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            Ex Africa semper aliquid novi.

            —Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia, VIII/42

            

If I were to write the story of my life, I would shock the world.

            —Caterina Sforza

            

How long is this posthumous life of mine to last?

            —John Keats

         

          

      

   


   
      
          

         What follows is a work of imagination. The Cape Doctor is inspired by the life of Dr. James Miranda Barry (born Margaret Anne Bulkley circa 1795 in Cork, Ireland), one of the most eminent physicians of the nineteenth century. Dr. Barry’s life has long inspired novelists and biographers, to whose efforts this book owes a debt (most especially the exhaustive 2016 biography, Dr. James Barry: A Woman Ahead of Her Time). I have changed the names of key figures for the purposes of fiction.

         I have striven to accurately reflect the facts of Margaret Bulkley’s and Dr. Barry’s extraordinary life. Though they lived over 150 years ago, we know this: Margaret disguised herself as James Barry in 1809 to attend Edinburgh University, in order to pursue a medical education unavailable to women at the time. Having excelled in his studies, James Barry entered the military as an army surgeon, serving in Cape Town, Mauritius, and Jamaica, eventually rising to the rank of Inspector General. A dandy, a duelist, a flirt, Dr. Barry had a close bond with Lord Somerset—the powerful, charming, controversial, aristocratic Governor of Cape Town—which resulted in a sodomy scandal that rattled both Cape Town and London society. We know that Barry was the first to successfully perform a caesarian in Africa. And we know that the “layer out,” who tended Barry after his death, reported that the doctor was “a perfect female,” whose body showed evidence of having carried a child.

         Barry did not leave a will, but he had left instructions (decades earlier when gravely ill) not to be undressed after death, without saying why. Biographers have speculated variously but inconclusively about this choice, but almost nothing remains of the intimate thoughts of Margaret or James. We are left to imagine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Fortunate Son

         

         She died, so I might live. Margaret. I owe her my life. Not a day goes by when I don’t think of it. Of her. As not a day goes by when I don’t think of him.

         She died, so I might live, but isn’t that the lot of women? To sacrifice, as our Lord was said to have done. Few speak of Mary’s sacrifice, of course; that, we are to assume, was unexceptional. To martyr oneself for others is the expected lot of mothers and daughters. It’s rarer in sons, except in war. So naturally, given the choice, I chose to be a son. Given the choice, who would not?

         There are so many things we do not know until it is too late. Among them, that it is never too late. The American ambassador Franklin said it best: “I want to live so I might see how it turns out.” We do. I can see that from where I am now—wherever that is, in this almost afterlife of imagination or fact (who can say for sure which it is?)—I can see that my life will be a scandal, and an inspiration. Charles Dickens will write of me, and Twain, even Havelock Ellis; I will be a riddle that generations will try to answer. A riddle I am trying to answer now.

         When I was a boy, I was told that when I began a story, to begin at the beginning and continue to the end, so I shall. The question, of course, is where it all began. Where does any story start? Where did mine? The ending, alas, is always all too clear.

         But to understand my beginning, you must understand her end, Margaret’s.

         
              

         

         Although it has been a very long time since I saw her—more than a lifetime, or several—I recall her vividly; though now she is more like an echo, an idea I once had, a dream. Yet for years when I looked in the mirror I saw her, looking back with my blue eyes. And somewhere in a parish church in Cork, there is a baptism recorded for the second child of Mary Ann and Jeremiah Brackley, who was christened one early April, our parents’ eldest daughter, Margaret Brackley, an ungainly name for an unpromising start.

         No one who had ever seen Margaret Brackley in her infancy would have supposed her born to be a heroine (or so Jane Austen might have written of her, had she been informed of Margaret’s entrance into the world in 1795 or so). Her situation in life, her mother and father, her own person and disposition were all equally against her. Her father was a prosperous greengrocer in Cork, without being neglected, or poor, and a very respectable man, though his name was Jeremiah—and he had never been handsome. His eldest daughter, Margaret, had a thin awkward figure, sallow skin, unruly red-blond hair, and diminutive features, and not less unpropitious for heroism seemed her mind. She greatly preferred dogs to dolls; she had no taste for needlepoint or books, drawing or dances. There was nothing in the appearance of Margaret, in short, that would have suggested her as a likely heroine of this or any story. And she had what was considered to be in the late-18th century, as in too many centuries before and since, that most appalling defect at birth: she was born a girl.

         
              

         

         My uncle, Jonathan Perry RA, was already a famous painter in London when I was born. (He went by Perry now, a name close to my mother’s family name, but English; the name change necessary to pass among the powerful, to pose as one of them.) From our comfortable provincial parlor in Cork, my uncle’s life seemed like a fairy tale, a myth or legend as remote as King Arthur and his knights. I did not know who Sir Joshua Reynolds was, or Edmund Burke, my uncle’s friends, but I knew enough to be impressed by their names, to know these were important men from the way my mother spoke of them, as if they were our rich relations. When I first was told that my uncle was a member of the Royal Academy, I mistakenly thought this meant that he was royalty and that I might grow up to be a prince (although in those days I’d have hoped to be a princess).

         Likely my uncle would have remained a mythological figure in my childhood bestiary—no more real to me than a satyr or the sphinx—had it not been for my brother’s extravagant failure, which necessitated our journey to London to seek his help. It would have been more fitting for our father to make the trip to petition assistance from my eminent uncle on our behalf, but besieged by creditors, he could not leave the country without tempting the gaoler and debtors’ prison. And though they’d long ago fallen out of touch, brother and sister had once been close, so my mother took up her pen and wrote to him. Or rather, since her hands shook at the thought of writing to ask for his help, I did, though I was only nine.

         My uncle seemed to me in those days close kin to Ovid’s conjuring on those Sunday afternoons when my father sat with us at his desk, the windows thrown open to the walled garden outside, the lazy buzz of bees in the apple blossoms, the air musky with lilac, as we sat over his old Latin grammar and Roman texts, his idea of an antidote to my mother’s Catholic Mass. The lessons were meant more for my older brother’s benefit than mine, but my brother Tom had no head for books; he was given to gazing out the window and tossing twigs at rabbits in the underbrush, so we were all amazed when he announced his intention to pursue law as an apprentice in Dublin.

         My parents were delighted—that a grocer’s son might rise to become a solicitor or barrister, a man of property and name. When my brother’s head was quickly turned from his studies by a young lady of good family—Miss Ward—my parents did not despair; they settled the better portion of their estate on him, so he might buy a farm and set up a home befitting the good marriage he had made. But my brother was unaccustomed to hard work. His considerable intelligence had been blunted by a lack of meaningful application, which bred in him arrogance and petty attachment to rank; he seemed to feel entitled and undeserving both, which made him cruel. When his affairs on the farm failed to prosper, he was quick to borrow against his land and fell quickly into debt. Soon the farm had liens against it and debt collectors were at his doors and ours, seeking to collect the £700 we did not have, and so, in that early spring of 1804, because of my unsuccessful sibling, I made the acquaintance of my successful uncle, whose help, in desperation, my mother sought.

         
              

         

         I never knew exactly why they had fallen out of touch—my mother and her once-favorite brother, whom she had watched nightly as he sat up late to draw by candlelight, and who had read to her when they were children; I know only that they had once been very close and then for nearly 40 years they did not speak. He went off to Dublin, then to Paris, Rome, and London, where he made the acquaintance of great men—the philosopher Edmund Burke and the famous Dr. Johnson—and became one himself.

         I suspected my father came between them; he considered the connection beneath my mother’s station, which—like our own—he disastrously imagined superior to what it was; he considered my uncle an untoward influence, being both a painter and a radical. (Of the two, he considered the former far the worse.) My father considered it unseemly to have an artist in the family line, despite my uncle’s renown; he looked on him as one might an opium addict or a madman, a failing for which he could not quite fault my mother but from which he felt it best to separate her.

         My father was nearly forty when my parents met, a plump and grasping man, whiskered and well upholstered, though my mother described him as robust and (if not precisely handsome) appealingly ambitious. I could see in my brother the young man my father must once have been—lively with an easy manner and a discerning eye, quick to see the value of a thing. My father had only to meet a horse to take its weight and worth; the same was true of land and ladies. In marrying my mother, an educated and attractive young woman of property, he had done well. He would see to it that his son did still better.

         And although she never said it, I believe my mother imagined that in marrying my father, she was saving his Protestant soul. My mother was possessed of a keen intelligence, well tempered by curiosity and skepticism, a stalwart and steady woman for whom religion was her sole significant vice: she was strongheaded and clear-eyed save when it came to the church. She committed that singular sin of the devout: she flattered herself that she was in league with salvation. Her devotion to the church was, like her brother’s love of painting, an aesthetic matter: as with the beauty of a good cross-stich or a well-turned hem, she liked to see a thing well done, irrespective of its end or aim. But her faith was tinctured too by melancholy, a genteel weakness for a lost cause.

         I sometimes thought that if Catholics had ruled Ireland when she had come of age, instead of being besieged, she’d have dismissed the lot as so much superstition; it was precisely because Catholics were wronged that she was loyal; she was a woman who naturally gravitated to the losing side of any fight. Which perhaps explained her attraction to my father. Still, twenty years her senior, he must have seemed a man among boys. Watching him set out the fruits and vegetables in the wooden crates beneath the shop’s awning, in barrels and in baskets, she had shivered in the sunlight to see his large bare hands smoothing dirt from the delicate ankle of a turnip, his thumb gently brushing the firm ripe skin of an apple.

         She told me all this and more as we sailed to London together in that almost-summer of early June 1804—part bedtime story, part reminiscence, trying perhaps to instill in me an understanding of my father and something of the tenderness she’d felt for him then. Perhaps trying to revive such sentiments in herself.

         My uncle had not answered our first letter, which we’d sent off two months earlier in April; we could not know if he had been in receipt of it, given that the address we had was of uncertain accuracy. So in June, at my father’s behest, we’d set out for London to secure the assistance of my mother’s famous brother. It had been my father’s idea to contact my uncle and seek his help, but by the time we sailed for England, my mother had ideas of her own.

         
              

         

         London—when we stepped onto the docks south of London Bridge that June—was a roar, a cacophonous jumble. Masts and boats and vessels of all sorts could be seen all along the broad green river, which reeked of sewage, dead fish, and rot. My mother pressed a kerchief to her nose against the stench, but it was the sound that buffeted my senses; a wall of sound that seemed a physical thing, like the dark green waves that broke at Ballycotton. Cart and carriage wheels and horses’ hooves clacked over the cobbles; one could hear the click of women’s pattens on the sidewalks, the cries of peddlers selling onions and rabbits, eggs and eels, dolls and books and rat poison, china; there were dogs barking and pennywhistles, and the mournful melodies of hurdy-gurdies.

         As we rode away from the docks in a hired hackney coach, the stench of horseshit overtook that of the river and lent the crowded city the pleasant feel of a country stable, even as the streets swarmed with more people than I’d seen in all of Cork. In those days, London was a city of children; small persons of indeterminate sex and age darted in front of carts, dodging wheels, visible along the riverbanks like bugs working a dung pile—mud larks, I’d later learn—scavenging cloth and metal, a reminder of what might lie ahead for my sister and me if we were unsuccessful in our errand.

         We had hardly settled into our lodgings when my mother sent me out again; she thought it best to get me to my uncle’s home in Little Castle Street directly and unannounced, presumably so that my uncle could not evade the meeting. He was famously reclusive and infamously volatile. (She could not go herself, she said; if he recognized her, he might refuse to see us, but I suspected she was ashamed to beg. She was beautiful, clever, still proud then.)

         Before we’d departed Cork, my mother had taken the precaution of having calling cards printed up and now she presented me with one, writing my name under hers in careful script, so I might present it to the servant at the door, should I find my uncle out, thus impressing upon him that we were gentle people familiar with morning calls and at-homes, that we were suitable company for society. It was a beautiful thing—the calling card, a heavy ivory paper with my mother’s name impressed into it; I ran my thumb over it, held it to my nose. I wondered if this was where my mother’s ring had gone. A family ring she’d worn on her forefinger. For bits of paper. Another loss among many. She cautioned me to look to my uncle’s mantel for similar cards and to memorize the names. Armed only with necessity, a calling card, and blood kinship, which even at the age of nine I recognized as depreciating currency, I set out for Little Castle Street to meet my famous uncle.

         
              

         

         Number 36 Little Castle Street appeared to be uninhabited when I arrived. The glass of the lower windows was broken, the shutters closed, and the door and walls spattered with mud. When I first turned down the street, a group of boys were collected outside the house; they shouted, pointing to the upper windows, until they were dispersed by a parish officer. When I enquired the cause of their outrage, I was told the house was occupied by an old wizard or a Jew (this point seemed unsettled), who lived there in “unholy solitude,” the better to dedicate himself to unrighteous mysteries. Perhaps it was the wrong house; I hoped it was.

         As I approached the door, I saw the yard itself was strewn with the skeletons of small animals, a dog’s skull, marrowbones, wastepaper, fragments of boys’ hoops and other playthings, and with various other missiles, which had been hurled against the premises. A dead cat lay upon the projecting stone of the parlor window, reeking a sickening sweet.

         I hesitated on the doorstep before tapping on the door. It was mud spattered, with a feather plastered there, perhaps with dung. No one answered, so I rapped harder. I was startled when it opened, like a crypt from a gothic novel by Walpole or a maw.

         
              

         

         “Is Mr. Perry expecting you, Miss?” The girl who answered the door was hardly older than I, but her skin was thin and loose, which lent her a fragile, anxious aspect, as if she were lacking more than food.

         “I am his niece,” I said, reciting what my mother had taught me to say.

         She didn’t offer to take a card. “I’ll tell him you been round.”

         “Do you know where I might find him?” I set my gloved palm against the door, preventing its closing.

         “He’s gone out.”

         “The matter is one of considerable urgency.”

         The girl squinted at the street, and then at me. “You’re his relation, you say?”

         I nodded.

         She seemed uncertain whether to let me in but disinclined to argue, acquiescing to bullying, even a child’s, as those beaten down will do. Or perhaps she took pity on me. She pulled back the door to let me by.

         “Can’t see the harm in your waiting in the parlor. You can wait, if it suits you.”

         “I will wait.”

         And so I did. I was delighted by his rooms, though chill and dim, smelling of dust and turpentine, and not as fine or comfortable as ours in Cork had once been, before father had sold the better things at auction; my uncle’s parlor was filled with surprising objects—paintings were everywhere leaned in stacks and hung to the ceiling, dimly visible, and curiosities that invited touch: an animal’s skull, a plaster cast of a horse head and of a human arm and leg, canvases on which he had begun to sketch in charcoal. The figures in his paintings had a twisting, tortured look, the way I had imagined the tormented in hell when my mother took us to church.

         I waited perhaps a quarter hour, perhaps an hour or two; I must have dozed after the long travel, for I did not hear the charwoman depart and woke to a storm of sound.

         He blew in like a northern gale, his voice booming from the foyer, resonant in the parlor, where I sat waiting.

         “Damn it all to hell. Where is that catastrophe of a girl? Sibyl! Where in Christ’s name has she put my things? Every time she cleans, she hides my things. Last week it took me two days to find a sketch I was on. Two days.”

         I heard another voice, a rhythm I did not recognize, the words rounded and warm, like the farmers who spoke the old tongue in the villages outside Cork, though this sounded more like a sort of French, like the baker’s wife, who’d come from Calais. “—true revolution is born not of a change in government but in the way men think and feel.”

         “You needn’t lecture me; I’ve lectured at the academy on that very point. For all the good it did.”

         “It must have done some, surely. Lord Basken is eager to establish a subscription on your behalf.”

         “Is he? Well, he need be quick about it before I starve.”

         I had rehearsed on the journey to London the speech my mother would have me say by way of introduction, as none was there to make one for me. But when the two men entered the parlor, I was startled into silence. I recognized my uncle immediately from the self-portrait I had seen. He had my mother’s face, my own.

         It took them a moment to notice I was there, my uncle going through his letters. The taller man saw me first.

         “A gift from your charwoman?” the tall man asked. His hair was thick and white; muttonchop sideburns framed a broad and pleasant face. He was dark, as were his eyes. Child that I was, even I could recognize that he was uncommonly handsome.

         “How in Christ’s name did that get in here?” my uncle said.

         “Your maid, sir,” I replied, standing.

         “You are her relation?” he asked.

         “No, sir. I am yours.”

         The handsome man laughed. Clapped my uncle on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Jonathan. You appear to be a father.”

         “I am no such thing. What are you?” my uncle demanded. “Explain yourself before I call the constable.”

         I forgot my speech almost entirely in my fear, stammering out that I’d come from Cork, hurriedly explaining who I was and how I’d come. I did not say why.

         I was a slight thing then, a sprite of a child, undersized and pale.

         “What wood nymph is this?” the tall man asked, stepping closer. “Have you brought us one of the famed little people of your land, Jonathan?”

         “I am not a little person,” I said, piqued by his condescension. “I am a child.”

         He smiled. “And how old are you, child?” The tall man squatted before me to look me in the eye.

         “Ten.”

         He raised an eyebrow at this. My size must have suggested otherwise.

         “Nine and a quarter,” I admitted. (Later, historians will debate the point, of course, whether I was nine that afternoon in London or fourteen, whether I was born in 1790 or 1795. Does it matter? As Menander wrote, “Judge me not by my age but by the wisdom I display among you.”)

         “I am General Fernando de Mirandus,” the man said, bowing his head. He spoke as if I should know the name, or as if he were pleased that it was his. “It is a great pleasure.” He stood again.

         “Wonderful,” I said.

         General Mirandus looked bemused. “A wonderful pleasure?”

         “Your name,” I said. “In Latin. General Wonderful.”

         He laughed. “Do you know Latin, child?”

         I knew only a little, what my father had taught us on Sunday afternoons, so what I said surprised us both: “Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto.”

         I’ve no idea why the Roman playwright’s words came to mind. Only that they did, and that the general appeared delighted. He laughed to hear me quote Terence: “I am a man, so nothing human is foreign to me.”

         “Why, she’s a prodigy, Jonathan,” he said, turning to my uncle. “Your little niece is a prodigy.”

         “I was a prodigy,” my uncle said, turning to a cabinet behind him on a far wall. “Burke called me so himself. Will you have a glass of port?” My uncle filled two glasses.

         “But she’s a marvel,” Mirandus said, looking me over as if I were indeed a fairy. I sensed he was not referring simply to my modest attainments in Latin.

         “She has had a little learning. That is all. It’s the rage to educate even girls.”

         “As it should be,” Mirandus said.

         My uncle drank off his glass, poured another.

         Mirandus crouched down before me again. “What brings you here, child?”

         My mother’s words came back to me then: “I have come to speak with my uncle,” I said. “In. Private.”

         “Speak,” my uncle said, dropping into a chair, not offering me one. The general gallantly pulled up an ottoman for me, inclining his head to indicate that I might sit. I stood facing my uncle instead, preferring to meet him eye to eye. He propped his feet on the ottoman, so I faced his bootheels, the soles dirty from the street.

         I had expected that a man concerned for and capable of producing such beauty would be beautiful himself; I was shocked to find him coarse, vain, belligerent, as if all the loveliness in him had been transferred to the canvases hung to the rafters, propped against the walls. Leaving him none.

         But it made it easier. Had he been kind, I’d have felt obliged by his kindness; showing none, he liberated me to feel what I truly felt: dislike of him and my own need.

         
              

         

         At the time I did not comprehend my uncle’s distress and mistook it for dislike of me; I didn’t know that he’d recently been dismissed from the Royal Academy—for criticizing the professors there, making “improper digressions” in his lectures, which is to say, picking fights with the powerful, which one rarely wins—the only Academy artist to whom this had ever happened (and the last to whom it would, for more than two hundred years).

         More than his pride had been wounded. The academy had paid his salary and commissioned his murals for years. Now his income was in question. He was desperate for money, as we were. Harried by fear. But in that first interview I would learn an important lesson: that one could disguise vulnerability with arrogance and disdain. My mother’s gentility had availed us little since my brother’s calamity; my uncle offered another possibility, and a lesson: one might mask fear with belligerence. I might, too.

         Perhaps my uncle would have answered my mother’s letter if he’d been doing well, despite their decades-long estrangement, if only for the pleasure that siblings take in showing the other up; he might have been generous to us to underscore her need. But he couldn’t afford such a slight. Like us, he was hungry. But unlike us, as a man, he had honorable means by which to make his way in the world.

         Though I thought his townhouse grand, filled as it was with all manner of fascinating things, it lacked even the modest elegance of our home in Cork. I noticed now that the lamps and fire went unlit, and that a pane of glass was covered with a panel of oilcloth to mask a hole in the glass. I was not alone in noticing.

         “What’s this?” Mirandus asked, crossing to the oilcloth pane.

         “One of the local urchins,” my uncle said.

         “Covered your window?”

         “Broke the pane. Put a rock through it.”

         “They are Tories?” the general asked.

         “They are monsters,” my uncle said. “They take me for a necromancer. Loathsome things, children.”

         The general turned to me. “Present company excepted, of course.”

         My uncle took no further notice of me that day, once his initial fury had subsided. Though I would return to his home half a dozen times that summer, my uncle would take no more interest in me than he did on that first meeting. If anything, he grew less fond as the general appeared to grow more.

         “Do let the girl dine with us, Jonathan,” the general proposed toward the end of that first meeting. “The poor child looks half starved.”

         “Had I proposed we dine?” my uncle asked, absently. “I suppose we must. Why don’t we go round to Wardour Street or Brook’s?”

         “That’s no place for the child.”

         “Precisely,” my uncle replied.

         My uncle turned to me, as if perhaps I hadn’t understood. “So good of you to pay a visit. But your mother must be quite beside herself with worry. I’m sure you really must be going.”

         I was conscious that he did not invite me to dine, conscious too of the ache of hunger in my stomach. Need is an ugly thing. Though I didn’t realize it then, it had made my handsome uncle ugly, too.

         I looked to the general, but he was paging through a book on the table, careful not to interfere, as if noticing rudeness were a kind of rudeness in itself.

         “Of course, Uncle,” I said. I thought I saw him flinch. “I will not forget your courtesy.” When I glanced over, the general was watching me with an expression I could not read.

         “Let us call you a hackney coach,” the general said.

         “Thank you for the offer, sir, but I cannot afford it.”

         “Surely your mother would not object to your accepting such small courtesy,” the general replied.

         My uncle looked shocked. “Accepting? Who’s offering?”

         The general said coldly, “I am.”

         “The girl plainly walked here,” my uncle said, nodding at my boots. “She can plainly walk back.”

         “My uncle is correct, sir,” I said.

         “The streets are no place for a child at this hour,” said the general.

         “The streets are overrun with children at this hour,” said my uncle.

         “If she walks,” the general said, “I shall accompany her.”

         Neither my uncle nor I had foreseen this: I could not imagine the mortification of being walked through the streets like an errant child.

         “It’s good of you to offer, sir, but unnecessary, truly…”

         “Fine,” my uncle said. “Fine.” And off he went to find a coach.

         Although in time my uncle would prove my greatest benefactor—giving me my name, my very life—that coach would be the only courtesy he would ever knowingly offer.

         
              

         

         It’s tempting to say that this was the moment that set me on my course to the Cape, to becoming a surgeon, a soldier, a scandal, to meeting Lord Somerton, to all that would follow. But is there ever such a moment? What makes a man, a life? How much is name and parentage, education or the accident of birth? How much is choice? How much of our lives’ making is in our hands and how much is forged by fate, the intersection of trajectories as mysterious as electricity’s conduction once seemed? It’s easy to look back now and say, That was the meeting that changed all that followed, that would end Margaret’s life and give rise to Jonathan’s.

         But I’m skeptical of retrospection, even as I indulge in it now; it seems poor policy, given that time itself does not run back and recollection is often self-flattering fantasy more than fact. I prefer a scientific method. Observation, hypothesis, evidence weighed. That is my aim now, to weigh the evidence.

         
              

         

         That first summer in London, I had only one true conversation with my uncle. I don’t recall the occasion, though no doubt it was occasioned—as they all were—by my mother’s insistence that I petition him to sign over to me the deed to our home in Cork. The house had been left to my mother, but it was held by my uncle, since my mother—as a Catholic—could not own it herself. She wanted it safe from my father. So each week I went to my uncle, humiliated, to ask what he would not grant—that he sign the deed over to me. I remember the angle of light through the windows, the dust in the air fanning into faint bars like a lady’s fan, a tannic haze; I was looking at a book of paintings open on his heaped table in the drawing room when my uncle came in. “What are you looking at?” he shouted. I stepped back, expecting to be reprimanded or struck, but instead he crossed to me and began to talk about the pictures. He did not explain as my mother might—telling me about the Biblical tale depicted—he spoke of the artist’s work. “Notice the muscles here, in Mary’s forearm? How the light comes from the right? How it changes on the child?” He explained that the model for Mary had been a man, not a woman, possibly a corpse, stripped of its flesh. He might have been trying to shock me, but I was gripped. “See how he lingers,” he said. He sounded almost tender as he spoke. My uncle with the beautiful searching eyes so like my mother’s.

         “Genius,” he said at last, “is a long patience.” It was then he told me what Michelangelo had told his student—a beautiful boy whom he drew again and again, immortalized, as my uncle hoped to be, by paint and canvas—“Work, Antonio, work, Antonio, work, Antonio, and don’t waste time.” He shut the book. As if the exhortation had been to himself. “You know your way out.” He turned without a glance and went upstairs to his studio.

         When my mother and I left London three months later, having run through all our funds, having failed to secure the deed to our house or any financial help, she insisted that we leave a calling card at my uncle’s home on our way to the docks, as le bon ton would do, a card on which she had written PPC neatly on the back—an abbreviation, she explained, for pour prendre congé (I’m leaving)—as if my uncle were a gentleman, as if he would care.

         
              

         

         It was on our return to Ireland that matters grew desperate, though at first it seemed the tide had turned in our favor.

         My father was in uncommonly good spirits when we returned to Cork, and the reunion was surprisingly tender. To be met by my little sister, Juliana, and our father at the door of the cottage in Water Lane was a sweet thing after the months in London’s stench, where rain came down black and turned white cloaks grey after a morning’s stroll, and the very air burned in our nostrils.

         After hurried embraces and a few inquiries about our travel and expressions of delight at our safe return, we stepped into the parlor; my father pressed my mother’s hands in his and said, “We’re saved.”

         “I fear not,” my mother said, gently retracting her hands to loosen her traveling cloak. “Jonathan will not help us. Even the sight of his own poor, unprotected niece could not soften his hard heart.” My mother set a hand on my shoulder. “The man is stone.”

         “It’s no matter,” my father said. “The answer is beneath our feet. All around us.” He spread his palms as the parish priest did on Sundays, when he spoke of God’s grace just before asking for alms.

         For a moment I thought my father had got religion in our absence. Our world had been turned upside down; anything seemed possible. My mother looked at my father as if he’d lost his wits.

         “You would sell the house?” she said. “The roof over our heads.”

         “Not sell, not sell, merely offer as collateral, until Tom regains his footing.”

         “He will not do it,” my mother said, throwing down her gloves onto a table, leaving unclear if she referred to my brother or my uncle. “I will not do it.”

         My mother moved toward the fire, as if the conversation were done.

         “I will write to him,” my father continued, “or go to London myself. I can sign a promissory for the house over to the creditors before I leave, as security.”

         “The house is all we have,” she said.

         “Which is precisely why we must offer it against our debts.” My father’s voice was strange and soothing, petitioning, a voice I’d never heard him use before.

         “I will not sacrifice my home to…”

         “Your home?” My father’s familiar tone returned, cudgel blunt.

         “The house is in my brother’s keeping,” my mother said. “It was willed to me.”

         “Which makes it mine. Or have you forgotten you’re my wife?”

         “Have you forgotten that you have daughters as well as a son?”

         “Our son will care for his sisters and us.”

         “Tom cares for nothing but himself and his own ease,” my mother said. “He will squander everything, if you allow it; he will put his sisters in the street. And us.”

         I was standing just inside the parlor, beside my sister, close enough to see our father’s jaw set hard, a muscle twitch in his cheek, as it did when he confronted a farmer who could not supply what had been promised.

         “By God I’ll put you there myself, if you defy me. It’s a matter for men to decide.”

         “Tom has squandered all, and you would give him more?” My mother beckoned me over with impatient hands and began tugging at my cloak and cap.

         “You will do as I say,” my father said, stepping toward us. His tone raised hairs along my arms.

         “I will do as my conscience bids,” my mother said.

         “I am your conscience.”

         “God is my conscience. You’re just a man, and little enough of one at that.”

         I heard the blow before I felt my mother lurch against me. When I looked up, my father’s palm was raised to strike again; I don’t know if it was her expression or mine that stopped him. He dropped his hand, as if defeated, and pushing past my sister, he walked out.

         
              

         

         In the months that followed, their arguments would grow common and cruel. My sister and I became accustomed to the sound of broken china and of blows, of chairs overturned. We lay in bed and listened to the storm below. Juliana was more yielding, more tender than I, sensible and patient; it was clear that she had our mother’s keen intelligence and the desire to apply it well. She was forever inventing some more efficient means for maintaining our household, for improving its economy without diminishing its comforts. But even she could not calm our father’s rage.

         It turned out that in expectation of receiving the deed, my father had in our absence offered the house as collateral to the debt collectors. He pleaded with my mother to understand his position, claimed that if he went back on his word now he’d be made a liar and a fool. My mother said his premature offer of the house had made him both already.

         My father talked of taking legal action against my uncle, of going to the West Indies to pay off the debt, but save for collectors rapping at the door there were few comings or goings. My brother moved in with his wife’s family after he lost the farm, and shortly thereafter both bride and brother moved in with us, when her family refused support. My father lived among them like Lear visiting his daughters, solicitous and mild, while my sister and I played the part of maids. My mother banged pots and dropped platters, spilled soup at dinner, clumsy with rage, and in a fury one evening said she’d rather be dead than see her family home go to creditors.

         By the following January, we were in the street—put out not by creditors but by my father, who had taken my brother’s part and turned us out—my mother and me. My sister, Juliana, stayed behind to serve as maid. I hoped it might keep her safe. We stayed for a few weeks with Mr. Penrose, an attorney and childhood friend of my mother’s; we wrote to my uncle but received no reply, so in late February 1806 we made our way once more to London.

         I was loath to travel, to make the exhausting journey by ship and coach, which would take the rest of my mother’s jewelry and all our courage. We had nowhere to stay; no friends there, no relations, save for my uncle Jonathan, who hardly qualified as either. But we could not remain in Cork, as I wished to do, for—as our mother explained—any labor we turned our hands to there would be our loss, our father’s gain, since a wife’s earnings belonged to her husband, by custom and law; we could starve, she said, and our labors benefit us nothing; the only course was to return to London. My mother and I would go alone to beg my uncle’s help—if he might settle on me the house that had been willed to her, it would be safe from my father’s creditors, saved; without the change in deed, that single piece of paper, we were lost.

         
              

         

         We arrived in London after a difficult winter crossing by boat to find the city choked with fog, a suffocating yellow haze blotting out the dim winter sun. My mother seemed indifferent to the chill and the stench of sewage and stables. She hired a hackney coach directly from the docks to take us to my uncle’s; we were jostled through the cluttered, reeking streets, past bookshops and glass-fronted stores with heavy signs, coffeehouses and ale houses and taverns, circulating libraries and small brick churches and open markets, and glistening above it all the great dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral; sedan-chair men carried well-dressed passengers past gentlemen who might have been lawyers or doctors, past ballad sellers and beggars, while footmen clung to rattling carriages; the streets clogged with tradesmen of every sort—milk women and town criers, knife grinders and vendors who shouted out their wares, selling oysters, fish, and apples, until at last we reached the narrow door at Little Castle Street, on which a wreath tied with black ribbon hung and a simple handbill, confirming what my mother had most feared: my uncle was dead.

         “We’re saved,” I said, thinking of the inheritance.

         “We’re ruined,” my mother said, sinking down onto the trunk we’d carried from Cork, which contained all of what little we still owned.

         Barred by both marriage and religion from ownership of land, her inheritance would pass to our father, she explained, leaving us destitute and now alone.

         
              

         

         Had our family been Protestant, with a daughter even modestly dowered, my mother might have thought to marry her eldest girl to some young man of good prospects if not of actual fortune. But the prospects of a good marriage were not good at all. The most my mother could hope for her eldest daughter was a position as a governess to a respectable family, a post not lucrative but sufficiently genteel to reassure my mother and reasonably secure; Margaret might expect to earn a small income with which to support mother and sister, and in time perhaps make a modestly good marriage to a second son, a vicar, or possibly, with luck, even a rector or solicitor.

         I was not keen on marriage and shared my uncle’s dread of children—the first of many traits I would discover that we held in common—but the options for a young woman from Cork without a father or brother or fortune or faith to lend her value were limited. London’s streets were proof of that, where thousands of prostitutes strolled the streets and solicited from doorways, a reminder of where poor prospects might take a country girl; what we might face.

         Word of my uncle’s death was sure to reach Cork soon and my father, and with it would come a petition for the sale of the house, leaving us nowhere to go, save back.

         It would not take us long to realize that if we were to save ourselves, we must rid ourselves of Margaret. Which is to say, of me.

         
              

         

         My mother rose and knocked at the door, hoping we might find the charwoman in and collect a few family mementos, perhaps spend the night, but we found my uncle’s rooms beetled with men of indeterminate age and dark coats, who moved through the rooms like undertakers, unwilling or unable to offer my mother information or assistance. We were on the verge of leaving when I heard a familiar voice from the foyer, and turned to see General Mirandus in the doorway, consulting with the maid who had let us in. I could not tell from his expression if he was pleased or dismayed to see us. The past two years had been trying; perhaps we were unrecognizable.

         My mother had been fastidious about her appearance in the past, ours and hers and that of her home. Now she wore a filthy dress and cloak without seeming to be aware of the mud or stains upon them. She no longer bothered to brush her boots or shoes. She often did not brush her hair or even sponge-wash the soot from her neck when she came in. I had observed the change without being aware of it.

         “I was not aware you were in London, Mrs. Brackley,” he said, crossing to my mother.

         “We’ve only just arrived,” my mother said.

         “If I might know where you are staying, I will ask the solicitor to call on you. He is most eager of an interview.”

         “We have no money for lodgings,” my mother said. “We had depended upon my brother’s generosity in undertaking this trip. The journey has taken all we had.” It was a humiliating admission. For the first time, I was ashamed of our circumstances and afraid. But my mother spoke calmly, without petition. She had been a charming, beautiful, self-satisfied woman; adversity had stripped her of social graces; she had grown plain and modest and admirable in adversity; I saw that now. Perhaps the general did, too.

         It was getting late; the light in the room had noticeably dimmed, and the few lamps were being lit by a different charwoman from the one who had let me in two years before, a lifetime ago. Mirandus asked her to build up the fire, to set out supper; he handed her some coins, then excused himself to speak to one of the beetle-men and presently they departed. Finally, he returned to my mother.

         “It will take some time to catalogue the contents of the estate,” he told my mother. “Christie’s men are here but a few hours each day. Why don’t you and your daughter reside here for the time being?”

         My mother’s expression must have betrayed dismay at the prospect of staying in my uncle’s decrepit home. Kindness had disarmed her, left her vulnerable to wanting.

         “It lacks charm,” the general said. “But it has the great benefit of being without cost. And yours. You are the sole beneficiary of the estate, I believe. There was, I think, a brother.”

         “We have had no word of him in many years.” My mother seemed to sway slightly, as if a breeze had caught her. “Perhaps we might sit down.”

         “Of course. Forgive me. You’ve had a long journey.”

         The general pulled up chairs before the fire, and soon after a tray was brought in. I heard the general telling my mother that my uncle had received a hero’s burial, a grand funeral, laid to rest in St. Paul’s beside his former friend Sir Joshua Reynolds. I took up my perch on the ottoman closest the fire, hearing but not attending to the adult conversation behind me, until I heard my mother laugh. A high, girlish laugh—a sound I had not heard in years.

         When I turned, I saw my mother’s hand resting on the general’s arm. He smiled, did not withdraw it. I would learn in time that it was his particular gift to make whomever he spoke to feel like the singular focus of his attention, the most fascinating person in the room. Later I’d recognize this as the seducer’s art, but at the time it seemed to me generous, a species of genius, this ability to illuminate others with attention, as women of necessity do.

         It was there by the fire that evening a fortnight after my uncle’s funeral that Margaret’s death warrant was written, that her life began to end and mine begin. I see that now; this must have been the moment that changed our lives, though none of us recognized it then; instead my mother and the general spoke of an education. I listened as they decided my fate.

         I felt the general watching me, as I sat by the fire on the ottoman my uncle had rested his boots on, my cheeks warmed by the fire, my face lit like one of the women in my uncle’s paintings at the Royal Society. My muslin gown illuminated like a candlewick; a black satin ribbon beneath the bodice, an inadvertent nod to my uncle’s death.

         “Let the girl come to my home,” he said.

         My mother let her hand fall from his arm.

         “She’s too young,” my mother said.

         “Girls her age are married, Mrs. Brackley. They are mothers.”

         “She’s only just eleven.”

         “She will be thirteen soon enough.”

         “She’s still a child. It would not be seemly to…to…”

         “Educate her…?”

         “Is that what you call it? She needs another kind of education, sir.”

         The general seemed genuinely shocked. “I have a wife, Mrs. Brackley.”

         “You have a mistress,” she said, finding her old courage. “It is said, sir, that you have many.”

         Looking back, it occurs to me that he might have laughed, pleased that word of his conquests had traveled so far, even to the wives of Cork. He didn’t.

         “You are speaking of the mother of my children,” he said simply.

         “And I am the mother of Margaret.”

         The general looked over at me.

         “And as such, Mrs. Brackley, you have nothing to fear.”

         My mother was too genteel to protest further. To name what she most feared and had to. What, after all, was the alternative?

         “Let the girl come study in my home in the mornings and afternoons; in the evenings she will come home to you. It will take some months to put your brother’s affairs in order; you and your daughter might reside here while it’s accomplished. I will inquire after more suitable lodgings.”

         I was delighted by the prospect, though my mother clearly was not. Neither by my uncle’s rooms nor by what she would later refer to as my so-called education.

         My mother spent the following days issuing warnings. I was relieved by her bossiness, even her irritation, which seemed to bespeak a return of spirit. She instructed me in how to speak in the general’s home and when not to, urging me to be modest, self-effacing, obedient, silent. Never to ask for anything. No questions. No requests. I was to appear as a vase, a portmanteau ready to be filled with whatever they wished.

         It was advice I would forget entirely as soon as I entered Mirandus’s home; I was dazzled, seduced the moment I crossed the threshold.

         
              

         

         The woman who answered the door at 27 Grafton Street three days later was striking: she had a long and slender face, more handsome than beautiful; her gaze was direct, not the unfocused harried glance I’d come to expect in adults, as if they were weary of looking at what they saw. Her hair was loose; her figure shapely beneath a man’s linen shirt and breeches cinched with a belt, a boy of three hanging from one hand.

         I can’t pretend I was not shocked to meet her, Sarah Andrews; I was acquainted with a mother who was not a wife (this had been true of the baker’s mistress in Cork). But I was shocked by the difference in class. The general was a man of considerable standing with a house in Grafton Street and the best library in London. It was rumored she had been his housekeeper. I was the child of a greengrocer and had the superstitious sense of propriety that is often a talisman of those in the ascent socially, eager to distinguish themselves.

         “I have come to see the general.”

         “You must be Jonathan’s niece. We’ve been expecting you.” She took me by both hands and drew me into the bright foyer in an affectionate assault.

         “I’m afraid Fernando has been called away, but do come in, come in—” Her Yorkshire accent wasn’t delicate like his, but of another sort—like rivers rushing with words, a wild lushness. A sort of susurrus, as if a breeze blew through her phrases.

         She introduced me to the children, Fernando and Leandro, and showed me over the house, telling me how she’d loved my uncle, how he was the best friend she’d ever had, the most sincere and disinterested of men; I wondered if we spoke of the same man. She introduced me to the maidservant and cook, whom she said I should ask if I required anything. “You are to be part of our family now.”

         
              

         

         I spent that first afternoon alone in the general’s library, amidst his thousands of books, his maps of South America, looking over a volume of drawings I had found out on the desk, bound in the finest material I’d ever seen, leather smooth as river stones, with tortoiseshell paper from Italy (though I did not know it then), listening to the gentle reprimands of Sarah Andrews as she sat with her children in the small garden in back, warning them not to hurt their pet rabbit, but otherwise letting them run wild. They spoke a mix of French and Spanish and English, a delicious stew of words. But for all their lively chatter, I felt, even in his absence, Mirandus’s presence in the house, as if the whole of it were under a spell, waiting for him to break it, as if we were all slightly holding our breath.

         For a long while I sat in silence in a large chair beside the general’s desk. Eventually I grew bored, then curious. I began to page through the book of drawings—its marbled boards the color of agate, its spine soft leather ornamented with gold—Smellie’s A Sett of Anatomical Tables, with Explanations, and an Abridgement, of the Practice of Midwifery. The book was the size of a small traveling case, heavy as one full stone. It cost me much to lift it from the desk and shift it to where I might read it from the chair. Its cover looked like polished stone or like a pool of wind-rippled water, colors swirled on its surface. Opening it was like opening a door, a slight creak to the binding, a smell of age in the pages. The book was the size and proportion of a cabinet door, or a large coal chute, an opening I might fit myself through, enter, revealing another world—foreign, beautiful, terrifying, marvelous.

         I was indifferent to the preface, in which the author set forth his purpose to aid the young practitioner of midwifery.

         I turned to the first image: The First Table—Front View the Bones of a Well Formed Pelvis.

         From the first I found it unaccountably unspeakably beautiful—the bones before me looked like a geologic feature, a stone cavern perhaps, a cave, the pelvis etched there seemed carved by water, like river boulders, the spine rising from it like a knobbed tree trunk; images of dragons could not have compelled me more; it seemed sublime, the shadow and light. It must have been an engraver’s trick, but the bones seemed lit from behind or from within, or perhaps that was simply how I felt. Looking at them. Lit within.

         I turned the page.

         I turned another.

         Then another.

         Table Four—The Female Parts of Generation—showed a woman’s fat thighs draped in cloth, her flesh dimpled and vivid as if she lay before me on the desk—sex exposed, as I’d never seen before, nor seen my own—not terrifying but exquisite, the labial folds like a river’s eddy, pubic hair like a decorative filigree, the dark delicate star of the anus. Flesh of legs dimpled as Michelangelo might have drawn.

         Two blank pages followed, then Table Five—

         One might have wondered what had befallen those that they should find themselves displayed here for the observer’s delectation, as I am now laid bare before you. It didn’t occur to me then. I was gripped by the body’s spell.

         Seventh Table—Represents Abdomen of a woman opened in the sixth or seventh month of pregnancy. I found it beautiful. The plump ribbons of intestines festooning the uterine bulge, the glimpse of her full left breast, barely covered by cloth.

         Eighth Table stopped my heart. A child, drawn from life, perfect in form and every feature, still in its shell of flesh.

         Ninth Table—Uterus in 8th or 9th Month of Pregnancy (containing the foetus intangled in the Funis). Hair on its head, body plump and perfect as Michelangelo’s babe in its round frame, its neck and upper arm snaked by dark umbilicus—the source and sustenance of its life, its undoing. It had strangled in the womb.

         Tenth Table—Two infants lay cradled in the uterus. Two perfectly formed infants curled in the cave of their mother’s womb, curved like the Chinese symbol for yin and yang; the child to the left raised its head toward the mother’s heart, breach; the child to the right had its head facing down, its head pointed toward the cervical opening, preparing to enter the world of men, though neither would. Its right hand held up to its lips, as if to say unspeakable, or as if urging discretion. In eternal slumber, cords garlanding their limbs, strangled by the very thing that gave them life. Forever twinned, forever entwined, seemingly at peace. I thought of Romulus and Remus, stillborn.

         I put the book aside. Leaned back against the sturdy leather of the chair. I could hear a clock tick on the mantel. Hear hoof falls in the street and the clatter of wheels on cobblestones.

         When I returned to the book, I turned its pages like a dreamer reviewing a dream. The dream of the body.

         When General Mirandus came in, just before evening, he shouted for Sarah, and she shouted back as she came out to embrace him, the children in her arms; there was none of the formality my parents had insisted upon, as if the forms could improve our fortunes. He kissed Sarah and she spoke to him quietly, and I saw him glance through the library door, where I sat at the desk watching them. I looked away.

         He stepped into the library and for an instant I feared that he would be angry that I had taken up his costly book, but he smiled.

         “You have good taste. There are only six dozen copies of Smellie’s atlas, and I have one.”

         “It’s wonderful,” I said.

         “Like me,” he said.

         
              

         

         Mirandus was an epidemic of a man. The handsome man from Caracas would later be known throughout the Americas as “Il Precursor,” his ideas having inspired Bolívar’s eventual liberation of those American colonies from Spain. But for me he was the precursor in another way, the first man I loved before I met the only man I would. His appeal among women was like contagion; no one was immune. Not even I, a girl of nine when we’d first met two years before. Catherine the Great, he once told me over dinner, had begged him to remain in St. Petersburg. He had declined. “Her bed was warm, but the winters too cold,” he said, lifting his glass to inspect the claret’s color in the light. The scandalous novelist Madame de Staël had been his lover as well.

         Sarah would press her lips together tightly when he told these stories, which she said she’d heard too often (“I could recite them by heart, like a rosary”), and excused herself; she had made a certain peace with his charm, it seemed, but that did not mean she was immune to pain.

         
              

         

         It was hard to tell in those first few months in London if I was falling in love with the general or with his library or with his life; the excitement that I felt each afternoon when I heard his feet on the boards outside the library, when he entered the room—my mouth dry, my stomach tight, my laugh too easy and high, as it would later be when I learned to drink champagne—confused and delighted me; certainly our afternoons closeted together for an hour before dinner were among the loveliest, most memorable hours I spent in London.

         “Have you read all these books?” I asked that first afternoon.

         He laughed. “The majority. There are one or two I’ve only skimmed.”

         “Then why keep them?”

         “It is a pleasure to possess beautiful things,” he said. “Is it not?”

         I shrugged. “It must be marvelous to be a clever man,” I said.

         “Do you think so?”

         I nodded, not taking my eyes off the books.

         “And how is it to be a clever girl?”

         “I’ve noticed that wit is rarely mistaken for virtue in a girl.”

         “Some mistake it.”

         I went back to walking the room, dragging my fingers idly along the spines.

         “You are fond of reading?” he asked.

         “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve read little. Our father considers it a waste of time.”

         “To read?”

         “To educate daughters.”

         “He taught you Latin.”

         “He taught our brother. I was merely present for the lesson.”

         “You are a quick study, then.”

         “You’re the first to suggest it, sir.” I sensed that I had disappointed him with my answers. I knew I must not disappoint; our lives depended on pleasing this man. “Our father had no objection to our reading books, provided they contained no useful knowledge at all.”

         He laughed. “Tell me about what you’ve read.” He came over and sat on the edge of the desk.

         I was embarrassed to have read so little by the advanced age of eleven. “Novels mostly,” I said. I hadn’t the courage to name them, such books as The Monk or Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, which I felt sure would not do me credit.

         “And have you enjoyed them?”

         “Stories are like dreams,” I said. “They all but vanish from memory upon their ending.”

         “Not all,” said the general. “I shall guide you.”

         True to his word, he set me a course of reading, which I’d follow over the next three years—Shakespeare’s history plays and Petrarch’s Africa, Milton’s long poem and Rousseau’s scandalous Confessions, Dante and Ariosto and the work of the general’s friends Thomas Paine and Jeremy Bentham and the late Mrs. Wollstonecraft, as well as Euclid’s Elements and Newton’s Principia. On Saturdays we would read together Plato’s accounts of his teacher, Socrates, and Aristotle’s theories in Greek and would have continued the lesson on Sundays, had my mother’s devotion to Mass not taken precedence.

         Most days I would arrive early and have a cup of milky tea with Sarah and the children and then read in the library until the sun was low and the room dim, and he would come in and walk me home—discussing, as we went, what I had read that day.

         It was a course of reading calculated less to provide an understanding of any particular field—his was not the pedant’s predilection for linear progression—his selections seemed governed by another principle altogether, that of pleasure, both mine and his, selecting works that had inspired his curiosity and enthusiasm to see what might whet my own.

         The general was utterly unlike my brother’s tutors in mathematics and history who had visited our home, myopic men whose bodies seemed to have been diminished with their minds’ increase—delicate men around whom the very air seemed dimmer. They had made education appear a poor prospect, unromantic in the extreme. But Mirandus, as his surname promised, was a marvel and made education the most intoxicating of adventures, as good or better than the travel he’d made in ships when he sailed to Madrid from Venezuela as a young man, the women he’d bedded, the prisons he’d escaped. Books picked the lock that opened everything—all the greatest minds of history—and which no one could ever take from us.

         Waiting for execution in France after the Revolution (which he had supported until it turned against the vulnerable), he claimed to have recited from memory Voltaire’s Candide and so charmed his gaolers that they had helped him escape—though I suspected bribes had inspired them as much as literature.

         I often learned more in our discussions than in my reading. He brought out points I’d overlooked, details I had not noticed, and sometimes—to my delight—I would notice things that he had not. I would raise a point or make an observation that surprised him, and his surprise seemed to give us both great pleasure.

         I remember most particularly one evening, strolling through Hyde Park—the light lingering as it does in late spring, as if loath to end the day as I was, the air a deep indigo—as I told him how the whole of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar was like Mark Antony’s funeral oration, the author appearing to praise what he actually condemned.

         He seemed puzzled. “Say more.”

         “Well, the men possess authority in the play, but he gives to women the command of wisdom, which men like Brutus and Caesar are too vain or foolish to heed. Had either man listened to his wife, they’d not have killed their king…”

         “Emperor,” he corrected, gently.

         “The point is, the play seems to be a peen—” I hesitated over the word. “A pain—”

         “A paean,” he said.

         “Yes, right, a paean to a powerful ruler in the face of fractious mobs, but really you could see it as a challenge to the foolishness of men, even powerful men, who ignore the wisdom of their women.”

         “Mrs. Wollstonecraft would have delighted in you,” he said, resting a hand on my shoulder with a gentle pressure, as if I were a cane.

         “But don’t you think it’s curious?”

         “It was written for a queen,” he said.

         “So artists are to be mere flatterers of those who pay their wages?”

         “You sound like your uncle,” he said. “He believed the artist should be supported by society in order to transform it, free of the taint of personal patronage.” A flock of dandified young men strolled past, like peacocks. “What do you think?” he asked, pausing in our walk.

         This was where my education began, in that single question, the expectation that through effort and sound reading—through the proper balance of sensibility and reason, founded on sound principle—I might forge an answer for myself; we each might. A democracy of thought.

         “Perhaps my uncle was right,” I said.

         “Perhaps he was.”

         
              

         

         The ardor I discovered for learning that spring—and in the years that followed—was a kind of love I’d never known, and one a lesser man might easily have mistaken for another sort of passion. He could have ruined me, twisting my admiration into something smaller, more private. To his credit, he did not. Perhaps Sarah intervened on my behalf? Or perhaps fate did. Whatever the cause, I was left free to focus my ardor on the library. When Mirandus spoke of my joining him in Venezuela, one evening when I’d stayed to dinner, I sensed a proposal in his words, a veiled promise, but in his house I was treated only as a daughter—that is, until I became a son.

         
              

         

         I was turning the pages of a novel by Richardson one afternoon that first spring when something fluttered to the desk in front of me. I feared I’d torn the page; I looked down at the blotter and saw nothing there, save for a single thread, a hair, pale as gold wire, the length of a joint on my finger, wavy as a river seen from a hill, a hair no head had ever worn. I recognized it instantly. I laughed to see it, at the incongruity.

         How had such a hair found its way to the pages of a novel? I thought to ask Sarah about it, but thought better of it. If it were hers, it would seem I had been spying. If it weren’t hers, it would be worse. I thought to leave it on the blotter, but I feared he might think I’d left it there. I didn’t know if I should place it in the book, if that was indeed where it belonged.

         I was pondering options for its disposal when I heard boot falls outside the door. I pinched the hair up and dropped it into the pocket of my dress.

         Only later, when I discovered other hairs placed among the pages of other books—some blond, some black, one red—did I understand it was a collection, like a reliquary in the religion of desire, of the body. I thought of what he’d said the day I first arrived, how it was a pleasure to possess beautiful things. I looked for a pattern in their placement. I wanted to ask him whose they were. If he knew, if he recalled each woman by her hair. I never asked.

         I feared the general would find me out that day, as he thumbed through the book on the desk; did I imagine it or did he look concerned, searching for what was missing? We conversed as usual about what I’d read, but when I left, I took the pocketed souvenir with me. For years I kept it sewn into the hem of a handkerchief like a charm; later I placed it in my own copy of The Metamorphoses. I thought the old Roman would have approved.

         
              

         

         A few months after my studies began, the general sailed for America to gather support for his efforts to liberate Venezuela from Spain. He would meet with the American presidents Jefferson and Madison; en route he would design the Venezuelan flag. My mother seemed relieved to have him gone. While he was away for those eighteen months, I missed him—our conversations and his encouragement—but I felt more at ease, alone with Sarah and the children. My schedule remained unchanged. I liked to imagine my presence was a comfort to Sarah. Certainly we grew more intimate, as the weeks and months passed, alone together, as if we were our own small family. I knew she missed the general, as she called him; I wondered if she feared she might lose him.

         “Do you not wish to marry the general?” I asked Sarah one afternoon in the garden as we took our tea.

         “Why?” she laughed. “Do you?”

         “What a question,” I blushed. “I’m a child.”

         “And I am not,” she said. “I am not chattel to be bought and sold by men. We do not need the state to ratify our affections.” It sounded as if she were quoting someone.

         “But it would make your life more secure, surely, and your children’s.”

         “No life is secure, child; you know that. Did marriage protect your mother?”

         She set down her teacup. “When people promise security, they are usually scheming to take something away.”

         Perhaps I looked alarmed, for she stretched out a hand and covered mine on the table. “The only security is to be found in yourself.”

         “What of love?”

         “Ah, that’s the least secure of all, but we can’t live without it, can we?” She looked out over the garden, the doors swung open to let in the late-summer breeze. She rose and stepped into the light.

         
              

         

         For a time, several happy years, our lives were stable again, lodged in a house just north of Fitzroy Square, not far from the general’s, sustained by a generous subscription raised on our behalf by my uncle’s friend Lord Basken. A loyal patron of my uncle’s to the end, Lord Basken had proposed after my uncle’s death to pull together a volume of his drawings and essays whose sale might support poor Perry’s indigent relations—by which he meant us. My mother was aghast at the prospect, but we had few others. And it bought us time.

         
              

         

         When the general returned from his travels on New Year’s Day, 1808, a year and a half after he’d left, the house was often mobbed by guests. They came like crows. Noisy. Preening. Rancorous. Young Mr. Simón Bolívar. Mr. Jeremy Bentham, who looked like an egg with a wig. The rooms filled with heady talk of politics and revolution. General Mirandus let me linger and listen, or at least he did not put me out. I stretched out quietly behind a sofa or sat silent in a chair with a book, so I might overhear. I did not speak, but I grew accustomed to the arguments of men, words like cards thrown down in whist, the pleasures of debate, and of winning.

         Mr. Bentham’s visits were especially lively and loud, reaching a volume that made young Fernando cry but delighted me. Bentham was always invoking some principle he had invented, as when he railed against what he called “deep play”—when one risks greatly for uncertain gain. He believed it best to maximize pleasure in life. He and the general debated the point one evening over dinner, after Bentham had called for a prohibition on the “evils of deep play.” The general claimed the theory was mistaken because it ignored the pleasure that comes of acting on principle, even for uncertain reward:

         “The individual may fail,” Mirandus said, “but the collective gain thereby, and human happiness thus be increased, not lessened.”

         But both men missed the mark, I thought. To risk everything for uncertain gain is a gamble women know well; mothers engage in it every day in the birthing of a child. To prohibit it would be to outlaw childbirth, and love itself, and every foolish necessary self-sacrifice in its name.

         I said so. They stared at me, as if I were a talking dog, shocked that I’d spoken, before they broke into applause.

         
              

         

         Mr. Bentham was the most thoughtful man about his own death that I ever met. When he told us that he intended to be publicly autopsied, the general cautioned he take care it not be vivisection, given all the enemies he’d acquired. Bentham gave his high-pitched laugh and waved away the threat, eager to tell us about his latest plan: he’d decided that his corpse should be taken apart for public study, then reassembled for public display, like a vase. He wanted to be mummified and rolled out at the university on special occasions. (He was.)

         The idea of the body as an object of inquiry, impersonal, delighted him. And me.

         The only visitor I did not like was the young Mr. Simón Bolívar, a frequent guest. Handsome and brilliant as Bolívar was, I did not trust his silence, his quiet voice, his watchful attention. I did not trust him. Perhaps it was rivalry; we were both Mirandus’s protégés, after a fashion. He seemed to be calculating advantage in every exchange, tallying losses and wins in the room. Careful that he would win.

         
              

         

         After the general’s return from the Americas, I noticed another shift in the house. How the general’s eyes lingered on me, how he gently rested his hand on mine as I translated from the Greek, how he wrapped my hand in the crook of his arm when we walked home each early evening. I noticed, too, that Sarah seemed less pleased to see me. She was irritable with Leandro, and stormed out one morning when the boys were fighting with no more explanation than “Jesus wept.” And one morning when I arrived early, Sarah did not greet me at all but the maid, so I slipped into the library and took my seat only to hear a fearful thud upstairs and shouting.

         I quickly forgot the incident, absorbed as I was in my studies. Each day I discovered new words and new ideas and new capacities, as if the mind were a house of many rooms, through which I wandered, discovering new doors each day. I learned the pleasures of mathematics reading the Principia, the delight of musical compositions; I pored over anatomy texts. I discovered with delight that whatever I read lingered, so that I had only to read a page of Socrates’s final words after his trial to see them clearly before me, when conversing with the general, as if the book were held open in my hands. I had only to begin speaking of a text to know what I thought about it, which I had not known before I spoke. It came so easily, if not without effort, each day revealing to me new capacities, as if they were not my own. And the pleasure in learning was matched by the pleasure in seeing the general amazed.

         
              

         

         Emboldened by the men’s combative talk—and by my own success after three years’ study—I made the mistake of asking the general one evening over dinner why he was in London, if his nation needed him, if its liberation was his goal. “Would it not be better to be there among your people, there to lead them, than to be discussing ideals over dinner half a world away?”

         I knew instantly that I’d gone too far.

         Mirandus said nothing, only turned the stem of his wineglass on the table. Sarah stared at me before she rose from her chair, hurriedly excusing herself to bundle the children off to bed.

         “An idealist acts without sufficient thought for strategy,” the general said finally, as if he’d said it many times before. “A strategist without sufficient thought for ideals.”

         “And which are you?”

         He did not answer. When I left soon after, no one saw me out.

         “He is both,” Sarah would tell me later, clearly pleased to school me in the man we loved. “That rarest thing: an idealistic strategist.”

         
              

         

         I believed that the general was pleased with my progress and fond of me, so I was dismayed when he said—shortly after that dinner, in the autumn of 1809—that he would need to speak with my mother. I feared that the argument I’d overhead or perhaps my comment at dinner had damaged his enthusiasm for my presence in their house. I knew how quickly domestic calm could be undone.

         “What have you done?” my mother asked when I related his request.

         “Nothing,” I said.

         “You’ve done nothing? All this time in the library has availed you nothing?”

         “Nothing out of the ordinary, Mother; I have done as I always have—I’ve read, and reported to the general on my reading.” I was exhausted by her suspicion, which felt petty, beneath me now. Perhaps she sensed my dismissal, like my father’s before me.

         “Heaven help us if that good man turns against us now.”

         “He’s not turned against us,” I said, though in truth I wasn’t sure. I’d not told my mother of the row I’d overheard. I’d hardly told myself.

         As the days passed, I came to dread the coming meeting. I prayed for some disaster to avert it—hoping I might be struck by a cart or fall ill with some conveniently brief fever, lasting just long enough to garner sympathy and a postponement of the conference. But the day arrived. We sat beside the fire in the parlor with a tea tray and a portion of seed cake, a favorite of mine for which I had no appetite.

         At first they spoke of other matters, of his sons, the weather, until the general swung round to his point.

         “Your daughter is quite extraordinary, Mrs. Brackley. She has a mind like Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s. It would have been a pleasure to make an introduction.”

         It was clear from my mother’s blank expression that she did not know the name, or what it represented, which was to my advantage, as she’d likely have refused to allow me to study further had she better understood his praise.

         “She has the potential to do great things,” he said.

         “She has always been clever,” my mother allowed.

         “She is more than clever.”

         “Then you will help her find a position as a governess?” my mother asked.

         “I will do more than that,” he said. “She is prodigiously gifted.”

         My mother looked at me with what seemed alarm, as if she’d just been told I had two heads, a failing that she’d failed to notice.

         “She has expressed a desire to study medicine and literature,” General Mirandus said. “It is my hope that she shall.”

         “We cannot afford to pay for training as a midwife.”

         “A doctor, Mrs. Brackley. A surgeon.”

         “Would they let her in?”

         “They would let him in.”

         My mother stared at the general, as did I.

         “They would admit Jonathan Perry’s nephew.”

         “My son, Tom?” It was the first time in months she’d mentioned my brother’s name.

         “Your daughter, Margaret.” The general turned to me. “Your nephew.”

         I was too shocked to speak. It seemed an impossible plan. A joke.

         If my mother’s sense of propriety was offended by the idea of passing off her eldest daughter as a son, practicality eventually won out. While they stayed up late by the fire, discussing my future, I slept to the murmur of their voices. By morning, it was settled. I felt a thrill of dread at the news: I would become a boy, at age fourteen. I was to play the part of Jonathan Perry’s unfortunate nephew, and enroll in medical school in Edinburgh that autumn.

         It was my idea to add a middle name in honor of my patron. So we saw the last of Margaret and the immaculate birth of a fortunate son: Jonathan Mirandus Perry.

         
              

         

         While the general arranged for a tailor to visit, saying that I was the precise size of an absent nephew for whom the clothes were to be cut, it fell to my mother to sew my linens—half a dozen shirts and cravats. If she resented playing the part of tailor to a newly christened son, she made no mention. (Or perhaps I conveniently forgot her complaints, my debt. It’s convenient to forget what’s painful to recall.) There were bold striped silks of emerald green and a double-breasted red waistcoat with a monstrously high horse collar. In addition to a single pair of breeches, reserved for formal occasions, I was outfitted with a pair of skin-tight pantaloons that came to mid-calf and tied with ribbons, showing off my slender legs with Hessians that came to my knee.

         For a fortnight, while clothes were arranged, I practiced before the mirror. Elbows in, then out, wide swaggering steps, chin down as if deep in thought; I knew our lives depended upon my striking the right calculus of character and impersonation. As a girl, no one would admit me to university. And the generous support of my uncle’s friends was as unreliable as memory—who knew how long they would think of us? Jonathan Perry’s poor relations.

         It was Sarah Andrews’s idea to cut off my long hair. My sole faint claim to beauty. When she took the scissors in her hands, a cloth across my shoulders, my red-gold hair braided down my back, I sensed that it was not simply for the sake of my education that she took up the shearing. I felt the scissors against the curtain of my hair; the pressure tugged my head back.

         “Hold still,” she said, tilting my chin down.

         My scalp tingled and then I heard a tearing as of cloth being rent and a weight lifted from me. My head felt strangely buoyant, too light.

         She might have left my hair long, to the shoulders, as General Mirandus’s was, but she opted for the French style à la victime—first worn in defiance of the Revolution, but now reduced to mere fashion and called the Titus coiffure—with the nape cut close and the top and sides combed forward into a tousled fringe, as on a head straight from the guillotine. My mother was aghast when she saw me—“Your hair,” she exclaimed, her eyes moist. “Your beautiful hair.” She had not wept to lose her home or eldest daughter, but she wept now, holding my braid in her hands like a corpse.

         That night, as I lay my head against the pillowcase, I reveled in the altogether new and startling sensations, the direct contact of skin and scalp with linen and air.

         But despite the haircut and new clothes, I remained unconvincingly male. My mother took me to Hyde Park to watch the dandies on parade, to no avail. I spent weeks practicing manliness and failing, until I began to despair of ever mastering the lesson.

         One afternoon as I stood in the window overlooking Charles Street, despairing of ever playing the part well, I watched a coach arrive and saw a gentleman step down, then turn to help a lady to the curb. I imitated the gestures, and in impersonating that small courtesy there in my room, I felt something happen in my spine, faint as the tap of teeth together, or a key in a lock, or knuckles cracking. I felt the shift—how I settled back into my body as one might into a comfortable chair. Condescension was the key. Authority like a scarf settled on my shoulders. I felt the confidence I’d had as a child running the green hills of Cork. I knew I could play my part.

         
              

         

         After a solid month’s preparation, practicing in our rooms, my mother sent me on an errand one morning early. Pressing a coin into my palm, she proposed I go buy sausages in a neighboring street. When a night-soil cart nearly ran me down, I was shocked, then delighted—not for the splash of muck on my breeches and boots, but for the epithet hurled at my head: “Boy, have you no sense? Get out of the street!” For the first time I knew that we are what we say; that people see what we tell them to. We are our own canvases, as my uncle said.

         Nevertheless, I walked a good ways from the shops we knew, to a district we had not frequented before; I steeled myself and stepped into a shop.

         “Help you, lad?” the butcher asked.

         I glanced over my shoulder, looking for the boy he addressed.

         “What’ll it be, boy?”

         My voice sounded faint and far away, entirely too high as I asked for the length of sausage for my mother, but if the butcher noticed, he didn’t show it.

         
              

         

         And that was what amazed me: no one noticed. Later, when I was accustomed to being addressed as sir or Doctor, I’d realize it was not sartorial sleight of hand that changed my fate that day, as I’d imagined. Diminutive as my stature might be, I carried myself as free men do, as if I belonged in the world, or rather as if the world belonged to me. It was not my clothes that convinced them, it was my carriage: I walked as if my body were mine. I walked as if the world were my inheritance, as if I were a fortunate son.

         I had not realized before how I’d held myself back when in the street or entering a shop, shrinking from attention—having been handled on occasion by a merchant in Cork who pretended to steady a sack of oats in my arms or by a carriage man helping me down from a seat and taking hold of other parts; even my brother had pressed himself on me before he’d left for Dublin, claiming the education would do me good. “You don’t want your husband to find you ignorant, do you? Keep quiet, and I won’t tell our father what you’ve done.” It was unthinkable that I should speak of it, he knew—knowing the shame would be mine alone.

         
              

         

         After that first voyage out, matters progressed rapidly. School was organized, and lodging, instruments, and books. General Mirandus arranged for our financial support through a friend he trusted to be discreet, a Dr. Fryer. As I prepared to enter the university at Edinburgh in December 1809 at age fourteen—five years after I’d first made my uncle’s acquaintance, three years since his death—life seemed a present waiting to be opened; briefly my future seemed clear: I would train as a doctor for three years, and if I excelled I would go on to serve as a Medical Dresser in London, then travel on to Venezuela, where I would join General Mirandus as his physician and with luck take charge of health policy for the new revolutionary government he intended to establish there. It was a prospect I considered with an admixture of dread and joy.

         Mirandus and his family accompanied my mother and me to the docks south of London Bridge on the late-November morning we set out from Wapping on the Thames. He had arranged for the five-day passage on one of the Leith smacks bound for Edinburgh, having secured me a place in the medical school there through the offices of his friend Lord Basken, whom I was to visit later that year. I did not know it would be the last time I would see the general, that my mother would not last three years; I did not know that my education would equip me to save my patients and bring new lives into the world, even as it would take from me everyone I loved. I would gain an education but lose everyone I loved.

         Mirandus bent over my hand, only to stop himself. He straightened and pulled me into a manly embrace, then released me.

         “The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways,” Mirandus said.

         “You would quote Socrates?” I said, recognizing the philosopher’s parting words to his protégé after being condemned to death.

         “I would quote anyone who suits this sad occasion,” he smiled. “But don’t worry, I do not go to my death. I go to Venezuela. Where I will await you.”

         “It is Venezuela that awaits you, General.”

         “Let us hope I prove worth waiting for,” he said.

         “I’ve no doubt of it.” I looked up to see Sarah watching me, and I blushed, before she looked away, over the green-brown water.

         “Ah,” Mirandus said. “I’d almost forgotten.” He lifted from Sarah’s arms a package wrapped in paper and twine and placed it in my hands. “For your library.”

         He knew that I had none, as I knew he cared for his books as if they were children. A gift from his library would be like parting with a child. I fingered the corners, enjoying the weight in my hands.

         “From yours?” I asked.

         He inclined his head in assent.

         “You’re too generous,” I said.

         “I am,” he said. “You can return it to me when you come to Caracas.”

         It’s possible that the general had other plans for me in Venezuela—he had plans for everyone, above all for his beloved country, which he hoped to free from the bootheel of Spain; it’s possible that he thought to make a mistress of me or to marry me to some brilliant young man; I would have followed whatever direction he had given. I owed him my life, my very name.

         He had shown me what my parents could not—that a life can be forged by will, that we can invent ourselves and our histories and shape history itself to our vision. Most everyone else I knew seemed a sleepwalker by comparison. I was not the only one to discern his virtues—the Emperor Napoleon himself called Mirandus “a Don Quixote with the difference that he is not mad.” But unlike Napoleon, Mirandus did not live for power alone; he was thoroughly democratic, honoring equally politics and pleasure.

         On board the ship, settled out of the icy wind, I unwrapped the package and saw that it was Smellie’s atlas, of which only some few dozen had been printed—I fingered the gilt spine, the marbled boards, the Italian paper like tortoiseshell, turning over the pages heavy with copper engraved plates depicting images of a fetus in utero, the delicate cavity smooth as a carved bowl, in which lay a perfect infant curled like a rabbit in its den, an image that might have been an image of myself, beneath my boy’s clothes, a portrait of a new life at its start.
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