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Prologue

Falling


No one is watching the woman on her way towards death. She is seen, unconsciously witnessed. A tall handsome woman in a white muslin gown and red handkerchief shawl walking alone in the October rain.

Not strolling. A boy driving a cow passes her on the Chelsea road. And he feels for a moment, like a gust, her strenuousness and purpose as she plunges past him.

She has come out of London, that rampart of smoke on the horizon, and she has walked all the way, and her skirts are crusted with mud.A housemaid in cloak and clip-clapping pattens, returning from an errand to her master’s villa at the riverside, notices that: stares: sees the high eager colour in the woman’s cheeks, her straggles of auburn hair. Forgets, by the time she reaches the kitchen fire.

Low flat plashy meadows, and no more colour than an engraving. From time to time the woman looks up at the sky and studies its complexion. Downriver a pumping-house chimney smokes, a windmill makes an unmoving cross.

At Battersea Bridge, for the first time, her stride slows. She appears irresolute: halts: looks up and down the river. Decides.

The boatman spits absently, considering the strange request of this strange woman who has come at him out of the grey twilight.

‘All very well,’ he says, scratching his neck, and ‘I don’t say I  don’t trust you. Only . . .’ The boat is for hire, yes, but he rows it: that is his trade. ‘I can’t allow . . .’ But there has been no work at the little timber wharf all day, and the woman has money. She rattles the coins in her large white cupped hand like dice, impatiently.

Soon she is in the boat and rowing, with the same strength and determination, upriver and away from wharves and warehouses. Willows loom under clotted clouds, and light retreats as the rain comes down harder, fluttering on the water. Now she is evading human eyes altogether: no one to see as she brings the boat in to the bank, down below Putney Bridge.

She steps out, not minding sodden skirts, liking them so, and stands for a minute with her arms up against the timber struts of the bridge, examining the water with sharp sips of breath. A faint moan, then she stoops and scrabbles for stones, fills her pockets. Her step is still vigorous when she goes up to the bridge.

But – a setback – there is a toll-gate: she must ring the bell for the keeper, and pay him a halfpenny to get to her death. No matter for the cost, but she would rather he did not see her. He claws the halfpenny from her, snivels under his dripping hat-brim, darts back to his booth. Not interested. Good.

Good, and now there is only the right spot to be sought.

A packhorse crosses the bridge, and then a travelling-coach with the glasses up and lamps lit. No one observes the woman pressing herself into the shelter of one of the bridge-bays. The coach-lamps smear away into the glistening darkness, the rattle and crunch give way to the unquenchable hiss of rain. And now a swift upward movement.

The woman climbs up on the wooden railing of the bridge, and in the moment before she leaps, standing upright on the top bar, her figure is all there is of definition in the liquefying night.

Her name is Mary, and she is a mother though no wife, and in the last moment, as she looks down at the river, like a rippling  floor twenty feet below her, she feels less fear than familiarity. Misery is home ground, and she has only ever made excursions into the far country of happiness. Her infant daughter is awaiting her return – she puts out chubby arms in Mary’s mind – but Mary blinks that away. Mary is intent upon dying.

She jumps. Her heavy clothes cling to her as she plunges straight down through the rainy air.

Catch her.

 



She may as well, her father was saying as he tenderly tilted the bottle, she may as well go: it is the best she can hope for, after all: she is never going to make a good marriage.

He spoke with authority, for once. Failure was something he knew all about.

Her mother wept vague, selfish tears. Mary’s sisters were away at school, and without Mary she would have to manage him by herself. When he uncorked the demons of the second bottle, there would be no Mary to get between them. But Mary was tired of that: it was not as if her mother would ever admit the truth.

‘When I was a girl, Mama,’ she told her, during the packing of her trunk, ‘I would often sleep on the landing outside your bedchamber, on the worst nights, so that—’

‘Oh, my dear, whatever for?’ her mother trilled. ‘Curious child!’ She lifted the striped sleeve of a gown from the trunk with disdainful fingers and sighed. ‘You don’t seem to like pretty things.’

So goodbye to home, but no home, only the latest in a succession of houses. Whenever her father could not bear himself any longer, he moved them on. A good solid-sounding name, Wollstonecraft: and he bought a farm in the Welsh hills, as if he would fix and root it there. The roots did not take. He drifted back to London. Perhaps his sons would change things. From sons would come establishment. He had them, thank heaven, as well as daughters, who were for marrying. Mary being unable to grasp this simple fact, he adopted a thorough uninterest in her. Her  studies he merely laughed at, except once when he came in from shooting, sat down to pie and ale, and found her books in his way. He flung open the window and sent them flying. His daughter ran out after them, a retriever.

No respectable young woman left her family except to get married, or to take employment if absolutely driven to it by poverty. Why? The way things were. Mary found it did not do to ask these questions. Still she asked them: they rose violently to her lips, they were ungovernable. She walked out into the world interrogating it, fierce, dowdy, plain-looking because she chose to be. Why should a woman beautify herself – for men? Why were men not rational beings, who could esteem a woman on rational terms? And if they were taught to be like that, why couldn’t they be taught differently?

Out in the world there were only a few things she could do. Be a paid companion: be a governess: teach. Mary did them all. She supported herself. Supporting her in turn was a springy mesh of hope. Even when she fell and plunged, as she often did when melancholy undercut pride, she was caught up by hope and returned to life. Something better was awaiting, though she was not sure of its shape.

Not man-shaped: that was certain. Men were her father, and her all-conquering, all-inheriting brother, and the boor her sister had married who was drunk at his own wedding and mauled his wife in her childbed.Where Mary knew love was in female friendship. She dreamed of a mutual tender attachment of equals, perhaps in a cottage, although it was also vaguely like a library. Even her dreams did not fit.

Her mother fell ill, and Mary was called home to the daughter’s duty, at the slow deathbed. Mrs Wollstonecraft did not seem to understand what was happening to her. Pain and peevishness gave way, as she thinned, to stark flat surprise: surely this had only been the first act – not the whole play. Surely? The question was still on her bony face when her eyes finally dimmed. Mary screamed,  and the curate who had come to talk comfort nodded, smiling: ah, so there was sensibility in this unnatural virago after all.

But the scream was fear and realization. Her mother had never done or thought or felt anything very much, so death was no break: merely more, or less, of the same. Everlasting ladyism. Mary took it in. She took in the lesson of her next employers, aristocrats, young, powdered, idle, marooned in their thousands of Irish acres: the master of the house dwelled on Mary’s breasts with bored rake’s eyes, his wife passionately kissed the grazed paw of her favourite dog while not listening to her daughter recite. And when the daughter became too attached to Mary, and her mother dismissed Mary because of it, that bitter lesson was taken in too. What had been done to women did not necessarily make them allies. The footman shrugged off the hand of the beggar: the mudlarks that she watched when she came back jobless and penniless to London, rooting in the filth of low tide beneath London Bridge, fought like dogs over their pickings.

She took it all in, and tried to vent it with her pen. She must write or burn. Paternoster Row, St Paul’s Churchyard, Ave Maria Lane: the names reeked of the unenlightened past, all the oppressive lumber she would throw off the bent back of humankind, but here she found her place, here where the booksellers and stationers and publishers had founded a little republic of print. Authors exhibited their candlelight complexions in these shady quiet streets – the quietest in London, with posts set up across the thoroughfare to discourage wheeled traffic, so that the noise of the city was like a near seashore. Mary wrote, and was paid and printed. Stories, reviews, translations: she gobbled up the work that made her short-sighted, ink-stained, and independent.

A bluestocking. Her father’s sneer was easy to imagine, she did not need or want to see it. He was ensconced in Wales now, with a second wife, a simple, devoted countrywoman: a good wife to him, apparently.

‘What the world commonly calls a good wife,’ Mary said, ‘is indistinguishable from an outright slave.’

It was at her publisher’s house that she began to say these things. He was her publisher, employer, landlord, and friend: every afternoon he gathered his authors about his dining-table – painters, scholars, politicians too – and they traded in heady talk. Radical talk. Up in the air went the conventions, the old worn ideas: bang went their intensely rational arguments and shattered them. Mary had never known a space that a governess could occupy and say such things in. Here was thought: here was no powder and damned finicking lace.

And here, alas, was love. Bad love. (That other, arrested Mary, endlessly falling towards black water, knows that with her it has always been so, ever thus – a plunge from reason into darkness.) Love nearly spoiled that good place: she made a hysterical fool of herself over a man, clung and begged.

She survived it, thank God – or thank that vaguer deity that she was learning to honour in those days. And then those days became suddenly glorious: first her place, and now her time.

No longer a misfit, she heard Revolution yell across the Channel like a child to a mother.

 



’Eighty-nine: the world completely changed. To Mary, it finally turned the right way up.

‘Liberty.’ Say the word: feel its delicate effect in the mouth, its consonants a lick, a kiss and a chuckle. Sensual; and there were some of her set who went around pronouncing the magnificent word wantonly, as fresh news came daily of the tumble and rush of events in Paris. They would renege, as the novelty wore off: take fright at the scale of the remaking. Not Mary. A citizeness to her soul, she did not see the Revolutionary cause as something you could take up or put down at will. This was mankind’s turning-point and we were all in it. Thank that dwindling Godhead (almost departed now from Mary’s once-devout  soul, where she had set up a shrine to Reason, spanking new as a Brighton villa) that she had been born in this time, the greatest time in all history. She embraced it – and it embraced her. Mary, the eternal governess, the scribbling bluestocking, had a part to play as Revolution rose and, sun-like, flooded the world’s horizon.

Who is Mary, the wretched woman some seconds and yards from drowning herself like an unwanted pup?

Not so long ago she had been the most famous woman in Europe.

(And Mary, falling, sees in a tiny instant the fallacy, that the times were made for her, that the world was made for her, for it is in truth a thing all separate and alien, and when in a few minutes she is dead it will go smoothly on without her. And in this last agonizing truth and terror the oracle of Reason is dumb.)


The Rights of Man. The book that started it was by Tom Paine – Norfolk Quaker originally, then fighter for American freedom, then taunting scourge of John Bull and his flunkeyish notions of Church and King. In Paine’s face – an eagle turned fleshy – you could see something of all these: Mary saw it often at the dinners in St Paul’s Churchyard, until his incendiary little volume had sold so many copies that the government arrested him for it. By then she had written at sleepless speed her own paean to the new age. It did not satisfy her. Impatient of words, she took one word and made it stand out, and invoked a new revolution.

Man.


‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,’ the young lady was saying, in the bookshop, doing petulant things with her gauze mantle. ‘That’s what I mean – it sounds so – I do not think I will like it.’

‘Probably you will not like it. It’s a very silly violent book, in part – quite wild.’ That was an older woman, aunt or mamma, with a rich, amused voice. ‘It is also entirely true, and I think we are all a little afraid of it. Buy it, my dear. My copy is all fallen to  pieces from lending.’ Mary, in the back of the shop, listened frozen and thrilled: the authoress.

No word from her father, of course, lurking soused in his Welsh farmstead, waited on by a mind-sucked yes-woman. No spectral cry of recognition from her mother’s futile grave. But other voices, many, responded to Mary’s shout of protest: women and men, at home and abroad. The letters tottered in heaps.

‘I confess I still do not understand what you imagine that women want,’ said a liberal clergyman, snuff-dose poised in his pinched fingers as if he were cracking a flea.

‘That want suggests a complaining child, who must be pacified with a jelly or tart. But it is the notion of women being treated specially, in whatever way, that is the root of the mischief. We wish simply to be rational human creatures, whose wants are neither indulged nor denied.’

‘Oh dear me – but where does this leave chivalry – gallantry?’

‘It leaves it, I hope, sir, in the dead past where it belongs.’

The clergyman (crushed) was – she remembers – young and pale and not unsuited, not unhandsome, in his clerical black. He would look at her when she was not talking – as men did then, she found, not with pleasure but with interest. Past thirty, she wondered about this beauty that she seemed to have strayed into like some unexpected byway. Was it real?

 



‘Your fame,’ said her visitor, uneasily inspecting the rush-bottomed chair before he sat down. ‘I could not consider a visit to London complete without waiting upon the esteemed Miss – Wollstonecraft.’ French and mellifluous, he made his way with difficulty through that thorny thicket of consonants.

‘I am indeed honoured, sir. Your fame – and the great, the very great interest taken in the events in Paris by everyone here who is a friend to liberty, to the progress of humankind . . .’

Charles Maurice Talleyrand-Périgord, late Bishop of Autun, special envoy of Revolutionary France, sat with pained, courteous  elegance in her shabby parlour. Wine? A thousand thanks, a little wine, to be sure. He did not look very sure when she gave him sweet canary in a teacup. But he stayed. She was overwhelmed. Admiring from afar, she had dedicated her book to him. Now he was here, politely attending to her arguments that France must lead the way in educating women to be the rational, sensible, useful equals of men in society.

‘To be sure,’ he agreed, and, ‘It must be our first consideration, when the constitution is settled. Alas! I do not find so very many friends to liberty in England. Those in authority have given me a cold welcome. This distresses me. In France, war clouds gather.’ But with his delicate upward gesture he made them seem somehow fluffy and pink. ‘My great fear – I will be frank – is that England joins in war against us. In that I see disaster.’

‘The more we follow reason, the less will we be inclined to the barbaric nonsense of war. France must be our example. And if by my pen I can advance that cause . . .’ Modesty stopped her abruptly, modesty discovered like a fading bruise on the arm – where had that come from? And for a moment it was not Talleyrand, glossy and cultivated, who sat before her but her father, lolling in boots and buckskins and yawning his scorn at her—

‘Prating of her book-learning! It’s not natural. You have not raised her aright, ma’am,’ he threw out at her mother, who cringed in agreement. ‘Don’t talk this stuff before company, Mary. Really it is not natural.’

‘. . . Natural man is virtuous.’ Mary argued it out with the same pale clergyman, who had been to see a public execution at Newgate, and deplored the callous antics of the crowd. ‘It is the arrangements of society that have distorted and corrupted him.’

‘And her?’

‘Aye, aye – only a vulgar mind can be occupied with these quibbles.’ She never knew when she was being rude. ‘What was the poor man being hanged?’

‘He was a forger – and not poor, for he had got a deal of money by it.’

‘You reinforce my point. What is forgery but talent and ingenuity misapplied? In crime there is only energy wrongly directed. One day these things will be understood.’

He shook his head. ‘You make no allowance for the passions.’

Didn’t she? Her misguided passion, her bad love, had made her writhe and weep. He was an artist, clever, ugly, self-admiring: wrong, wrong.Writing alone at her bureau, her dusty study scoured with summer-dry light, Mary watched a bluebottle endlessly hammering itself against the window-glass, and saw there love as she knew it, a painful beating against nothingness.

France: it was in her thoughts, in her heart, and many of her friends were going to see for themselves. Mary packed her well-travelled trunk. Goodbye to the old unhappy kingdom: greetings to the smiling republic of virtue. On the beach at Dover the sailor helping her into the rowing-boat took the opportunity to grope her buttocks; he grinned in her frowning face. A thin, dandified elderly man saw.

‘You travel alone,’ he said, part explanation, part enquiry, as they were rowed out to the packet-ship. ‘You have heard, madam, that they are slaughtering people over there?’

‘It is partly to discover the truth behind these rumours that I go. If they are true – which I doubt – then it is much to be regretted.’

‘But still you go.’

‘I still contend for the principles the French have adopted: not their violent practice.’

‘You suppose the two can be separated,’ he said, with the same half-question.

‘Why do you go, sir?’ she said, annoyed.

‘I have property interests in Rouen,’ he said, yawning, ‘and it is all one to me. I am not a friend of humanity – don’t like it much.’

She turned away from him, shook the sluggish sand of Dover  off her petticoat-hem, and put her face into the ebullient Channel wind. (Later she remembered him. Now, in the plunging dying now, she remembers him.)

 



‘I am still a spinster on the wing,’ she wrote to a friend.

 



Paris was all cold winter light. She watched it harden on the whitewashed wall of her bedchamber-lodging at the echoing top of the merchant’s house in the Marais. Outside, the dawn cry of the water-seller, mournful in the high narrow gully of a street, shattered her with homesickness.

‘Madame,’ said the maid, when she left the house, tapping her own head and winking, ‘hat, hat.’ The tricolour cockade: it was best to wear one in your hat – bullish sansculottes might accost you in the street otherwise, question your sympathies. She, of all people.

Paris was not London. At first she could not get over this simple fact. No ramble of scrubby suburbs: it was country then city. No veil of coal-smoke. Mary was disdainful of appearances, and it was a shock to find herself unable, for a long time, to see past them. Coffee-houses, billiard-halls, rôtisseurs, wine-shops, teeming and heaving. Then, gaps and vacancies, an effect of pulled teeth: statues gone from plinths, the mansions of the nobility in the Faubourg St Honoré standing bare. A terrible snarl and rattle of ironshod wheels on the terrible potholed streets – wagons, diligences, fiacres: all shabby and lumbering, all dragged by bony creatures too small for them, horses only by resemblance. In the rue du Temple, she watched egg-dancers.They set out their painted eggs like stepping-stones not to be stepped on, then blindfolded they leapt and pranced, over and around and betwixt and between. Why did one watch? In admiration: or in the suspense of wanting them to fail, to hear the crack and crunch.

Further down the rue du Temple, within the old city wall, the Temple itself drew the reluctant eye, like a coffin in a room. In  the medieval tower the imprisoned King waited, with his family, for the Revolution to decide what to do with him.

‘You heard about the Queen’s friend, the Princesse de Lamballe? After they cut off her head?’ An acquaintance from London, who took her to White’s Hotel where the English visitors gathered. He smiled thinly, the blasé expatriate. ‘They put it on a pike and waved it outside the tower window where the Queen could see it. Say hello to your friend, they said. Such excesses. Of course, Antoinette is not a blameless woman, not by any means.’

In the arcades of the Palais-Royal the demi-mondaines paraded in filmy muslins. It was a cold winter: Mary could see the gooseflesh on their arms. Other women she saw actually wearing the striped trousers of the sansculottes: they shouldered through the crowded street like workmen, shouting about the price of bread. Things seen, heard. One January day in particular, divided between silence and sound, like black squares on white: the grind and crash of the city gates shutting: marching feet: drums; and then the white silence stretching out until, at last, the black roar from the place de la Révolution, where they were cutting off the King’s head.

The Father of his People. Mary kept to her room, staring at the fog dripping from the eaves. Things seen, slowly made sense of.

‘The voice of the people is the voice of God.’ They discussed that at White’s, the little circle of English sympathizers, observing, scribbling. Mary had her subject: women: would the Revolution begin the new world for women she had been searching for?

‘No.’ That was Madame Roland, the interior minister’s wife. Her salon was the Revolutionary schoolroom and Mary was an eager scholar. Frustration, too, at this pretty dark self-possessed woman who became her friend but not her ally. ‘We must find other ways, other channels to fulfil our destiny as women. It may be as wife, as mother, as helpmeet. Nature does not allow us to stand alone.’ But from Manon Roland’s dinner-table, it was said, plots and policies were spun out: her husband ran the ministry  but she ran him. She calmly confided to Mary that she found him physically repulsive. Tangled in Madame Roland’s charm, Mary still felt that none of this was quite right.

‘If the voice of the people is the voice of God,’ Mary said, ‘then the reverse must be true as the two halves of an equation must be interchangeable. Therefore the voice of God is the voice of the people, which makes him our construction or invention.’

‘Atheism?’ Madame Roland smiled. ‘Does it frighten you?’

No . . . Except when she saw certain things. An old tisane-seller in the rue St Antoine, bent double from the keg on his back borne all his blank crippling years, swaying along like some grotesque great snail or turtle and on his caved-in face a meaningless, appalling grin. A graffito on a wall outside the Temple showing the Queen impaled on a spike and on her face the same grin, but this time of leering pleasure. Then Mary reached for faith like a blind woman groping for a stair-rail that suddenly wasn’t there: felt herself falling . . .

As she falls now, a tumbler in dark air, about to hit dark water . . .

As she fell in Paris, while Revolution became Terror: fell headlong deep in love.

 



Imlay.

His name: two simple syllables that came, for Mary, to encompass the world. Including heaven and hell.

 



‘I disliked you very much when I first saw you,’ she told him, as she lay in the lumpy inn-room bed watching him dress.

‘Well, I must say that’s uncommon,’ he said, grinning, pulling shirt over narrow sinewy torso, over the scar where a bear’s claws had raked him. ‘But, then, you are an uncommon woman.’

‘Is this uncommon?’ she asked, partly from anxiety, partly from a sheer seeking of information, when she eagerly took him to her for a second time. ‘What I feel . . . ?’

He was reassuring. He was experienced with women – not as a rake, but as a sincere lover. An intimate partnership of equals, that was his ideal: not the stifling conventions of marriage. ‘Two prize turkeys strung up together.’ Gilbert Imlay was an American, late captain in the army of the young republic, and when he spoke of prize turkeys and flung out his rangy arms, laughing, he seemed to bring a bracing gust of air from the great forests of the wild where he had tracked and explored.

‘That’s what he says’, she overheard someone muttering at White’s. France and England were at war now, and the expatriate circle at White’s dining-table was dwindling. Those who remained were growing sour and suspicious even as they huddled together. ‘Why did he come away from America, then? The great hunter?’

‘What he hunts,’ someone said, ‘is—’ The rest was spluttering laughter.

Business. That was what had brought Imlay to Europe. He had a share in a ship. Also he had written a book, published in London. Also he was a sympathizer with the Revolution. Why was this not satisfactory: why must people be pinned down to a category? thought Mary, helpless with love.

Bliss must have a bower. Hers was a little house he found for her outside the city at Neuilly, amid smoky green clouds, woods on all sides. From there Paris faded to a rumour of tramping feet and clanging tocsins. The Revolution was a serpent eating its own tail. The prisons were filling with the denounced and proscribed. Manon Roland was among them. When she was alone in the house, Mary had nightmares. But mostly she was not alone: Imlay came to her from Paris, lean and humorous and ardent, with news, delicacies, kisses.

A mistress in a cottage. Well, let people see it in that light. She knew it was different. (And yet she shuddered in terror when she missed her menses and began to be sick: and to the dungeons of her nightmares was added the figure of her lover turning his back and walking away with that loose-limbed shrug.)

‘Why, I was never more happy, my dear. Who could not be? A child is a joyous thing. I love children.’ He laughed at her expression. ‘Why so surprised? I almost like children better than adults. Fresh and natural: what could be better?’ He held her hand tenderly, kissing the fingertips, looking searchingly at her. ‘Do you fear loss of reputation? We’re agreed – I think – on our opinion of those nonsensical old conventions. And you know I consider you the wife of my heart. Oh, yes.’

In Paris, where Mary returned for her pregnancy, a nonsensical old convention was finally got rid of when Queen Marie Antoinette was executed on the machine of Dr Guillotin – once mistrusted, now much used. Mary hugged the swelling life within her, amid the multiplication of death. The republic dosed its ills with a vigorous application of terreur. Faces she knew from Madame Roland’s salon stared out from the tumbrils, under cropped hair. Madame Roland’s turn came. She died, Mary heard, bravely. Madame Roland had said that the Revolution must be cemented with blood. She was a literary person, and literary people sometimes say such things. They are perhaps not quite to be trusted with words. Mary wrote, kept her lodging, tried to keep her faith. Imlay was gone to the coast, to Le Havre, on ship business. Foreigners were proscribed, and there were few of her old circle about. She was safe because Imlay was American and he called her his wife. Only called her so, the few muttered.

‘Marriage vows,’ she told them, ‘would clog my soul.’

But still she had nightmares, and sometimes the kicking of her baby seemed like the frenzy of a prisoner battering at his walls.

Walking out alone, she crossed the place de la Révolution.There was the guillotine on its platform: a modest apparatus, like an oversized cider-press; one saw the surprise on the faces of provincials who expected the machine to tower dramatically into the sky. The work had been done earlier, but there were still soldiers about, and a group of sansculottes seated about the pedestal of a vanished statue, enjoying a fête révolutionnaire – bread, a few bits of fruit and  vegetables set out on handkerchiefs. A man bit right into a whole onion as she passed, with a hideous crunching that seemed to scour her ear. She had never been so close to the guillotine: a sort of fascination drew her nearer. Then she cried aloud.

The ground under her feet was sticky. No stranger to the mud of Paris streets, she did not for a moment realize that it was congealed blood that had sucked the heel of her shoe downward.

‘Oh, God – oh, dear God – we do wrong here.’ She began to shout. ‘Does no one see it? Is everyone blind ... ?’

‘No, Madame,’ hissed a voice in her ear, ‘no, not blind, just preferring to live rather than die.’A fat pursy man in striped trousers and cockaded hat, he firmly took her arm and propelled her away. ‘You have two lives to protect, I see. So, consider, Madame, consider the prudence of silence . . .’ He hissed it as he relinquished her.

Feeling faint, she sat down on a mounting-block, until urged away by a soldier. He seemed to find her distasteful: alone, pregnant, stormy-looking – this would not do. The republic was pure and virtuous and domestic.

Mary ground her shoe as she went away, and a childhood memory struck her. The farm in Yorkshire: the visit of the pig-killer. Her father, who would blaze away at game-birds as if they had done him a wrong, absented himself from the terrible squeals. Mary’s little brother, left to her charge, toddled off to investigate the strange outhouse ruckus, and she had to pursue. She caught him at the open outhouse door, amid ghastly spurtings.

Three Marys: the girl, slipping and almost falling in the pig’s blood: the woman, retreating in angry disgust from the place de la Révolution: and Mary now, hitting the water below Putney Bridge heavily and flat. Stunned, as if she has landed on pavingstones, she sinks.

 



In Le Havre, where she had followed him – where he had not invited her, though he welcomed her as if he had, after the first fleeting frown – where the waterside prostitutes winked at her as  if they knew something about her, where fat-armed red-bonneted fishwives embraced her and told her to have many more for the republic – in Le Havre she gave easy birth to her daughter.

‘Look at her,’ he said, his long fingers gently caressing the baby’s hair as she sucked at Mary’s breast. ‘Strong as a little she-bear. She’ll soon be writing The Rights of Woman, Part Two.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Oh, the Customs House again. Some infernal confusion about the bills of lading. I wish the Revolution had made our dear French more efficient.’ He cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘Why, you’re not about to go into a passion again, my love? Don’t – it sours the milk, for one thing – I swear little Fanny wrinkled her nose at it yesterday.’ He kissed the top of her head.

‘It is because I love you,’ she said, but he was already out of the room.

She went to the window. Their lodging was in a merchant’s house, overlooking the quayside. Below, Imlay’s tall figure strode away. The cobbles were greasy with refuse, but he did not look as if he would ever slip.

‘Your father,’ she told her nuzzling baby. So here they were: love for a man, and domesticity, and motherhood – things she had pitilessly dissected as specimens. But in the living flesh . . . ? She didn’t know. There was something in front of her, perhaps happiness: Mary hesitated, like someone in a fairy-tale being offered a tempting dish that might be poisoned.Was that it? Again she didn’t know. She disapproved of fairy-tales. They were not rational.

 



Incredible, the cold, the pain, as if her lungs are packed with ice. Water sings in her ears: her eyes sting, blinded. Still she lives, suffers. The iron-smelling river pulls her down only to thrust her up. Gasping, Mary tries to push down her ballooning skirts. Perhaps this is death – not a ceasing, just the agony of life infinitely prolonged.

 



Probably he began to be unfaithful the winter after the baby’s birth, when Mary returned with her to Paris, and he sailed off on business. It wasn’t important to pinpoint dates, though she wasted energy trying to do so, at first, simply because she thought that way she might find out what had gone wrong.

‘Fidelity is a somewhat artificial virtue,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it? Isn’t it putting fetters on the heart? The feelings—’

‘What about my feelings? Do you not see how wretched I am?’

‘Well, yes, I do. And perhaps that is a sure sign that – well, we do not appear to make each other happy any more, and so—’

‘Don’t say it. No – please don’t. I will master myself better. It’s only thatI – I haven’t been sleeping, and I start thinking and thinking . . .’

‘My dear, you’re a self-tormentor,’ he said lightly. ‘I don’t think, you know, that I ever fostered any illusions about myself.’

That was in London. Business had taken him there, supposedly; and detained him so long that at last she followed him. It was a stormy crossing: little Fanny screamed and was miserably sick: they were rowed ashore at Brighton in a shower of needle-like hail. So Mary’s mother country greeted her return. Imlay was not there to meet her.

Imlay had a woman, perhaps more than one, in London. Knowing this, Mary kept loving him. The love had brought her in the end to this dark water, here, now. Humiliation: perhaps only the very proud can know its full bitterness. And Mary who is very proud, strong-willed, independent – an Amazon, they have called her – knows it. She is a deep scholar of humiliation now, can parse its grammar and solve its equations at sight, she has outstripped everyone in it. Thrashing, drowning, Mary’s mind is still rich with humiliation lore: the time she tried to kill herself with laudanum: the voyage she made to Denmark, for him, to sort out his business affairs there, while he stayed in London: the return, when he was all evasive charm, and it was his servant who finally told Mary that he was involved with a young actress.

‘Pretty little thing. Smart as a button. He says they’re going to keep house together. Well, you know him – he don’t give a fig!’

Mary knows it all. Pretty little thing. Down, down. Numbness, seizing every limb, slowing the heart: only her ever-restless mind still busy. My dear, you’re a self-tormentor. You don’t seem to like pretty things. Down, hearing the last thing, the creak and clunk of oars, seeing the last thing, a hand reaching for her.

 



‘Where—?’

‘You’re in the Duke’s Head. Gently now – a sip, try a sip.’

In whose head? So all the creeds were wrong: when you died, you became a thought in someone else’s head. Mary burst out laughing, then vomited up the brandy they had given her and wept.

‘Blow that smoke t’other way, Tom – can’t you see how green she is?’

It was a tavern taproom, with spit-stained flagstones and tarry beams. She was on a settle by the fire. Her clothes were steaming, and so was a kettle on the hob, and there were tobacco-pipes smoking: she shaped faces dimly through the fug. An old woman in a starched cap took away the brandy-glass and proffered her a cloth. Men in mufflers, fustian jackets, one with an old-fashioned scratch wig, gazed on her with frank curiosity.

‘Why did you do it, mistress?’

‘Leave the poor creature be, Tom,’ the old woman snapped to the man who had spoken. ‘Rest back, dear – don’t speak.’

Shivering violently, Mary retched drily, wiped her mouth. ‘Why did I do it? Because – because, I think, I am nothing.’

The man grunted. ‘Aye, I’ve felt so sometimes. Never so far as that, though.’

‘Tom and Andrew here, they fetched you out,’ the old woman said.

‘Just laying the boat up, we were. It was lucky. A few minutes more . . .’

A doctor came, a blue-nosed sawbones, who examined her untenderly. His eyes went to her belly, looking for the old story. Not this one, she thought: but then again, perhaps it was after all.

 



In France, the fall of Robespierre has brought an end to the Terror, and the new government has settled down to some good old-fashioned corruption, while its vigorous armies are shaking down windfalls from the trembling tree of Europe, and the exploits of a young commander named Bonaparte are the thrill of the public prints. In England, in London, in the dusty byways of St Paul’s Churchyard, Mary having failed to die must learn how to live.

It was Imlay who at last sent a carriage to fetch her from the riverside tavern back to town. For a little while it seemed – but no. The half-drowning has done this for her at least. He will, if she cleaves still to him, go on forever looking at her in that wry bewildered way; no more.

She is very bleak. It was, she tells her friends, a rational act. Meanwhile, her little girl, Fanny, clings and trembles as if she feels the cold water closing over them.

Traitor.

It is a word much in the air. The days are gone when sympathy for the Revolution could be safely expressed. The government stamps on such seditious talk: sends spies to radical tea-parties. Philosopher is another suspect word, liable to get you your house burnt down by a mob yelling for Church and King. As for female philosophers, they are the worst of all, combining everything that’s beastly and unnatural. Mary sees the spirit of John Bull at his most jowly, heavy-booted and piggy-eyed stomping across the land: he strongly resembles her father.

So she is bleaker still. She has tried to live, and tried to die, according to her beliefs. Building the world from the head up, as in France. Instead the fall of the angled blade, the fall into dark water. She can see no way up, out.

Brushing her hair in front of the mirror one morning, she says  to herself, unexpectedly, ‘I am lonely.’ And with that it is as if a new Mary emerges from the chrysalis of the past, shaking her sad wings.

 



Friends gather round, performing little unheroic acts, nudging her towards life. ‘Come to the theatre with me – I have two tickets, I don’t want to go alone.’ She is seen again at dinner-tables, if seldom heard. Admirers are directed to the celebrated author of the Vindication. ‘I have come three hundred and fifty miles, ma’am, to shake this hand.’

Mary’s French maid excitedly notes the day she goes out alone, calling, neatly dressed: ‘Madame is off walking like a man again!’

Soon she is strong enough to debate, to argue. Being less sure of everything now, she is more convincing. Among her hearers, one takes shape, for her, for us: from the figured frieze of radical literary London – see spectacles, dowdy powdered hair, bluestocking bosoms unhindered by stays, striped coats à la Robespierre – steps forward one particular figure. What does he represent, this roundshouldered scholar, fortyish, thin-haired, with the mild eyes and the long, unfortunate nose?

‘Love,’ writes Mary, ‘is a want of my heart.’ The bleak mood often visits her still – or, rather, it does not visit so much as brutally burst in like a ravisher. That is Mary: there are no suburbs to her personality: before you know it you are at her heart.

The man is named William Godwin. He moves in her circles, has seen her about before: has had the startling experience of being gently corrected by her, indeed, when he was holding forth about something. That doesn’t happen often. In their circles, this man is revered much as Tom Paine was. Behind the domed forehead radical ideas revolve: in cool prose he slaughters every sacred cow from monarchy to marriage. He is a bachelor with holes in his stockings, living by his pen, devoted to humanity in the abstract. The woman who corrected him was an annoying blur on the edge of his myopia.

Now there is a change. Someone tells him the story of Mary’s life. He carries it home like a brimming vessel.

She calls on him at his lodgings in Somers Town, where black beetles scuttle and a shabby dancing-master practises on a kit-fiddle next door hour after squeaking hour. She looks quite at home. Romantically, he begins to feel that his myopia has been more than physical. When she has gone, he finds himself trembling. Never a dextrous man, he drops his plate while preparing his solitary bread and cheese supper: lucky poverty – the plate is mere pewter, and goes rolling and rippling and wobbling around the floorboards for a remarkably long time, so that he finds himself watching its erratic course in fascination, wondering where it will end up.

How he ended up here, the apostle of anarchism, is quite as curious. He was a country boy. He grew up in the East Anglian fens, where the horizon ruled its severe, logical line between earth and sky, where the rivers ran straight, where the square box of the meeting-house stood up against the flatness, awaiting him. For young William was to be a minister like his father. They trained him for the pulpit: his fastidious mind led him, by neat stepping-stones of reason, to atheism. Now, writer, philosopher, scourge, he would see all pulpits brought down, along with all institutions – but not violently. There is no fiery element in him. Back in the fens, he saw what the slow, unstoppable rising of the waters could do.

 



‘So, you have made the pilgrimage,’ says a friend to Mary, archly. ‘Did you get a blessing?’

Young men, intent on world-changing, bring their panting ideals to Somers Town, sit at Godwin’s feet. But Mary does not worship, not Godwin, even as she begins to see more of him; and to look forward to it; and to think of him as soon as she wakes up in the morning; and to spend deep evenings tête-à-tête that only end with wild mutual glances of disbelief at the clock. She remembers what it was like to worship, and where it ultimately took her.

‘Do you mean you are falling in love rationally?’ says the same arch friend.

Answers Mary, ‘Why not?’

 



‘I disliked you very much when I first saw you,’ Mary tells him, in the warm free space made by their first kiss.

And then memory seizes her, horribly.

She has said that before.

But this is not Imlay. ‘Did you?’ Godwin says, in his pondering way. ‘Yes, we began badly, I think.We didn’t know each other then, of course. It just goes to show, as I have always argued-’ a smile lights his wintry face ‘-that the extension of knowledge must always lead to the enlargement of happiness.’ And they laugh.

 



‘Those two? Good God, it will never work,’ says the arch friend – a little jealously.

‘Well, she is certainly in good looks,’ says another.

Mary, coming up from the depths, returning to the sparkling surface of life, reveals beauty. At thirty-seven she has more bloom and glow than at twenty. The raw angry glare is gone. There is roundness and amplitude.

Ah. At last, a little too much of that.

Well, they are rationalists: it is because they share the same strong ideas that they have begun sharing the same bed; therefore, let us rationally discuss what is best to be done.

It does not quite work out like that. The winds of emotion get up: they are both a little battered and bruised by the end.

‘Of course there is a stigma,’ he says, ‘and the child must become aware of it; but as soon as the child is of an age to understand, we can instruct it that this stigma has no foundation in reason, and is only the consequence of the unenlightened state of society.’

‘Talking of stigma,’ she says, tight-lipped, ‘there is the stigma upon me. Fanny was born out of wedlock, though I passed as Mrs Imlay. This one – this one will mark me down as a whore,  William – that is certain – sure as a juggler’s box, as my father used to say – oh, and how he would smirk . . .’

Watching her in bafflement, Godwin says, ‘But you don’t believe in that false morality. Your beliefs—’

‘I know my beliefs, thank you – and this is not a time to be talking of them!’

‘These fears . . .’ He shakes his head. It seems a lapse into gallantry, but what he says is simply honest: ‘I never supposed you could fear anything!’

Her coppery head is down. What she does not say: I fear that you will abandon me too.


Godwin paces his narrow parlour.All around are books, unhelpful heaps of them. There is a volume of her own writing on the table, and on the floor one by him: idly she picks his up and places it on top of hers: there – perhaps a pamphlet will be born. She laughs and puts her face in her hands.

‘My dear.’ His arms are around her. ‘My love.’

 



‘Well,’ Godwin says, nervous but smiling, as they stand in a wedge of spring sunlight outside St Pancras Church, ‘this is, you know, entirely contrary to my principles.’

‘Mine also,’ says Mary. ‘Come, let us go in and be married.’

 



This unborn child is quiet. Unlike Fanny, who sometimes comes and puts an ear to Mary’s belly and listens dubiously, he does not kick the womb with violent assertion. (They are sure the baby will be a boy, and already refer to him as William.) Instead there are only gentle interrogative nudgings, which Mary imagines as little questions, courteously put, about the world outside. In the afternoons, when she consents to take a little rest – for Mary wishes to work, walk, and live full right up to the birth – she sits in the bedroom window with a view of hayfields to the north, and conducts a colloquy within herself, through blood and heartbeat to the stranger inside.

Where is your father? He’s working – just over there – Evesham Buildings. He has rooms there. Well, yes, he lives here with us also, but he keeps a separate establishment during the day. Yes, it is uncommon, but it suits us. It is not reasonable for two independent creatures, even if they love each other, to be forever in each other’s pockets. Not that I mind when he is here: not at all. This place? Well, I hope you will like it. It’s called the Polygon – that means many-sided. Quite new-built, and very well planned, though by no means fashionable – I hope you will never care for that. We are on the edge of London here, and there are meadows nearby, and good air, and those things are much more important.

Yes, hot today. A strange summer it has been – burning heat, then sudden downpours, and the most terrific and sublime thunderstorms I ever knew. I fancy those hayfields were quite worthless this year – which is a great pity – these are such dear times, because of the war. I must confess to thrilling at a storm, though – you must have felt it yourself – the great stirring, and the electricity in the air. Your father, I think, does not feel so. To him it is just a meteorological phenomenon, which of course it is. Still . . .

Oh, no, he has a very feeling heart, your father. Fanny loves him. Handsome? Perhaps not, though he has a noble profile, I think, and a most musical voice – you’ve surely heard him reading aloud in the evenings, after the cloth is taken away and the lamp lit – my favourite times . . . I tell him that a husband is a much more useful and pleasant domestic article than I ever supposed. Well, you see, it is our little joke, for we have both of us written much against the institution of marriage, and now we go and get married ourselves. Some are happy for us: some do sneer. That, my dear, is something you must accustom yourself to in this world, if you are to live any kind of independent, feeling, worthwhile life, and not just go on like an automaton of convention. The fact is, it’s better to be born from married parents, for nonsensical  reasons. And I am weary of being scandalous. I want to go forward and be happy. It sounds easy, doesn’t it? And yet it is the thorniest thing . . . By your time, I hope, it will be easier.

I hope and believe. These times are rather cruel and bitter, my dear, that should have been so good and bright. We thought the world was being made anew. Instead the old world is being clamped down over us like a cage. There are men in government now who would defame your father to the depths of disgrace – and me also. They spy upon their own people. Honest men who meet to talk over their country’s affairs are thrown in prison for it. And as for women, we are bid to hold our tongues when we have scarcely gained the use of them.

But this cannot go on. Once the path of improvement opens, humankind must walk it at last. This I believe.

And do you know what? You have a star attending your birth! Yes, a romantic notion, is it not? But quite true. There is a new comet seen in the sky. And do you know who discovered it? Madame Herschel – the Astronomer Royal’s sister. A woman.

Yes, that does make me very happy.

 



The Polygon, Somers Town, London, Sunday, the third of September 1797. Late summer still, in the pink cobwebbed sky: summer in the flowering gardens enclosed by the ring of tall houses. Not fashionable, true, and in thirty years’ time it will be very down-at-heel. But on this Sunday a pleasant place, with a pleasant little world circling around it, a world of artisans and their families, French refugees living on very little but still curled and powdered, market-gardeners who carefully brush the brickkiln dust from their growing greens, miniature-painters, authors. The man in the stiff blue coat with gilt buttons, exchanging greetings with a chair-maker sitting at his open window beside his whistling caged bird, is a City clerk; on his arm, his wife in a wrapover gown and coquelicot shawl, plump and cheerful. They are returning from a walk out to one of the many favoured Sunday  spots between here and Hampstead, the tea-gardens and bowling-greens and skittle-grounds, the dairies where you can drink milk fresh from the cow and go on to watch an Italian puppet-show in the innyard, the flat fields where Cockney sportsmen bang merrily and hopelessly away with their guns and come home strutting. Sundayfied peace, and a sleepy glow on the wooded heights of Highgate and Hampstead: a swaddling atmosphere, just right for the household at number twenty-nine where a new baby, five days old, breathes the temperate air and squints at the mellow light.

Not a new William after all, but a new Mary. The midwife who delivered the baby girl, after a long and difficult labour, chuckled when she saw Godwin’s expression of surprise, and said how curious it was that parents got these notions in their heads, when they had no means of telling.

But the adjustment was quickly made. ‘Beautiful,’ Godwin murmured, peering short-sightedly at the suckling mite, ‘indeed.’

‘Such pain you gave me, my dear – Lord, you half killed me!’ Mary tenderly addressed her baby. ‘But now you are so good, and so sweet, and I am quite recompensed.’

A difficult labour – and afterwards, more travail. The afterbirth did not come, an alarming development. Godwin raced in the middle of the night to the Westminster Hospital, fetched the best doctor that could be had. The best that the best doctor could do was try to remove the afterbirth by hand – buttered, groping, agony-inflicting hand.

‘I am confident,’ he told Godwin at last, coming downstairs in the bleary morning, his face grey, ‘confident, yes, that no more of the placenta is retained.’

‘No more?’

‘It unluckily disintegrated. Hence the prolonged – prolonged work. However. I am confident. Have you breakfasted?’

Mary lay drowsing: her skin looked like paper. The midwife muttered apologetically about the bloodied sheets.

‘You did not cry out,’ Godwin said. ‘I was listening – and yet it must have been—’

‘It was the worst pain I have ever known,’ Mary said. ‘But it was borne – and is over. Thank heaven. No, my dear, I shall not make you a widower yet.’

So she slept, and strengthened, and began to feed the baby – the little Mary, thriving. Fanny, a little girl of baneful timidity, peeped in the cradle at her half-sister as if at a monster’s great paw half concealed. The stairs resounded with the brisk feet of visitors. Mother and father discussed the future, theories of education, Rousseau, names: agreed there could only be one. She urged him to go across to his study and work: she intended doing the same herself, very soon.

And now it is Sunday, and Godwin comes back to the Polygon from a long walk, passing the strollers, the City clerk, the whistling caged bird, and at his door is met by the maid – the French girl who came with Mary from Paris, and has seen her mistress at the heights and in the depths – and who just looks at him, dumb, round-mouthed, stricken.

 



‘Her shivering,’ says Godwin, shivering, ‘that – that is no ordinary ague.’

‘Well, of course it is a moot question,’ says the doctor, ‘whether there is ever any such thing as an ordinary ague.’

Godwin stares. Not a humorous man, even in his lightest moments, here at the darkest he finds himself on the brink of a joke: nearly saying: I am the dry pedant in this house, thank you. Instead he mutters, ‘I invited some people to dine. They had better not come.’

He eats alone, not in the dining room on the first floor but in the little parlour below. Later he goes upstairs, pauses, steps into the dining room. The bedroom is directly above. The ceiling is juddering and hammering as if a great engine were working up there. That is his wife shivering.

 



‘My dear, this is a sad change. You must have a lot more rest, I think. Shall I move that pillow up?’

‘No – keep hold of my hand – there. That terrible shaking is gone – feel it? Somehow I overcame it. A struggle.’ She smiles weakly. ‘It’s all a struggle, isn’t it?’

‘To be sure.’ He holds her hot hand, and tries not to avert his face at the smell of her breath. ‘The baby—’

‘Where is she?’

‘The doctors think it best she goes to nurse. They fear your milk is – not good for her at present.’

 



‘Puppies?’ Godwin says, distractedly. ‘Puppies?’

‘Or kittens, at a pinch – but there is the matter of sharp claws. Puppies, preferably, for comfort,’ the doctor says. ‘To drain off the milk, sir, which may have a poisonous effect if retained. Also it may offer stimulation to the whole womanly system. If there is still placental matter, the womb must be encouraged to expel it. Alternatively, a further manual operation. I know a surgeon who would make the attempt.’

‘Puppies. I don’t know – there must be some, I suppose, in the vicinity – but I am hardly acquainted with our neighbours. The maid – the maid will know.’

Puppies, squirming at Mary’s swollen breasts. ‘I have appeared many things to you, my dear,’ she says to him, through clenched smiling teeth, ‘but never absurd before – I hope.’

‘Absurd? Heroic, I think. Something of Romulus and Remus, in reverse.’

Later the surgeon comes, looks, shakes his head.

‘She is too low. She is . . .’

Sinking, sinking.

 



The sixth day. Unthinkable that she can live through such days. The trouble is, she wants to.

He has been at her bedside for hours, comes down groggy and  half blind from fatigue. He sees the maid hovering. ‘No – nothing for me, thank you. She said – a most curious thing – she said she was in heaven. I am not sure what she could mean – whether she meant perhaps that her symptoms were feeling a little easier.’

The maid thinks: How pompous he is. She misses the little girl, Fanny, who has been sent to stay with friends: she does not think she will like it here without the mistress. She has an admirer down the street, a Frenchman. I’ll marry him, she thinks. No babies, though. It’s too hard for women in this world.

 



‘My dear – do you hear me aright? There is something I wish to say – about the children.’

A bare whisper. ‘I know what you are thinking of.’

And then neither of them can say any more. Such silence. Outside, the slow footsteps of the lamplighter sound like the tread of a giant, hunting.

 



Another Sunday; but such is the difference a week can make, now the sky is a cold, reserved blue, and there is a pinch of autumn in the air.

In the kitchen of number twenty-nine, the maid is crying into a towel. A man comes out of the house, balding, roundshouldered, with a scholar’s complexion, and walks across to Evesham Buildings: walks heavily, as if he were mentally wading. Goes into his rooms there, sits down in his study, opens his journal. Mends a pen, dips it. Writes, under today’s date, the words 20 minutes before 8, and then scores a heavy black line, as straight as if he used a ruler.

He feels that there is somewhere he should go. But he cannot think of anywhere. The meeting-house on the fen is a long way away, if it was ever there.

 



Later, to a friend attempting consolation: ‘The dead do not live.’

 



A week later, there is a new commotion on the stairs of the house in the Polygon. The other day it was a carrying-down. Now it is a carrying-up: Godwin is moving all his things into the house, will live and work and bring up the children here.

The baby, Mary, is held aloft by the maid, who looks for resemblance in the tiny crab-apple face.

‘You have a lot to live up to.’ She sighs. And for a moment she fancies a flash of understanding in the baby’s drunken eyes, as if she knows that very well.




Part One

Let us recollect our sensations as children. What a distinct and intense apprehension had we of the world and of ourselves . . . We less habitually distinguished all that we saw and felt, from ourselves! They seemed, as it were, to constitute one mass.

Shelley, ‘On Life’

Sorrow is knowledge.

Byron, Manfred


Thou art a dreaming thing, A fever of thyself.

Keats, The Fall of Hyperion
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Girlhoods: Augusta


Like it? Yes, Augusta was sure she would like it at the Marquise’s school. Augusta never thought of giving any other reply. First, because she never disliked anything very much: second, because it was Grandmother placing her there, Grandmother who was the kindest and dearest of her connections. That was the word that best expressed the loose links of family and friends connecting Augusta to the world. Imprecise, perhaps – but that never troubled Augusta.

‘What is this you have written here?’ demanded the Marquise, who condescended to teach French herself, when she was well enough. She suffered from bilious headaches. From brandy, the music-mistress would whisper, with a vivid mime of tossing back a glass; and sometimes indeed the Marquise would talk in maudlin tones of the property she had had in France before the Revolution drove her out, and then set her teeth and make chopping gestures. ‘What is this? “Le chaise”, or “la chaise”? It looks as if it could be either.’

‘Yes,’ Augusta said agreeably. It seemed a very good solution.

Grandmother hoped she would not be too shy. Again, that was the nearest word.Augusta could be so quiet, still and self-contained, you forgot she was there. But it wasn’t fear. She was content to let people be what they were – which was much grander, fuller, more significant figures than her – while she comfortably observed.

‘Grand’ was precisely the word to describe her grandmother.  As a little girl Augusta had supposed that was why she was called Grandmother; and when she discovered that other people had grandmothers, who weren’t necessarily grand, she was faintly disappointed. Only faintly: her mind remained pleased with the concept, and at some level felt it was still true. Augusta’s mind was like that. It was the mental equivalent of being double-jointed.

Grandmother was Lady Holdernesse, still handsome at past seventy and upright as a dragoon. Years ago the late Earl of Holdernesse had been a favourite of the Court, even for a time governor to the turbulent young Prince of Wales; and about Lady Holdernesse there clung still an antique Hanoverian atmosphere of snuff and powder, paduasoy and ruffles. Where the Marquise, who took all the fashion papers, wore the new style of high-waisted gown, loose and flowing, Lady Holdernesse remained rigidly encased in stays. Regularly she received friendly little notes in mangled French from Queen Charlotte herself – that dreadful old dowd, as the other girls at the school called her.

‘They say the Queen knits all evening,’ said vivacious Miss Edwards, ‘and no one is allowed to sit in her presence, or sneeze or cough or make a noise, and then she goes to bed at ten. And she is so frugal that no one gets a drop or a crumb the whole time, and sometimes the equerries faint dead away, only they do it quietly.’

‘Curious how the Prince has turned out so very different,’ said languorous Miss Lane, flat on her back. ‘Such dissipation!’ They all loved that word: they loved to say it hissingly, luxuriate in the images it evoked – although these were really rather vague. Bottles, sofas, cards, bed-curtains, with perhaps a bailiff at the door. In the schoolroom they efficiently put the cut-out map of Europe together, but sinfulness was a country of repute only, its borders indefinite, its extent unknown.

‘Not curious at all,’ said Miss Edwards, with heavy wisdom. ‘His upbringing was so stern and severe, it was no wonder he would fly out and rebel. Anyone could have seen that.’

‘And your grandmother is actually a Lady of the Bedchamber!’ Miss Lane said, yawning at Augusta. ‘I aver, how monstrous dull for her!’

Still, the connection was impressive: it gave her some lustre in the other girls’ eyes. The difficulty was explaining it.Was her grandmother, then, her only family? Not really, though her parents were both dead. It was a long story and rather sad . . .

Augusta’s story: it had become for her almost like something she had read in a book. Much of it concerned people she had never seen, or could not remember seeing. Her mother, spoiled and beautiful only daughter of Lady Holdernesse, had been the centre of a great scandal. Respectably married to the Marquess of Carmarthen, she had thrown up everything for a passionate affair with a dashing officer in the Coldstream Guards. They were not discreet: they were flagrant. The Marquess, being a Marquess, was able to get a sorrowful divorce. She, with her reputation in tatters, promptly married her dashing captain. He promptly spent all her money. The carefree ways that had been so engaging in a bachelor were less attractive once she was married to them. From this unlucky alliance came one child – Augusta. Her mother was never well after the birth, and died on Augusta’s first birthday.

‘Do you have not the faintest memory of her?’ asked Miss Morton, who was strong on sensibility. ‘Some say that even the tiniest infant can receive these impressions, and revive them in later life.’

‘Do they?’ said Augusta, always respectful of what others said. ‘Well, it may be so. But not for me. I cannot remember anything of her.’

Nor much of the years that followed. According to the story, Grandmother took charge of her, bitterly blaming her father for her mother’s death. Meanwhile the dashing captain resumed his old ways. Soon he was hock-deep in debt and resorting to the marriage-market of Bath to mend his fortunes. There he snared his second bride, a Scots heiress with the refinement and allure of  an oatmeal pudding, and eagerly began working his way through her twenty thousand pounds.

And now there came a patch of memory, like a coloured picture pasted into the story. Her father and his new wife came to claim Augusta from her grandmother.

She was not yet five; but the later Augusta retained a clear image of an interview at Holdernesse House, with Grandmother sitting straight-backed and chin up; and seated at what seemed a great distance, as if they were going to urge their chairs into a trot and joust at each other, the fat black-haired lady whom her father had married. Somewhere between were Augusta and her father. He was crouching down, and smiling, and holding out his arms invitingly: a handsome man with laughing eyes, fair hair tied in a queue, a froth of cravat. And Augusta looked from one to the other, searching their faces, not knowing what to do. She had a sense that she ought to please someone, somehow, but could not think how to go about it.

‘If you must,’ her grandmother was saying. There was more, but these were the words, several times repeated, that stayed with Augusta. ‘If you must.’ Grandmother sounded cold and unhappy, not like herself. She had been born a Dutchwoman, and there was always a gentle accent, a shading in her voice that to Augusta was the essential sound of kindness. Grandmother was very devout. Augusta’s mind, by one of its ready transitions, always conceived the voice of angels, even of God, speaking with that accent.

The fat lady was saying, ‘She will do very well with us,’ and patting her ample belly. And at this point the memory dissolved in incoherence and alarm. The fat lady, Augusta’s stepmother, went on: ‘There is a little brother or sister for her here – what d’ye think of that, missie?’ And Augusta burst into tears and ran to her grandmother’s skirts, hiding her face. There was some sort of fear or misapprehension in her that the fat lady was going to produce, conjurer-like, a little baby there and then. It was all too much. All too much partly because of fascination. She wanted to see the  brother or sister, as well as dreading it. She wanted everything to be as it was before. She howled.

And curiously, though she was taken away by her father and stepmother, she remembered very little of that.There was a glimpse of the parting with Grandmother, who was shaking. Not with tears, not with cold: it was contempt that sent that quiver through her proud stiff-corseted bosom. She despised Augusta’s father and his fleshy Aberdeen bride. She could not disguise it. In the carriage, after, her stepmother shook a hamlike fist.

‘Such airs! Such airs as the old body gives herself!’ And then, looking down at Augusta, who was quietly weeping: ‘Lord, I hope you’ll not keep that up.’

But she didn’t, not Augusta – she had an innate sense of the value of being no trouble. Certainly her memories of the brief period that followed, living with her father and stepmother, were such that she seemed hardly to be in them at all. She was a sketchy figure on the edge of the canvas, where the gorgeously coloured figures of stepmother and father contested the centre of the composition.

Why did they want her? She was not sure, then or now. If there was some notion of their being a happy family together, it soon evaporated in the heat of quarrels, money troubles, wine, separations. And Augusta never could quite grasp that notion – what family was, who belonged to it, who did not. It was perhaps from this time that she developed the roomy idea of her ‘connections’. But she did nourish a little secret hope for long after – that her father had taken her simply for love of her.

Darkness blotted out the story then. Apparently they all went to France, to escape the captain’s creditors; and there, apparently, Augusta fell ill, and her stepmother nursed her before bringing her back to England, alone. Out of all this Augusta could summon only fragments: a pitching boat, her father brushing something unpleasant from the sleeve of his gold-laced coat, her own scream at the sight of a surgeon’s leech in a glass jar. It was not a long  passage in the story. Settling into London lodgings to await the birth of her own child, with the debt-stricken captain still in France, her stepmother decided Augusta was one trouble too many. Grandmother’s maid came from Holdernesse House to fetch her back. Grandmother was very glad to reclaim her, but she could not trust herself to look Augusta’s stepmother in the face.

‘You will never suffer like that again, my child,’ Grandmother said, clutching Augusta’s small hands in her long dry bony ones: here memory became full and clear and rounded again. ‘I shall see to it. I promise it. I had no power to refuse him, do you see? Because he is your father. He has his rights.’ The dry hands tightened convulsively. ‘Well, we shall see. If he tries to claim them again . . .’

Grandmother looked grim; the gaunt sinews stood out in her stately neck. Perhaps because of that, because even then she sought pleasantness at any price,Augusta said:‘I didn’t mind, Grandmother. He is very good really.’

‘God help you, my dear,’ Grandmother said, shaking her head, ‘and God bless you, but he is not.’ The grim gaunt look softened, though, to Augusta’s intense relief. ‘Natural, I suppose. You have a warm heart, Augusta. I hope it will not hurt you.’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so.’

So she was not to see the baby brother or sister after all. ‘Half-brother,’ Grandmother said, when news came that her stepmother had been safely delivered of a boy. ‘He is to be George.’

‘George.’ Augusta tried the name over. There was something irresistible about it. She had a baby brother named George; these simple facts seemed to solve much that was problematical and unsatisfying about her young life. ‘My brother George.’

‘Half-brother. But you need not trouble your head about him, I think, my dear. They say she intends taking him back to Scotland. She will need to beg from her family, of course.’

So it proved. Her stepmother decamped with her baby brother to Aberdeen, a place that Augusta used to think of as practically  polar in remoteness, beyond ice-strewn seas. Her father was there also for a while – sponging, they said – before taking his debts off to France again. By then Augusta was in a new place herself.

‘Is this Derbyshire?’ she asked them, when they first took her into the house. And later, when they took her out to the paddock to see the pony and the donkey there, ‘Is this still Derbyshire?’

The lady laughed, and hugged her. Augusta had been quite serious – Grandmother had told her she was going to live in Derbyshire, and when at the end of the long journey Grandmother’s travelling-coach pulled up in front of a rambling grey ivy-mantled building near a church, Augusta thought this was it – but laugh, hug and lady were all very agreeable. This was a happy part of the story.

The lady was Mrs Alderson: the genial man with the bloodhound eyes was her husband, the rector of this rural parish and her grandmother’s chaplain. They had kind hearts, three small children, and plenty of room. For eight untroubled years Augusta lived with the Aldersons. They breathed good limestone air, ate tender spring lamb and crisp apples and drank creamy milk that was never watered down or frothed up with snails: they played cup-and-ball and spillikins and charades: they had prayers with the accent on mercy not punishment. Augusta shed her sickliness, throve, and knew a family life at last.

Except, of course, that this was not her family. More confusion – until she decided not to trouble about it. She would let affection lead her. She could never turn down love. Perhaps for others it was like an annuity that could always be relied upon, but for Augusta it was a special gift to be received gratefully.

At the rectory in deepest Derbyshire she was a long way from her father, and the more responsible of her connections saw to it that she stayed that way. The captain was not told where she was, lest he steal her away – or, more likely, threaten to, so they would have to pay him not to. Understanding this, Augusta’s flexible mind still embraced a wish that she could see him, somehow, while  keeping this peaceful life as well. It was an impossibility, but Augusta lived quite comfortably with impossibilities.

This one was not to be. When she was eight, her father died of drink and debility, penniless and alone, in the French town of Valenciennes. Mad Jack, as he was known, was only thirty-six – but, then, he had surely lived twice as fast as most people. Now that he was only a memory, a sketch of dazzle and dash, he could be harmlessly allowed into Augusta’s mental circle of those she loved. Also ushered into that inner and inward circle was the little half-brother she had never seen, who had inherited their father’s debts and, it was said, his good looks. Alas, they were spoiled, because the little boy in far-off Aberdeen was, Grandmother reported, terribly lame – club-footed, in fact.

Augusta knew what that was. There was a youth who looked after the mules for the nearby coal-mine, and he could be seen from the rectory windows sometimes leading the poor creatures to grass. ‘Poor creature,’ was said of him too: his lameness was spectacular, he lurched and swung and teetered; village children followed, mimicking cruelly and with deadly accuracy. Yet the imagined brother in the circle of Augusta’s mind, shadowy as he was, certainly did not move like that; he was all grace.

So: Augusta’s story brought up to date – the long, tranquil passage among healthful hills ended, warm, loving goodbyes to the Aldersons, and a new chapter opening at the Marquise’s boarding-school in Barnes. Just outside London, here: this whole tract of Thames-side, through Fulham to Chelsea, had been liberally planted with Young Ladies’ Academies. Any day you might see crocodiles of girls going on walks, goggling at other crocodiles across the way – ‘Did you see her? Did you see the sabot sleeves? Did you ever see such a fright in your life?’ – looking in, if indulged, at milliner’s and circulating-library, exercising pencil and sensibility at riverside beauty-spots. Down to peaceful Putney Bridge was one such walk: and here you could still hear the local gossip of last autumn, when a woman tried to drown herself by  jumping off the bridge, and was rescued in the nick of time by watermen.

Poor creature, thought Augusta. She could not imagine such potent unhappiness: it even seemed a human achievement beyond her capability, like genius or Herculean strength.

Not quite London, but London very near at hand, and that was apt for Augusta, for she was sent to the school to be groomed and polished and prepared for that little, huge world just downriver, where Grandmother lived. Society. The landmarks of that world stood out to the minds of the Marquise’s young charges like vivid peaks. There, if you were lucky, you had your coming-out at Almack’s, paraded Rotten Row in the fashions of a Bond Street modiste, went late to routs and crushes in the mansions of the squares out west, or to Vauxhall Gardens, or to the theatre in the fascinatingly sinful purlieus of Covent Garden. And there were men.

Oh, there were men everywhere, of course, like the drawing-master who breathed noisily through his nose and jumped as if electrified when his hand accidentally brushed yours – but this was different. In that waiting world, men were superb, terrifying, and other. They lolled in the bow-windows of their clubs, White’s and Brooks’s and Boodle’s, and stared out at St James’s Street that was all theirs, for no respectable woman could walk there.Yet they were also after you, in that world. That was why you entered it: to join a sort of mutual hunt through the groves of the Season. Somewhere there was the man who would make you his prize.

The girls talked of him as they lounged on summer evenings in the stifling bedrooms on the top floor of the Marquise’s house. In the dry heat there was a prickle and crackle of muslin gowns and restlessly combed hair. At the sound of hoofs and wheels in the street they always left a silence, as if it just might be Destiny bowling towards them.

‘I’m so bored,’ said Miss Lane the ever-languid, her face in the counterpane.

‘Have you noticed,’ said Miss Edwards, ‘how old Garside puts her hand on her cunny when she talks about Rousseau?’

They let out a fizzing laugh, scandalized, also contemptuous. Miss Garside was a teacher, and thus old, dowdy, hopeless: they would never be like her.

‘Rousseau was a great spirit,’ said sentimental Miss Morton. ‘The one place in the world I wish to visit above all others is Rousseau’s grave.’

‘I aver, you have the most curious notions,’ sighed Miss Lane. ‘I aver’ was all the rage with them at the moment: these favourite phrases, like ‘beyond anything great’ and ‘monstrous mortifying’, came and went mysteriously. ‘Who could care to go and see a grave? It would quite put me in the dismals.’

‘Don’t let the Marquise find your volume of Rousseau,’ said Miss Edwards. ‘She says he caused the Revolution.’

‘It was people like the Marquise who caused the Revolution,’ Miss Lane said, with sleepy tartness. ‘What would you do at the grave?’

‘Lay a laurel wreath. Weep.’

‘Lord. Though I suppose anything is better than this boredom.’ She sat up and looked over at Augusta. ‘Aren’t you bored? You never look it.’

‘Oh, sometimes,’ Augusta said, though in truth she wasn’t. Seat her comfortably, and she could happily contemplate the landscape of her own skirt, shoe, sofa.

‘Not you.’ Miss Lane levered herself up, regarded Augusta with tousled head on one side. ‘I can see you in a dozen years – a mother—’

‘Oh, Lord!’ breathed Augusta.

‘Yes, and a good one, a doting one. The sort I wish I had, instead of the old strumpet.’ Miss Lane’s mother was a fashionable widow, reputed to be having an affair with her young lawyer. Once a month she wrote her daughter a short letter – half the page blank. ‘My dear child’, they always began: Miss Lane said it was because  her mother couldn’t remember her name. ‘Yes, a happy wife and mother, and you’ll be very genteel and settled, but the young people will adore you because you’re not severe, and bring you their love-troubles.’

This was amazing. Augusta could never picture anything in this way, unless she had already seen it or had it described to her.

Miss Morton said, ‘What about me?’

‘Oh – I think – I can see eastern costume,’ Miss Lane said, satisfactorily. Miss Morton had a favourite uncle in India, and would often talk knowledgeably about ‘the fabled East’, and claim an exotic soul.

‘And me?’ said Miss Edwards.

‘I don’t know, I’m tired,’ Miss Lane groaned, collapsing again, ‘and so bored,’ and she stared up at the sun-filled window as if her stare might crack and burst it out.

‘Shall I read from The Monk?’ Miss Morton suggested. ‘Shall I read the part where they get Cunegunda and bind her and gag her, and Agnes dresses as the ghost of the Bleeding Nun? It is so wonderfully horrid.’

‘Not so horrid the tenth time round.’ Miss Lane sighed.

And then Augusta spoke up – not with self-assertion, for that was not like her, but simply because she felt their dullness and wanted to cheer them. They loved the thrill of the Gothic, and she could bring it closer.

‘You know, my brother has an abbey, or will have. A real Gothic abbey.’

They clamoured. Even Miss Lane was alert. How, how, tell.

‘Well, my brother is heir to the Barony of Rochdale, through our father. He was only nephew to the fifth Baron, but now the main line has all died out because the heir was killed at the siege of Calvi, very bravely. And so when the old lord dies, which cannot be long, my little brother will become the sixth lord – all quite unexpected. And he will get the ancestral house in Nottinghamshire, which is a genuine old abbey, called Newstead.  No, I have never seen it, but I have heard all about it. Nor my brother neither.Yes – half-brother – though I don’t feel that makes any difference. Oh, I don’t know how old – only that it is monstrous old, and it does have a Haunted Room, that I can swear to.’

It was a sensation. Miss Morton declared herself about to burst with envy. And this from Augusta – who was so quiet and unassuming, who was the despair of the drawing-master because she would painstakingly draw every leaf upon a tree instead of suggesting them with a few strokes. It was—

‘Romantic!’ cried Miss Morton. ‘The most romantic thing I ever heard!’

‘But when your brother inherits, will you be able to see the abbey then?’ Miss Edwards demanded. ‘Will you go and stay? Or even live there with him?’

‘I don’t know,’ Augusta said. ‘I haven’t thought about it.’

But in her understated way she had. The inner circle of her mind now contained a locale as well as people – a Gothic abbey, turreted, convincing, bathed in perpetual moonlight.

And was it, somehow, her place? She couldn’t tell: Augusta had no conception of her future as something she could control. Fate must direct. Yet she trusted. She felt that life did not unfold or unroll in any consequential manner – it proceeded by a chain of small miracles. So one never knew.

Miss Edwards, her round cheeks rich with blushes, wanted to know: ‘How old is your brother?’

‘He is five years younger than me – so he is nine.’

‘And so six years younger than me,’ Miss Edwards said, thinking. ‘Well, it is not such a great difference. I could still marry him.’

‘Lord, as if he should want you!’ chuckled Miss Lane, lazily slapping out.

‘Well, he might. He might marry any one of us,’ Miss Edwards insisted: then, her eye falling on Augusta, ‘Well, not you, of course.’

And that set them all off on one of their laughing fits, which came like sudden showers from a clear sky, and could go on and  on until they wept and hiccoughed and had to drag out the chamber-pot hastily, and would subside only to begin again with a single glance and shriek. This time it was so noisy that the Marquise herself came to the door, brandy-nosed and tetchy, to demand if they were young ladies or hyenas.

‘And you,’ she said, wagging a departing finger at Augusta, ‘I am surprised at you, Miss Byron.’
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Girlhoods: Caroline


If you’re going to be born towards the end of the eighteenth century of the Christian era, probably the most favourable location is England, taking into account such things as infant-mortality rates, life expectancy, freedom from natural disasters and military incursions, and comparative material wealth. And the section of English society that it is most favourable to be born into is, of course, the upper section. Even the best that medical science can offer is no great matter at this date, but such as it is, the upper class can command it: likewise food, clothes, room, distance from epidemic breeding-places, warmth, safety and security.

Try to be born into the aristocracy, then. Not the lower reaches, where there are quite a few out-at-elbows lordlings squatting dismally amid their mortgaged and weed-choked acres. (There is one such to be found at Newstead Abbey, in Nottinghamshire, just at this moment: the Wicked Lord Byron, as they used to call the fifth Baron, though now the old man is more strange than wicked, living off hard cheese in brooding retirement and holding discourse only with the clicking horde of crickets that infest the filthy kitchen. He is trying to train them.) Nor is it a good idea to aim higher, and be actually born into the royal family, not riven as they are by the bitter loathing between King George III and his son the Prince of Wales – or Whales, as the satirists will soon begin to call the dandified scapegrace when fat claims him as hungrily as he would claim the throne.

No, better by far, best of all, be born into one of the highest aristocratic families – rich as kings, only a little less powerful, and unhindered by responsibility. And surely the most eligible of all is the great Whig clan that includes the Duke of Devonshire, owner of no less than six country houses, and his spectacular young wife Georgiana, who has accumulated sixty thousand pounds’ worth of gambling debts since her marriage and, most piquantly, is not quite sure how. So, how about Georgiana’s sister, likewise a beauty but not so intensely subject to public scrutiny, and well married to a man who will be Earl of Bessborough and has no obvious vices? There will be a country place, of course, but try to be born in town, at the family’s London mansion, where medical attention can be more swiftly summoned, and the rooms more easily heated, as the date appointed for the birth is November (summer with its muggy fevers being the worst season). And as the mother in this case already has two boys and fancies a change, try to be born a girl.

There. Every chance is now maximized. It is hardly possible in 1785 to enter the world more auspiciously. Draw your first breath, Caroline Ponsonby.

 



‘Now there is a child,’ says the physician who has attended the birth to the accoucheur at the door of the Cavendish Square house, ‘who will never want for anything.’

And the fairies popularly supposed to gather around the cradle – do they hear those words, and smile ironically? Fairies, if anyone, surely know about the deceptiveness of appearances.

 



The growing Caroline seems, at any rate, fairy-influenced. She is light and slender, her hair a wild red-gold cloud of curls, her face pure pixie with its pert nose and huge brown eyes. They call her ‘little sprite’, Ariel. Her elder brothers toss her, bird-boned and squealing and delighted, from one to the other, like a toy.

‘John, Frederick, stop it. You’ll make her sick.’

‘Caro likes it, Mama! She likes it beyond anything.’

‘She’ll be over-excited. Now you know where that leads.’

Quite early on, Caroline knows that this means her temper.

At first she thinks of it as a thing that has come to live with them, a troublesome outsider. When her temper has done naughty things, she looks in the mirror to try and see it, like a demon at her shoulder. But she sees only her own face, flushed and contorted.

It is a great pity, everyone agrees. She is generally so quick, clever, happy, and loving. This above all. Perhaps that’s the problem.

‘She must learn to moderate her feelings,’ says the doctor, called in to examine her after she has exhausted herself with a screaming fit. ‘What is this about a kitten?’

‘It was lame. We had it drowned,’ her father says reasonably.

Loving, yes: early on she knows what it is to be shaken by love. ‘These passionate attachments,’ people say, dismissively, and Caroline wants to cry out that attachment is just right, for she is already as sensitive to words as everything else, and when she loves it is like a bonding and tearing, like when she roamed down to the kitchen of Aunt Georgiana’s house and picked up a plate from the stove and realized, with fascination momentarily postponing the agony, that it was so hot her fingers had stuck to it like wax.

That is what it feels like when she dreams her favourite spaniel has run away, and she has to scurry down in her night-rail sobbing and put her arms round him in his basket, where they find her in the morning with her thin bare feet blue with cold.

So, perhaps the fairies did more at the cradle: perhaps she is a true changeling.

‘I don’t think she can have got it from my side,’ says her father – likely enough, thinks the doctor: the man is such a thundering bore.

‘We don’t need to talk in those terms,’ says the doctor. ‘Miss Ponsonby is overly vivacious. But her mental powers are uncommonly quick. There is no suggestion—’

‘She cannot have got it from my side either,’ puts in Caroline’s mother. ‘There is assuredly no instability there.’

Well, no, thinks the doctor. But then again.

Caroline’s maternal grandmother, Lady Spencer, is eccentric. She dresses in a mannish riding-habit, keeps pet snakes, dines on grey porridge while she pores over books of metaphysics. Into the world she sent two beautiful daughters. The eldest is that fabulous Georgiana who married the Duke of Devonshire and has imperilled even his unthinkable wealth with her extravagance: meanwhile he is sleeping with her best friend. The younger, Caroline’s mother, has gambled away a few fortunes likewise, but her main recreation seems to have been collecting admirers. Everyone from the Prince of Wales down, the doctor has heard; and they don’t stop at admiration.

‘Well,’ the doctor says, shrugging, ‘for the excitability at night, there is always laudanum.’

Caroline makes up stories. They pop into her head unbidden. Sometimes they have fairies in them, and witches and goblins: sometimes stranger things. ‘A sugar loaf as big as a house, and on the top there lived a mouse, with whiskers on his chin, and he made such a din when he fell in the well and broke his nose and tore his hose so he ate his toes . . .’

‘It doesn’t make sense, Caro,’ complains Frederick. ‘Tell the one about the soldier. This one’s silly. How can he eat his toes?’

‘With a knife and fork.’

‘It doesn’t make sense.’

But Caroline is used to that. Many things in her world do not make sense. She has seen Papa shouting at Mama, and his fingers fiercely gripping her arm just as they grip the reins of a halfbroken horse. In a world that made sense, that would be as bad as her temper. But it’s not, apparently; and she is not even to mention that she saw it. Indeed, it did not happen at all. Which makes no sense.

Caroline loves to dress up: to appear, suddenly, transformed and dramatic.

‘What are you today?’ her nurse says.

‘I am an Egyptian queen, of course.’

‘Like Cleopatra?’


‘Like Cleopatra. But someone else.’

‘Someone who wears a gold-fringed curtain.’

‘It’s a royal robe.’

‘And where did the royal robe come from?’

‘Well, it came down from a window.’

‘On its own? Or did the Egyptian queen help it?’

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter, you know.’ Nothing like that does. She has a hazy idea that her family owns the world. It gives her a peculiar fearlessness. Not for her the childhood dread of getting lost. She has only to go up to any door, knock, and be admitted.

So when the whole family, Bessboroughs and Devonshires, travel abroad, and she, as quite a little girl, rides through the new-made France, seeing the burnt shells of convents, passing under Revolutionary arches of flowers crowned with the red caps of liberty, she is not afraid or upset or homesick. The Alps appear to her an excellent idea, Italy only a little less so: her fair skin soon burns under the hot southern sun. But she is not fussy about appearances, otherwise she might ask her father to have it turned down a little.

At Naples she scrambles about the slopes of Vesuvius, violently throws her lava samples at a muleteer she sees beating his animal, gallops with a pet fox about the sweet-smelling garden of the villa, chatters in macaronic fragments of French and Italian.

And tries to look after her mother. Mama’s health was poor before coming abroad. She had a paralytic seizure from which she is only lately recovered. But now Mama has a new malady. ‘What is it, Mama? What’s wrong? Oh, tell me, tell me else I’ll die!’

She has not seen her mother for some time: the adults have been engaged in a round of sightseeing expeditions, sailing-parties, receptions at the Neapolitan court. Now her mother is in Caroline’s room at the top of the house, where Caroline is made to rest in the warm afternoon, and she is crying.

‘Oh, Mama, stop, or I shall die!’ With anyone else, this might be a piece of childish exaggeration, but with Caroline at such moments there is a stark conviction: she can almost feel the life slipping from her.

Through brimming eyes Lady Bessborough looks about her for a chair: the room is not familiar to her. ‘It’s nothing, my dear,’ she says, half laughing. ‘It’s love.’

 



Later Caroline hears her nurse talking to her mother’s maid. ‘Oh, he’s a pretty fellow all right – very pretty – and so he should be, considering he’s ten years younger than her.’

‘More, I’ve heard. Ugh, pardon, I’m bilious from this damn saucy mucky food. More than ten, I’ve heard. I don’t reckon he’s even of age. What does she think she’s about?’

‘Oh, well, she’s always had more of an itch than his lordship can scratch. From what I’ve heard—’

Caroline owns a little silver-mounted riding-crop, given to her by her uncle the Duke, and without knowing how, she has it in her hands and is thrashing her nurse’s jerking rump with it. ‘Beast, filthy beast, dirty old crow, old worm—’

‘Miss, you’ll stop that at once – stop it – your pa shall hear of it.’ And having grappled the riding-crop away from her at last, the nurse gives a great sigh and, over Caroline’s head, says, ‘You see? See how this one’s turning out.’

Her father is more remote than ever at this time. He seems always to be riding, has diminished to a smell of leather and sweat, a creak of boots, a grim profile.

One day she catches him. ‘Papa, listen. You must help – Mama is so poorly. She’s got love.’ She sees him flinch, but she does not understand it yet, though she will soon, sooner than she should. ‘She’s always weeping, and coming and going—’

‘Oh, Caroline,’ he snaps, ‘don’t prattle so,’ and he looks around in perplexity, as if she were some troublesome small animal and he were trying to locate the cage she has escaped from.

Aunt Georgiana walks with her in the garden and is, as ever, vaguely comforting. Just her presence: tall, plump, pretty, milkyskinned, embraceable, to little elfin Caroline she really is Devonshire, a whole rich landscape of pleasantness.

‘Your mama is quite well, Caro,’ she says. ‘Don’t trouble yourself about it. I declare you’ve taught those dogs tricks already – however do you do it?’

The two dogs frisking about the garden are gifts from a Neapolitan countess, and Caroline has made the adults laugh by remarking how curious it is that they understand commands in English. She can always do that – make them laugh. It’s almost too easy. Sometimes it seems most of the adults around her have shut off the part of their minds that thinks of funny things.

‘She says she can’t sleep.’

‘Well, that’s not like her,’ Georgiana says, with a faint touch of sisterly malice. ‘But as long as you sleep, my dear, that’s the main thing.’

Caroline never really likes going to sleep: she resists that surrender, that nothingness. But lately it is worse. She sits up thinking of her mother and staring out at the sky above the bay, where between them, spreading night and the smoke of Vesuvius horribly claim the sky. This garden too, loud with bees, obscene with roses, now disturbs her. Here the other day she found a wonderful butterfly, iridescent and big as her hand, and caught it in a downturned glass jar. She only meant it to be in there while she looked and admired. When something called her into the house, she only meant to be a moment. It was the next morning before she remembered, shrieking aloud, running. The butterfly was dead, faded, like a leaf. Caroline pinched and punched her own arms, seeking punishment, though she knew that would be up to God in the end.

‘I hate love!’ she bursts out. ‘It just makes people cry, I hate it.’

‘It might seem that way, Caro,’ Aunt Georgiana says. ‘But – well, never mind. You’ll see when you’re older.’

Caroline, hardly listening, points a trembling finger at the dogs. ‘Oh! I never taught them that. What are they doing?’

‘Oh, Lord.’ Aunt Georgiana steers her away. ‘Never mind, don’t pay them any heed, my dear.’

‘Scappa’s hurting Roma – look.’

‘No, no.’ She is trying to suppress – Caroline can see it – a faint smile.

That is another thing about adults. When they do laugh, it’s at things that aren’t funny.

But compensations: she has never before been so close to Mama. Often Mama will come in with a candle when Caroline is already in bed, sit down by her with a wonderful whisper of silk from her evening-gown, and talk to her as if she were another adult.

‘I am a great fool, am I not, Caro?’

‘No, Mama. Never!’

‘It’s what people are saying. It’s what they are all saying.’ Since her illness, perhaps, there has been this slow, lisping quality about Mama’s speech – though Aunt Georgiana has something of it too. Like a fire, it is luxuriant, and lulls you.

‘Oh, who cares what people think?’ says Caroline stoutly. ‘Not me.’

‘I shall have to go away, I think. I can’t bear to be here. He – he torments me.’

‘No, don’t go. Please, Mama.’

‘Little Squirrel. You know you do very well without me.’

‘I don’t.’ And then, just as when she was learning to ride and instinctively understood how to distribute her weight, Caroline’s mind makes a deft adjustment. ‘If you go, he’ll think it’s because of him. And then that makes him the winner.’

Mama turns, her eyes shining in the candlelight. ‘The things you do think of!’ she says after a moment.

 



In truth, Lady Bessborough’s affair with her Adonis, young Granville Leveson-Gower, only mildly tickles the English colony at Naples. Gathered around the baroque court of the Two Sicilies – with its dwarfs and clockwork toys and ripe whiff of corruption, and  its illiterate king, Ferdinand the Big-Nosed, superstitious as an old peasant-woman, addicted to the hunt, gobbling dishes of macaroni in the royal box at the opera – they are not very shockable. There was lately the scandal of the British minister, dry old Sir William Hamilton, presenting a buxom new bride half his age and no better than she should be; but they are getting used to Lady Hamilton’s ways now. Then there is the diversion of a Royal Navy squadron coming into the bay, with a mission to the allied court. Young Captain Nelson, dining ashore, is quizzed: Where are the troops to go? Is it true that French royalists have taken Toulon? Does he not think this war will very soon fizzle out? And some draw their own conclusions from his cautious replies, and begin to think of home.Young Captain Nelson departs, and the chances of war will take him to Corsica, and to the siege of Calvi, where he will lose his right eye to splinters from cannon-shot; and where an even more fateful cannonball will snuff out the life of one William Byron, making a little lame boy living obscurely in Scotland heir to a barony.

But as for Lady Bessborough and her pretty lover – well, as someone says, it gives her something to do.

 



Learning: Caroline is not doing enough of it, according to Grandmama Spencer, who is teaching herself German and conjugates verbs as she stomps about the Royal Gardens. Mama talks vaguely of hearing Caroline’s daily lesson, and Grandmama Spencer herself sometimes sits her down to arithmetic; but the child needs, she says, a proper governess.

Caroline is learning, though, all the time. She has picked up enough French to write a letter home in it: Italian too: she scribbles verses, rhyming for ever, and in her sketchbook draws tiny devastating caricatures. She even has an ear for dialect, for language beyond the pale.


‘Cazzo.’ She has heard their guide say it. It means what you tread in, regularly, in the unswept streets. When she is taken to a  firework display in the Royal Gardens, and everyone is cooing exclamations, Caroline cries out in the same tone: ‘Ah, cazzo!’ And her mischief is rewarded by a beaming smile from a bewigged expatriate gentlewoman sitting close by, who remarks: ‘How charming – the way the little ones pick up the language!’

Learning, by unconventional means. Aunt Georgiana has already gone home to England – why? To be with her husband the Duke and her children, whom she loves so dearly. But why, then, did she go away from them? Hush. And why did she have a big belly when we first came away to France, and then it got small again? Hush, hush. Eager linguist, she begins to interpret hush, a word conveying a multiplicity of meanings, but all of them bringing to her mind the two dogs in the garden, hunched, grotesquely urgent.

Learning: they are going home at last, and break their journey at Rome, after a passage perilous through bandit country – pistolshots echoing round the narrow defiles, the guide sweating and moaning cazzo, cazzo, and unburied corpses at the roadside – one with a Vesuvius of flies erupting from its burst belly – and only Caroline unafraid. (The merely real does not frighten her.) In the inn-room her mother sets out her writing-desk (portable – their moving emporium of luggage is watched like a carnival parade by hungry faces) and after writing for a few minutes stares into space.

Caroline comes up, looks over her arm, and reads the name at the top of the letter.

‘Oh!’ she says in disappointment, for it is the name of the young man at Naples, familiar to Caroline from those anguished talks at night by the moonlit bay. ‘Oh, you are writing to him. I thought that was done. I thought that was why we were going home—’

‘What?’ Her mother comes to herself, as if from far distances, and her dreamy heavy-eyed face turns stern. ‘Yes, yes, to be sure. But we do not – we do not speak of these things, my dear. I had thought you would understand that by now. Come – let us have no more of it.’

Caroline, wordless for once, thinks of those soft Neapolitan  nights with her mother sitting on her bed, telling her fears and secrets to her daughter-confessor.

A brief sharp kiss, a turn of the shoulder. ‘Now go, go, let me write in peace, my dear.’

‘Oh . . . What shall I do, then, Mama?’

‘Whatever you like, Caro,’ Lady Bessborough says, busily writing.

 



‘And what are you today, Caroline?’

‘A boy. My name is – Charles.’

‘I see. That is why you have your brother’s clothes on, I suppose. And that – good God, that’s a knife! Put it down at once. Where—’

‘It’s only a butter-knife. Boys are allowed to have knives.’

‘Caroline, put it down at once. See the marks you have made on that table.’

‘I can’t hear you, I’m Charles, you’ll have to call me by my name.’

Sigh. ‘It’s high time you stopped all this pretending.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you are growing up . . . And now what are you laughing at?’

 



Lady Bessborough says: ‘I cannot control her. She is simply beyond me. She has been worse since we came back to England, much worse.’ It is three o’clock in the afternoon. Lady Bessborough has been up for an hour. No letter from her lover today. When is he coming to London? Soon perhaps she can begin dressing for dinner, slowly: then there will be dinner: then the evening, and the gaming-tables will make the time go. ‘She is not like the boys. I miss them so.’ They are at Harrow: no letter from them today either.

‘Well, she is a girl,’ Lord Bessborough grunts.

‘I was a girl once,’ Lady Bessborough says, drifting over to the fireplace to confront herself in the pier-glass. She sounds unconvinced.

‘Try her with your mother a while. She responds well to your mother.’ Lord Bessborough fidgets with his riding-crop, wearing his perpetual look of a man impatient to get away. ‘That’s my notion.’

‘I see. And what about me?’ Lady Bessborough addresses him in the glass.

‘I didn’t suppose we were talking of you, my dear,’ he answers, already going.

Lady Bessborough, after long contemplation, looks at the clock on the mantel, and observes with mild despair that it is only two minutes past three.

 



Grandmama Spencer, happy to take Caroline in hand, finds her a governess and oversees an improving regime. She spends long weeks in the country, away from the temptation to show off: when her temper gets the better of her, only echoing silence greets her frenzied yelling. There is progress. The doctor says there is nothing wrong with her beyond excitability: she feels too much.

‘How can I feel less?’ she asks Grandmama Spencer – not teasing: a serious question.

‘It’s a matter of what you reveal. A matter of restraint. I saw you with the dogs this morning, Caro – actually licking their faces.’

‘They were licking mine. It’s their way of showing love, so I wanted to show them back. Besides, they’d just been bathed. I bathed them. And they wriggled so much they bathed me so it all comes in a circle.’

Grandmama Spencer smiles reluctantly.‘You know I would always have you think for yourself, my dear. The mind must have freedom. But the heart does not always profit from it.’

‘I think I should have been a boy – a soldier. That’s what I should have been.’

‘A soldier? Why so?’

‘Oh, I could go marching off, and not be a nuisance.’

She remains irrepressible. Words seize her fancy, intensely: she  cannot understand how people take them for granted. ‘Mercurial’: that was one she delighted in, just at first sight, and when she discovers its meaning she runs about feeling mercurial, imagining wings at her heels, darting, changing. Lay an image in her mind, and she nourishes it to cuckoo size. When Grandmama Spencer shows her the family tree, Caroline cannot help picturing a great gnarled tree with all of them dangling from the branches. ‘There never was such a tree!’ she tells her Devonshire cousins. ‘All the fruits are different.With this hair I must be what else but a chestnut, and then Grandmama Spencer is, I am afraid to say, a crab-apple, and then you . . .’

The cousins laugh explosively. She is their master of ceremonies and their court jester – sometimes also the maker of trouble and the bringer-down of vengeance: the price for entertainment. What with sleeping, and being poorly, and having a lover, Lady Bessborough has not much time to look after Caroline, and much of her bringing-up is spent at Devonshire House with her Aunt Georgiana’s children. Little G, the eldest, has her mother’s beguiling pleasantness: Caroline thinks of her like a draught of warm milk. Hary-o is a fierce, downright little dumpling of a girl – a refreshing drink of unsweetened lemonade. The youngest, Hart, son and heir, is troubled with deafness and shyness, and seems to look up to Caroline with an anguished attention – just, alas, plain water. There are others in the nursery, apparently of the family, though Caroline soon learns not to try placing them exactly on the family tree. That is one of the things we do not talk about.

Devonshire House stands huge and assertive in St James’s – at the centre of the world, indeed – overlooking Green Park with Buckingham House across the way.Within, Caroline and her cousins torment the governess and tumble in wild, juvenile cataracts from one floor to the next. There are no regular mealtimes: a descent on the vast basement kitchen will usually produce something eatable. They sit on the stairs gobbling from silver plates. A benign neglect is easy to achieve in Devonshire House, which is so big  that a thousand people can parade through the public rooms. Once Caroline spends the whole day wearing a frizzed powdered wig, filched from a bedroom, and no one notices.

Sometimes her uncle the Duke will droop into the schoolroom and bestow his papery kisses – not often: it is Aunt Georgiana who rules this fabulous roost. (Caroline is used to this – men dull and shadowy behind vivid womenfolk. She supposes it is a natural attribute of the species of manhood, just as moths are always brownish and dusty.) Georgiana has suffered lately. No longer the statuesque charmer painted by Gainsborough in a great cartwheel hat of her own design that sent the ladies of the ton rushing to their milliners for a copy, the Duchess of Devonshire bears the marks of marital griefs, the shock at the execution of her friend Marie Antoinette of France, and the bungling efforts of medical science to operate on an eye condition that has left her face lopsided and given her family the memory of the most horrifying screams anyone ever heard. Still, she is a great figure – a politician, if women could be politicians – and Devonshire House the resort of other great figures: rulers – or would-be rulers. For this is the pole-star of the Whig world, and the Whigs are out.

‘What is a Tory, you say?’ Caroline’s father makes one of his rare jokes. ‘Oh, it’s what we all are nowadays.’

It is the Revolution in France that has holed the Whigs below the water-line. Some have continued to hail it: others have drawn away in alarm. Divided, they watch as young Mr Pitt wraps himself in the toga of loyalty to Church and King and looks set to rule more or less for ever. Peeping through the banisters before being chased to bed by a harassed nurse, Caroline and the other gilded urchins often witness the Whig leaders arriving for suppers, cardparties, receptions. Mr Fox one knows straight away – the bushy black eyebrows and swarthy jaw are just as in the print-shop caricatures, where he is always being wicked and unpatriotic. And Mr Sheridan, once the writer of plays, lifted from stage to statesman, with his drinker’s ruined raspberry face: once, too, the lover of  Caroline’s mama, and still, it is whispered, panting for her. And now and then, Prinny himself – the Prince of Wales, with his sauntering, fleshy, dainty walk, acre of white waistcoat, sausage curls: the one great friend and hope of the Whigs, if only his father would die, or go mad again so that Prinny is made Regent.

The Whigs are out, but the sufferings of political exile are borne stoically enough. Boredom can always be relieved by gambling, that most artificial of excitements, like a galvanic charge applied to a lifeless limb. Both Georgiana and Caroline’s mothers continue to lose thousands at faro and macao. Grandmama Spencer is greyfaced when she speaks of it.

‘But, Grandmama, didn’t you used to game? I’ve heard Papa say that when Grandpapa was alive you and he would be at cards and dice all night. And when you ran out of money you’d throw your rings on the table—’

A blasting, withering look silences Caroline.

‘I conquered that vice,’ Grandmama Spencer says at last, with her ramrod back to her, ‘through prayer – effort – discipline. It’s what we must all do. You too, Caroline. Your vices – the wildness and thoughtlessness – you must destroy them or they will destroy you.’

‘Oh, I know,’ Caroline says tremulously: for she does know: her versatile imagination is capable of anything, including black ends and catastrophes.

‘I say this out of love for you.’

‘Oh, I know that too.’ And she does. Tears spring to her eyes: emotions always flare in her like this, like oil spattered on to flame. She longs acutely for an embrace. But Grandmama Spencer, riding-habited, snake-handling, prayerful, does not deal in embraces.

Nor do the whole family, in fact – except embraces of the sexual kind. Caroline now knows about, if she does not understand, this strange force of passion that lurks beneath the surface of adult life, impelling them in unforeseen directions, like the schoolroom magnet under the table rolling the iron filings about.  It is the key to most mysteries. Yet still she does not make the connection, at first, when mystery afflicts her own body. She is staying with Grandmama Spencer at her country house near St Albans when she wakes to find herself bleeding.

Caroline, looking down at the sheet, thinks quite calmly: Here it is then: punishment. She does not doubt that she merits it, only the manner of it is surprising. Will this lead to death, then, and how soon? Only later, practising on the pianoforte, does she break down, because she adores music, and when she bleeds to death she will have to leave it behind.

Grandmama Spencer, severely practical, elicits the truth, briskly tells her what it means and shows her how to deal with it. Caroline gabbles with delighted relief.‘So Mama has it, and Aunt Georgiana, and Nurse and Mrs Trimmer and everyone! And yet they never seem to say! How odd – or perhaps I’ve just not noticed—’

‘We do not talk about it, Caroline.’

‘But if everyone has it—’

‘It is not a fit subject for conversation.’ She sighed. ‘I thought you would understand.’

Understanding. There are two sorts of understanding, it seems. There is the understanding of music and mathematics and Italian, and that proceeds smoothly enough, like a walk on a good gravel path. And there is the other sort of understanding, which is shifting sands and stormy currents, and has glimpses of beauty and terror, and does not translate into words very easily. As, when Caroline washes and washes her face, scrubbing at her cheeks until they shine like red, painful apples. Grandmama Spencer cannot understand that, and Caroline cannot explain.

The same shadowy sort of understanding hovers about her mama’s temporary retirement from the world, after a fall downstairs. Has she hurt herself very badly? No – but she must rest, she must have seclusion for a couple of months at least. Caroline, staying with Grandmama Spencer, can hardly say when it is that she grasps what is going on, putting together bits of servants’ gossip, the tone of  her father’s letters. But she knows at last that Mama is producing a little brother or sister, though not one she will meet: this is a token of Mama’s enduring affair with the beautiful, cruel young man she first met at Naples. It is not spoken of. It is understood.

Even Caroline, with her uncontrollable tongue, does not speak of it. But this is a time of turning points for her. Solemn in a white gown she is confirmed at Westminster Abbey. At first, as she walks down the nave with her cousin Little G, her mind is busy with all its old monkey chatter. Enter stage right one red-haired loon – the Westmonster of Westminster – come on, commune, come one come all, the bishop wears lawn sleeves and I wear forlorn sleeves, skinny limbs like spillikins, all goosefleshed and all flesh is grass, like pâté de foie gras, and grass makes a lawn, and so we get ‘Greensleeves’. But when it comes to the laying-on of hands, the nonsense stops and she trembles under the eye of heaven. Caroline has no doubts about God. It is the material world she cannot quite believe in.

Another turning point: she has a fever and the doctors, as they often do, order her long hair cut off to apply blisters. Recovered, she views the cropped coppery cluster in the mirror with a curious feeling – like recognition. After a long voyage, the landfall of identity is in sight at last.

And at a Devonshire House dinner, she finds herself seated next to the eldest son of Lord Melbourne and hardly able to eat for looking at him – his thick-set shoulders, strong jaw, coal-dark brows and eyes. He is a grown man, of course, and beside him she is a child. But he, steadily munching, steadily listening, steadily blinking the dark-lantern eyes, does not treat her like one: not William Lamb.
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Girlhoods: Mary


In the beginning there was her father. He knew all and saw all and he was never wrong. He was her creator, and she was his only creature.

Not strictly true: there was her sister Fanny. But though Fanny was the elder, she was meek and timid and viewed him with uncomprehending awe – like an idol. But for Mary the deity wore a human face, which made him all the more wonderful. Her reverence was suffused with love.

He was alone. That, too, was grandly fitting. It was part of his tremendousness. For Mary there was Fanny to sit beside at lessons and to whisper to when the nursery candle was put out: the maid had a young man down the street she laughed and joked with: even the poorest and shabbiest of the French émigrés who shuffled about their neighbourhood would gather at the Abbé’s hospice to pray and sing together, sad hands patting thin shoulders. But Mary’s father worked alone and slept alone, and when business took him away he got on the coach alone and came back alone – stepping carefully in his short-sighted, stooped way down on to the innyard cobbles and then courteously handing out a lady passenger before turning with a flash of spectacles to look for Mary, who breathlessly waited with her hand gripping her nurse’s so hard that Nurse complained she had quite stopped the blood.

He had not always been alone. There was another, complementary principle in this cosmos, beautiful and tender as he was  grave and austere. Its image hung in the study, above his desk: Mary had gazed long at it and when she closed her eyes at night could summon it in perfect reproduction. The portrait of the woman in a white wrapover gown and black cap, soft auburn hair waving about her strong, glowing, gentle face: her mother.

Her mother was dead, and very early on her father had explained to Mary what that meant – the sad but natural end to which everyone came after their stay on earth. Their memories were kept alive by their friends, while their bodies were put away. Mary’s mother had been put away in St Pancras churchyard, and Mary had often been there and seen the gravestone. As she could not remember ever being unable to read, she could not recall ever being shocked that the name on the gravestone was her own.

For she was named after that great personage – which made her feel, even more, the centre of a universe freighted with importance. Most dizzying of all, her mother had died in giving birth to her.

Her father had explained it, in his lucid and methodical way. But even before then Mary had perceived difference about herself. Other children had mothers who continued in life alongside them. But the woman in the portrait had had to relinquish life in the ordeal of getting Mary into the world. Heroically she had placed her child on this ledge of safety before being dragged down into the abyss. This was stirring, terrible: it made life ferociously meaningful. From a little girl, Mary could never understand it when people yawned, whistled, twitched in vacancy: they must be half dead.

Although he was alone, her father had many visitors. Mary soon realized that they came to the house in the Polygon rather as others – slaves of superstition and unreason, as her father named them – crowded into the church. The visitors came to shake his hand, to hear him talk, to submit questions to his judgement. ‘I come, honoured sir,’ said one shining-eyed young man, ‘to sit at your feet.’

But he did not do so: they both sat on chairs in the study, and talked about monarchy and republics. What the young man had  said, as her father patiently explained, was a figure of speech. It was the same when another of his visitors commiserated with him on being violently attacked last week.

‘Who attacked you, Papa? Where – what did they do?’ Mary cried, imagining stoically hidden injuries, cracked bones.

‘The attack,’ her father said, with his small, rationed smile, ‘was not a physical one, my dear. It was someone writing in a newspaper, saying I am a bad man because of the things I believe. These calumnies,’ he went on, turning back to his companion, ‘are only to be expected. When they fear the ideas, they will hasten to malign the character of their originator.’ And with a devout upward glance at the portrait: ‘The late Mrs Godwin knew that all too well.’

Often the visitors stood in admiration before that picture. And once Mary heard her father say to one of them: ‘A good likeness? Oh, yes, indeed. That is exactly how she appeared – before death stole her from me.’ And she knew, again, that that was a figure of speech. But knowledge could not prevent the nightmares, in which death came like a looming giant to steal her father away too.

Sometimes the visitors would look at Mary also, in the same way as they looked at her father and her mother’s portrait, and though it was strange at first she got used to it. She was special, exceptional, because of who she was. There was pride in this – and responsibility. She must try all the harder when, for example, she was sluggish over the spelling-book or sums. Her father did not indulge her, nor did she expect it. ‘If I tell you it is right when it is wrong,’ he said, ‘then I tell a lie. I think you would not wish me to tell a lie, any more than I would wish you to tell a lie. We must be truthful. Do you see?’ She saw.

Sometimes her father would ask the visitors for money. And somehow this was an aspect of his glory too, like the newspapers attacking him and calling him bad: he was a deity who knew poverty and enmity. Thinking of that, Mary sometimes wanted to weep – but did not. Once when she got into a passion he told her, with his soft severity, that tears were idle and wasteful. So,  unlike poor tremulous Fanny, Mary as a child very seldom cried. She supposed that tears must be saved up for a time when they would really be needed.

‘Such a pretty mite!’ said one of the Godwin aunts, lowly as he was lofty, with a shake of mobcapped head. ‘I do hope she’ll not grow up vain of it.’

‘Looks are nature’s dispensation,’ he said, ‘and as such we can have no reason to be proud of them or otherwise. That is what Mary will be taught.’

‘If you say so,’ huffed the aunt, who privately thought the house was like a tomb and the children sad little spectres.

People admired Mary’s fine honey-gold hair, her delicate straight features. Fanny sighed over them. ‘You’re much prettier than me,’ she observed, uncomplainingly. ‘Or – than I, rather. That’s right, isn’t it?’ she added, with a nervous glance over her shoulder, but their father was not nearby.

Young Mr Coleridge was one of the visitors Mary would look out for: there was a fascination about his looks, perhaps because they seemed the opposite of her father’s in some defining way. Her father angular, dry, bony, pale, all hollows and sockets: Mr Coleridge made of circles, his round dark-curled head like her own drawings, a red ring of lips and full cheeks. Indeed he looked like a child – the essence of childhood as her father was of the adult. He even talked like one – not in his matter, which was often beyond her, but in the fact that he was hardly ever silent. It was curious that he had a child of his own, a son.

‘You might marry him when you are grown, Mary,’ Mr Coleridge said – not with condescension, just with speculative wonder at how things might turn out.

Mary thought. ‘I’m going to stay with my papa,’ she said.

Mr Coleridge seemed to understand that, like a lot of things. When he asked her if she said her prayers at night, he whispered it with a smile: for her father did not believe in prayers. Quite rightly: such things were for lesser beings like her.
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