to dinner.”

“Dinner with the prime minister. Oh my. And you were such a young man. Isn’t that exciting Mary?”

“However did you cope, Lord Elgin?” Mary asked slyly, ignoring her mother’s shocked look.

Elgin smiled at Mary’s comment but addressed her mother. “I was the right man at the right moment, Mrs. Nisbet. Mr. Pitt was rather desperately looking for someone to go to Vienna to make an alliance with Emperor Leopold II. Within twenty-four hours, I was appointed Envoy Extraordinary and on my way. I traveled for one year through Italy with the emperor until he died, but I’m afraid that I never convinced him to love Britannia.”

“Perhaps in the future you will be more successful in convincing others to love,” Mary said. She was engaging in risky behavior, she knew, but if Elgin was a man to reject a saucy woman, he was not the man for her. She also risked annoying her parents, but as she was their only child, she was sure that they would forgive her. What did she really have to lose?

“She is joking with you, Lord Elgin,” Mrs. Nisbet said. “Mary is known throughout Scotland for her sense of play.”

“A charming quality, Mrs. Nisbet, and one that I appreciate.” He did not look at Mary as he spoke. Perhaps he was seducing her parents, one at a time, before he returned to completing the deed with the daughter. Or perhaps he sensed—and he would have been correct—that the daughter was already won.

“You are very gracious, My Lord,” Mrs. Nisbet replied, straightening her spine to sit even more erect than usual, which Mary knew was an indirect order to her to cease her insolence. Mr. Nisbet, on the other hand, was not one to endure foolish wordplay when there were serious matters to be seen to. He stood, ostensibly to adjust the fire, which he did, before turning to confront Elgin. “After the unsuccessful mission in Vienna, you were sent to Brussels and Berlin, am I correct, Lord Elgin?”

Mary knew that it was one’s maternal duty to charm a suitable prospective, and one’s paternal duty to put that prospect through the rigors of interrogation, no matter how illustrious his title. Mr. Nisbet would never allow his daughter—and her fortune—to go to a frivolous man, no matter how many titles he had inherited. And Mrs. Nisbet would never allow her daughter’s impudence to ruin her chances with a good prospect for a husband.

“I was sent to Brussels to serve as liaison to the Austrian army. I chose it over Berlin so that I might return home from time to time to attend to my duties in the House of Lords. Eventually, I was sent to Berlin as British Minister Plenipotentiary to the Court of Prussia. The mission, Mr. Nisbet, was successful for the English government, but the climate less than satisfactory for my health. I spent too much time in German spas taking the waters for rheumatism.”

Mrs. Nisbet took the opportunity to turn the conversation once again in Elgin’s favor. “I do not doubt your suffering, Lord Elgin, but despite your troubles, we heard from many travelers that your German home provided shelter and entertainment for many an English and Scottish guest. You have a reputation as a generous and amiable host.”

Particularly to the ladies, Mary thought. Elgin’s conquests of foreign women were well-known in Scottish circles. Rumors circulated that he had honed his ambassadorial skills on the nobility and the politicians, and his other skills on their wives and mistresses. Mary hoped that her parents were not privy to these rumors; Mr. Nisbet would never allow his daughter to marry a sexually profligate man. But she imagined that at her parents’ advanced ages, people were too dignified to participate in such tawdry gossip.

“You are too generous in your compliments, Mrs. Nisbet,” Elgin said. “I merely did my social duty as would any gentleman.”

From what Mary had heard, Elgin’s duties were indeed of a broad range. Elgin had been friends with another envoy who married one of Mary’s dearest friends. The two girls spent many an hour gossiping over Elgin’s foreign exploits, as delivered in vivid detail by the young groom, who had used the prurient details to titillate his reluctant bride in the bedroom. “He told my Harold that he discovered in Paris that he had a natural talent in the erotic arts,” Mary’s friend had confided. “Which he refined in the company of that city’s wicked women!” Then she added, “In the Prussian territories, he turned his interests to married women and widows. Imagine! Harold said that Elgin grew to love the company of older women because, in his words, they do not swell, they do not tell, and they are grateful as all hell!” Mary’s friend had to explain the joke to her, but once Mary understood the meaning, the two girls giggled until they were sick in the stomach and had to call for seltzer water. 

“He sounds deplorable,” Mary had said insincerely, for to her eighteen year-old ears, he sounded most intoxicating. 

“Oh no. Elgin is a gentleman. Harold assured me that he would never ruin a proper lady.” 

Mary mused on these delicious tidbits of information as she watched the formidable Elgin simultaneously attempt to impress her father and to appear as modest as a gentleman must appear. Her amusement must have shown on her face. 

“You find diplomacy amusing, Miss Nisbet?” Elgin asked. 

Her mother shot her another disapproving look, this time, more sternly. But Mary did not care. She knew the cards she was holding, and it was a winning hand. She was as desirable a bride as Elgin might hope for. Though this was their first encounter, she felt already as if she knew the man, and knew that their liaison was meant to be. She was prone to presentiment and had been since girlhood. She knew in advance when grim news was to arrive with the post. She could predict with fair precision when a favorite mare would give birth to a colt. And she could predict at this moment that Lord Elgin was making up his mind to ask her to be his wife.

Elgin called upon Mary several more times, arranging to be found alone with her on various walks through the gardens of Archerfield, and taking her hand at opportune moments, helping her across rocky terrain by putting his arm around her waist and caressing her side as thrills coursed through her body. This fast courtship culminated in a visit to his home, which was under construction—and the talk of Edinburgh and its surrounding countryside. 

In the carriage ride on the way to Broomhall, Elgin announced his future plans. King George himself had suggested that Elgin apply for the position of Ambassador to Constantinople, and it seemed that Elgin had in fact received the appointment. 

“I intend to speak with your father, Mary, but I wish to know in advance whether you would be willing to leave the comforts of family and home to accompany me to the East.”

He would not allow her to answer until he elaborated on the importance of the post. Napoleon intended to wrestle India from the British, seize and control all trade routes to the East—the lifeblood of the English economy—and dismantle the Ottoman Empire, thus capturing a significant portion of the globe’s resources in the name of France. The English economy would be in shambles, and the crown would no longer be able to guarantee the safety and welfare of its people. 

“The English must have an alliance with the Turkish sultan to rid the world of the Napoleonic menace,” Elgin said. “It is my patriotic duty to do my small part in preserving the nation’s security. I cannot envision any woman by my side in this historic endeavor but you, Mary Nisbet.” 

“But sir, it is so very far to go for a Scottish girl who loves her family.”

She adored him, it was true. And she had craved romantic adventure since she was a young girl. Here was this glorious man offering it to her, replete with a proposal of marriage. Still, having to make a home for her husband, herself, and possibly their children in the sultan’s realm did seem a rather extreme road to take in life. 

Elgin let Mary have her private thoughts. When they arrived at Broomhall, he helped her from the carriage, not speaking until they had walked through the grand entrance. As he guided her through the wide corridors of the mansion, he spoke confidently of their future, and of the brood of healthy, chubby children that would thrive in this home, not only under the guidance of their parents, but with their adoring grandparents nearby. All of these dreams would become reality as soon as he completed his foreign service. 

“Mr. Thomas Harrison, my architect, has given me passion for a secondary mission in the East, Mary, one that I believe is crucial to our country’s future. The Ottomans occupy Greece, of course. Athens, that glorious beacon of democracy, the city of Pericles, is under the rule of the Sultan and governed by those who report to him. With the Sultan’s permission, and with the assembly of a team of scholars, artists, and craftsmen, I will be able to have first-rate casts made of Greece’s most spectacular architectural ruins. Think of it, Mary, every element of design, from the superb columns, cornices, and pediments of the temples to the great statues of the gods, can be copied in molds and drawings and brought back to England for our artists, architects, and craftsmen to study and to emulate. My embassy shall be known throughout history for its benefits to the Fine Arts in Great Britain. You and I together shall be responsible for elevating the tastes of the nation.”

Elgin’s eyes were vibrant as he revealed his ambitions to his prospective bride. Here was the man whose romantic notions seemed to exceed hers, which were girlish and selfish, she knew, whereas his were designed less to bring joy to himself than to change the very world in which they lived. Elgin was striving to improve an important aspect of the British national character, infusing its already superior nature with a heightened appreciation of the highest level of art achieved thus far by man. 

Yet, the idea of leaving her family and all that was familiar and living in Constantinople seemed unthinkable. She was an only child, and her parents would be inconsolable at the loss. Her beloved grandmother was quite aged and might die while she was away. And to contemplate having children in such a strange land, known for its arcane medical practices and its uncontrollable smallpox outbreaks seemed an adventure that even she was not prepared to undertake. She voiced these concerns to Elgin, who listened carefully, taking the liberty to stroke her gloved hand with great concern as she spoke. 

“We shall take the most esteemed physician in England with us in the event that you require his care. I would never put you in danger, Mary.” He must have seen from her expression that she still harbored doubts because he took a deep breath and continued: 

“When I was in Paris, I had the acquaintance of the American Benjamin Franklin. He was on a diplomatic mission for his country, and he was a great inspiration to me. His keenest interest was the study of electricity. He contrived a device called the lightening bell, which chimes whenever lightning is in the air. He demonstrated this for me, and I believed the invention quite magical at the time. But he explained to me that lightning is naught but electrical current, that invisible and mysterious thing that is a conductor of energy.”

Mary waited patiently while Elgin explained this, but she could not imagine what the element of lightning had to do with their future. “When I am near you, Mary Nisbet, I feel as if there is lightning in the air. I feel a bell chime inside me, as if I am more alive. I feel the sort of current Mr. Franklin described make its way up and down my spine whenever we are close. You cause my heart to pound, Mary. I do not believe the days of my life shall be tolerable if you do not marry me.” 

He took her hand and put it directly over his heart so that she could feel its rhythm, which was rapid and strong. She squeezed his hand and said that he should speak to Mr. Nisbet as soon as possible, before her good Scottish sense overtook her passion for him. 

But Mr. Nisbet proved to be unimpressed by Elgin’s proposal, his ambitions, and his prospects. “He is in debt up to his brows fancifying that estate of his,” Mr. Nisbet said, his tone threatening to crush Mary’s hopes. “I do not care to think of my daughter’s dowry going to pay a man’s debts on an extravagance that is beyond his means. Elgin is just like his father, an impractical man with grand ideas and no head for business.” 

Indeed it was well known that the late earl, after borrowing heavily to finance an ill-fated quarry business, had died leaving his wife and six children with little more than a celebrated lineage. 

“Father, you are overlooking every one of Lord Elgin’s most excellent qualities. King George himself suggested that his lordship apply as Ambassador to the Porte. What might a man so regarded by the king not achieve? He is titled. He is a favorite of Mr. Pitt. His ancestry traces directly to William the Bruce. How much more illustrious need a man be to be my husband?”

“He needn’t be illustrious, Mary, but he should be solvent. Why is he borrowing a fortune to turn out an estate fit for a king when he has no money?”

“Will Broomhall not be my home too? And the home of my children and your grandchildren? Is my father not one of the wealthiest men in Scotland, and am I, a brotherless child, not his only heir? Given the ways in which we are blessed, and the seriousness and excellence of the man who is asking for my hand, and the feelings I have developed for him in recent weeks, why should money be a consideration at all? I would have thought that my happiness meant more to you than mere money. We Nisbets shall never be without money, but oh how easy it would be to spend a lifetime without ever finding the kind of love that I have begun to feel for Lord Elgin.”

“Such a gift for speech-making, Mary,” her father replied. “Pity there are no lady ambassadors.” Then, he adjourned to his study. Within a fortnight, however, and with her mother on her side, Mary won the day. Mr. Nisbet, ever the dutiful father and skeptical Scot, arranged to give the newlyweds a bond, the interest of which Elgin was free to spend as he liked. But he could not touch the principal of her fortune without Mr. Nisbet’s permission. “A little insurance against his habits,” Mary’s father explained to her, and to Elgin privately, which mortified the bride. 

A modest wedding was hastily prepared so that the bride and groom might take up residence in London, where Elgin would hire a staff to accompany him to Constantinople. Mary spent the weeks before the wedding in a fusion of anxiety and ecstasy over the enormous changes her life was soon to undergo. She felt both her happiness and her nervousness grow, finally making a crescendo as she stood on the altar of the church, when, during the ceremony, her head had started to spin, and she fainted. Neither Elgin nor any of the attendants reached her in time to prevent her from hitting the floor. As she regained consciousness, she wondered if she was having another of her premonitions. She feigned the unconscious state longer than was warranted so that she might have a moment to think. Should she reconsider this marriage, with its drastic move to a foreign land? But Elgin’s deep voice, filled with concern, calling for a physician, and insisting that they must not continue without a doctor’s examination, dissipated her fears. Of course she would marry this man, who sounded as if his own life would end if any harm came to his bride. This was indeed a premonition, she told herself, but one of the exciting, love-drenched life she was to lead as the wife of her beloved. She heard her mother whispering about “a young girl’s nerves on the brink of this great event,” and Elgin saying that they must make certain that the cause was not something grave. Mary sat up and smiled, dismissing their fears. Nothing would stop her from marrying Elgin, who on his wedding day cut a gorgeous figure in his dress coat, a figure commensurate with his titles and aspirations. She stood slowly as her mother rushed forward, straightening her gown and veil. Bishop Sandford looked her dead in the eye, asking if there was anything she might have to confide in him. But she shook off her dizziness, stood upright, and became who she’d been destined to become: Mary Hamilton Nisbet Bruce, Countess of Elgin. No daughter of an untitled Scottish landowner, no matter how wealthy, could have made a better match for herself.


      [image: ]By dinnertime on the Phaeton, following an afternoon of riding the endless lolling waves of the sea, Mary’s ailments reclaimed residence in her body. She sat down with Captain Morris, her husband, and his still-morose staff, to the nightly meal of salt beef, sauerkraut, peas, dried anchovies, and hard biscuits. The strong smell of the ship’s timbers, swollen with salt water and mildew, hid any scent of the food. She could not judge whether this was good or bad because her appetite was low, as was the quality of food before her. She had spent her entire twenty-one years accustomed to boundless vigor, but now, after another entire day of “morning” sickness, she was so listless that it was difficult to cut her meat. The old fork with its flattened prongs was a perfect match for the dull knife. She would have liked to ask Elgin to help her but did not wish to appear like a baby in front of the others. Elgin had fed her once before—honey-coated strawberries and sweet bits of melon—but that had been in the privacy of their bedroom at home. She felt a stir in her body just thinking about the memory. After he had put a few bites of fruit into her mouth, he sliced a berry in half, placing a piece upon each of her nipples, and eating them slowly away, as if devouring her very flesh. That would not do at this moment, of course, but it was nice to think about, even if it made her blush inexplicably. For one brief moment, a little thrill supplanted the nausea. 

Mary looked at her husband but saw no evidence of the lover he had been on that morning just two months ago. He sat in perturbed silence, methodically sawing his meat with his knife, bringing the pieces stiffly to his mouth, and washing each mouthful down with a generous swig of wine, a fine selection from his own cellar.  His staff, too, was silent. Mary thought that the sound of their jaws working the food, combined with the clink and clank of silverware, would drive her mad. She supposed that the men had the right to remain upset after Elgin’s announcement earlier that afternoon, but what good was it doing them or Elgin or anyone else to remain in a sour mood?  

She took stock of the sullen collection of men at the table. Despite her delicate and irksome physical condition, and despite that none of them were suffering the tortures of pregnancy, she speculated that it was her job to elevate the level of cheer and repair her husband’s relations with his staff. Otherwise, it would be not only a long evening, but a long two years in a foreign land. It was important to get off on the right footing with these men. 

A guid word is as easy sayed as an ill ane. Mary’s old nanny used to say it, and Mary had always believed it. She was one to bring up the spirits of her companions, not one to be brought down by them. She was keen on the idea that a strong mind, enforced with a strong will, could overcome any difficulty. One could utterly control one’s moods and feelings, even one in her miserable condition, living under the dreadful circumstances of this voyage. She also believed that if one were clever enough, beautiful enough, and woman enough, one should be able to control and moods and feelings of men. 

“I see that we have all survived the afternoon’s storms in our cozy quarters and are no worse for the wear,” she said cheerfully, not knowing what she was about to unleash. Reverend Hunt, when he was not reading Greek or writing dull sermons, demonstrated his scholastic abilities by measuring and cataloguing any and all spaces that he inhabited. He broke the silence of the meal by sharing his recent discoveries. 

“Given the weather and the lack of privacy, which precludes the sort of serious study I would prefer to have engaged in, I measured the space below, Lady Elgin,” he began. “The ship’s hole is comprised of six compartments. The compartment we staffers share measures exactly twelve foot in length by six foot in width by another six foot in height, barely the height of a man, the average of which I am certain is no less than five feet and nine inches, or perhaps eight.”

“We tried to arrange for you to travel on Cleopatra’s barge, Reverend, but it was confiscated by Napoleon in Egypt and unavailable,” Mary said lightly, hoping to ignite any sense of humor the preacher might have. He did not indulge her, though Morier and Hamilton did chuckle. 

“The quarters are crowded because the deck must be kept clear in the event of attack,” Captain Morris said, defending the conditions on his ship. “Isn’t that correct, Lord Elgin?”

Elgin responded with a tilt of one eyebrow. It seemed that no one would be able to lure her husband into conversation this evening. Why was he still sulking? Mary wondered. The staff was not happy, but no one had showed signs of mutiny. 

“The smallness is made even smaller when shared with the odors of chamber pots and filthy clothing,” Morier said.

“That is why ladies carry perfumed handkerchiefs, Mr. Morier,” Mary said, cajoling him. Morier was one year older than she, but she had no problem talking to him as if he were a boy. “I do wish gentlemen would try the remedy. They would find it ever so useful.”

Elgin’s eyes—narrow slits all during the meal—were now wide and glimmering with the wine he had been steadily ingesting. “Very amusing,” he said to his wife, but without any conviction that he believed it true. 

“What is a dinner without amiable conversation?” Mary continued. “We are all sharing the same cramped quarters. Let us be comrades-in-arms in the woes.”

“Here, here,” said Dr. McLean, raising his glass, happy to be armed with another excuse to keep drinking. The physician was joining them in a rare appearance. When he was not tending to Mary’s needs, he spent all of his time in his compartment with a bottle of whiskey. Mary raised her glass and the others begrudgingly followed. Soon, however, they were lost in convivial talk, speculating on what lay ahead in Constantinople—the gorgeousness of the Golden Horn, the magnificent Hagia Sophia built by the Emperor Justinian, and the mysteries of the Sultan’s seraglio, with its veiled beauties and multiple wives.  

Mary seized the opportunity to build on the fellowship. After dinner, she insisted that Captain Morris play his harmonica.  With the men clapping in time to the melodies, Mary sang old Scottish folk songs and invited the two young ladies’ maids she had brought as her personal attendants to accompany her in song. They harmonized nicely with Mary, who had been developing her singing voice since she was a child. No one wanted the evening’s entertainment to end, except Elgin, who had sat quietly as if no one else were in the room with him as he drank his brandy. With his third glass, Mary noticed that her husband was no longer either distracted or amused but watching the men watch Mary. His expression was one that she had not yet been acquainted with. Finally, he stood up in the middle of a song and announced that the evening must officially come to an end. 

“Lady Elgin is in a delicate way, and I do not wish her health to be taxed any more than it has been on this wretched voyage,” Elgin said, whereupon everyone knew that no argument could or should be made against him. 

As the staff and crew retired below, Elgin held Mary’s arm, pulling her toward him.

“A word, Mistress Poll.” It was the first time he had used the affectionate name he invented for her without a trace of playfulness.

“Whatever my Eggy wishes,” she said, using the name she had invented for her husband. She turned her face to him waiting to accept his praise, but none was forthcoming. “Did you not think your behavior with my subordinates a bit festive?”

“It did not occur to me that singing songs meant to soothe babies to whining, grown men was unseemly.”

“Then we must revise your concept of appropriate behavior for the wife of an ambassador in His Majesty’s service.” 

Mary felt herself shrinking from within. “But I only tried to raise their spirits for your sake.”

“My sake? What do their spirits have to do with me?”

“Do you not think that a contented staff will work more efficiently and with greater loyalty than a disgruntled one? You must believe that my motivations were entirely on your behalf and for the sake of the mission.”

Elgin took a deep breath and looked up at the sky. “I do not like the way that men look at you.”

“And how do they look at me, my lord?”

“As if they are hungry.”

“That is the way you look at me, Lord Elgin,” she said, willing her own spirits to rise. It would not do to submit to this silly jealousy. “That is why I married you. Because you looked at me as if you were the hungriest of them all.”  

He laughed, pulling her toward him. Thank God he laughed because she was afraid that she might have angered him further. 

“You are correct, Mistress Poll, and I am hungry still. I am hungry for so many things.”

“What might I feed my lord that shall satiate him?” Mary asked coyly, nuzzling against him.

Elgin sighed. “An artist for the Greek project.” he said flatly. She had hoped that he would ask for a taste of her lips or more. The nausea and choking during the voyage—in addition to the lack of privacy—had caused a state of disgust in her whenever she thought about sex, but now, the sea was calm and the darkness enveloping them gave the illusion that they were the only people in the world. She wished he would take her into his arms and kiss her, not begin another discussion of his interminable obsession with replicating the artifacts of Greece. 

“My mind will not rest until we have hired an artist to make the illustrations we need. Damnation to Bonaparte. He raped Italy of all its treasures and its artists as well. The ones who did not leave Italy with him had to flee the country because they had cooperated with him. A good illustrator is nowhere to be found.” 

“Why can we not make use of the craftsmen who will make the molds? An artist is going to be a great expense.”

“We might have had Mr. Turner. He is the only English artist worthy of the mission.”

“Mr. Turner holds an opinion of himself worthy of Mr. Romney or Sir Joshua Reynolds. His price was absurd.” Mary thought Mr. J. M. W. Turner an insolent young puppy. They had interviewed him in London, but he demanded twice the salary that Elgin had offered, and then balked when he understood that he was also to give Mary painting lessons. He had behaved in a very conceited manner, Mary thought, for a man just twenty-four years of age. “We are better off without Mr. Turner.”

Elgin backed away from his wife, one hand on his hip and another on his brow. “Napoleon took a staff of one hundred sixty-seven artists and scholars to Egypt, and I must make do with these few grumbling men. I cannot abide Lord Grenville’s lack of foresight. He refused even the most meager sum to help pay for the art campaign. The state of the arts in the United Kingdom will be an embarrassment compared to that of France.”

“I did not realize that we were in competition with Napoleon himself,” Mary said. 

“Not us, Mary, but our nation. A great empire must produce great artists in order to build great monuments. The Greeks knew that, as you will see.”

Mary had been excited about Elgin’s grand plan until she realized that he thought it was up to her to cover the enormous coss. They would have to pay the salaries of a crew of artists to live and travel throughout Greece to paint, draw, and cast the colossal monuments of that country. Transportation alone of the men and the materials would cost a fortune. 

“I might have a wealthy father, but I do not have the resources of Napoleon!” 

Mary had shared her concerns with her mother, who delivered a surprising perspective. “A smart wife completes her husband’s ambitions,” Mrs. Nisbet had said. “His fortune, his reputation, and his legacy are now yours.”

Those words loomed large in Mary’s mind. Her mother knew what a woman’s duties were. Mr. Nisbet had thrived inside of his marriage, and as a result, Mrs. Nisbet and Mary did too. She must remember at all times to be the good and supportive wife her mother had groomed her to be.

“We must dock at Palermo, Poll,” Elgin said. “I would like to consult with Sir William Hamilton, one of the world’s great antiquarian scholars and collectors. He shall advise us correctly, I am sure.”

Mary recoiled from Elgin. “Are you suggesting that we stay in the home of a courtesan?” It was the politest word she could conjure in the moment. Sir William’s notorious wife, Emma Hamilton, was simultaneously Admiral Lord Nelson’s mistress, and the three of them were living under some strange arrangement in Sir William’s Sicilian palazzo, where it was well-known that the lovers cavorted under the older husband’s nose. “Unthinkable! What would my parents say? And your mother?”

“We are married now, and we must be our own persons and not bother so much about what previous and more conservative generations think of our behavior. I have a mission to fulfill, and you are my wife and must assist me.”

“I do not think it wise to associate with that class of female,” Mary said feeling the indignation rise.  

“Sir William is a gentleman and England’s long-standing envoy to Naples, and Admiral Lord Nelson the premier hero of Britain. It is not unseemly that we visit with men of that caliber. They are exiled from Naples at the moment, along with the Neapolitan king and queen, whom the French chased away.”

“But that woman!”

Elgin laughed; almost a sneer, she thought, mocking her protestations. He took her chin into his hand and with his other arm, crushed her against his chest, holding her tight so that she could feel his arousal. “Mrs. Hamilton merely enjoys in the open that which you only acknowledge in the dark,” he whispered into her ear. She should rebuke him. Emma Hamilton had worked her way up from a scullery maid and a streetwalker to marry into the aristocracy and take as a lover a war hero who was presently regarded as England’s greatest national treasure. 

Tabloid scuttlebutt held that Emma’s first rich lover, the playboy Sir Harry Fetherstonhaugh, sloughed her off on the sterner Sir Charles Greville, who got tired of her expenditures and traded her to his wealthy older uncle, Sir William Hamilton, in exchange for debt relief. How could Mary possibly agree to be in such company? But she knew that what Elgin whispered to her had a certain spirit of truth, so she gave into his embrace, letting him lift her face so that she could kiss him, taking his wet, brandy-laced tongue deep into her mouth, and abandoning any concern of being seen. Perhaps she had a bit of Emma Hamilton in her after all. 

He kissed her long and hard, which he knew she liked, and then took her by the hand, leading her to where the night sky met with the darkness around them in the shadow of the sail. Sheltered from the sight of the ship’s lookout, he leaned her against something hard and cold, which she realized was one of the ship’s canons. He pulled her dress and chemise high above her hips, and she felt the clammy sea-air hit her thighs. The unfamiliar feeling of the wet night air made her tremble. 

“Will we be seen?” She thought she should at least, in the name of decency, raise the possibility, but Elgin answered by slipping himself inside her so quickly that she gasped. He covered her mouth with his, pushing himself deeper and deeper into her, but slowly now, patiently, waiting for her to rise to his level of excitement, rocking in perfect rhythm with the ship as it lolled over the sea.  She was losing herself in him when she began to worry if the force of his thrust would harm the tiny unborn thing growing inside her. But she remembered that one of the old cooks at Archerfield used to joke that all ten of her babies had been born with sperm on their heads. Surely, the babe would be safe, she thought, as she wrapped one leg around her husband and slid into that empty space where nothing else existed but her pleasure.








  
  
Chapter two




The town of Palermo,
on the island of Sicily



For three hot and seemingly airless days, they sailed toward Palermo without sight of shore. The morning after their erotic interlude, Mary clothed herself most primly and attended Sunday services on deck, though the sailors showed no signs of having witnessed the ambassadorial couple’s nocturnal antics. All listened with great attention to Reverend Hunt’s sermon, while Mary listened with falsified concentration. She was ill again, reduced pitifully from the glory of the previous evening. She’d spent the morning gasping in her quarters, nauseous, while Masterman bathed her face with vinegar water. She did not know if she could survive the service but felt that she had to make amends to God for last night’s brazen sins. 

After two more punishing days spent in her quarters, the ship finally docked, but into weather yet more stifling than what they had experienced at sea. The thermometer read ninety degrees at seven o’clock in the morning, and when Mary emerged on deck, the heat hit her face as if she’d stepped into an oven. In her condition, would she be able to tolerate the climate? She should have stayed at Archerfield where she could have spent her pregnancy being cared for and joined him when the baby was old enough to travel. She was imagining herself at Archerfield, sitting under her favorite sycamore’s dome of shade in the fresh air wafting in from the Firth, sipping tea with her mother, when she was brought a message from, “Her Ladyship, Emma Hamilton.”

As she read the note, Mary felt her ire rise, washing away her nausea. “Her ‘Ladyship,’” Mary began, waving the letter and inflecting her speech with as much sarcasm as her diminished spirits allowed her to conjure, “sends her respects, with regret that she cannot greet us today for she is ‘sent for by the king.’”

Mary lowered her voice so that only her husband might hear her. “I wonder, is she his mistress too?”

Elgin shrugged.

“She will do us the honor of calling tomorrow morning on the ship.” Mary fumed. “How dare she? It is rude, inhospitable, and against all protocol to neglect to meet the ambassador and his family.” 

Elgin’s look indicated that she was over-reacting. Rather than concede, she decided to defend. “They say that ‘Her Ladyship’s’ father was a blacksmith in the coal mines. Ill-breeding always demonstrates itself in the end.” 

“I do not disagree with you, my dear, but a message has also come from Sir William offering us his home for lodging,” Elgin said. He looked to Mary as if he was about to accept the invitation. “In your pitiable condition, you would be better on steady ground in a comfortable palazzo, no matter how wicked the hostess.”

Did her husband think that because she made daring love with him in the darkness she would stoop so low? He had implied last night that she and Emma Hamilton were of the same caliber—one overt and one covert in her desires. Because Mary was anxious for his love, she did not protest. She must reorient his senses now.

“This good Christian girl will not stay in the home of a strumpet. Character must prevail over comfort, Elgin.”

“As you wish. I will send Duff out to search for more suitable lodgings. But if he is unable to find them, be prepared for another long night in Hades.”

Mary fired off a curt reply telling Lady Hamilton that Lady Elgin would not be receiving any guests on the ship but might encounter her this evening as she intended to disembark. “And do not shrink from demonstrating my peevishness when the missive is delivered,” she told Duff.  

The next day, when Mary was introduced to her quarters in Palermo, she wondered if God was seeking further retribution for her reluctance to imitate Christ’s charity toward prostitutes. The ancient, dilapidated palazzo was to be shared with their entire staff. The grand salon, though spacious, was home to dirty plaster, broken down chairs, and tables with no tops. Upon entry, Reverend Hunt began to pace off its dimensions, hands behind his back, taking deliberate measured steps. “The room is seventy-six feet long and twenty-five feet wide,” he said. “I estimate the ceiling height at twenty-two, perhaps twenty-four feet.” He stared at the winged, painted putti hovering above as if they held the answer to his speculation.

Mary sighed. “Reverend, please go measure the kitchen, for that is where I am afraid you shall sleep this evening.” 

They had carried their traveling beds from the boat because the palazzo, despite its lavish specifications, had none. Once magnificent, with finely painted ceilings and great gilded mirrors on the walls, the home seemed to have been long abandoned by its owners. Dust covered every surface, gathering on Mary’s skirts as she swept along the tile floor, trying to set up a comfortable room for herself and Elgin. She watched the particles of age-old dirt fly into the air, illuminated by the sun shining through the tall windows, afraid that the uprising would bring on her asthma. She made a quick promise to God to be more charitable in the future if He would spare her for a few evenings that she might get some much-needed rest.

Which was how she found herself accepting an invitation to dinner from Emma Hamilton and standing at the door of Sir William Hamilton’s bizarre Palazzo Palagonia, a vast, rambling mansion decorated with a jumble of grimacing gargoyles and unidentifiable monsters. 

“Conspicuous indication that the devil resides within,” she whispered to Elgin, as an elderly woman in a faded bonnet and what looked to be little better than an old white bed gown dslowly opened the heavy wooden door. Her hunched shoulders were draped in a tatty black shawl, and she looked fatigued with the effort. Mary was stunned when she announced herself as Lady Hamilton’s mother.

“She employs her mother as a servant?’ Mary asked Elgin.

“They say she uses Admiral Lord Nelson as a servant. Why not her own mother?” Elgin whispered back.

They were ushered into a candlelit parlor where several guests had already been seated, and informed that they were to be treated to a performance of the “Attitudes,” the dramatic enactment that had made Emma Hamilton famous throughout Europe. 

“This is more than we bargained for,” Mary said to Elgin, afraid now that she would be forced to witness something that no amount of sermons or prayers or Sunday services might amend. But Elgin was smiling, nodding at Lord Nelson as if the two were old friends. Did he really expect her to sit through one of Lady Hamilton’s erotic performances?

Apparently he did because he ushered her into a seat and sat next to her, putting a firm hand on her arm. “I am in Foreign Service, Mary,” he said to her. “I must submit to whatever entertainments are provided. You are my wife and must do the same. You will see stranger things than this in Turkey, and I will not allow you to run away like a skittish girl.”

“As you wish,” she replied, and focused her attention upon Lord Nelson. It was difficult to believe that the frail figure seated on a parlor chair opposite her was the same romantic figure who led a military force to victory and inspired a huge rash of paraphernalia commemorating his heroics. Within weeks of the announcement of his victory in Egypt, no sooner had one swept up one’s gravy with a piece of bread before Nelson’s face appeared at the bottom of the china. Ladies opened their fans at the opera to reveal a portrait of Nelson painted within. He was the subject of a new series of jigsaw puzzles. Fashionable people played Whist with Lord Nelson playing cards, dealing his face out over the tables. The smart set had even created new ballroom dances, The Vanguard and The Breaking of the Line, in his honor. Men—respectable men—wore crocodile vests to commemorate his victory and ladies embroidered his face and insignia on their shawls. 

Strange to think that the diminutive one-eyed, one-armed creature before her was this same heroic figure. His hair was unruly and of strange color, somewhere between carrot and ginger, with coarse gray strands running through it. He was unreasonably short, so short that he looked like a child in his chair. 

“I believe he is even shorter than his adversary, Napoleon,” Mary said to Elgin. “And I cannot tell whether he has one eye or two.”   

The visible eye was cloudy and rheumy, and the other was shut, whether by infection or absence of an eyeball she could not tell. He was missing a few crucial upper teeth as well as an arm. He looked particularly horrid in comparison to the handsome Elgin. Mary was not certain that she could have chosen him over the elderly but elegant Sir William, who sat next to him. Sir William was tall and lean and had a pleasant face that still held a shadow of his younger self despite that he was almost eighty years old. His hands were rather crippled and craggy, but at least he still had both of them. 

The chatter in the room came to an abrupt halt. Everyone’s eyes turned to the drapes made of swirls of scarlet and violet silk, flanked by two antique looking columns. Upon the shorter column sat an ancient Roman urn. Suddenly, a tall woman with ebony skin and a turban piled high upon her head and a cuff of gold around her neck dashed into the room with long gliding strides and whisked the curtain aside, revealing a voluptuous figure draped in purple, huge eyes turned upward, arms flung dramatically to the side. She was taller yet than her dark-skinned accomplice. Her lush raven hair rippled in waves over abundant white bosoms, but was purposely positioned, it seemed to Mary, to cascade the sides of her breasts as to not interfere with the overflow of cleavage. She stood still as a statue. A violinist picked up his instrument, sounding a mournful note, but all eyes remained riveted to Emma. 

She was not young, Mary thought, and perhaps a little fat. But as she began to move, taking from the accomplice a sheer cloth and draping it over her face, Mary found herself rapt, following each fluid movement. Emma picked up the funereal urn from the column. Two small girls appeared, each grasping Emma’s flowing robe as if clinging to a mother, and the three began a solemn procession through the seated audience, the children cowering as Emma moved them along, and she, staring into the faces of her spectators with a mixture of ferocity and fear. 

“Agrippina!” shouted one man. Emma raised an approving brow at him but did not break her stern countenance. She moved soundlessly, but her lips looked as if she were miming a hiss. 

“She is returning the ashes of Germanicus to Rome!” said another. 

It was not mere performance, but parlor game. “She knows her beloved husband has been poisoned,” a woman whispered. 

Some people gasped as Emma confronted them with her eyes. “Upon seeing Agrippina with her children and her husband’s ashes, a single groan arose from the multitude,” someone shouted in oration. 

“So wrote the historian Tacitus,” added Sir William.  

Satisfied that her character had been identified, Emma whirled around and made the return voyage through her audience. She placed the urn back on the column and the children disappeared behind the curtain. Sinking low into a pile of fabric and props, she emerged wrapped in a white outer drape, her hair crowned with a wreath of fresh ivy. She stood slowly as if in a state of delirium, though her movements were graceful and seamless. The dark-skinned woman appeared, placing in Emma’s hands a coiling snake. A few of the ladies made audible noises, thinking the creature real, but from Mary’s vantage point, she saw that it was a life-like replication. 

Emma raised the thing above her head and began to sway, first slowly, and then faster, not to any music but to some internal rhythm. Her hips rolled in mesmerizing circles which Elgin, Mary could not help but to notice, followed with his eyes. One of the musicians picked up a flute and began to play a slow, low tune that slithered into higher and more frantic reaches as Emma twirled in a circle, her dazzling hair floating behind as she whipped around. 

“A Bacchanalian!” 

“A Maenad!” Several people guessed the pantomime at the same time, pleased to display their knowledge. An ingenious game, Mary thought. She entertained the audience and made them feel not only intelligent but involved in the performance.  

No wonder all the great portraitists of England and France had vied for the services of this muse. The gossips would have one believe that a woman like Emma traded on providing easy sexual services that a more respectable woman would not offer. But Mary saw that it was more than that. Emma embodied an authentic classical grace, but unlike the statues from which modern man had formed his appreciation for the ancient arts, Emma was flesh and blood, alive and sensual. Mary now made sense out of the rumors that poor Mr. Romney, after painting Emma so many times, was half out of his mind with lust for her. 

Emma’s body seemed to unravel from its core as she twirled and flailed, giving into the frenzy of the Dionysian ritual. As she succumbed to the thrall of the pagan god, she captivated every man in the room, holding them in the spell of her erotic offerings. Sexuality was its own witchcraft, Mary thought. Why must highborn women be confined in their behavior when what men truly seem to desire was sensuality unleashed? She did not understand the contradiction, but she did understand the power that Emma Hamilton held over these powerful men.  

All eyes followed Emma as she finished the dance of the Maenad, shedding the white robe, and slithering into a cocoon on the floor. The other woman draped a cloth of shimmering gold over one of Emma’s shoulders, and in what seemed like only a few seconds, she stood again, completely transformed. On her head, she wore a crown in the shape of an asp. The rosy cheeks of her Bacchanalian celebrant had gone stark white. Now she was entirely solemn. She still held the snake, which she turned toward her breast. 

“Cleopatra!” Several people guessed it at once.

“’Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale her infinite variety.’”

The same might be said of Emma, Mary thought. Infinite variety, indeed. What would it be like to be unshackled from the conventions of society with its strict customs and manners, free to play the muse to men?

The assistant fell upon her knees, begging with outstretched arms, while Emma stoically looked away. With her accomplice clutching at her feet, Emma put the snake to her breast, throwing her head back, feigning great, searing pain, and then falling slowly, like silk itself, to the floor. The other woman took the snake from her mistress, put it to her own neck, and fell promptly dead upon Emma’s prone figure. 

Silence. Then applause. 

“Brava! Brava!” shouted the Italian guests, who were soon joined by Admiral Lord Nelson who leapt to his feet. Sir William slowly struggled to stand, rubbing his hip with one hand as he tried to clap with the other.

Emma rose majestically, like Aphrodite being born out of the waves. She stood tall, taking in the applause and shouts of approval before sinking into a low curtsey, so low that her luxuriant hair almost touched the floor. Then she disappeared behind the curtain.

“There’s a fine woman for you,” Elgin said. “Excellent flesh and bones.”

“Yes indeed!” Mary whispered for Elgin’s ears alone. “A real whapper!” She was not sure she had ever before said out loud the nasty slang word for a loose woman. Was Emma Hamilton’s transgressive behavior influencing her? 

Elgin smiled. “Did you find her performance vulgar?” 

“Of course,” Mary replied, sounding to her own ears a bit too haughty. The performance was vulgar. But it was also many other things as well, which Mary could not quite put words to. She found the notorious Mrs. Hamilton as fascinating as she found her repugnant. 

Emma reappeared at dinner, wearing what all the ladies’ fashion magazines were calling Dress à la Nile. Her earrings were big gold anchors and her dress, a loose, white satin gown, draped and flowing, bound just above the waist with a ribbon. She appeared to wear no stays. Loose flesh, loose woman, Mary thought. She did not know whether she could walk about in decent company with her body unbound. Yet Emma did not seem to have a problem with her freedom. In flat-heeled slippers, she was still taller than any woman in the room. A gold and white triangular shawl embroidered with the words Nelson in one corner and Victory in the other draped loosely about her shoulders, as she graciously soaked in the compliments for her performance.  

She was pleasant, Mary had to admit, aware that Emma was refraining from suggestive eye contact with Elgin—though Mary thought it was causing the seductress much pain to have a handsome and highborn man in her presence without being able to cast her spell. She begged Mary to take an apartment in the couple’s palazzo where she would have complete privacy and every comfort and service that Her Ladyship and Sir William could make possible “in these strange circumstances in which we find ourselves, exiled from our Neapolitan home.” Determined that she would honor her vow not to share a roof with That Hamilton Woman, as the tabloids called Emma, Mary politely declined. 

“The queen and king desire your presence tomorrow at the rowing matches. The Royals are quite anxious to make your acquaintance, Lady Elgin,” she said. “But please do not bother about your dress. We are very casual here away from the formalities of the court at Naples. I shall wear the simplest of morning dresses.” 

“Will the queen not take it as a sign of disrespect?” Mary asked. She would be relieved to wear a light dress in the horrible Sicilian heat, but for Elgin’s sake and his prestige, she did not wish to make an unfavorable impression.  She particularly did not wish to be presented to the royals by Emma, but Lady Hamilton was the wife of the envoy to their court. Mary hoped that the king and queen would not confuse obedience of protocol with approval of Emma Hamilton.

“Oh no!” exclaimed Lady Hamilton. “I shall hardly bother to do my hair.”

Soon after dinner, Mary and Elgin departed, leaving Sir William asleep in a chair and Lord Nelson hanging on his mistress’s every word and gesture. An uxorious, love-sick puppy, Mary laughed to herself, and hardly befitting the role he carried in the public eye.  
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The casual rowing match to which Mary was invited by Emma was, in fact, a formal occasion, attended by every grandee on the island of Sicily. The queen had welcomed Mary and Elgin, giving them places of honor in her private stand. Mary was also presented with every dignity and honor to the three princesses and the king. It should have been a festive and triumphant occasion.

Except that while Mary was in a simple cotton day dress, Emma Hamilton showed up in a fine gold and colored silk gown worked over with every type of jewel and diamond. The queen and princesses were turned out in fine dresses sewn through with thousands of pearls. Mary, horrified, apologized to the queen, who would not allow her to speak of the indiscretion. 

“Mrs. Hamilton advised me to dress simply,” Mary said to the queen, perhaps indiscreetly. But she would not allow herself to be thought so provincial that she did not know what costume was proper for such an event. “I must be allowed to return to my quarters to change clothes.”

“We will not hear of it,” replied the queen. “We are delighted with your presence, and we will not hear you speak of it! Is that not correct?” she asked the king, who agreed that Mary should not bother about her clothes but enjoy the day. 

They seemed genuine enough. Mary now understood how Emma garnered so much attention; she designed every event to be a theatrical presentation starring herself. Mary despised Emma, to be sure, but she understood that there might be a lesson worth learning from her. Emma certainly knew how to captivate men, though Mary chose to undercut Emma’s powers when she spoke of her with Elgin.

“Her lovers are Sir Old Body and Sir Maimed A Lot,” Mary whispered in Elgin’s ear. 

“Why Mary, ‘tis a pity you were born a good Scottish girl and not someone who could contribute to The Spectator or The Tattler,” Elgin laughed. “For I believe you can sneer with the best of them.” 

All day, Mary observed that the king and queen made a spectacle of Emma Hamilton whenever Lord Nelson was present. Elgin explained that her influence with the admiral rendered her worthy of attention.

“Even so,” Mary said coolly, suppressing her own growing fascination. “Sir William, Lord Nelson, and that woman are the three greatest dupes I have ever seen. They imagine they deceive the world. They deceive only themselves.”

She repeated what servants whispered: that Emma flaunted her intimacy with the queen as brazenly as her affair with the admiral—and that Her Majesty laughed at her behind Neapolitan doors. It pleased Mary to think so.

She refused at first to accompany Elgin on a final visit to Sir William, but when assured that Lady Hamilton had “gone to the country,” she relented and agreed to “take a turn in the library.”

Sir William himself seemed diminished—whether by gout, by age, or by the more intimate loss of his wife, Mary could not tell. “Is not your home a lonely one when the lady of the house is away?” Mary asked Sir William provocatively.

“My dear,” he said gently, “I am seventy-four. Lady Hamilton has just turned thirty-four. I knew when I married her that I should one day be superannuated while she stood in her full vigor. That day has come. We must make the best of it.”

He spoke without bitterness. He spoke, rather, like a man rehearsing an argument long practiced.

It was Emma, he told them, who had secured the royal family’s escape when the French advanced on Naples. Emma who prevailed upon Nelson to evacuate them. Emma who passed intelligence between Queen Maria Carolina and Britain. Emma who persuaded the queen to provision the British fleet when Sicily refused.

Mary felt the sting of her earlier contempt. Sir William listed Emma’s services as though reciting articles of state. Her beauty, he insisted, was nothing beside her courage.

Mary had not imagined that a diplomat’s wife might act as envoy, courier, strategist. She intended to be a devoted helpmate, but could she ever be as useful? Surely a woman of her birth and connections ought to surpass a blacksmith’s daughter. Surely.

She had drifted into these thoughts when the men turned to Athens.

Sir William spoke with reverence of Greece. Rome had imitated; Greece had created. The works of Pericles and Pheidias lay neglected atop the Acropolis. If Elgin preserved them, he would not merely serve Britain, but Art itself.

“The Turks call them old stones,” Sir William said. “You have before you a rare opportunity.”

Mary summoned enthusiasm. “I intend to support my husband’s every ambition.”

“Then you must understand what he seeks,” Sir William replied. “Have you read Plutarch’s Life of Pericles?” He pressed into her hands his copy of Dryden’s translation. The leather was worn smooth by use. “You will find it illuminating,” he said. “And you may take particular interest in Aspasia.”

“Aspasia?”

“Elgin’s brows rose. “Pericles’ courtesan.”

Sir William did not flinch at the word. “Plutarch writes that she was admired for her understanding of politics and rhetoric. Socrates himself frequented her house.”

“Then why have I not heard of her?” Mary asked.

Elgin dismissed it lightly. “Ancient embellishment. There have always been writers eager to inflate the reputations of notorious women. You would do better to attend to the statesman than his mistress.”

But Mary felt the spark catch.

That night, in their crumbling palazzo, while Elgin bent over maps of Sicily, Mary opened Plutarch. She skimmed the early chapters, searching for the name Aspasia of Miletus. She was said to have modeled herself after Thargelia, another courtesan who moved men of power to her purposes.

Mary slowed. Pericles loved her for her intellect, the text suggested. Socrates visited her company. She advised, she conversed, and she influenced, and yet Mary had never heard her name. Was it possible that certain women entered history only by transgressing it? That to stand in the civic light reserved for men, a woman must first fall from respectability? 

Mary turned up the lamp, careful not to draw her husband’s notice. She did not wish to be disturbed, nor questioned about what she was reading.
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