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			‘Do you not hear the Aziola cry?

			Methinks she must be nigh,’

			Said Mary, as we sate

			In dusk, ere stars were lit, or candles brought;

			And I, who thought

			This Aziola was some tedious woman,

			Asked, ‘Who is Aziola?’ How elate

			I felt to know that it was nothing human,

			No mockery of myself to fear or hate:

			And Mary saw my soul,

			And laughed, and said, ‘Disquiet yourself not;

			‘Tis nothing but a little downy owl.’

			Sad Aziola! many an eventide

			Thy music I had heard

			By wood and stream, meadow and mountain-side,

			And fields and marshes wide,—

			Such as nor voice, nor lute, nor wind, nor bird,

			The soul ever stirred;

			Unlike and far sweeter than them all.

			Sad Aziola! from that moment I

			Loved thee and thy sad cry.

			Percy Bysshe Shelley
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			The seagull on the wing and the tumbling waves are all that see the lonely white house, La Casa Magni, staring out at the bay of La Spezia. No other buildings are in sight, and no people pass by.

			It was supposed to be a secluded piece of heaven, but to twenty-five year old Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, lying upstairs on a divan, it has become a prison. Outside the sun beats high and hot, as it does every day here, and the air above the stony beach will be dancing with the heat. But she has not been outside for days; she has been lying here, waiting to die.

			Mary inhales, and she is the sound of a wave drifting out, and then, exhaling, rushing back in. Her body hurts so much even breathing quickly makes her wince. She has no idea how long she has been lying here, but she ought to try to get up; she really ought to say goodbye to Shelley. Afterall, she might not last until his return.

			The tide is on its way out. She knows because this house stands too close to the sea, built for housing boats, rather than people. At high tide the sea crosses the threshold and claims dominion of the ground floor, forcing the human inhabitants to retreat to the upper levels where they are captive until the waters sweep away, leaving behind sand and shells and seaweed. Only Shelley could have fallen in love with a place as desperate as this, and now he will leave her here alone.

			Has he already gone? She can hear, distantly, shouts out on the beach, perhaps her sister, her son, her friends, calling out to one another, perhaps farewell cries to the departing boat, but sounds reach her only faintly, as if she were already half in some other place.

			Her eyes flutter open.

			Sunlight pours through the open doorway of her sickroom, casting a living, ever-shifting mosaic of sea-reflections upon the walls and the simple white furnishings. A shadow blocks the light, passes through it, returns, and Mary looks up to see the silhouette of her husband in the doorway. With the light behind him, she cannot make out his features, only the shape of him.

			“Mary! There you are,” he says.

			“Here I am, Shelley,” she whispers, and she can hardly hear her own voice. “I was afraid you’d already gone.”

			“In a moment. The ship’s ready. I wished to say goodbye.”

			“And I wish you wouldn’t.” She closes her eyes.

			“Mary,” he says, her name a reprimand in his voice. His footsteps cross the room to her; when his voice resumes, it is so very, very close. “If I could leave it another day I would, but our friends will be waiting.”

			She knows this. And she, she should have been beside him at the boat’s prow, as they had planned; she should be well and strong, large with their unborn child, and her friends who have travelled across the ocean to see them again after so long should be overjoyed to see her in that condition of new life.

			But instead, Mary is empty and scarred. The child that was to be has been torn from her, taking half her life force with it, and all that is left of her is fading away. Yet the world beyond La Spezia inconceivably continues, and her friends will be waiting at the harbour, oblivious to the tragedy. She knows this.

			And yet, here she is, dying, and she cannot bear for him to leave.
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			Poor Mary! Shelley sees with concern that her face is paler than before, the shadows beneath her cheeks and eyes deeper, and yet just this morning she had looked brighter; how quickly change comes upon a person. There is no real fear though. He trusts the doctor’s words that she will live, and is certain that even she, with all her fatalistic words, does not believe that this will be her end.

			“I don’t want you to go,” she says.

			He notices that she does not ask him to stay, but merely states the fact. He gently strokes her thick auburn hair, its colour rich in this light as loose strands catch the sun’s golden flame and burn fiercely.

			“You’ll be alright,” he whispers.

			“I might not be.”

			“You will be,” he reassures her. He thinks, but does not say, that they have weathered tragedies more terrible than this.

			One might expect grief to lessen with experience, as a body that has sustained a blow and recovered better learns both how to dodge the worst and how to heal. But that is not the case. She will grieve this unborn child a long time, grieve it with the still and silent misery he knows too well.

			That kind of grief is alien to his heart. His passions do not run quietly, but shout and scream, and run as far and as fast as they can.

			And they are so close now, so close to achieving all that they have worked for. The journey he must make is for their success, and isn’t there any part of her that still craves that?

			“I’m afraid the tide won’t wait for me, my Mary. Ned is already on board. But we’ll be back soon, and I’ll bring you Leigh Hunt and Maryanne, and all their noisy brood, and you’ll be so happy to see them all. It’ll be very good for you. Good for us all, I’d say.”

			There is a coldness in the looks she gives him then, an expression in her eyes regarding him as if from a great distance, as if nothing he does could possibly affect her now.

			“Goodbye then,” she says. “Take care.”

			He kisses her forehead, and stands up to leave.

		

	
		
			

			Bright waves are beckoning on the waiting boat;

			I should be gone, and yet I hesitate,

			Still yearning one kind word from you, my Mary.

			Oh, why can’t you, great conjuror of demons,

			Utilise your vast imagination

			To understand the darkness where I dwell?

			I cannot know that which you do not tell;

			You show yourself to me so seldom now.

			It wasn’t always so. For once we were

			Twin stars shining as one.

			How long ago

			that seems, and yet the years are not so many,

			Since you and I were young, and thought nothing

			More powerful in all this world than love.

			I think that still; please say you do as well.

			My Shelley, you were everything to me.

			How did we come to this bleak place?
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			A young person in love is a beautiful and reckless thing, like a flimsy boat dancing on dangerous waves. Percy Bysshe Shelley, who has been nurtured more by poetry than by family, is in love again, and it is driving him to distraction.

			As he stands by the cold stone wall that keeps Londoners from the Thames, he sees the shadow of his ghost upon the water. A restless wind rushes upon both man and shade, fracturing the shadow, and urging Shelley on from this friendless moment. There is an appointment to keep, and a chance to see Mary, and the wind, like his spirit, wants to run. But, he consults his pocket watch, it is only a quarter to eleven, and he is not expected for over an hour. He must be good and wait.

			The morning is grey, chilled, threatening rain. As ever, the river is a swaying forest of masts: boats throng the highway, navigating one another with frustrated patience, regardless of the restlessness of the weather. But Shelley feels it. His ghost upon the water feels it, and has come to warn him, or to welcome him to the storm.

			To distract himself he takes from his breast pocket the only objects he has upon his person: a pair of books. Gifts, perhaps.

			The first, at least, is easy. Charlotte Smith’s poetry for Fanny Godwin on the occasion of her twenty-first birthday. If any friendship owes a token of gratitude, he muses, it is surely the friendship she has given him these past, difficult months. But the other book, that is less simple.

			This gift has caused him much worry; it has worn down his fingernails until they bleed, because it is for Fanny’s younger sister, Mary.

			And therein lies the problem. For it is Mary who has become his first thought on waking, Mary whose words ring through his mind as he goes about his life, Mary whose image even now drifts along beside him, auburn-haired, slender, and bright.

			Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin.

			Under his breath he whispers her name, and the wind catches it with delight and hurries it off into the clouds.

			It is not Mary’s birthday. There is no reason to give her a gift. And yet, here it is. If he could give her the world, he would. But all he has is himself. The slight little book bears his own name upon the front page, and above it the title Queen Mab.

			The copy has been specially bound and, upon a very reckless whim, he has scribbled her an inscription.

			He cannot give her it, he suddenly realises, and he strides away from the river in agitation, stuffing the books angrily back into his pocket as he sets off into the heart of London, the wind leaping up around him, delighted to be on the move once more.

			The binding, the inscription—both were foolish excess. They make the book special. Had he merely tossed her a worn copy and said ‘have a look if you like,’ that might be permissible. Fool that he is, he wanted it to be a gift for cherishing. But how can a married man of twenty-one give such an intelligent, beautiful girl of sixteen a gift like this in all decency? Does it not say—Here, take this token, and know that I love you?

			Amid his anger with himself it occurs to him that, as there are three Godwin sisters he could easily have bought them all gifts on this occasion, and hidden Mary’s alongside Fanny’s and Jane’s. No, no, he shakes his head as a distant thunder rumbles overhead, he must give up all idea of giving Mary gifts. His feelings for her are too strong, and he is bound—legally—to his wife, and must content himself with cultivating a philosophical friendship with this young genius.

			His pace along the cobbled streets shortens his breath, and he pauses, bringing a hand to his ribs just as a fierce slap of rain slices across his face, startling him.

			Above, the clouds have lowered and deepened their hue, the whole sky trembling with the weight of an imminent storm, one that shall be as brutal as it shall be beautiful, and much worth witnessing. Still, cover is wise and Shelley retreats to the lee of the buildings as the rain begins, but though he slinks along the periphery of a looming grey church he finds no ledge to offer shelter and the first advance of raindrops seeps through his clothes. Pulling his collar up and pressing the books deep inside his jacket—so especially afraid for the ink on Mary’s dedication—he runs on, throwing himself at last into the doorway of an unbrightened shop, a coffin-maker’s it appears.

			No great traffic passes there, and he waits a while. On either side of him dusty, darkened windows are curtained within by respectful black velvet.

			The street empties fast, and only a few walkers strive on, belligerent beside the hackneys and chaises; they are mostly servants, their heads low and their burdens high, other people’s business more important than their own. All around the rain rushes down.

			Shelley becomes aware, out the corner of his eye, of someone watching him from inside. He stills himself, and without turning his head from the scene on the road, concentrates intently, for he is convinced the face is looking at him. Slowly, cautiously, he turns only his eyes to look and, for the briefest second, there is someone else staring back, a strange, girlish face with boys’ hair and boys’ clothing, staring right at him through the glass and black velvet with absolute curiosity. He spins about to face the image fully, to confront the stranger, suspecting perhaps someone within, but no! How foolish he suddenly feels, it is only his reflection after all. The rain has dampened his hair and worry shadowed his face. He is only half himself. As suddenly as it started, the rain stops. Shelley steps away from the ghost of himself in glass and, hugging the books to his chest, hurries towards his Mary.
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			Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin sits in the window of her father’s study with head bent to a book she has read many times before while ribbons of rain roll down the glass pane. A quiet inhabits the room, beyond which she can hear her family through the house. Her sister Jane sings a popular theatre song a floor or so below, her volume rising and falling in the intermittent way that suggests simultaneous employment in some other task, for Jane in full song is a marvellous thing. In Jane’s quieter moments Mary catches the cadences of her father’s voice, complaining some long story to his wife who expresses appropriate noises of astonishment and outrage as necessary. There is no noise in the house attributable to her sister Fanny, which is not surprising, for Mary can’t think what noise she’d make. She must be minding the bookshop. Their little brother is surely still out at his tutor’s, and Jane’s elder brother, Charles, is not at home for he too has been sent away to Scotland, as Mary lately was herself.

			All of which tells Mary she has some time for herself, and for her book.

			The walls of the study are lined with books once neatly ordered, now slumped and slanted, pressed in and piled up in her father’s disorder that no one dares disturb, but over time Mary has learned to slide out one volume at a time and return it exactly as left. This particular book has been retrieved and returned more than most.

			It is a novel told by a woman in pain, a woman imprisoned by the man she loved, suffering all the wrongs that have been levelled at her sex, and addressed to the daughter she feared would never know her.

			The novel is called Maria and was written by her late mother.

			Its pages know Mary well and open obligingly to her favourite passage.

			From my narrative, my dear girl, you may gather instruction, the counsel, which is meant rather to exercise than to influence your mind. — Death may snatch me from you, before you can weigh my advice … Gain experience — ah! gain it — while experience is worth having, and acquire sufficient fortitude to pursue your own happiness.

			Such a pained and tragic life poor Maria lived, much like her author’s, and yet, even in the midst of it all, she did not counsel caution, but passion. These lines Mary knows so well, but she seeks them now in need of counsel, and of reassurance in her resolution.

			Her attention is drawn away.

			Something in the tone of the house has changed. A new timbre has entered the harmony and altered the entire effect. A voice rises through the house, like a skylark on the wing, bringing her joy as it speaks her name.

			“Mary?”

			She leaps from her seat, pulse racing, and sweeps back her thick auburn hair.

			His voice grows closer. The stairs creak beneath his ascent. Silence. And then—

			“Mary?”

			“Shelley!” The cry peals out of her, and she pulls open the door to find him upon the landing, tall and thin like the silver birch, his flop of brown hair a little damp and wind-dishevelled, his eyes turned heavenwards, listening.

			The expression on his face before he sees her is fragile hope and deep concern, a thousand doubts dragging down his lightness, but then he sees her, and an extraordinary change possesses him as happiness bursts across his countenance.

			“Mary!”

			She runs the short space between them and clasps his hand.

			“I didn’t know you were coming today!” she says.

			“Yes, I’ve been in with your father. I’m leaving now. I wanted to see you before I go.”

			His eyes looking down at her seem fascinated, darting back and forth as they take her in, and she is glad she wore her purple tartan dress today, for he has mentioned that he likes it. Again, she recollects her mother’s words.

			Gain experience! — ah! gain it — while experience is worth having, and acquire sufficient fortitude to pursue your own happiness.

			“No,” she says, “you can’t go just yet. Don’t you have a little time to sit with me?”

			The flesh of his hand lies beneath her fingertips, as warm and soft as if it were her own skin.

			“For you, Mary,” he says, his eyes still fixed upon her. “For you I have time.”

			As they enter the study, he looks up at the portrait of her mother with reverence, a gesture that does not escape her. Mary returns to her window seat, and Shelley draws up a chair from the desk to sit by her.

			“So, you’ve been talking with my father?” she asks.

			“I have,” he says. “He’s been giving me some very severe advice on my writings.”

			“Papa will not soften his words for anyone, I’m afraid. He can be harsh, but his advice is worth listening to.”

			Shelley nods. He does not look chastised; he looks happy.

			“Tell me,” Mary continues, “for I’m afraid I don’t know, is your father a literary man?”

			The laugh that bursts out of Shelley almost startles her. It is high pitched and loud, so unlike his gentleness, and she is afraid someone will come to scold them.

			“He is not!” he says, recovering himself. “He most certainly is not. He is a parliamentarian, a philistine, hypocrite and petty tyrant. He does not approve of my life, and refuses to speak to me, which suits me quite well, for I do not approve of his life and have no desire to speak with him. My mother and sisters, I regret. But I am not welcome home.” He shrugs away the matter, as if he really did not care, but Mary pities him, and feels he must be lonely.

			“Then I think you all the more remarkable,” she says. “To have become the person that you are without kind influence, that shows a true nobility of spirit.”

			He stares at her intently, something behind his eyes stirring in contemplation.

			“I have a gift for you, Mary,” he says after a moment.

			“A gift?”

			“Yes.” From the breast pocket of his thin coat he takes a slim book. “You enquired about my poetry, and I thought you might like the opportunity to measure it for yourself. This is Queen Mab, it’s probably my best work, published work, so far anyway, that is, it has many flaws, I see that already. And it is not a popular style, but…” He stumbles across his words—she has never seen him flustered before. To think of Shelley is to think of him earnest, excited and alert.

			“Thank you, Shelley.” She accepts the book from him. “I have very much been wanting to read your work, so it is a gift that gives me great joy.” She turns the book around, demonstrating her appreciation. “And in such fine binding too! But I don’t wish to cause you any expense; I am sure my father has a copy somewhere.”

			“This copy is for you,” he says with a softness to his reassurance. “Do read it, when you have time.”

			“I have time now.” She hands the book back to him. “Why don’t you read it to me?”

			She leans forward, her chin in her hands and her elbows on her knees so she is very close to Shelley. He turns the pages carefully, glances briefly up at her and a smile curls across his face, and he begins to read.

			How wonderful is Death,

			Death, and his brother Sleep!

			One, pale as yonder waning moon

			With lips of lurid blue;

			The other, rosy as the morn

			When throned on ocean’s wave

			It blushes o’er the world;

			Yet both so passing wonderful!

			This way she can watch him as he reads, the feminine beauty of his slender face and heavy eyelids, the peculiar tilt to his chin, the rise and fall of his brows following the emotions of his words.

			In speech sometimes his voice rises shrilly and loses dignity in its exuberance, but when he reads the tone modulates tenderly, carrying meaning on a gentle current.

			When first she met him, only weeks ago, she read his political pamphlets that pursued the cause of liberty, campaigned for the rights of the Catholics of Ireland, and beseeched the lords of England to reconsider laws that oppress the poor. And in such pamphlets she read a conscientious purity of heart.

			Now, listening to his poetry, she is overwhelmed by beauty, and also, by the recognition of his genius. The heroine—the girl child Ianthe—sleeps, and in dreams is summoned by the fairy queen and shown the truth of all that has been and will be in this world.

			“That is enough for today,” he says at length, and returns the book to her.

			“It’s beautiful, Shelley.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Truly.” She wants a stronger way to express her appreciation, but her mind still buzzes with the poem itself. “Ianthe is your daughter’s name, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			“How old is she?”

			“Only a year of age.”

			“How lovely. I’m sure she is a beautiful child. One day she will hear you read this and she will know the great talent of her father.”

			The easy peace that had fallen upon them shudders and begins to dissipate around him.

			“Perhaps,” he says. “I hope so.”

			“Why would she not?”

			He heaves a sigh and his shoulders drop with great weight.

			“Ianthe lives with her mother, and for now, with her mother’s sister. The sister does not care very much for me, or for my writings and my beliefs. I fear what she and Harriet will fill the child’s mind with.”

			Mary frowns at this information, and tries to fit it in with what she has already gathered about Shelley.

			“I have never met Harriet,” she says, carefully.

			“No. I suppose you were in Scotland when she used to come here with me. It seems a long time ago now.” His expression is distant, sad.

			“Is she not like you?

			“Like me, no. It seems she no longer concurs with my philosophies.” He picks at the skin around his nails, his contorted face testifying to an inner struggle. “If she did once that was apparently only a youthful enthusiasm which has faded. She has shown herself to be a person who is easily led and has little real conviction of her own. I thought I had met my soul’s double, but she was a little more than a mirror for my own heart.” The expression he offers Mary then seems to her almost apologetic.

			“I would be interested to meet her.”

			“Harriet?”

			“Yes,” she looks at him seriously, “Harriet.”

			As she watches him, his gaze roams, his mouth opens once and then and closes impotently. He winces, summons a deep breath.

			“I don’t know.”

			What is this uncertainty? It is like pain, all across his face and in the fumbling of his hands.

			“She hasn’t been to London for a while,” he says.

			Any law of decorum would certainly advise discretion and retreat at such a moment, but over the previous weeks she has come to know Shelley, and to know he does not care for what is proper, so she strides ahead.

			“I hope that we are friends, Shelley,” she says. “You told me lately that we cannot be wise if we are not honest with each other. Please, trust me with your honesty.”

			Again, that look of apology, but this time he shakes his head and rolls it into a laugh.

			“How right you are, most excellent Mary! Excuse me, I laugh at myself. I laugh that I need to be told my own principles. It seems I have been trying to be someone else for a while.”

			“I hope not. I like this Shelley very much.” She edges forward, trying to further draw him out.

			“And I am glad of that. In honesty, as that is what you ask, I have not seen Harriet for some months.”

			He returns her gaze, and this time, holds it. “We are… cordially estranged. I assure you there is no bitterness, no discord between us. The fact is that I was very ill when I married her. If I had known I would live so long… Perhaps I would have been more cautious.”

			Mary’s heart beats heavy in her chest.

			“So, do not be surprised at not seeing her,” he goes on, “I dare say the day will come.”

			“Jane and Fanny certainly speak well of her.”

			“As well they might. In many ways she is a kind and excellent woman.”

			“But you do not love her?”

			“No. No I do not.”
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			He loves Mary. As they descend the staircase side by side Shelley confesses his heart to himself. How does she know what he feels? Are the passions of his heart written so clearly in his face that anyone who looks might read them there? Or is there a sympathy sacred between them, an understanding shared only by twin souls?

			His foot and hers meet each step at the same moment. She is so close in the narrow stairwell that, although they are not touching, his arm tingles with the warmth of her presence, and he remembers the spot where her fingers held his.

			What could such a love be? Surely, nothing could ever pass between them. Perhaps she can look upon him with pity, even with affection, as Goethe’s Charlotte, in her way, loved Werther, though they could never belong to each other.

			And yet, and yet, something whispers in the back of his mind, he does not believe himself.

			Having bade farewell to Jane and Fanny and little William, he shakes Godwin’s hand, apologising if he has not quite been himself this evening, excusing himself with tiredness.

			Stumbling out the house he finds that night has fallen upon Skinner Street, and all the vendors have gone home. The rain has exhausted itself, leaving the cobbles wet and the sky naked. He pauses on the empty street, hardly able to remember which way he ought to go, and considers whether to walk or try to find a cab.

			The cool night air smells of wood smoke, and the moon shines high and full.

			The street is silent, the market ruins home to nothing but a solitary scavenger cat, and even the thoroughfare bodes no danger, for such is the silence that any approaching carriage would announce its proximity from some distance. A wandering breeze drifts by and he closes his eyes the better to feel its refreshing sigh. Mary held his hand. She was glad to see him. The certainty of that fact eddies through the rivers of his mind, and the thought of her rushes over everything else.

			Yes, he should walk. Walk and clear his mind.

			He gazes speculatively upon the house he has just left; the doors and windows are already shabby, the houses on either side empty and unwanted, the sign above the door—M.J. Godwin, Booksellers—the only thing in sight with dignity.

			Yet this is London’s Olympus, where sleep the gods forgotten and yet unknown. How terrible that Godwin, whose name was once a paragon, is a joke amongst the elite. And Mary… what will her name one day mean? Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, the wind brings it back to him in a whisper, having kept it safe all day. Perhaps one day she will be a Corinne, processing through adoring multitudes with her head crowned in laurels, a queen of philosophy and the arts. But only if the world is just.

			As he looks back at the house, his eyes climb heavenwards to a high window where a pale face behind the glass looks placidly down. Is it only a reflection of the moon? No, it is a round, white face, and one that is certainly watching him. For a moment he stands beneath the silver moonlight, blissful in the silent benediction, until a cloud comes and Mary withdraws.

			Shelley waits a moment more, willingly bewitched, and then, with a silver secret in his heart, begins his way back to the empty apartment.

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Mary watches him leave, her pulse pounding in her temples. She feels like a novice enchanter who has cast a spell by accident. But no, not by accident.

			The rest of the house clatters with tidying and preparations for bed, but Mary is alone in her father’s study, the door closed for her privacy. Putting her mother’s book to one side she brings Shelley’s gift to the windowsill and lights a single taper. The thin golden flame and the moon’s white-wash reveal the words he has given her, and she, in turn, allows herself to be enchanted: his words curl into her mind, shaping her thoughts. Oh, how wonderful is the poet, the poet and the poetry he makes! His voice is unworldly, as if he sees what others cannot. What a gift to receive from such a man. She turns the pages without reading, thrilling for all the stories yet to come.

			But it is not only poetry. There are several notes to the poem: moral and philosophical digression that reveal her poet.

			Law pretends even to govern the indisciplinable wanderings of passion, to put fetters on the clearest deductions of reason, and, by appeals to the will, to subdue the involuntary affects of our nature. Love is inevitably consequent upon the perception of loveliness. Love withers under constraint: its very essence is liberty.

			She lets her hand lie upon these words. The message is familiar from her father’s writing: a declaration of the importance of free love, a rejection of the laws of marriage. Once again, the name of Harriet Shelley rises in her head. He is married. Yet, her father wrote similarly, and he married, married for the sake of their child, herself.

			Shelley does not love his wife. The fact sits before her, expectant, demanding.

			From the stairwell come footsteps and Mary snaps the book closed and hides it in a skirt pocket.

			But as the door creaks slowly, spilling light into the study, it reveals only Fanny with the lamp.

			“I thought you must be in here,” Fanny says from the threshold. “I hope I didn’t startle you?”

			“Not at all,” Mary replies, trying to still herself.

			“I’m going up to bed.”

			“Good. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			“Were you looking for anything, Mary?”

			Mary shakes her head. She extracts their mother’s book.

			“Just visiting Maria.”

			“Ah!” Fanny now slips into the room, the door drifting closed behind her. As she crosses the room her lamp sends shadows sliding around the books, and when she reaches Mary’s side she raises it to light the portrait of their mother that still hangs above the mantelpiece.

			“I thought often of you while you were away in Scotland,” Fanny says. “I thought you’d be missing her books.”

			“The Baxters had them,” Mary replies. “They were very much our sort.”

			“Were you happy there?”

			“I was. But it’s been nice to be home.”

			“We’re glad you’re back.” As Fanny says this she glances up to the picture, and Mary follows her gaze.

			In that moment a hush falls not only upon the two of them but, it seems to Mary, upon the whole house, the street beyond, even the whole city. The world holds its breath for two sisters at their mother’s altar. If the ghost of Mary Wollstonecraft ever descends to touch her daughters’ heads and bless them silently, she does so in this moment.

			Regarding the portrait upon the wall, Mary sees warmth in that figure, in the mild expression and side-turned gaze, and if she lets her focus drift just a little, she could be looking at a real person. She turns her eyes away, feeling a wetness there that threatens to betray her, and turns to Fanny with the intention of breaking the moment,  chattering about some other thing, but is taken aback by the image of her sister in the candlelight, face raised piously to the portrait.

			Fanny’s long face has earned creases that Mary has not noticed before. Her thin lips raise the smallest smile to her mother, and with the candle held so close, her normally-colourless skin is cast in warmth. Her devotion, her pose, makes her—for once—beautiful, Mary thinks, and is immediately ashamed of the thought.

			“Come, Fanny,” she says softly. “We should be getting ready for bed.”

			The bedroom at the top of the house is a clutter: around the three narrow beds are trunks, a dresser, two small tables piled with trinkets, dresses hung from every ledge, and books both neatly stacked and sprawled face-down. Lying across Mary’s bed, propped up on her elbows reading, is Jane, undressed to her slip, and around her the debris of daywear has been strewn here and there without care.

			Mary is glad that Jane wasn’t with them in the study, for though Jane loves Mary Wollstonecraft, reads her avidly and swears by her edicts, yet Jane is not her daughter, but the previous child of the second Mrs Godwin, and any claim Jane makes to kinship grates Mary’s nerves, as surely it must grate Fanny’s too, though she knows Fanny would never say so. That quiet moment belongs only to the two of them.

			“Where have you two been?” Jane asks, without looking up from her book.

			“What do you mean where have we been?” Mary replies, swatting at Jane’s mass of dark curls and dropping onto the bed beside her. “We’ve been here, in the house, all day. Where were we supposed to have been?”

			“We were in the study,” Fanny says peaceably. Mary is immediately irritated with her for saying so, and tries to change the subject.

			“What are you reading?”

			“Byron. What were you talking about?” Jane asks, now flinging aside the book. “Were you talking about Shelley?”

			“No!” Mary replies a little too hastily, guiltily it might seem, for they weren’t even talking about Shelley, but Jane, sitting up, grins at her as if she knows everything.

			“Isn’t he wonderful?”

			Fanny goes around the room, picking up discarded clothes.

			“Would you like some help, Fanny?” Mary asks, looking pointedly at Jane.

			“Oh, no,” Fanny says, “I can do the tidying. Make myself useful.”

			Jane shrugs at Mary and continues her interrogation.

			“What do you think of Shelley?”

			Until now a need for secrecy has possessed Mary, but, steeled by the events of the past few hours, she consciously elects honesty.

			“I think he is a marvellous person.”

			“He says the most excellent things!”

			“Jane,” this from Fanny, trying to pass the narrow space between the beds across which Jane’s legs now extend. “Would you mind?”

			Jane rolls her eyes and swings her legs out of the way. “I hate the name Jane,” she declares, easily distracted as ever.

			“Poor Jane,” Mary says in mock sympathy, and begins to remove her own stockings which she lays beside her.

			“Last I heard you wanted to change your name to Emily,” Fanny says, picking up the dress that Jane—or Emily—has left on the floor and shaking out the creases.

			“No, I can’t. That’s too much. I was thinking of Claire. And I want my own surname. I’m not going to be a Godwin just because my mother married a Godwin. I was born a Clairmont, I shall be a Clairmont.”

			“Very well, dear,” Fanny says peaceably, and shares a knowing look with Mary. This is an old tune, and no name ever sticks.

			“Are you enjoying school?” Mary asks.

			“I am! I’m doing singing and French, and I’m doing very well, and I hate the other girls who all think there’s nothing so important in the world as getting a good husband and talk silliness about connections.”

			“You can’t blame them for that,” Fanny says, her back to them as she folds Jane’s stockings into the chest of drawers.

			There is a moment of quiet in which Mary wonders if Fanny would have liked school. For herself, her father scoffed at the idea, saying there was no girls’ school that could further the education Mary already possessed.

			Her reflection is cut off by Jane who has sidled up to her.

			“I heard something about you,” she says.

			“Oh? Can you get off my bed please?”

			“About you and a certain Mr Baxter from Dundee,” Jane continues, not getting off the bed.

			Mary scowls at Jane. She knows this insinuating tone.

			“I’ve heard,” Jane says, “he wants to marry you.”

			Before Mary can retaliate, Fanny interrupts, her voice thin and startled.

			“You aren’t going to, are you?” Her face is concern; the clothes slip from her grasp and she fumbles to catch them.

			Mary is rendered dumb. She sees Jane’s eagerness, Fanny’s shock, and in her mind the image of Robert Baxter as she saw him last on the shore, freckle-faced and windswept, wresting with something he wanted to say. All he had managed was ‘I will write to you.’

			And has he written?

			She anticipates her own excitement at the possibility, but it does not come. Instead, she hears Percy Bysshe Shelley’s voice quietly reading her the most exquisite poetry.

			Blood rushes to her face and she shakes her head in confusion.

			“What gave you that idea?” she asks, giving herself time to formulate a reply.

			“Mama said,” Jane says, somewhat proudly. “She said she’s heard from the Baxters and they’re keen to see it happen, and Robert’s going to come visit us and it’s practically all settled.”

			The surprise in Mary solidifies into a precise anger.

			“Your Mama,” she says tartly, “ought not to gossip.”

			Fanny, still holding Jane’s discarded stocking in one hand, comes to join them on Mary’s bed, sitting lightly by them.

			“But is it true, Mary?” she asks. “Do you love him? Will you marry him? And if you did… you’d go with him to Scotland forever, and we wouldn’t see you anymore.”

			“What? No. I—I don’t know. Robert was very kind to me when I was in Dundee.” She cannot look at her sisters, and instead fixates on her own hands. “And I did feel very warmly towards him. He’s a good man, and interesting. Intellectual, conscientious. And he’ll soon be working in the publishers in Edinburgh I hear.” She straightens up. Honesty. The courage to pursue one’s happiness. “I might have felt differently about it before I met Shelley.”

			“Oh, Mary,” Fanny says, in little more than a whisper. A kind, regretful whisper.

			“But Shelley’s married,” Jane puts in, very childishly.

			“I know that,” Mary replies, “but I do love him.” A rush within her. It is spoken. “And I’m coming to the opinion he loves me too.”

			“Oh, Mary!” Fanny echoes herself.

			“You are earnest!” Jane whispers, aghast, if a little delighted.

			Mary meets her eyes.

			“Of course I am.”

			Jane breaks into the biggest smile, her eyes sparkling with delight. “It’s true,” she whispers. “One would not say he is happily married…”

			Fanny cuts them off abruptly.

			“You’re still so young, Mary,” she mutters. “And you don’t have a mother to guide you. I think…” She looks up, not to Mary but beyond, to some scene in her imagination. “If I were in a position to advise you… I would tell you to be careful of Percy Bysshe Shelley.”

			A tension balls up inside Mary. She had spoken frankly with her sisters in anticipation of support but she should perhaps have anticipated this resistance.

			“I understand it,” Fanny goes on, “and believe me, Mary, I do know. And I know why.” She swallows, takes a moment, resumes. “He’s a marvellous person. Unlike any other. And yet…” She is so firm, using her eldest-sister voice. “He hasn’t been married even two years, and he brushes her off for you. His heart, I think, may be fickle. And I wouldn’t want to see you ruin yourself and find his affections change.”

			“I don’t think you know him as I do,” Mary whispers, just as seriously and almost coldly.

			“I have known him significantly longer than you have, Mary.” Fanny counters. “Take time, don’t be rash. He is kind, but he’s terribly wild, and he has the strangest notions sometimes. About a year ago he wanted me to go and live with him and Harriet in Wales. This was merely when he and Papa were corresponding; he’d never even met me.” Fanny looks down at the garments in her hands and smooths them once more.

			“And don’t you wish you’d gone?” Mary asks, her jaw firm-set. Even Fanny with her quiet ways, her timidity, must long for adventure. But seeing her now, twenty-one and still wearing padded corsets, in their mother’s dress some thirty years out of fashion… has she no hopes for herself, Mary wonders?

			A colour rises in Fanny’s cheek and she turns away. “I don’t think it would have been right.”

			“And just because he’s nice,” Jane interjects, “doesn’t mean he loves you. He’s nice to all of us. He’s nice to me. He’s even been out to my school to see me. So that’s probably just the way he is with everyone.” Mary notes a wistful thinness in Jane’s voice, something like disappointment.

			Fanny stands up, her hands now pulling absentmindedly at the pale-yellow ribbons on her dress, straightening their creases and winding them around her bony fingers.

			“Think about Robert Baxter,” she counsels, and braves a smile at Mary. “It would be such a good thing for you to marry well. And Jane, you shouldn’t mock such concerns. Believe me, whatever happens, you don’t want to get to twenty-one and still be a burden on your family.”

			With this she tucks in the last paired sock and closes the  drawer. She keeps herself turned away, rearranging stray items upon the dresser top.

			“You know you’re not a burden, Fanny,” Mary says softly, her irritation loosening a little.

			“I think we three all know that I am,” Fanny says. “I’ve been meaning to tell you. They want to send me away to Ireland to live with our aunts. Perhaps there I can make a living for myself. Become a governess, perhaps.”

			And what can Mary say now? That great density of anger melts into compunction, and all of herself and her love for Shelley is washed away in care for her sister.

			“Are you really going to Ireland?” Jane whispers.

			“It sounds that way.” Fanny turns towards them, but cannot quite look at them. “And soon, I think. I’m not marriageable, and I’m far too dull to earn my living.”

			Mary rises from the bed and, picking her way through the cluttered floor, embraces Fanny. Although Mary clasps her tight, the thin cold hands Fanny brings to her back lie lighter than wind-blown leaves.

			They come together back at Mary’s bed where Jane curls into them and Fanny, with uncharacteristic strength, puts her arms around both Jane and Mary to comfort them, as if it were their misfortune and not her own.

			But silence and misery do not last long, and Jane soon recollects ‘something to cheer you up,’ leaving the comfort of the group to bound after her discarded book.

			“Look, Mary, you haven’t seen this yet, have you?”

			“It’s Lord Byron’s latest publication,” Fanny says to Mary, with her eyebrows raised and a fond smile at Jane. “She must almost have it memorised by now.”

			“The Corsair,” Mary reads. “I have not seen it. Go on, then.”

			The candle burns low as they read aloud sections of the daring escapades of the renegade corsair Conrad, of his one man fight against the world, and of Gulnare, the beautiful slave girl who rescues him from peril. As each retires to their own bed they pretend that they have quite shaken off the earlier melancholy, and bid each other ‘goodnight’ in merry tones. Nevertheless, Mary lies awake a long time, her eyes watching the candle splutter on her bedside table, and her mind tying itself in knots of children and writers and governesses and Robert Baxter.

			At last the gentle breath of sleep sighs first from Jane and then from Fanny. But Mary, wakeful, turns her thoughts to a story she began writing in Scotland. It was about a girl on a windswept moor with a choice before her: to go to sea and pursue adventures, or to be good and dutiful. The momentum she had while in Dundee failed amid the excitement of her return to London, but she still has the unfinished chapters. If she could revive it, could it be a story worthwhile, could it be something worth sharing with those who matter most?

			And if there is an opportunity to share with those who matter most, will she have the strength to take it? To share work, and to share life?

			She snakes her arm out of the duvet to the bedside table where she has secreted Shelley’s Queen Mab. She curls her fingers around it, and draws it into the warmth of the covers, not to read, but to clasp to her chest.

			When the opportunity comes, she will seize it.
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			Dawn comes, but Shelley has not slept. Yesterday’s clothes are still upon him, though jacket and cravat were pulled off and thrown aside many hours ago. Pages of abandoned scribblings lie a little way from him. The days—the nights—they’re all like this now; his mind fails him, thoughts of Mary Godwin disturb his attempts at philosophy, and strange, horrible visions trouble his dreams.

			He sits cross-legged on the rug, a glass of water and a bowl of sugar before him, absentmindedly dipping his finger into one and then the other. An ache is advancing through his head; he feels heavy, slow, desiccated. How long has it been since he had a good night’s sleep? Though he searches back through the days he cannot find one. The headache reminds him of having drunk too much, though he hasn’t tasted alcohol for years.

			Days are pointless.

			What is he doing with his time? If he could write, that would be something...  Write something that might help this wretched world. For a moment his heart lifts with an inspiration as fragile as a glint of light on a wave; a moment later he crashes back into gloom. Even if he could write something, who would read it? He channelled everything he had into Queen Mab, made it a great testament to philosophical and poetical thought, and yet, who bought it? No one. Who read it? No one. His words are powerless if unread.

			But Mary heard them. That is something. He remembers her dedicated attention while he read to her. And perhaps she is even now reading his book.

			What a remarkable young woman she is.

			A knock interrupts his thoughts. The landlady of this pokey room he is renting lets herself in at his word.

			“Letters for you, sir.”

			She is about the age of his mother, and similarly slim, but in a sinuous, tough way quite different from Mrs. Shelley’s softness. The landlady’s demeanour reminds him of a determined mouse, scurrying about brazenly but always ready to run.

			She scowls at him as she hands him the letters and looks around at the mess of the apartment, and at the bowls on the floor. He ignores her as best he can and rips open the letters. The first is from his old university friend, Thomas Jefferson Hogg.

			“Will you be wanting any breakfast?” the landlady asks.

			“No, no!” He waves her away, and she moves behind him to make the bed.

			Hogg is currently off in Edinburgh on his lawyerly business. If Hogg were here, Shelley thinks, he’d have someone he could unburden himself to. He would pour forth all the disturbances of his heart and Hogg would sympathise and sigh and no doubt fall half in love with Mary just from Shelley’s description of her. But Hogg is beyond his reach, and, with his family still resolutely rejecting him, there is no one for him to talk to.

			The second is from his wife.

			It bares only flimsy news. Harriet has bought a dress and seen her sister a lot and asks if he can acquire in London the specific tea that she likes as she cannot find anyone in Bath to get it for her. Ianthe sends her love to Papa and hopes he will see her soon, for, like a clever little girl, she can now say ‘bye bye’ and ‘thank you.’

			Poor Ianthe. The hand that holds the letter drifts down. Must his daughter grow up under the governance of a petty, shallow-minded aunt? Harriet alone would school her tolerably well, but the sister, always the sister. Must the child’s untainted mind be filled with prejudice and society’s frivolities? She is, as yet, so pure; all the world of possibility before her… and yet here he stands, a father, impotent in the education of his own child. He feels her die is already cast, and that Harriet’s family will shape her absolutely to their own image.

			He knows that he is cut off from Harriet and Ianthe already. There have been no words so harsh they couldn’t be soothed, but he sees the hatred Harriet’s family has for him, sees how Harriet is swayed by their pettiness, and knows she is not the girl he thought she was.

			Stooping to collect the sugar bowl he remembers that he is supposed to have sworn off sugar in support of the abolition movement. They use slaves in the sugar plantations, and for a moment a horrible image rises in his mind, a young dark-skinned man, with all a man’s ambition, hope, and pride, shackled, picking sugar for the convenience of Europeans in silk and lace.

			In a sudden rush of fury Shelley hurls the sugar bowl across the room where it shatters with a crash.

			The landlady screams. He had quite forgotten she was there, and spinning around sees her cowering with her brittle arms raised over her face.

			He is as startled by the noise as by the unexpected presence.

			“The sugar!” he cries out. He is half aware that that is not an explanation, but he is too agitated to immediately say more.

			“That’s my china!” she shrilly shouts back at him.

			“It’s the sugar,” he tries to explain. “You mustn’t buy sugar!”

			She stares at him with a horrified, baffled expression, and any anger morphs into irritation.

			“That was my grandmother’s bowl before it was mine,” she says.

			“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” he says. “Look, I’m sorry about your bowl. I’ll buy you a new one. But do you know about sugar? Do you know of the torturous human suffering required for its manufacture?”

			Her shrewish face twitches, and she darts past him, and begins picking up the shards of pink and white china. “All I know,” she says, her tone short now, “is that I buy it from Mr Jones by the market.”

			“They use slaves in the sugar plantations.”

			“Mr Jones doesn’t. He’s got a boy right enough, but I’m sure he pays him as well as anyone.”

			“Your Mr Jones doesn’t make it, he just sells it. Sugar is grown in the West Indies.”

			“Well, I don’t know about all that.”

			“I’m telling you!” He follows her, trying to make at least this one woman listen. “They capture people and enslave them. People who are afforded no rights, no liberties, no opportunities! This is the cruelty of man we are contending with. And although I try to believe mankind perfectible, that morals can be learned, that the human condition can improve… the enormity of misery seems overwhelming.” He paces away from her turned back.

			“And what can we do? Does it really make much difference if the fashionable people in London decline sugar in their tea? Very little. It shalln’t significantly hurt the plantation owners.”

			He tries to recall if he has noticed the Godwins boycotting too; he resolves to ask Mary about it—and quietly hopes that her recent absence will have kept the news of it from her, so that she might be interested by his concern.

			“What we need,” he returns to his monologue, “is a revolution of ideas. All that is in my power is to write.”

			The landlady turns about, shakes her skirts and pushes past him.

			“That is my calling,” he says, somewhat weakly. “I am a philosopher, and, to an extent, a poet.”

			“Good for you.” The crockery and sugar gathered up in her dust pan, she has gone back to the abandoned work of making the bed. Shelley wonders where she got the dust pan from, and if she actually left the room at some point.

			“It is not good for me.” He throws himself into an armchair. “And it is not good for anyone else. What is the point of dedicating my life to writing when no one will read what I have written?”

			“I’m sure a fine gentleman like yourself has plenty of connections,” she mutters. He isn’t sure if she is patronising him, or trying to be reassuring. There is a bluntness about this lady he rather likes.

			“I don’t. I’m a pariah.”

			“Are you?” She looks him over uncertainly.

			“Certainly. You don’t want the likes of me staying at your establishment.”

			She gives a non-committal “Hm” and carries on.

			“I have tried, you know. I met Leigh Hunt once. You know, editor of The Examiner?”

			“I’ve heard of him. Didn’t he end up in prison?”

			“I tried to call on Wordsworth and Coleridge but they were away. I met Southey though. He and I aren’t on best terms anymore.”

			“Did you go about smashing things in his house?” the woman asks.

			“Certainly not.”

			“How uncommonly civil of you.”

			He grins at her. She tuts, gives the sheets a last twitching tug, and takes herself to the hearth.

			“They’re not always what you expect, these great men,” he says. “I am acquainted with a great philosopher… I shall not name him out of respect for his once elevated state, and I pray, should you divine of whom it is I speak, you not divulge my opinions of him to any other.”

			The landlady gives him an amused look, makes as if to speak but thinks the better of it, and continues her work laying the fire. Shelley realises she probably could not name too many philosophers, and pities her for it. She will not understand him. Who better to unburden oneself to?

			“I read him in younger days, and was deeply moved by the enlightened thought, the insightful sentiments I there discovered. I confess, I thought the great man no longer among those numbering this earth, and upon discovering my error made every speed to contact him.

			“I am truly grateful for my acquaintance with him. He has shown me into his house, and introduced me to his wonderful daughters, each of whom delights me. However, this philosopher, he is fallen from public grace, and cannot help me  find the community I so desperately seek. Furthermore, the more I speak with him, the more I feel he has reneged on his once brilliant ideals. He has become conservative in age. When he was young he spoke with fire, determination; he wished to see the world change.”

			“Yes, well, the French wanted the world changed and look how well that turned out for them,” his interlocutor remarks. She pushes herself up to standing with a grunt and hesitates, regarding him.

			Amid her open irritation and disapproval is something of a mother’s fondness. Shelley wonders if she has a son his age, if that fellow is as reprobate in her eyes as he is to his family.

			“I am sorry life is not going quite as you would wish it, sir. I’m sure things will come about in the end.”

			She gives him an encouraging nod, and shuffles out past him.

			For a moment he sits in the silence, and then a strange mirth comes over him, and he laughs, loud and heedless, rocking back so he is lying on the floor and simply laughs in a directionless giddiness.

			He bounds into the bookshop on Skinner Street, invigorated at last. As he swings on the door’s momentum, the bell above clangs and rattles, as if irritated with his haste.

			The first thing he sees is Fanny at the counter, surreptitiously stowing away her book, and smoothing the front of her dress to meet an anticipated customer.

			“I caught you!” he cries, just as she looks up. For a moment her face flinches in anxiety before collapsing into relief. 

			“Shelley!” she says warmly.

			He crosses the shop in a leap and launches himself up onto the counter, making Fanny give a small squeal and then a giggle as she leans back out of his way. He twists himself to sit perched upon the countertop and swing his feet merrily as he reaches for Fanny’s hidden book, which he examines with mock scrutiny. “What is this you are reading? My goodness, Elegiac Sonnets? Don’t you know that nonsense will depress you? Terribly melancholy. Not the sort of thing impressionable young ladies ought to read at all. Have you considered a conduct book instead?”

			Fanny swipes the book back off him and bats him very softly on the arm with it.

			“Get down!” she says in a gentle reprimand.

			He is about to tease her more, but they both turn their heads at the sound of a heavy tread in the passage, accompanied by a muttering; Shelley swings himself off the counter, and instantly adopts a posture of indifferent browsing. A moment later Mrs Godwin appears carrying a stack of new books, uncut and unbound.

			“Mr Shelley,” she says as she walks towards them. “I hope you aren’t distracting Frances from her work.”

			“Not in the least.”

			She gives a raised eyebrow, but says nothing, taking the books to the counter.

			“We didn’t expect you so early.”

			“You didn’t?” he expresses surprise as sincerely as he can. “And yet, here I am. My dear Mrs Godwin, how can one delay on a day like today? The sun is out and the air is fine.”

			She shakes her head at him with a familiar air of motherly scepticism.

			“But there must
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