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“He will kiss me on the mouth


Then, and lead me as a lover


Through the crowds that praise his deeds:


And, when soul-tied by one troth,


Unto him I will discover


That swan’s nest among the reeds.”


—ELIZABETH BARRETT, 
XIV of “The Romance of the Swan’s Nest,” 
Poems of 1844















PART ONE







[image: image]








England















ONE







[image: image]








SHE WAS STUCK when she wrote it. Stuck in her third-floor room, which was stuck in the narrow, crowded house, which was stuck on Wimpole Street, which was stuck in the fog.


It had been twenty-two years since she could run or walk outside without fear of the sickness returning. They said it was good she was a genius. She could bring the world into her mind, and couldn’t she write whatever she could read? It’s a disease of the spine, the doctor said. It’s your heart, the doctor said. It’s your bowels, it’s what you eat, it’s what you don’t eat, it’s what you do, it’s what you don’t do, it’s the air, it’s the heat, it’s the cold, it’s the writing—stop writing! In Sidmouth, she was better, then worse. In Torquay, she was better, then worse. In London, there were no purifying gusts of sea air, no wide views, only smoke and the fumes from the pulverized manure of passing horses. She stayed in and turned into what they called her: poetess, hermitess, invalid, Miss Barrett.


But Mr. Browning went places. France, Italy, Belgium, Russia. His poems took you into other minds: a Spanish monk’s, a murderer’s, an Italian duke’s, a French boy’s. He knew, somehow, their thoughts and diction, and yet people didn’t understand what he was doing. They complained that he was obscure and difficult. His poems weren’t difficult at all. They were mesmerizing.


She wanted to light something on fire and hold the torch over Browning’s head. Not in a review but somewhere better, more subtle, so she put his name in the mouth of her lovesick narrator, who was also, as it happened, a poet. “Or from Browning,” said her poet, “some ‘Pomegranate,’ which, / If cut deep down the middle, / Shows a heart within blood-tinctured, of a veined humanity.”


It felt, when she did it, like a riddle she had written just for him. Browning would know why she had chosen a pomegranate, and why she had compared the color to the blood of a human heart.


But maybe he didn’t read her work. August passed without a word. September, October, November, December. The darkness of fall, with its long nights, became the darkness of winter. She tucked Mr. Browning’s silence into the space where you put things you did not think about, and she began to translate Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound again.
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WHEN ROBERT CAME back from Italy and learned Miss Barrett had done him a favor, and the favor was in a book a friend had sent to his sister, who had not mentioned it, he was shocked. He was also annoyed.


“I wasn’t rude about it,” Sarianna said. “I wrote to Mr. Kenyon right away and thanked him.”


Sarianna thought at first she knew right where she’d put the gift, but it actually took her a long time to find where she’d stuffed it—two whole volumes, called simply Poems, by Miss Barrett.


“Did you read them?”


“I was busy, and then I forgot.”


“If you had mentioned it I could have at least sent her a line,” Robert said.


“Why would I write to you in Italy about such a thing? To tell you how nicely Moxon was binding other people’s poems?”


He couldn’t deny it hurt a little to see all that leather and gilding for Miss Barrett while his new poems, Bells and Pomegranates, came out in cheap pamphlets. Clearly, it wasn’t that poetry wasn’t selling.


He already liked her. That far-off place you could reach only in lyric was the place she inhabited, and from there she seemed to be speaking—was he mad, or was it Kenyon’s suggestion?—directly to him.


When beneath the palace lattice,


You ride slow as you have done,


And you see a face there—that is


Not the old familiar one—


Perhaps Miss Barrett had seen him below her window that day when he and Kenyon were walking by and Kenyon stopped to ask if he could introduce Robert to her. After five minutes Kenyon came back out of the house to say Miss Barrett was too ill. Robert had no reason to think it was a lie, but poets were probably always stopping by Miss Barrett’s house, hoping to meet her, asking for introductions or mentions or reviews.


He went poem to poem in search of what Kenyon said was there. He wouldn’t ordinarily confuse the narrator with the author—that was a mistake people made with his own poems, and he chided them for it. But when Catarina said “Come, O lover, Close and cover,” he looked for the message that might be for him alone, and when a little girl named Ellie stood alone in the reeds, he looked again, thinking Ellie = Elizabeth.


And then he found it.


Browning.


In the poem, a servant was reading aloud to the woman he loved, and the poems he chose, among Petrarch’s and Wordsworth’s, were Browning’s. Miss Barrett had read not only his new poems but Sordello, which no one seemed to like or understand. The allusion was deft and unmistakable.


He touched the words on the page. Held it closer to the lamp. Closed the book, opened it again. It was after midnight, but the page didn’t change. The words were still there, saying the same thing he thought they said.


All this time—almost half a year—she had heard nothing from him. She had sent him a message in the cleverest, most flattering way, and he had said nothing in return. She must have thought he didn’t care.


The clock said ten after one, but he must write to her at once and undo the harm.


I love your verses with all my heart, Dear Miss Barrett, he began.




so into me it has gone, and part of me it has become, this great living poetry of yours, not a flower of which but took root and grew.


… In addressing myself to you—your own self, and for the first time, my feeling rises altogether. I do, as I say, love these books with all my heart—and I love you, too.





He closed the book, put out the light, and stayed awake, eyes open, wide open, in the dark.
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THERE WAS NOTHING in the first post for him that morning. He went out riding York in the cold, pushing the horse to go farther, the better to use up time. When he came back, his mother was walking tree to tree, as she liked to do, nursing this branch and that.


“You ought to go inside,” he said. “How long have you been out here?”


She fingered the bark of a tree that had broken in half. “Your sister is out of sorts,” she said. “Rinny is ashamed of her dress.”


She must mean for the party tonight at Mr. Talfourd’s. “Why?” Any letters? he wanted to ask.


There was no wind, and the clouds held either rain or snow. His parents had been thrilled at first to think of Sarianna meeting Dickens—it was why they’d said she could go with Robbie to the party—but then his mother had begun to worry about the others Rinny would meet, what worldly ideas and material extravagance she would encounter. Now his mother would also worry about the weather.


She leaned on her walking stick and turned her eyes on him, the right lid palsied, the left one its clear blue self. She tried to smile and dab at the weeping eye at the same time. “The second post has come. Did you see Miss Barrett wrote back to you?” she asked.


The bark of the nearest pear tree glistened under ice as he touched one of the branches, making the ice melt under his thumb.


“She must have been pleased with what you said. Might she be at the party?”


“No.” If Miss Barrett were well, he could ask her to dance and tell her again how sorry he was for the lapse of time. “She doesn’t go out.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t think she can walk.”


They were close enough to the house to see Sarianna take a bowl from the warming shelf and with a frown, study what was inside. By the time he and his mother came in, she was rinsing mud off potatoes.


“How was York?” Sarianna asked.


“Spooked by everything.”


Sarianna wanted to ride York, too, as long as they were keeping him for Uncle Reuben, but York was too young and unpredictable.


There it was on the table, his name written by Miss Barrett’s hand. He took it up and slipped it into his pocket.


“Miss Barrett didn’t waste any time, did she?” Sarianna said. “Go on. Open it.”


“I don’t want to be late.”


“You’re not going to read it?”


“I’ll read it, but we need to hurry. The weather will slow us down.”


“Perhaps you should stay home,” their mother said. “It’s too cold.”


“I’ll not make any dangerous friends,” Sarianna said. “You don’t give me credit.”


It was too dark on the stairs to read the words, but there were lines all over the front, on the back, on the next page, on the back of that one. He went to his room and lit the lamp.


Such a letter, she said, from such a hand. She did not blame him for the long silence. He had not wounded her pride. She was inviting him to write again. In fact, to write to her, if he would, and talk about such faults as rise to the surface in her poems. Such faults as rise. As if he could find any fault in her Catarina or her Ellie.


How strangely formal she was, and yet generous. I will say that while I live to follow this divine art of poetry, in proportion to my love for it and my devotion to it, I must be a devout admirer and student of your works. This is in my heart to say to you—and I say it.


He dressed for the party without being the same self: the broken-down, the humiliated. The one who wrote a horribly obtuse poem that his father paid to print and that no one bought and Tennyson mocked. Miss Barrett was his admirer and student. Miss Barrett, his admirer and student. Ha!


“Off we go,” he said to Rinny. His mother was fiddling with the back of her wool wrap and Rinny inched her gloves on. The right index finger had a hole, so she ripped them off again, went in search of others. The letter was in his pocket, heating him like a brick in a cold bed. As soon as he could, he would steal away from the party and write Miss Barrett an equally formal and yet generous reply. He would relish, adore, cherish—


“I do wish you’d stay home,” their mother said.


His sister’s teeth were clenched, her lips pale. Her old excitement was gone and he didn’t know why.


“Nonsense,” he said. “You mustn’t worry so much. I’ll take care of her every moment.”


“I hope it stops snowing.”


“It will,” Robert said. “Don’t worry. Come, Rinny. Let’s meet the great man.”
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ELIZABETH WAS GLAD she’d written back to Mr. Browning so quickly. It was the best way—to write as soon as you heard from someone. Otherwise, the letter became a chore.


“We’re off,” Henrietta said, dressed for a party.


“But it’s snowing,” Elizabeth said. “George came in all melted.”


“Not anymore. Guess who’ll be at Talfourd’s.”


“The adoring Mr. H.?”


“I certainly hope not. I never want to see him again.”


Elizabeth said she was glad to hear it, and she smiled brightly in expectation, waiting for news of who would be at Talfourd’s.


Henrietta said the name carefully, almost as if she wished to take back the news. “Dickens.”


The armor of contentment would cease to feel light and natural if not worn at all times, and it was such a bore to ruin everyone’s good time with your envy. “Ah!” Elizabeth said. “How thrilling!”


“I mean to give that man Browning a word, as well.”


“What kind of word? Don’t.”


“I must.”


“Addles, I have written him. Don’t. He’ll think I’m showing his letters everywhere.”


“Everywhere? To your sister?”


“Don’t accuse him of anything. Don’t speak to him.”


“I will only attempt to discover what kind of game he thinks this is.”


“He would never play any sort of game.”


“Then I will find that out.” Henrietta blew a kiss and went through the door.


“Addles!” Elizabeth called, but Henrietta shouted, “George is waiting!” and went clattering down the stairs, leaving the room with the noise, loud at first, then loudly quiet, of everyone else going about their business. Something invisible ticked. It ticked and time passed but it held her inside it and made her think what to do with it. She had written Mr. Browning a nice, light blanket, pressing down here and there on errant sparks, words, like love, that could be misunderstood, and now Henrietta was running, as Henrietta always did, with her hands on fire. “I saw your letter, Mr. Browning, to my sister.”


If Elizabeth were not always in this room—avoiding coughs, avoiding strain, the year before, the year to come, the year unending—if she were well, and she were at the party, what would Mr. Browning say to her? She could speak to him herself. She knew what he looked like because he was one of the five poets whose pictures she had cut from A New Spirit of the Age and had Henrietta arrange on the Wall of Esteem, as she called it. It would be embarrassing in every way if Mr. Browning found out he was on her bedroom wall. He would misunderstand. He was simply a colleague, a reminder that she was not alone in her aloneness. “I admire you,” she could think as she considered him among the other writers on the Wall of Esteem. “I admire you, and I admire you, Miss Martineau, and you, Mr. Wordsworth, and you, Mr. Carlyle, and you, Mr. Tennyson.”


And I admire you, Miss Barrett, Mr. Browning might say, if they met at the party, though what his letter had said was I love your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett and I love you, too. Words like that from a man who wrote lines that felt not hammered into shape but born alive. She’d had to read his letter again. And again. To be sure. To feel afresh the amazement. She could read it again tonight, if she wanted, or read the lines she loved most in his poem Sordello. It was ten thousand times better to read Mr. Browning and write Mr. Browning than to be a woman in a body, in a dress, in a hot, crowded, noisy room. At a dinner party, you never stopped thinking about your face or the face of the person you were talking to. Horrifying impediments: faces.


The door downstairs banged shut, and Henrietta’s voice carried in the cold as she and George climbed into the carriage, and then the wheels took them. The vision of Henrietta accosting Mr. Browning filled all the space around her. What if Henrietta said, “Mr. Browning! I have seen your face on my sister’s wall.”


Elizabeth took a blank page, inked her pen, and wrote a note to Henrietta.




Tell him nothing. Please, Addles. Tell him nothing. I beg you.


Yr. dearest


Ba





She rang the bell; her dog raised his head, and Elizabeth said he might as well put it back down because there was nothing left on the tray. Flush put his head back on his paw, disappointed, but Wilson appeared.


“Shall I take the tray, Miss?”


Up went Flush’s head.


“I need this message to go to Henrietta.”


“Now, Miss?”


“Yes. Could Billy take it?”


“He’s gone home.”


She could not send Wilson, and she could not ask Mrs. Orme to do it, nor her sister Arabel.


“Perhaps Miss Arabel,” Wilson said.


Arabel would have to hire a hack and bear the cost of going there, if she could leave the house without their father noticing, which was unlikely at this hour.


“Or Mr. Alfred,” Wilson said. “He’s downstairs with Miss Arabel.”


To her brother she could not bear to say why the message was so important.


“Never mind,” Elizabeth said, “it doesn’t matter.”


“Are you sure, Miss?”


She nodded, unsure.


“I’ll be back with tea soon.”


The room ticked.
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THE SNOWFLAKES FELL in smaller and smaller pieces, as if the sky were a box that contained only crumbs. The bits settled on Robert’s face and gloves, and when they reached the pasture, an owl sat watching them from the dead elm. Robert pointed to it without a word. They stayed quiet, staring back at it, until it lifted its great self and flew away.


“Will Mr. Kenyon be there?” she asked.


“I expect so,” Robert said.


“Does he know you wrote Miss Barrett about the poem?”


“No.”


“You ought to tell him.”


“She will tell him if he wants to know.”


“I don’t want him to think it’s my fault it took you so long.”


“He won’t think that. It wasn’t your fault at all. I was in Italy.”


“What did you write to her?” Sarianna asked.


“How much I admire her poems.”


“Do you? Even the romances and romaunts?”


“Yes.”


“It isn’t what you do or want to do, though.”


“Yes, it is. In its essence. I was completely caught up in them.”


“I’m so glad.”


“Can I tell you, Rinny,” he said. “I wish I could write her back this minute.”


“We can go back home.”


“No, no. I just wanted you to know how happy I feel. I’ll write her later. It will be a wonderful party.”


They passed the stable where York slept, the deep black circle of the pond, the cobnut tree. There were no other walkers, not even when they neared the station, where the steam engine was already belching clouds of smoke, and the doors to the cars were open, and a man in uniform stood beside a brass pole.


“Sit here,” Robert said, giving her the side by the window so she could watch the countryside brick up into bridges and tunnels and tall houses and lighted taverns.


“This is better than I thought,” she said. “It’s clean in here.”


“Yes, it is, I suppose.”


When the train got up to speed, she smiled like a little girl and held on to the armrest.


“Do you like it?” he asked.


“Very much. I’m never walking anywhere again.” She stared attentively out the window for a while, trying to see where they were, but she saw nothing she recognized in the dark.


“When will you go back, do you think?” Sarianna asked. “To Italy, I mean.”


“When I have the means. If I have them.”


“Would you settle there? Forever?”


“If I could. I would still visit you.”


“How much money would it take?”


“Not much. It’s much cheaper there.”


“If the new poems sold?”


“Ha.” The first time he’d seen Bells and Pomegranates on cheap paper, as if they were some reporter’s account of a murder in Cheapside, he knew his light was fizzling out already, or had been a phantom light in his own head, merely the reflection, in the mirror of his delusion, of the great writers’ fires.


“We want you to stay home,” Sarianna was saying. “Mother, especially. So don’t write anything hugely profitable and move to Italy.”


“You have my word. I will avoid profit like the plague.”
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THE TALFOURDS’ HOUSE was ablaze. It was, by far, Henrietta’s favorite house on Russell Square, and the Talfourds were her favorite hosts. “Is that Mr. Browning?” she asked her brother. “With Mr. Chorley?”


“Yes,” George said, and George waved to Mr. Kenyon, who was making his way across the room with two cups of punch.


“I want to tell Mr. Browning that I read his poem.”


George laughed. “Sordomello? The whole thing? I don’t believe you.”


“Not that one.” Perhaps she ought not to have mentioned it. George, of all people, must not hear about Mr. Browning’s love letter. “George,” she said, seeing someone else now, “is that Miss Goss?” It had been a long time, but Lenore Goss’s face was the same, or perhaps it was the posture that was the same. Insouciantly erect, proudly displaying her turquoise dress. She saw Henrietta, lifted her glass, and began to walk with annoying self-possession in their direction.


“How good to see you both,” Miss Goss said. “How long has it been?”


“An eternity,” Henrietta said. “I haven’t seen you since you came to Hope End. George was in dresses then, I think.”


“I was not,” George said.


“How old were you?”


“Nine, I think we calculated,” Miss Goss said to George.


“Then you have met each other already in town?”


“Oh, yes,” Miss Goss said. “We know all the same people.”


Henrietta tried not to let her eyes flit from Lenore’s face to her necklace to her gown, appraising elements, noticing how expensive and fashionable each gem and ribbon was, how fine and unblemished was her skin. “Where are you living now?”


“Here on the square,” Miss Goss said.


“It must be lovely to have a park.”


“It is,” Miss Goss said.


Henrietta tried to read George’s manner, which was not the stiff cheer of everyday George. There was a meaningful suppression, and it was answered by something in Miss Goss, who suppressed herself, too. Henrietta was about to ask another question when Mrs. Talfourd burst into their circle.


“Hetty!” Mrs. Talfourd said. “Alice wants you to practice with her before dinner.”


Henrietta, Lenore, and George turned to watch the Talfourds’ wolfhound place his paws on Alice’s hips and receive an oyster. Every man in the room, it seemed at that moment, was staring at Alice, and Henrietta felt a pang as she remembered her first party and thinking that she was about to be chosen and wed and made terribly happy forevermore. Parties were different at sixteen.


“She is uncommonly pretty, Rachel,” Henrietta said.


“Luckily, she doesn’t know it yet. Before Alice sweeps you away to the library, could you—” Mrs. Talfourd paused, pulling Henrietta away as she apologized to George and Lenore. “Where did she go, now? Robert Browning has brought his sister, and I think she’s hardly been anywhere at all, though she must be at least thirty. I hope she hasn’t hidden herself somewhere. If you could be so good as to draw her out a little.”


Henrietta studied the clusters of guests half-shouting at one another in the drawing room, and at the same time she tried to watch George and Miss Goss, who were walking away together. Mrs. Talfourd said, “Here we are,” and smiled her broad, unaffected smile. The young woman Mrs. Talfourd presented to Henrietta wore a plain, high-cut dress adorned only with a sagging gold pin. Her brown hair was loose and curly, and her expression had settled somewhere between frightened and brave. It was her eyebrows, Henrietta decided, that one would emphasize in a portrait, and that little squint of her eyes that said she didn’t care what you thought. If only Henrietta could shade them just right, the viewer would see Miss Browning was a little handsome.


Henrietta gave Miss Browning her warmest smile. “I suppose we both must go about being introduced as ‘the poet’s sister.’”


“I have not much occasion,” Miss Browning said. She kept touching the little gold bird pinned to her bodice. Her dress had been mended—neatly—at the place near the armhole where you could never disguise a patching no matter how clever your maid was with a needle. Her dress was too high at the throat, and too plain. And her hair was parted in the wrong place.


“I’ve just read one of your brother’s poems,” Henrietta said, hoping they would not get into a deep discussion of it. She had asked Ba to tell her what it meant so she would not say anything silly.


“And I, your sister’s,” Miss Browning said. “I was just telling Robbie how I adore Lady Geraldine’s Courtship.”


“I adore it, too,” Henrietta said. “It’s so romantic and it ends happily.”


They were at a loss then.


“This is a lovely home,” Miss Browning said.


“Isn’t it?” Henrietta said. “It’s my favorite in all of London.”


The crowds around them surged and parted, shouted and kissed, and Henrietta asked Miss Browning where her brother was.


“There,” Miss Browning said. “In the yellow gloves.”


His upper body was of normal or possibly abnormal length and his legs were a little too short. If she were sketching him, she might lie about that a little, unless she thought him foolish, and then she would let his legs be what they were. Mr. Browning used his hands and arms as he talked, and he laughed a lot, and the people around him laughed, too, with evident ease, as if they were in no hurry to get away. His teeth—she caught him mid-smile—were nicely straight, so that was a relief. His beard was less prissy in person than it had seemed in the portrait Ba had. It was a little untamed, which was how Henrietta liked beards. Also, his nose was not as large as it appeared in profile, and she very, very much liked his eyes, which were blue. His clothes were neat and smart. Why, she wondered, did his sister not look smart, too?


“Did you come by coach?” Henrietta asked Miss Browning.


“The train.”


“Really! Was it far?”


“Not very. From Deptford.”


Henrietta had no idea where Deptford was. “Is the air better?” she asked.


“Oh, yes. We have a little land in Hatcham.”


“What do you grow?”


“Pears and apples.”


“We lived in the country when we were growing up,” Henrietta said. “We all miss it terribly, especially now, when the city is so gruesome. Though I confess I found the society meager. Is it just the two of you?”


“My brother, our parents, and I.”


“How economical. My mother had eight boys. And only three girls to keep all the boys in hand. It must be very clean and good-smelling and all that, in Hatcham. Please tell me you have none of these awful fogs.”


“I’m afraid we do, sometimes.”


“What I would give to walk out, as we could at our old house, and be among cows and woods, a church just over the hill—it made me want to sketch all day. We had hops. A few pears and apples, not much. Is it there, among your fruit trees, that Mr. Browning gets his ideas?” She must ask Kenyon what Mr. Browning’s father did.


“Sometimes. He is just returned from Italy. He was there four months.”


“Oh?” Ba would like that. She read a book set in Italy every single year, the same book, over and over. Corinne ou l’Italie, by Madame de Staël, who seemed insufferable to Henrietta, but since it was about a lady poet who was always standing up and rhyming like some kind of acrobat, improvising on whatever topic people suggested, perhaps Ba could get Mr. Browning to read it.


Miss Browning touched the gold bird and let it fall back down. So, Henrietta thought, there was money enough for Mr. Browning to go to Italy for months on end, but not enough for his sister to go as well. Or to have a new dress.


“I am his copyist, though, when he is home,” Miss Browning said. She was obviously proud of this, raising her head a little higher.


“My sister would never trust me to copy anything for her!” Henrietta said. A serving man was carrying a platter through the room, heaped high with something round and bready and still warm, from the smell of it. She was starving. She wondered if she should suggest moving near the oysters.


“If you would please tell her,” Miss Browning said, “how much it meant—the compliment to Robbie. It was so unexpected, and I think it has buoyed his spirits tremendously.”


“Oh, these poets,” Henrietta said. She did not want everyone—especially Mr. Browning and his family—thinking her sister had intended to make Mr. Browning write a love letter. That Elizabeth had invited such a torrent. “Mr. Kenyon tells me,” she said, “that writers like to celebrate and toast one another in their books. Does it not seem like a club sometimes?” She gestured toward Mr. Browning and the group that encircled him, which included Mr. Talfourd, whose play she had not liked, though others had said it was brilliant. “Your brother seems quite at home in it, I must say.”


“It seems so,” Miss Browning said.


“My sister is not of that stripe. Even before she was ill, she hated parties. And balls. And dancing. She is most alive in a book, really, or with her family. I think it’s her sensitivity. She feels everything so much more than other people.” Henrietta tipped her glass up and discovered she’d already finished the punch. A single sweet drop rolled down into her mouth as she glimpsed Mr. Browning telling the end of a story that made half a dozen people laugh and laugh. This was the man who had written, without even seeing Ba, without knowing her at all, “I love your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett, and I love you, too.” He might be one of those men who was always declaring that he loved someone. He looked boisterous enough. Henrietta wanted to say, Does your brother often make love to women he has never met?


“Do you like to polka?” she asked Miss Browning and then returned Alice Talfourd’s hopeful wave.


Miss Browning shook her head.


“I must—please excuse me,’ Henrietta said. “I’m being summoned by Miss Talfourd. I hope I will see you later, Miss Browning.”


ROBERT SLIPPED INTO a room that he had thought was Talfourd’s study, but it was a sort of stage, he saw now, with a curtain rod fixed to the ceiling and velvet drapes hanging down and closed. He scanned the semidarkness for a writing table. It would only take a moment to tell Miss Barrett where he was and what he had interrupted to write a reply. He would say he could not wait another moment to respond.


My dear Miss Barrett, how can I—


But this wasn’t Talfourd’s study, and there was no writing table, only crudely painted scenery of a castle and a big wooden chair. Before he could reverse his steps and go back out, he heard a door on the other side of the curtain open and shut.


“I want to see the letters,” a man said. It was the familiar hoarse voice and low cough of George Barrett.


“I don’t have the letters here,” a woman said.


“Then,” George said, “I can come to your house in the morning.”


Robert would have to make his presence known. He stepped toward the curtain, preparing a joke about dramatic monologues, but the woman said, “I must ask Miss Hawthorne first. I have to think how to proceed,” and George said, “But why? I thought she came here to present her claim,” and he cleared his throat again.


It was too late now. The stage where Robert stood was dark, and the part of the room where George and the woman stood was lighter because there were windows open to the street. He calculated the steps to the door through which he had entered: three. If he could make it without a sound, he would still have to turn the knob. Had it been a noisy door? He couldn’t remember.


“She did,” the woman said. “I told her I would test the waters and test them I have.”


“Who paid for their passage? Was it you?”


“No. I didn’t know anything about it until she came to my door,” the woman said. “Mrs. Waddell and I were friends when I was there, and I suppose she remembered my little speeches about what ought to be done to make things right.”


“What made her think sending a Black woman to England would do that?”


“When a man has forced himself upon a helpless—”


“Which man?” George asked.


“It pains me as much as it does you.”


“He wouldn’t do that, and you ought to know it.”


“The letters she has were written by Sam.”


Robert didn’t know who any of these people were.


“And that’s what Sam says? That he forced himself upon a helpless woman?”


“No. Her helplessness is an economic fact. She was a housekeeper.”


“So?”


“I have been there, and you have not. When an Englishman in Jamaica has a mistress, he calls her his housekeeper. He sets her up in a little house. They have children together. These children may or may not be provided for in the same way that a servant here might be provided for in a will, by which I mean they are given a token amount, and, before abolition, they would also, perhaps, have been manumitted. The Englishman who does this in Jamaica nearly always has an English wife. But as you know, your brother was single. There are other arrangements even worse, naturally, just as there are here. Crimes of all kinds, for which the men are never punished, unless they are Black.”


This was met with silence, in which Robert pieced together the facts. Sam must be George’s brother, which meant he was Miss Barrett’s brother. The Barretts were in sugar, as Kenyon was, as many were, and their sugar plantation must be in Jamaica. George spoke again, wearily. “Could we not stick to the facts in Sam’s case—facts being things that may be proven?”


“They were living together. He’d left Cinnamon Hill so that he could do as he liked without the interference of your uncle and aunt. Not that his uncle was blameless. He was guilty of the same revolting—”


“Too far, Lenore.” George’s voice had changed, and the other half of the unwelcome mystery was revealed: the woman speaking was Lenore Goss.


“It’s in the will. The will did not go far enough, in my opinion,” Miss Goss said.


They fell silent. Robert heard nothing for a few miserable seconds. Then George said, “I’ll come in the morning. I’ll see you at nine,” and he coughed once, as if placing a period.


“She will not be ready. It’s too soon,” Miss Goss said.


“Then you should not have brought your wild claims to my house.”


The door on the other side of the curtain opened, a brighter light touched the floor visible between the curtain panels, and the door closed again, darkening the floor. Robert waited for the footsteps in the hall to recede, and he waited a bit longer. Feeling very much like a child who has been stealing food from the kitchen at night, he stepped toward the door, no longer being especially careful, and he heard something. Footsteps, a rustling, and the other knob of the invisible door. Of course. Miss Goss would not have left the room in George’s company. Robert stood still. He closed his eyes. What a fool he would seem, or worse. But Miss Goss did not throw the curtains aside and demand to know what he was doing, spying on them. He heard a door open, then close, then nothing. Only after a long pause did he return to the ballroom.


THERE WAS SOMETHING exhilarating and dangerous about meeting a man alone in a room, even if that man was George. A little flicker, as if you might, and he might, but this was George, Lenore said to herself, and George wouldn’t. When Lenore’s driver had stopped that morning beside number 50 Wimpole Street, a house like every other on the street, she was surprised to see, just a dull front of oxblood bricks and identical drapes, but the man who opened the door wore livery, as if to contradict the impression that the Barretts were ordinary people. It was astounding, quite astounding, that the Barretts of Cinnamon Hill lived in such a plain, ugly house. Was it even big enough for what must be at least nine grown-ups? You could add up the boys in the family because (and this was only one of the many odd things about Mr. Barrett) the two youngest were named for their place in the family: Septimus was number seven and Occyta was number eight. Even without the two eldest, Edward having drowned and Sam having died in Jamaica, and without their mother, who had died when Occyta was a baby, there were three girls, all well on in their thirties, and six boys, though Stormie might be in Jamaica now, as he had been when Lenore was there. The enormous estate in Herefordshire where she’d met them for the first time, ominously called Hope End, had been sold to pay debts, she knew, but that was ages ago. Some of Lenore’s friends said that what sugar was bringing now would pay only the medical bills of the poetess, and the bills of Mr. Barrett’s lawyers took all the rest, the lawsuit having become a sort of parasite, but people would say anything.


“Is Mr. Barrett in?” Lenore had asked the serving man. “George Barrett, I mean.”


The servant said he was sorry, but no, Mr. Barrett was not at home, and he took her card.


She let him close the door on her, and she returned to her carriage, but she did not go home. She told her driver she would wait a bit, and she sat inside the coach with a blanket on her knees to see if any of the Barrett siblings might show up. She could see the steps of the house, and the windows that reflected the street, and a silver bowl beside a fringed drape. It was cold, and her driver was probably colder still, so she could not wait long, but she did not have long to wait. George Barrett was a fast walker, and he was making good time as he rounded the corner. When he felt himself unobserved, he was very severe. You wouldn’t even guess that he was gentle inside, that his fierce eyebrows and sideburns could make you want to reach out a hand, smooth his cheek, try to make the light eyes look frankly into your own and do something besides their duty.


Lenore threw off the blanket and unlatched the door. He didn’t hear her call to him as he began to ascend his steps, in a hurry to get warm, or in a hurry because he was George. His shiny hat was perfectly correct, as were all his clothes, and she felt a misgiving as she stepped out, walked up the steps, and reached for his arm. He would not like her coming to see him at his house.


“George,” she said again.


He turned, saw it was she, and smiled a little, but not much, because he was worried about how it would look. He glanced up and down the street.


“I have a piece of serious business,” she said.


“With me?”


“Not directly. But I hoped you might persuade your father to give me a brief audience.”


She knew he wouldn’t like that, and he didn’t. He was his father’s most faithful son. Everything that Sam had chafed at, George willingly and honorably performed, the sober and loyal, the tried and true.


They entered through the front door together, and the servant took George’s hat and coat and left them alone in the hall. Lenore had never been in it, and yet she had a strange moment of transport back to Jamaica. The girl in the painting just above George—Pinkie Barrett, an aunt—stood on the pinnacle of a very English hill, graceful and slim in a white lawn dress and a pink sash, arm raised as if a partner would appear and dance with her, but instead she had died in Lady Somebody’s school.


“Wasn’t that at Cinnamon Hill?” Lenore asked George.


“My father had it brought here.” George cleared his throat several times, and he ran his hand along his right sideburn as if it hurt him.


“Are you ill?” she asked.


“Not at all. The air sticks in my throat.”


“It’s especially bad this year.”


“So they say.”


At parties they sought each other out and disagreed but in a friendly way. George was always saying that Lenore would come around, one day, to see that all her agitation against trade and commerce and power was fruitless, and she was always saying that he would be disillusioned someday. She thought she saw, sometimes, a sort of yearning in his face when they danced. She often expected him to ask if she wanted to go for a ride in his carriage, or if he could see her home, but he didn’t.


He opened the door to a drawing room, sent for someone to feed the fire and bring tea, and waited. “Well?” he said. “What is it I must explain to my father to persuade him to admit you?”


“I have something of his,” she said. “Sam and I plighted our troth with it very solemnly when we were thirteen or so. I ought to have given it back to Sam when I saw him at Cinnamon Hill, but I put it off too long, and it feels wrong for me to keep it.”


“You plighted your troth with Sam?”


“We were playing, that’s all.”


“I’ll happily give it to my father for you,” he said, and he turned his head aside to clear his throat.


She waited politely and said, “I know you would, but I’d rather give it to him myself.”


“That only shows you haven’t met him. He can seem brusque, and I don’t want you to be needlessly offended. He doesn’t like to be interrupted when he’s working, and the subject of Sam itself…”


“I will be sensitive to that, Mr. Barrett.”


He smiled faintly at the formal name, which she always used archly, so that it had the opposite effect, bringing them nearer rather than farther. “It’s not a question of your delicacy, but his. He is not the same since it happened. It’s best not to bring any of it up. You must understand what I mean.”


In the same year that Sam had died of yellow fever, Edward, the eldest, had drowned while sailing off Torquay. Sam was twenty-eight and Edward barely thirty-three. She knew it all, and she grieved it all, but she had promised Miss Hawthorne she would come here and pave the way.


“I’m afraid your father knows I have other business, too. I have written to him.”


The room went cold as George set down his cup. She had dreaded it, but it would have been worse if, when the three of them were in the room, she’d sprung it on the old man without warning.


“What kind of business?”


“I will tell you both at the same time. It’s best that way.”


“It will not be best. Why did you not ask me before you wrote?”


“The friend I’m trying to help had already written to him, so it couldn’t be helped. I couldn’t direct her to start with you.”


“Tell me who she is and what she wants.”


“I have to speak to him, and then I can.”


“Lenore—” He lost his voice and coughed again.


“Are you sure you’re all right?”


He ignored the question, rubbing his sideburn again. “Are you sure you want to attack my father?”


“It will not be an attack.”


George left the room, and she heard him clear his throat in the hall. She had never seen Mr. Edward Moulton-Barrett in person. He had been away from home all those years ago—she had counted it up, and it was now nineteen years since her visit to Hope End in Herefordshire. She had been born in Jamaica in 1813, so she had known the island Barretts first and best. The island Barretts, cousins by illegitimate birth, had sued the Moulton-Barretts long ago, and the suit had never been resolved. “Why not?” Lenore had asked her brother, who still lived in Jamaica. “Because to divide up the money differently,” he said, “both sides would have to agree on the value of slaves who were sold with the land forty-odd years ago, and what somebody who is dead meant to do, and meanwhile more of the original plaintiffs die, the yield drops and drops, and it gets harder and harder to make sugar pay. Edward‘ll be ruined by it. Trust me. He lost Hope End, and he’ll lose Jamaica bit by bit.”


The fire was not as warm in Mr. Barrett’s study. The walls were papered in amber, a deep, yellowish gold overlain with a complicated pattern that was large and full of swirls and feathery notions, and light from the window blotted the pattern out where it touched the wall. Old Mr. Barrett’s eyes, when he glanced up, were dull and dark brown. His hair was bristly and grayish, he wore no beard or sideburns, and he did not attempt to smile. He flicked a hand at his cane but didn’t use it to stand up.


She made herself stand straight and firm as George introduced her. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Barrett,” she said. “I should have called to tell you how lively and hopeful Sam was when I saw him at Cinnamon Hill. I confess I can hardly believe he is gone, he was so—”


“There is no need,” he said. There might be something wrong with his cheek, red as it was, and swollen. In the painting behind him, she saw a trio of young Barretts: the younger Edward, probably, and the girl Genius, her hand holding a scroll, and Henrietta with a blackbird on a string. Sam wasn’t there—Lenore bet he refused to stand still.


“I have something to return to you,” Lenore said. She faltered, and she wondered again if there was something wrong with the old man’s cheek. Mr. Barrett moved his cane sideways in a slow arc, as if in moving it he could open a trap door where she might fall and disappear.


“Sam gave it to me,” she said. She reached into her silk bag and felt it, the hard oval and sharp gold rim. She fumbled with it longer than she meant, flustered by Mr. Barrett’s air of malice. Was it meant for her, or did he radiate it always? She took out the brooch, walked forward, and set it on his writing table. “Sam gave it to me,” she repeated. “Long ago when we were barely older than children.”


Mr. Barrett picked up the cameo and held it for a moment before his eyes, glasses balanced on his nose. He squinted at the carving of the four horses of Apollo, pale cream-colored animals on a field of pink. She could hear his breathing and the ticking of the pendulum.


“He said it was his granny’s,” Lenore said. “Your mother’s, I understood it to be.”


Mr. Barrett set it down and stared at it a few seconds more. It lay there among his pens, ink, papers, folios, a teacup. “I don’t remember it,” he said flatly.


“Let me see,” George said brightly, as if he might take her side after all. He lifted the cameo and turned it over in his hands. “It’s quite beautiful, but I don’t remember it, either.”


A pain started in her lower stomach and spread. They had never missed it. It meant nothing to them. They would drop it into a drawer or a box and forget it, and she would never see or hold it again—could not sentimentally pour it out of the silk bag when something (a Jamaican accent, the taste of cinnamon) reminded her of Sam and she longed, as she sometimes did, for the sound of his voice in her ear.


“I confess,” she said, “that I thought you would be wondering where it had gone. I have felt guilty all these years, keeping it.”


“Needless,” Mr. Barrett said, but he didn’t say she was forgiven.


George asked, “When did you say that you were at Hope End with your mother?”


“Twenty-six.”


“I ought to remember that,” George said. “Did your brother come with you?”


“No,” Lenore said. “He had already gone to Little Egypt.” That was the name of their estate in Jamaica, as she was sure the elder Mr. Barrett knew. “To take over for my father.”


“If you will excuse me, Miss Goss,” Mr. Barrett said. “I have my work.”


George had warned her, but she was still surprised at the blunt edge of his rudeness, the way he turned away from her and looked at his papers.


“Naturally. I’m very sorry to intrude but there’s one other matter. I recently sent you a letter. From a friend.” The bright blurry patch of light on the wallpaper dimmed as she tried to project confidence. “She wrote to you from Jamaica, she told me, and wants to convey to you that she is here now.”


He did not turn his head.


“I thought perhaps her first letter was misdirected,” Lenore continued, “and I told her that as I knew your family and had experienced kindness, I would come to you and make a preliminary introduction, as it were. I’m speaking of Miss Hawthorne, as I’m sure you know.”


Mr. Barrett pushed his cane forward slightly and rocked it forward an inch, then back.


“She and her father worked at Cinnamon Hill,” Lenore said. “Before abolition and after.”


“So Stormie would know her?” George asked. Stormie, named for the storm during which he was born, had been there when Sam died and was, she’d heard, the main representative now.


“I think so,” Lenore said.


Mr. Barrett took the cane firmly in one hand and pressed the other hand on the arm of his chair, pushing himself upright. “I haven’t time.”


“She has come here with two letters and a child,” Lenore said. “The child is four.” Sam had died in February of 1840, and it was now January of 1845. She waited for Mr. Barrett and George to infer what she was implying. Mr. Barrett still sent out his waves of malice. “I feel certain that Sam would want—” Lenore said.


“What Sam would want,” Mr. Barrett said, “is to rest in peace, having taken our Lord and Savior as his Redeemer.”


Lenore did not like defenses of that kind. “There is only one path to redemption,” she said, “and that is to assist the living.”


There was a little silence after this pronouncement. She stood inside it and felt Mr. Barrett arming himself for a fight.


“You consider yourself on that path, I suppose, because you have taken her in. Listened to her story.”


“I have listened to it, yes.”


“And you think I will listen to it and come to the same conclusion.”


“I do. If you meet her and the child.”


“I read your piece, Miss Goss. The one in the Post.”


“Which one?”


“Are there many?”


She had written, in the last month alone, one about unwed mothers, one about entailments that exclude daughters, and one about the barbarity still rampant in Jamaica. “Your type is quick to complain that you lack the power to earn money,” he said, and she stopped herself from asking if he meant the lack of opportunity in commerce or in education. “But that is what saves you from the taint of actually earning it. You criticize a system from which you benefit every minute of your life, on which you survive as a hypocritical parasite. Or has your brother sold the estates in Jamaica? Do you live on manna from heaven instead of—what did you call it—sugar mixed with blood?”


“I went to Jamaica to attempt to improve our management.”


“And did you?”


“I found you cannot improve a system that depends on hellish toil for small wages.”


“The wages might be small on your estate, but they are not small on ours.”


“If I may redirect,” George said. “What does the Jamaican plaintiff want?”


She turned her gaze from old Mr. Barrett to familiar, once-friendly George. He did not look friendly now. “For her son, who is Sam’s son, to have an education here,” she said. There. She had named what had been implied before. The windows did not break. Nothing struck her.


“And you know this how?”


“She has proof,” Lenore said.


“What kind?”


“Letters, mainly.”


“Letters. One of the easiest things to fabricate. This is not a new game, Miss Goss. Nor am I a new player.”


“Will you at least look at them? And at the boy?”


“No. George will see you out.”


The cameo was not ten feet away, and she fixed her attention on it. She had nothing to remember Sam by, not a hair of his head, not a drawing, not a letter. If she had been a child, she would have snatched the brooch and run out of the room. Instead, she walked to the door and rested her gloved hand on the knob while her eyes touched things that brought her nearer to Sam than she had been in a long time: windows he had opened, doors he had closed, carpets that contained particles of him yet, those bits of ourselves that float in clouds of dust when the light shines sideways into empty rooms. She wished, thinking back on it, that she had delivered a magnificent exit line, that she had said what she thought of in the carriage: If you will not hear her, others will. [Exeunt. Applause.] But she was not a character in a play, and she had simply said goodbye. George had stayed where he was, blaming her for the mess they were in. Mr. Barrett had turned to his desk, where the cameo faced the ceiling with its bone-white horses.


And now here she was, confronted with it all again. George had returned to the party, and she was left alone in the Talfourds’ schoolroom, or nursery, or whatever it was. A bust of someone’s head stared at her. Drawing paper spread across a table, and pencils, and a globe. NORTH AMERICA, she read on the globe’s dull surface. New Albion. The continent was new but the names were old. They had been carried from the place people couldn’t abide to the place they thought to start anew. She turned to observe the street outside, the coaches dim with their sleeping drivers, the shiny, ice-edged leaves of the trees, here and there a silvery cap of unmelted snow. She thought she heard a noise, as of someone in the room, so she held herself still. She studied the curtain that enclosed the children’s theater. No, she decided. It was someone in the hall. When she had given George enough time to reach the ballroom, she turned the knob, opened the door, and went out.


“MISS BROWNING?” A man behind Sarianna said. His red skin was rough as seeds, and he had no eyelashes at all. In his hand was a glass of punch, and by his high spirits Sarianna thought it was likely not his first.


“Mr. Chorley,” she said. “How good to see you.”


“From what do you recoil, my dear?” Mr. Chorley said. “You look like you’re about to run all the way home.”


She tried to perceive the eloquent soul Robbie claimed Chorley had. “I’m not used to the crush.”


“Your brother is the perfect mix. He sees into one—” he took a drink “—into the deepest, darkest parts. And yet he is still so merry. Is he like this at home?”


“Are any of us like this at home? I hope not. I feel as if I can hardly breathe.”


Her brother didn’t look merry. He looked nervous. She wanted to pull Robbie aside and tell him Henrietta Barrett had seemed to be issuing a warning of some kind. But if she told him what Henrietta had said—that poets named one another in poems all the time, inducting each other into the Living Poets’ Club—that would depress him again.


Mr. Dickens and—was it? yes—the magnificent and notorious Caroline Norton emerged then from the crowd, and Sarianna must have stared at them too long because Chorley said, “Rob said you were keen to meet Charles.”


Friend enough to call him Charles. Sarianna tried not to resent him for his bit of brag.


“Charles is another idealist in his work, like your Robbie,” Chorley said.


“Indeed, though it is his sufferers I love most.”


“Oh, I quite agree. I can introduce you.”


The energy of the people pulsed, their conversations half-heard and nonsensical. The party was overpowering in its noise and closeness, and each smiling, laughing, or smirking person seemed engaged in a performance of some kind, an unpleasant and false and desperate one, it seemed to Sarianna, but was that because she was nervous herself? The feeling of the party was not at all how she had imagined it. It was too real, and too grotesque. “I can’t,” she said.


“Can’t what?”


“If I have to see him looking at me it will break the spell.”


Chorley settled into a quieter, more thoughtful mode, the one that made her like him better. “You mean he might disappoint you? I don’t think he could.”


She was not being clear. “It’s the place—” She spread her hands, and he nodded, waiting for her to go on. “When I’m reading his books, that’s all he is, and it’s as if I know him. But when I’m here, I see the truth, which is that he’s a stranger. I won’t know what to say to him about anything, except what others have already said, and that will bore him.” She didn’t add that he would see how badly dressed she was, a spinster from a cider farm in Hatcham. He might, being who he was, forgive all that, but the famous Mrs. Norton, regal as a queen, a thousand times more beautiful in person than in the caricatures, would be looking at her, too, judging her clothes and hair.


Mr. Chorley took this in and understood it, she felt it in his pause and the dip of his head. All the candles flickered, a gorgeous amber miasma. “We are none of us his equal. But some writers are charming to know both in person and on the page, however different those two beings might be. Your brother is the same.”


The musicians were warming up, and Chorley lifted a hand to a man who raised his bow. “Forgive me,” Chorley said, “but I promised to play the piano tonight. It has been a great pleasure, Miss Browning.”


ROBERT WAS TELLING some men about the Whistling Oyster of Vinegar Yard, and what songs it might be whistling as it trotted over to the shell that had been made up for it like a little bed (everyone, including Robert, laughed at this detail) and whether he had been over to see the little shell-singer for himself (“Not yet! Have you?”), and then they asked, as they always did, what he had been writing lately (“Dribs and drabs”), which led, as everything did, to Italy.


“How did you travel?” George Barrett asked, suddenly part of the group.


“I walked.”


“From Rome to Asolo?”


“From Venice,” Robert says.


“But tell me, how did you travel when it was too far to walk?” George pressed.


“I went post.”


“Is that as awful as it is here? If one were traveling with ladies, I mean, would it be reasonably comfortable?”


“Ladies were present, and they seemed happy enough. Some people bring their carriages,” he added, thinking the Barretts might be in that realm of wealth, for all he knew, especially if their money came from the West Indies. “That way one doesn’t have to share with strangers. Are you planning to go, Mr. Barrett?”


“Not at present.”


Talk turned to the play Macready was rehearsing, bills before Parliament, how sweet the punch was, the beauty of the Talfourd’s oldest girl, and, worst of all, the Corn Laws, and as Robert was wishing he were home writing to Miss Barrett, Dickens said, “What’s this about an ‘Ode to Hypocrisy,’ Robert? Will you be the next to speak for the Irish, I hope? “


“I’ve added nothing to the page yet,” he said. “Did Chorley tell you what happened?”


“He did. I think he knows I write much faster than you.”


“Who doesn’t?” The incident had been disturbing: during a visit to the British Museum, an Irish boy, all of eighteen, extremely gaunt—and seemingly tipsy, though one hated to add that—had asked Robert if he could borrow a pencil, then had stood in front of the Portland Vase writing something. As he left, he’d handed his notebook to Robert and said, “You do it.” All that had been written in it was a title, An Ode to Hypocrisy.


“Did he know who you are?” Dickens asked.


“Who I am? Certainly not.”


“But didn’t it have the start of a poem?”


“It’s rather like a beggar handing Charles a notebook with the word ‘Chuzzlewit’ at the top,” Chorley said.


Dickens smiled a little. Chorley mentioned his own novel every time they met, called Pomfret something, and Robert knew there would come a day when he’d be asked to read it. One was never asked to read a draft by Dickens. They came out of him like the Thames.


“My sister is here, Charles,” Robert said. “She and my mother read every word you write aloud to one another, it’s almost sacramental, let me fetch her—she’s just there by the door.”


Dickens nodded and turned to Talfourd, and Robert crossed the room. “There you are,” he said to Sarianna. “Have you been hiding?”


“I have been right here.”


“Have you been having a good time?” he said, urging her across the room despite her hesitation.


“How could I not? But Robbie, I must—”


They had reached the man himself. “Charles, as I was saying. This is my adored sister, Miss Sarianna Browning.”


Sarianna was at last seen by him who made Sam Weller / Oliver Twist / Nancy Sikes / Tom Pinch / The Ghost of Christmas Past. She was struck dumb, and she was honored, and in being struck dumb and honored, she curtsied.


Then she felt like a fool.


Treat the famous like everyone else, that’s what you do, she knew that! She couldn’t help but touch her hand to her scorching face, laugh as if it were ironic.


“You see, Charles?” Robert said with his deep, encouraging chuckle, “I told you she is your harshest critic.”


Dickens smiled across the gap made by her humiliating and helpless awe. “You do me too much honor, Miss Browning,” he said. “But you are very kind.”


When he clasped both of her hands in his and nodded gently, she couldn’t say a single word, and to her relief, Mrs. Talfourd clapped her hands together to silence the crowd and Sergeant Talfourd struck a goblet with a fork and announced that dinner would now be served.


HENRIETTA HAD VERY little time to make her move. “Please, Rachel,” she said to Mrs. Talfourd. “Please, seat me beside Mr. Browning.”


“But I’ve put him by Mrs. Norton. And you by Mr. Chorley. Mrs. Norton doesn’t like Mr. Chorley.”


“Can you keep my confidence, Rachel?”


“How can you ask?”


“There is a romantic reason.”


“Hetty! You and Mr. Browning?”


“Certainly not.”


Mrs. Talfourd leaned closer. “Persuade, dear Hetty.”


“Mr. Browning has written my sister an extraordinarily passionate letter.”


“Passionate?”


Henrietta nodded gravely. “He has quite turned her head.”


“Have they met?”


“How could they? And yet he has already told her he loves her, and she is mad for his poetry. She behaves as if he’s Byron! Which he’s not.”


“But I think that’s very exciting, darling.”


Henrietta shook her head. “I must see what kind of man he is.”


Mrs. Talfourd took this in. She didn’t want to make changes, probably because Mrs. Norton was such a glittering catch for her party. But a chance for gossip overruled this.


“You’ll tell me what you learn, of course?”


Henrietta nodded.


Mrs. Talfourd listened to what the serving woman had to say about the duckling, grimaced, and went to switch the cards.


ELIZABETH WAS AWAKE and telling herself that whatever Henrietta was doing, she would do, and nothing could be done to stop it. Mr. Browning was there, and Henrietta was there, and George, and all the people she knew only by their books. They had no faces except the ones she made up. It was a curious kind of blindness. She didn’t mind it most of the time; if only everyone had to be judged by what they wrote and said and not by their faces, bodies, carriages, or homes. One thing and one thing only: the quality of your mind. Not whether fat or bristly or ugly or old or female or Mrs. or Miss.


She had written Mr. Browning, she reminded herself, so he had her own response already: she wanted to write to him about his poetry, and hear what he thinks, and how he does what he does when he makes these far-off places and people exanimate. Don’t, she willed Henrietta, don’t make too much of it. Don’t make him think I see “I love you” as that kind of love.


AS THE SOUP was served, Henrietta turned resolutely to Mr. Browning, who sat loosely in his chair, a glass of wine in his hand. He had a manliness she did not expect. Was he as old as Ba? That he was unmarried in his thirties was no surprise. You could not expect to marry if you had no living but poetry and a cider orchard.


“How do you know Mr. Talfourd, Mr. Browning?”


“From the theater. We have a mutual friend in Mr. Macready.”


“And you write plays, I believe my sister said?” She watched for any change in countenance at the mention of her sister, but there was none.


“Oh, yes. I enjoy that form.”


“I’m afraid I cannot talk intelligently about serious plays. I prefer the opera.”


“I love the opera.”


This led to a brief discussion of The Bohemian Girl, and when that talk dribbled to an end, she felt it was time to tell him she had read his poem. “Do you dread talking about your poems with ladies, Mr. Browning?”


“I only dread talking about my poems with anyone, lady or not, who finds them obscure, and wishes me to change my subject, my style, and my habit of writing at such intolerable length.”


“I didn’t. And I don’t.”


“Then you are my ideal reader, Miss Barrett.”


“If I may confess something,” she said.


Browning, all wariness in the eyes, nodded.


“I’m not sure I completely understood the poem that I read,” she said.


He took a drink of his wine. Like most men, he ate and talked at the same time, while Henrietta moved her food gracefully around on the plate.


“If you mean Sordello,” he said, “you’re in vast company. If the readers of Sordello could be said to be vast at all. Which in fact they are not.”


“I mean the one about Pippa.”


As far as Henrietta understood it, Sordello was a twelfth-century man in Italy, and his soul developed, or the reader acquired access to his soul via the language, which was like something out of Genesis, Ba claimed; but Pippa was a cheerful Italian girl who worked in a silk factory, and she went around singing on her day off and saw all kinds of sinful business.


“She’s an easier subject,” Robert said. “And a shorter one.” He buttered a piece of bread with neat strokes and bit into it.


“I confess I still hesitate. One doesn’t grow up with my sister,” Henrietta said, “and not know there is a difference between saying smart things and foolish ones, however polite the author may be.”


Mr. Browning wiped his mouth and said she must feel completely at ease.


“Well, then. Is Pippa someone you met in Italy?”


“Not one person. I would say she is the incarnation of a principle.”


“What principle?”


“The power to change others inadvertently by the way we live.”


“Do your poems express who you are, Mr. Browning, and what you think?”


“That is too small a cage, Miss Barrett.”


All around them people ate, as candlelight glinted on their knives and rings, on the bare shoulders of women, on the knuckles of Henrietta’s own fingers. The voices had grown louder as the wine disappeared. “I don’t understand. Doesn’t Pippa speak for you when she says, ‘God’s in his heaven, all’s right with the world’?”


“What did your sister say?”


“She said it was ironic but had more sincere power as such.”


Mr. Browning glowed as if she had succeeded in lighting another candle. “I would like to talk to your sister about such things,” he said. “I confess that I would. About these subtleties and nuances, most of which I cannot discuss with people.”


“Do you know much about my sister?” she asked.


He held his glass, recently filled, but he didn’t drink from it. “I know what is generally known. One day Mr. Kenyon and I stopped at your house. He offered to introduce me, but she was ill.”


That awful word he’d used in his letter, referring to her room as her crypt. “But not dead,” Henrietta said. “She isn’t dead in a crypt.” An awkward silence fell, and she skewered a pair of peas, chewed, and swallowed. “She is able to go out, you know, when the weather is not filthy. When we lived in Sidmouth and Torquay, where the doctors sent her, she was much better. She could walk by the water, go for donkey rides, even. This repulsive air has made her worse. Don’t you think it’s worse all the time?”


“It does seem to get no better.”


“So tell me,” she said, “something you liked in her book. And remember you mayn’t say that you liked the part where she said your name.”


Mr. Browning laughed. “I did find that part extremely moving.”


“The letter conveyed that.”


“They are infinite, Miss Barrett, the things that I loved in your sister’s book.”


Henrietta waited for him to prove this.


Mr. Browning studied his fork. He said, “‘She could never show him—never, / That swan’s nest among the reeds.’”


Henrietta watched the candle wax drip. At home she would touch the warm windings, pull a glob of it into her fingers to play with, form a sphere and then a cube, but of course she couldn’t do that here. She watched the flames bisect the faces across the table, light the edges of their hands and silverware, prick the liquids in every glass. “Did my sister write that, Mr. Browning, or did you?”


“She did.”


“Then that is an example of what I said. About her speaking from the heart, as her own self.”


“And I speak from mine.”


“The crypt can be a dark place to live, Mr. Browning.” Let him answer for the word, she thought.


“You’ve read my letter, and you don’t like it.”


“You must know this if you are to correspond: she is exceedingly sensitive. More than exceedingly. Dangerously.”


“Do let me explain, as I will to her. I was thinking of a place I went in Rome, an actual crypt of the Capuchins that I regretted not entering. After the letter was sent, I realized the comparison might be terribly offensive. I will explain and beg her pardon at once.”


Henrietta reached out to the candle and broke off a piece of wax. It was cold and hard. She let it fall, and she shook her head as if to tell herself, as her mother had a thousand times, don’t be such a fiddler. Drawing lessons had been an attempt to cure all her bad habits—Give her a pencil and paper, the tutor said. Henrietta sat up a little straighter, and she turned to face Mr. Browning. “It didn’t trouble her, Mr. Browning. She understood it in the way you meant. But a declaration of love. To a woman you have never met. Was that not rash? The way you put it—”


Mr. Browning appeared to be thinking very soberly as he took the knife he had left in the center of the plate and turned it slightly, as if adjusting the hand of a clock. He nodded, perhaps to her, perhaps to himself. “Did you think me rash, or did she?”


“I did. She said you did not mean it except as a colleague.”


“You think me careless. Apt to say such things whether they’re meant or not?”


Henrietta nodded.


“Do you know the swan’s nest, the one she describes in the poem?”


“Of course. It was there every spring, at Hope End. We all went to see it, but it was her particular haunt, hers and my father’s. She was the eldest, and the most able to command his attention.” She did not add that she was her father’s darling, the favorite, the pet, and that all of them resented her for it a little bit and then told themselves to stop it because what could be worse than having been an invalid your whole adult life.


Browning rearranged the napkin, making what was neat and square more neat and square. “Do you remember how it ends, the poem?”


Henrietta crossed her hands in her lap. “I confess I don’t.”


“The line I quoted is the last one. The girl in the poem, Ellie, she’s called—perhaps you remember…”


Henrietta took her hand from her lap to sweep a piece of duck through cold sauce.


“Ellie is hoping to find a lover to whom she can show the swan’s nest, which is, to her, the world’s great treasure. She likes to go and check it, that nest, and see if there are any more eggs—any more hope. But one day when she goes to check, the nest is spoiled. A rat has been there gnawing the reeds. It has sucked on the eggs or killed the nestlings. The wild swan has deserted the nest, and nothing will hatch.”


“It was often that way.”


“That is not the saddest part, though,” Browning said. “She says that if she ever found her lover, she couldn’t show him the nest, this vision of the world full of life and hope and wonder. She could never show him the ugly truth, which is a world spoiled by predation and premature death. ‘Then he’ll ride among the hills / To the wide world past the river’—”


George Barrett, far down the table, looked up at that moment with his knife in his hand. The rest of table fell silent, perhaps because Mr. Browning sounded so serious, or because the lines didn’t sound like conversation, but like what they were.


“There to put away all wrong;


To make straight distorted wills,


And to empty the broad quiver


Which the wicked bear along.”


Mr. Browning stopped. The room waited. “What is that, Mr. Browning?” Dickens said.


“A poem by Miss Elizabeth Barrett. ‘The Romance of the Swan’s Nest.’”


“I thought it was your ‘Ode to Hypocrisy,’” Mr. Chorley said. “Done already!”


Mr. Browning waited for Henrietta to say something, but she didn’t know what to say. He had unmoored her opposition. And yet she waited, frozen by the attention of so many eyes.


“I could not hope to write something as pure and light as that,” Mr. Browning told Mr. Chorley.


“To Miss Elizabeth Barrett,” said Mrs. Talfourd, her eyes on Henrietta, “and her poems.”


Everyone at the table, including Henrietta and an unreadable George, lifted a glass, the warm glow of light quivering briefly inside the wine, and they drank it, the poem and the wine and the light together.


“And the rest?” Mr. Dickens asked.


“Now?” Mr. Browning asked.


Would he really? If he knew the whole poem, did it mean he loved Ba too much? And what would the people at the party think, knowing, as they probably did, that her sister had crowned him in another of her own poems?


“Just one stanza more,” Mr. Browning said, standing up and nodding at Henrietta, and then he seemed to notice George’s somber expression before he turned to address what might have been the wall or the two windows that faced the dark street.


“But my lover will not prize


All the glory that he rides in


When he gazes in my face:


He will say, ‘O Love, thine eyes


Build the shrine my soul abides in,


And I kneel here for thy grace.”


The silence was brief but it vibrated all around him, the collective charge of an audience that has been moved by a player on stage, that waits a mere second before spontaneous and hearty applause, which now came. “Bravo,” someone added, and Mr. Browning said, “For Miss Barrett,” as he sat down.


Henrietta kept her eyes away from George’s face as people returned, slowly, to what they were eating and saying before the performance or declaration or whatever it was. She wanted her heart to settle, and for nothing that had just happened to be a lie.


Mr. Browning waited, too. He smiled at something the person on the other side of him said, and he said something Henrietta couldn’t hear, a word of thanks, it seemed like, or a word of praise for her sister’s poems. When there had been time for the noise to rise up and cover the table, Mr. Browning said quietly, “What I wrote to your sister may have seemed impetuous, but it sprang from what I truly feel when I read her poems. Love, Miss Barrett, is the only word for what I feel, and once I love, I am only that which she imagines love to be.”


Henrietta was assaulted on all sides by laughter and the clink of dishes and the jarring voices of many people telling jokes and gossip at the same time. There was a spot on her gown—when did that happen? She straightened her back, the dress binding at the waist. A man was not words but flesh, and on his flesh, on the two hands she saw before her, was the hair Ba would feel if he reached out to touch her, and the blunt fingernails, one stained with ink. There were, beside her, not words but trousers and legs and—she raised her eyes again—pale lips and thick beard and flattish nose and smooth cheeks. “But you can’t know that you love her if you haven’t met,” Henrietta said, “and you oughtn’t say it, in case you are wrong.”


“But that’s just it, Miss Barrett. I have met her in the sense that matters to me. I know her better than many people ever know one another. Our minds are, in poems, open water. Crystal pools.” Mr. Browning touched his beard with the stained index finger and thumb. She allowed herself to meet his eyes, and to search for evidence that he was an honest being, that he went clear down. The blue eyes did not shut her out. They let her in to judge for herself.


“Should I tell her that?” Henrietta asked.


He reached into his waistcoat and brought out a letter. He let her read his name and address in her sister’s hand. “I brought it with me merely to hold it. I am in earnest, Miss Barrett. Whatever I say to her is the truth, and whatever she needs from me will be hers.”


It was too much. A serving man waited to ask if she could surrender her plate. No one said such things and meant them—Heavens, he was like Ba. Like her in his declarations of infinite and eternal and undying and forever. She leaned back, let the plate go with half of the duck and peas still on it, and smiled at young Alice Talfourd, who was mouthing something to her as she stood up to go out of the dining room. Dancing! Alice’s lips said.


Mr. Browning was being asked a question by the great Mrs. Norton, and all around the long table, the guests were noisily beginning to rise.
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