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CHAPTER ONE

Dinner is over. The ladies have left the men at the table and moved into the drawing room. I stand at the door, looking for somewhere to sit. My usual place is taken – I see my old friend Lady Melbourne comfortably established in the chair both she and I know is considered mine. I nod politely, but don’t attempt to join her. My spirits are too low to bear the sly cuts and thrusts of her conversation. Instead, I head for a small sofa near the fire – I’m always cold these days.

My head aches. The evening has been too loud, too long, and too crowded with people who don’t interest me. I shan’t stay much longer. Lord Holland, who’s appointed himself my protector for this evening, has gone to find a drink to warm me a little; once I have finished it, I shall call for my carriage and go home.

I never really enjoy myself here any more. Devonshire House is too full of memories for that; wherever I look, I feel the loss of my sister Georgiana, who presided here for so many years; now she’s gone, it seems to me a subdued and melancholy place, bereft of her sparkling presence. But for those who don’t mourn her as I do, it clearly still possesses all its old exhilarating appeal.

As I wait, I notice two young girls edge into the room, clutching each other’s arms in a flurry of smiles and excitement. I don’t recognise them. They must have been placed a long way from me at the table. Someone’s cousins, someone’s nieces, the friends of friends of friends? Perhaps it’s their first time here? Their behaviour certainly suggests they’re new to our ways, novices who haven’t yet learned that it really isn’t done to look about with such undisguised amazement.

Their eagerness to drink it all in makes them forget all discretion. They don’t scruple to stare, absorbing every detail of their surroundings – the glittering room, all gold, glass and candlelight, that shimmers with the promise of adventure. The taller of the two taps her fan nervously against her skirt. So this, then, is the heart of the fashionable world they’ve read so much about, the vortex of dissipation, as the newspapers once described it? It’s clearly everything they’ve hoped it would be and more. Thrilled, they settle themselves on a pair of stiff chairs at the edge of the room, looking hungrily about them, waiting for something, anything to happen – and then their eager, searching glances come to rest upon me.

I see at once they know who I am, and, from the alteration in their expressions, that they’ve heard all the stories. I pick up the poker and stir the fire, attempting to appear unmoved, the picture of a sedate, respectable matron. The girls look a little disappointed – but then Lord Holland arrives with my warm wine. This is altogether more promising, and the girls lean forward in anticipation. They watch as he sits down beside me, a little too close for my liking. His knee is almost touching mine. I move away. He edges a little nearer, I move away once more. He smiles, as if to say, well, I shall not insist and offers me my drink – but as I reach for it, he takes my hand in his and attempts very gently to kiss it. I imagine the girls holding their breath as I pull away from him and calmly shake my head. He shrugs, unperturbed, and begins to chat away with his usual ease, as if nothing at all had happened. I turn away, exasperated – why do men behave like this? – and find myself looking directly into the fascinated gaze of the two young women.

I don’t know why I immediately drop my eyes in shame. I’ve known Lord Holland all my life and never given him the slightest encouragement – it isn’t my fault if he can’t control himself – but I am the one who is subjected to the full force of their insolent curiosity. I suppose it’s the price I pay for my past. A woman who’s shown herself indifferent to the rules which govern respectable society must expect to experience a thousand such petty humiliations, especially if she’s no longer young. I should be used to it by now; but there’s something in the girls’ shocked delight that cuts me to the quick. What a coup for them, on their first outing into high society, to have been thrown into the company of Harriet Bessborough, a woman of such dubious reputation! And how extraordinary to have seen her in action, as it were, brushing away the attentions of a man – a married man too – with as little concern as if she were swatting a fly.

I decide I shan’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they have disconcerted me. Instead, I sit up a little straighter, and in doing so, catch sight of Lady Melbourne in my corner. I see now why she was so keen to hide away there. Her latest young suitor – he can’t be more than twenty – has drawn a stool up to her chair and leans towards her, desperate for some proof of her notice. A look, a smile, a playful flick of her fan on his arm, anything will do. Oh, these desperate youthful acolytes! How painfully they crave any recognition from experienced women of the world. This young man would do anything for the privilege of being counted amongst Lady M’s acknowledged admirers. She must be at least thirty years older than him, but isn’t the least embarrassed by his earnest supplications. If those young girls had turned their enquiring gaze upon her, she wouldn’t have quailed and looked away as I did, but would have returned it with such an imperious stare that they’d have gathered up their skirts and slunk off, afraid she might rise up and box their ears.

But then Lady Melbourne is exactly who they think she is, and quite unashamed to own it. I’ve known her since my very first entry into society, long enough to understand the qualifications she looks for in an attachment. I doubt this particular young man has much of a chance with her, as he is neither wealthy nor grand enough for her tastes. She’s always chosen her lovers with a frank pragmatism – she’s often told me it’s just as easy to surrender to a rich man as to a poor one. It’s said the Earl of Egremont paid Lord Coleraine £13,000 for the transfer of her favours, with Lady M herself taking a hefty cut from the fee; and certainly, both she and her family have done very well from her judicious bestowing of her affections. Promotions, sinecures, that invisible influence that smooths the progress of sons and enhances the prospects of daughters – her liaisons always come with some worldly advantage attached. None of them touches her very deeply, leaving barely a ripple on the smooth surface of her life. It’s a matter of great pride to her that she is mistress of her emotions; she thinks much less of me for being, as she puts it, such a sad slave to mine. I have allowed my heart to rule my head throughout my life, and what, she asks, have I to show for it? Can I say I am more secure or more respected than she is? Can I even say I am happier?

Once I would have smiled at her arguments, telling myself she spoke as she did because she’d never known real love. I never disputed I had chosen the harder path – a great passion is, by its nature, stormy and disruptive. It brings with it as much pain as pleasure, turns your life upside down, spins you this way and that until you hardly recognise yourself any more. But for all this, I believed most fervently that the joys of a great love far outweighed its miseries – and that not to have experienced it was not to have truly lived. Yes, there was a price to be paid, but for most of my life I never begrudged it. Now I’m not so sure. When I compare her situation with my own, I wonder if she wasn’t right all along. Increasingly, I find myself envying her sleek, unruffled satisfaction with her lot. Her indifference to the siren calls of love certainly seems to have protected her from everything I have suffered – and continue to suffer, to this day.

Perhaps I should have worked harder at toughening up my heart. God knows, I’ve had long enough to try. Men have been snapping at my heels since I was barely out of the schoolroom, and even now, when I am fifty-one years old, too fat for fashion, my beauty all gone, my children married, a grandmother twice over – with all that to dissuade them, still they won’t leave me alone. Lord Holland is only one of four men who are currently trying their luck – two of the others are young enough to be my sons. I suppose the knowledge of my having had lovers in the past encourages them to think I might be persuaded to do so again; but five minutes in my company ought to be enough to show them the fallacy of that idea. Surely my dejection must convince even the least observant of them that I have nothing to offer them now.

It wasn’t always so. I’ve always had a desperate hunger for affection, yearning for the chance to lose myself entirely in my feelings for another human being, to unite myself with a lover so completely that we would be as one, in body, heart and mind. I have been searching for this consummation my whole life through – and for a while I believed I’d found it. When I least expected it, when I honestly believed it was too late, I met a man who lit up my life and touched my very soul. He triggered in me a passion so great that I instantly understood everything I had felt before was only a pale shadow of real love. In his arms, I found at last what I had sought for so long, and for seventeen years, I loved him more than life itself.

Under the power of that love, I gave up everything I once thought valuable – loyalty, honour, pride and dignity, all domestic happiness, even my own self-respect. I did so gladly, in thrall to a passion I couldn’t resist. It was both wonderful and terrible, leading me to the very brink of ruin, and the worst of it is, that even knowing what I do now, even after all the suffering I’ve endured, if he asked me to do it all again, I cannot be sure I’d refuse him.

I shiver a little at these painful recollections and Lord Holland offers to find my shawl. Once he’s gone, I sit silently with my thoughts. I used to meet my lover in this very room, waiting for him in the chair where Lady Melbourne now entertains her young friend. Sometimes we could risk only a few minutes together – we were always obliged to be so very careful – but he would contrive to brush my fingers with his, and I – well, even now, my heart leaps at the memory of his touch. I must put a stop to this. He is gone now, never to return; and all that is left to me is recollection and remorse. It’s been over two years since the final blow fell, and I’m still reeling from it. I’d hoped time would ease the pain; but instead, it’s only brought with it a different kind of suffering. All I think of now is what did it all mean? I used to tell him I would have gladly died to make him happy, and believed it too – but were his feelings ever as strong as mine for him? Once I thought so – but now, as I sit here alone, knowing I will never feel his touch again – I’m not sure what I believe about the strength of his love.

At this, I feel familiar tears well up threateningly in my eyes. I don’t allow them to fall, but know I must take my leave if I’m not to embarrass myself. When Lord Holland returns, I say I’m tired and must go home. He’s all concern and orders my carriage. When it’s ready, he takes my hand, and this time I don’t resist as he raises me from the sofa and leads me out of the room, his arm entwined in mine. He looks pleased, as if he’s achieved some small but satisfying triumph. The two girls watch silently as we pass, delighted to have witnessed our little spectacle. They don’t mean to be cruel, but they’re young, and that makes them heartless. Never having suffered themselves, they’re blind to what others are forced to endure.

Suddenly all my anger with them dissolves and is replaced by a kind of pity. They’re so innocent, wide-eyed and vulnerable. They have no idea at all of what lies waiting for them in the world. It occurs to me that one day, when I am long dead, they may be sitting somewhere, just as I was tonight, older and wiser, buffeted and beaten about by life and love, unable to meet the beady, disapproving eyes of their granddaughters. Then they’ll understand. It isn’t a kind thought, but it makes me smile, and I’m almost calm as I walk through the shining bright rooms and out into the darkness beyond.

I sit in my carriage alone, having finally persuaded Lord Holland that I did not require his company on my short journey home. I’m very melancholic – I’ve pulled my grief around me as one does an old shawl – it’s unbecoming and uncomfortable, but I’m so used to it that I can’t give it up. Soon I’m torturing myself in the old familiar way once more, poring over the same obsessions again and again. Was there a moment when I should have seen his affection drawing away from me, like the waves retreating from the shore, leaving me stranded and alone on the sands? How else to explain the particular way it all ended, the shock of the choice he made, which I, who thought I’d imagined every possible manner of our parting, never saw coming.

Only he could answer any of these questions, and I could never speak of such things to him now. The old connection between us, which I used to believe unbreakable, is quite altered. When we speak or correspond, we restrict ourselves to the careful language of friendship. I sense he’s determined never to go beyond that, and I’ve tried to abide by his rules. If I did find the courage to ask what I long to know, I’m not sure I could trust him to tell the truth. Like most men, he’s wary of examining the history of his affections. Now his feelings for me are mild and manageable, he doesn’t care to admit they were once very different. I suspect he’s consigned such memories to some part of his mind where they are firmly locked up, never to be considered except when briefly plucked out of their hiding place, greeted with a wry sigh and given a little polish before being safely returned to their confinement once more.

No, there’s really no chance I’d learn much about what he felt for me from the man he is now. It’s his younger self I long to speak to, the person he was when he seemed to want me so much. I see him for a moment in my mind’s eye as he was then – more beautiful than anyone I’ve ever known, perfection in human form – and my heart beats a little faster at the memory of his leaning in to kiss me. What would I ask, if I were to find myself in that man’s presence once more? What questions would I pose, what evidence would I seek, to help me understand what our affair had really meant to him?

I know of course this is impossible. No matter how much we long for it, we can’t go backwards, all we have to rely upon is our memories, uncertain and partial as they are. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, a thought strikes me. The man he used to be is indeed gone for ever – but I still have something of him from that time, a testament of sorts to what he once thought and felt for me. I have his letters – over seventeen years of them, from the moment of our first meeting to the final breaking of the news I thought would kill me. We were often apart during the long years of our affair, and writing was our only means of maintaining the connection between us. We were obliged to take the greatest care of what we wrote, for discovery, the threat of which constantly loomed over us, would have ruined me – but despite the risk, we were always candid, as frank and as open in what we said to each other on paper as we were in person.

Why hadn’t I thought of this before? All those hundreds and hundreds of letters – surely they could illuminate the truth of what had passed between us? If I could find the courage to look upon them once more, then I should hear again his voice as it used to be – hear him make once more the passionate declarations that had broken down my resistance, hear him tell me how much he was determined to possess me, body and soul, how happy I made him, how all he wanted was for the pair of us to be together as one. What should I think of them now, knowing as I do how matters ended? Perhaps I should see, with a clarity my grief currently denies me, how his sentiments shifted over the years, how our connection had changed, creaking and groaning under the weight of all the subterfuges and betrayals that are inevitable in a guilty affair like ours? And finally – if I could steel myself to read them all – after such a thorough unearthing of the past, I might reach some conclusions about the strength and meaning of his attachment to me.

I didn’t imagine such an undertaking would bring me much comfort – there’d be too much remorse, too much regret involved to expect that. But if I couldn’t hope for solace, I might gain some understanding of what I once was to him, which I think is all I can really hope for now. And if I proved myself capable of even that small step – well, could resignation to my fate be far behind? And really, that’s all I long for now, the chance to heal, even a little, the wound of his loss, which pains me constantly through my empty days and keeps me awake through all my sleepless nights – any state of mind would be preferable to this.

I know very well that if I embark on this course it won’t be achieved without pain – uncovering a past like mine is bound to bring in its wake as much misery as joy – but if, in the end, it leaves me at greater peace with myself – then, whatever it costs, it must be preferable to remaining as I am now.

Some of his letters, a very few, I burned on his instructions; but the rest I kept, locked in a large cedar wood box which is always in my possession. The only other person allowed charge of it is my maid Sally, who knows all my sad history, and whom I would trust with my life.

She has the box at present, stowed away in some secret place. After we parted, I couldn’t bear to open it – even a few scribbled lines in his dear familiar hand were enough to bring tears to my eyes. The thought of opening it once more frightens and excites me in pretty equal measure. But, as the carriage turns into Cavendish Square and arrives at our house, I’ve resolved in my mind to take the risk. The coachman reins in the horses, we draw to a halt and Mr Peterson, our butler and my dear Sally’s husband, hands me out of the carriage, warning me to take care of that final step to the pavement. I hurry through the front door, stopping for a moment in the hall to ask if my husband is at home. Once I learn he’s out, I rush up the staircase to my bedroom. By the time I’m safely within, I’m already planning how I’ll arrange everything. I’ll begin tomorrow, I tell myself, before my determination wavers. There’s nothing to be gained by delay.

In my bedroom, Sally is waiting. We don’t say much to each other at first; she’s been with me for so long – nearly thirty years – that our regular routines don’t require much in the way of words. She helps me undress, sits me down, and begins to take down my hair. She came into my service when she was only fourteen, a bright-eyed Derbyshire girl, trained up at Chatsworth, where my sister quickly spotted her deft fingers and lively mind, and thought she might do well for me. I was only twenty-two myself when we first met but was astute enough to recognise her value and hired her immediately. She’s never left my side since. Together, she and John Peterson have run our household for what seems like for ever. They have no children; I’ve never presumed to ask Sally her feelings on this, and she isn’t the kind of person to volunteer her thoughts on the subject; but she has been like a second mother to my own three sons and daughter, all of whom love her almost as much as I do myself.

Only when she’s removed the last pin do I tell her about my plan to read his letters. I don’t hesitate to confide in her. She’s stood loyally beside me through all the passionate highs and despairing lows of my long affair; there’s virtually no secret she doesn’t know, no truth I haven’t entrusted to her. She’s cared for me tirelessly through the worst times, dosing me with laudanum when sleep would not come, always at hand when I needed her most, supporting me when there was no one else to whom I could turn. She is far, far more to me than merely a servant – I count her as my friend, perhaps the most staunch and unswerving one I have. We have been through so much together that I truly believe she knows me better than anyone else on earth. For all these reasons, I value her judgement more highly than that of many people of my own station in life – and am a little disappointed to see, from her purse-lipped reflection in the dressing-table mirror, that she doesn’t like the idea at all.

‘You don’t approve?’

‘No, I do not.’

She begins to brush my hair, long strokes, steady and sure, but I feel her mounting displeasure in the changing rhythm of her brushing, quicker and more impatient.

‘I can’t see what good it will do. It will only reawaken the most painful memories. Wouldn’t it be better to leave it alone?’

‘I agree it’s a risk.’ I pick up a ribbon from the dressing table and wind it around my fingers. ‘But I truly believe it might bring me some relief. Or resignation, if you like.’

She puts down her brush. I see she is very unhappy.

‘I’m afraid it will be too much for you – that you won’t be able to endure it.’

‘Perhaps I’m stronger than you think?’

‘I do most sincerely wish you’d leave it alone.’

I turn to look at her. ‘Why? Are you afraid I won’t like what I find? That I’ll discover he never really loved me? That it all meant nothing at all?’

She pauses for a moment and puts down the brush. I know her feelings for him are not the warmest. She understood how happy he made me, what joy and excitement he brought me in the good times; but she saw for herself, at first hand, the misery and despair into which the bad times plunged me and these, I believe, have always weighed heavier than the joy in the forming of her cool opinion of him.

‘That’s not something I can answer. I can’t say what he felt, only that I doubt you’ll find what you’re hoping for. I don’t think a man can ever say when and why he stopped loving you, any more than he can tell you why he began in the first place. They don’t give it enough thought for that. I fear you’ll cause yourself a great deal of pain and have nothing to show for it at the end.’

‘So what would you have me do instead?’

‘Why, the only thing you can do. Bear the pain as best you can until it starts to go away. It does in the end, so they say.’

‘I only wish that was true. The passing of time hasn’t remotely dulled the pain of losing him, and it’s done nothing to ease my grief for Georgiana. She’s been dead for six years now and I still regret her loss just as bitterly as I did on the day she died.’

Sally sighs. She knows how deeply I miss my sister.

‘And anyway,’ I continue, ‘I don’t think I have it in me to be so patient, waiting for some promised solace that never arrives. And even if you’re right, and I discover nothing in the letters to my liking – I can hardly be in a worse place than I am now.’

‘Well, if I can’t make you think again, can I at least offer one final piece of advice?’

I nod, uncertainly.

‘It shouldn’t all be just about him.’ Her tone is brisk but insistent, as if this is one point she’s determined to land. ‘He already has enough power over you. If all you do is take the measure of his affections – worrying away at what he thought, at how he felt – you’re only adding to his importance, giving him the last word.’

I see she’s agitated now. She picks up the brush, plays with it, shifting it from hand to hand.

‘If you really want to achieve this understanding you talk of, this resignation you say is the purpose of it all, then you must put yourself in the picture as plainly as him. Your feelings in the matter – they’re just as important as his. You’ll never arrive at anything approaching the truth if you don’t think them worthy of consideration. It’s your story too, you know. Don’t let the strength of his attachment – was it this, was it that – stand as the last word upon it. It’s as much for you to say as it is for him.’

I’m so moved I can’t speak. I reach over and take her hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘if I spoke too plain, but that’s what I think.’

Lying sleepless in bed later that night, I feel the truth of Sally’s words. I must not forget I played my own vital part in our affair; and although it is the state of his heart which preoccupies me just now, I must be equally willing to explore the workings of my own. I mustn’t shrink from asking myself what it all meant for me. What was it all for, this grand passion to which I gave myself up so eagerly? Was it worth everything I suffered? And now that it is over, how am I to think of it? With pride at those moments of transcendence? Or shame at the betrayals at which I connived?

I sometimes believe few people appreciate better than I do how opaque and mysterious are the wellsprings of love; if that sounds like boasting, let me be clear it is nothing of the kind. I’m not to be envied for this knowledge, it has been acquired from bitter experience. But I remain convinced that no attempt to understand the workings of the human heart is ever wasted – and in that spirit alone, I know it is impossible I should not tell Sally to have the box in readiness for me to begin. I should think of it as nothing less than a reckoning with my past – one that, God knows, is much overdue.




CHAPTER TWO

When I come back to my room the next morning after breakfast, the cedar wood box is waiting for me. I close the curtains, bolt the door, and open the box. Inside are bundle after bundle of letters, stacked carefully one on top of the other. Most are from him, and these I have arranged chronologically, some even marked with numbers, for I am a methodical creature, in my housekeeping if not in other aspects of my life. I reach into the box and take out one or two close to the top. Here are letters, written in different hands, from the people closest to me – from my sister Georgiana, my brother, my dearest friends – all sharing this hiding place because, like his letters, they too contain thoughts and confessions too private to be seen by anyone but myself.

I pick out a note at random – and when I see it is from my sister, tears spring immediately into my eyes. I can’t recall a time when I did not adore her, with an affection so profound that our mother used to laugh and say that if Georgiana asked me to jump into the lake, I would only beg to know how high I should leap and how far I was to swim. She was quite right – I was Georgiana’s devoted disciple, in awe of her beauty, her wit and her charm, and wanted nothing more from life than to be allowed to stand mutely at her side, as she took possession of all our society could offer – wealth, position, power and fame – all of which I considered no more than her due.

Before he came into my life, she was without doubt the person I loved best in the world. I wipe my eye with my sleeve, like the little girl I once was, kiss the letter gently and return it to the box. As I do so, I catch sight of something I don’t recognise – a small envelope, still tightly sealed, with a single line of writing upon it. I extract it and draw it closer to my face – my sight, of which I was once so proud, is no longer what it was – and recognise my own handwriting, the ink much faded now. Angling it towards the light, I see it’s no more than a terse inscription – Naples, 1794. I feel there’s something inside, but when I scrabble to open it, I find it’s been so tightly sealed that I’m obliged to fetch a knife and cut it. Inside is a small bunch of dried leaves, bound together in a plait of green ribbon. As I raise them to my face, for a moment I catch their scent – the spicy aroma of bay, thyme, basil and others I can’t make out, the strong unmistakeable fragrance of the herbs and plants of the south. Their bouquet doesn’t stay in the air for long – these dried remnants were cut a long time ago, and once released from their hiding place, their perfume soon dissipates. But it lasts just long enough to transport me back to the time and place where everything began – where my life was changed for ever, where everything I thought I knew about myself dissolved before my eyes, where I began the journey which led me, with many twists and turns to the place I am now. It takes me back, in short, to the moment of our first meeting, to my first encounter with the man who was the great love of my life.

Holding the little the packet in my hand, I lay myself on my bed, moving slowly as if I’ve had some serious shock – and indeed, I feel as though all the breath has gone out of me. I’ve heard it said that smell is the sense which, above all others, can summon up the most powerful memories – that there is something visceral, beyond rational thought, in its ability to return us to the past. And indeed, as I close my eyes, the fragments of herbs clasped tightly in my hands, I feel the truth of this. The familiar furniture of my room, the everyday sounds of our house in the morning, the grey-clouded London weather beyond my window – all of them disappear, just as when the scenery is shifted at the theatre to announce the next act, and suddenly I am somewhere else. I see clear blue skies, warm sunlight on green hills, a turquoise sea now and then in view, the whole country illuminated by that clarity of light only to be found in Italy.

For that is where my thoughts have taken me, far, far away from the rainy damp of England. And I am myself changed just as thoroughly as the landscape. Nearly twenty years have dropped away from me. In my mind’s eye, in this instant, as it has sprung so powerfully into my recollection, I’m thirty-three, bowling along in a carriage on the coastal road that skirts Naples, on my way to visit a friend of whom my husband disapproves. I understand his misgivings – Lady Webster is a formidable young woman of strong opinions, married to a man she hates, and whom she has every intention of divorcing as soon as she can. The fact that she was at that time carrying his baby made no difference at all to her determination to be free of him. She has no patience with conventional pieties and, as a result, her enemies – of whom her bluntness has ensured she has a great number – say she has no morals at all. This wasn’t entirely untrue, but nonetheless I like her. As is common with timid, uncertain natures like my own, I’m drawn to her strength and bravado. I am, in truth, no happier in my marriage than she is in hers; but she refuses to be the victim of her circumstances. Instead, she’d resolved to take control of her future, and I envy her courage, even as she sometimes frightens me a little.

When I arrived at her villa, she was very pleased to see me. We settled ourselves on an airy terrace which overlooked the wooded valley that led down to the sea, basking in the fresh spring breezes, and drinking the squeezed juice of the sweet little oranges picked from the trees below us, which are never to be had at home. We talked for a while of those subjects women tend to discuss when one of them is with child and no man is present; but Lady Webster soon tired of that.

‘We must find some more suitable topic to discuss before my other visitor arrives. I’ve invited a gentleman to join us. He arrived here not long ago and was kind enough to sit and chat to me the other night, when everyone else at the assembly was dancing.’

‘That shows great consideration on his part.’

‘Yes, it disposed me to like him, and I did.’

The brightness of the sun, the cheerful birdsong, the general air of pleasurable lassitude encouraged me to be playful.

‘Perhaps he’s a candidate to replace your current husband?’ I enquired archly. ‘When the time is right, of course.’

‘Oh no,’ she replied calmly, not in the least resenting the question. ‘For one thing, he’s a second son, and I should dearly like a title, if it can be managed. It will take off the stain of divorce a little, you see. And besides, he’s far too proud a man to put himself under my direction – and I do want a man who won’t mind being led a little.’

She rubbed her back and let out a little sigh. I remembered only too well how it felt to be burdened, as she was now. I pitied her, at the same time sincerely hoping I should never find myself in her condition again. Four children – and three of those sons – was enough to complete any family, in my opinion.

‘I believe you’ll like him, though. I wouldn’t have asked him if I’d thought otherwise.’

‘May I know this gentleman’s name?’

Lady Webster laughed. ‘I think it will be far more interesting if I don’t tell you in advance. I’d like to see what you make of him – hear your impressions afterwards, with no prior expectations fixed in your mind.’

I frowned. This seemed a foolish conceit, and I protested I would be at a great disadvantage if I was to know nothing of this person I was shortly to meet.

‘I assure you, he’s quite respectable – it’s just a little tease on my part. Consider how few pleasures I can enjoy in this sad state and indulge me a little.’

What could I do but give in to her whim? But her insistent prohibition had exactly the effect she’d intended, of making me intensely curious about this anonymous stranger.

It was half an hour before he arrived, ushered towards us by Lady Webster’s servant. I saw before me a tall, self-possessed young man in a loose pale coat, carrying a large straw hat. When he made his bow to us, it was done as gracefully as I have ever seen it performed, a single lithe movement, without fuss or awkwardness. Lady Webster smiled, clearly more than satisfied with her guest, gesturing languidly in my direction.

‘May I present to you, sir, Harriet, Countess of Bessborough?’

I inclined my head with a gracious smile. I noticed now that he was dark-haired and broad shouldered, with an athlete’s figure, and eyes of a startlingly bright blue.

‘And Harriet,’ continued Lady Webster, eager to finish the formalities and reveal the name of her prize, ‘let me introduce you to Lord Granville Leveson Gower.’

He bowed once more, holding my glance for a fraction longer than I had expected.

‘I apologise for appearing before you both as though I have been tramping the hills,’ he began, ‘but as that is indeed what I have been doing, I hope you’ll forgive me. In this climate, morning really is the best time to walk, the earlier the better.’

‘Are you a great walker then, sir?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but only on my own terms. I like to go fast, and I like to go alone. Then I can roam wherever I wish, as far and as freely as possible.’

‘Remind me never to offer myself up as your companion, then,’ Lady Webster observed tartly. ‘Even when not in my current condition, my idea of a good walk is a slow stroll around a flower garden. I should be quite the wrong partner for you.’

He nodded, as if to convey he appreciated the truth of that remark, in both its immediate and more general application; and then entered upon a description of everything he’d encountered on his excursion – the dappled light breaking over the trees, the air so pure just before daybreak, the thrill of reaching a lofty vantage point in time to see the sun rising over the distant sea, all truly incomparable.

‘And what about you, Lady Bessborough? Your friend has no wish to see them, but shouldn’t you like to see such marvels for yourself?’

‘Indeed I would – nothing moves me more than the beauties of nature – but like Lady Webster, I fear arriving at them would be beyond my powers. I am not such a mountain goat as you seem to be, Lord Granville.’

He smiled, fixing me once more in his intense blue gaze.

‘Then perhaps I might ask how you amuse yourself down here on the ground, as I hear from Lady Webster you’ve been here in Naples for some time.’

‘Well,’ I began, ‘the weather is charming, the people welcoming, and there’s a great deal to see. The classical remains are particularly striking.’

I sounded like a girl at her first ball, nervously mouthing the blandest social pleasantries. He, on the other hand, was completely at his ease.

‘I’d very much like to hear which ruins you feel are most deserving of a visit. Do tell me something of those you particularly enjoyed.’

The conversation which followed couldn’t have been more commonplace, but I was distracted, uneasy in both body and mind, like a dog who senses thunder coming, and prowls about warily without knowing why. Soon we were deep in conversation, debating the merits of Herculaneum over Pompeii, or Paestum. But all the time we were speaking, my thoughts were elsewhere. As discreetly as I could, I was drinking in every tiny detail of Lord Granville’s appearance. His hair, which he wore tied back in a queue, was a true rare black, with the slight sheen of blue found in a swallow’s plumage. The contrast between the inky darkness of the curls that framed his face, and those extraordinary eyes – would they best be described as azure or turquoise? – was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Clear skin, with a slight tinge of the sun from his morning walk, set off to great advantage a full red mouth. When I found myself wondering how it might feel to be kissed by those lips, I came to my senses. I was horrified at myself. What was I doing? How could I have been so bold as to assess a man in this way, feature by feature, as if he were a piece of art to be admired? To cover up the blush which I felt rising into my face, I took a sip from my glass and turned towards Lady Webster, as if nothing could be of more interest than whatever she might say next.

‘We English do indeed enjoy sightseeing,’ she observed, ‘but as you’ll soon discover, it’s far from our only occupation. It’s often said – and with much justice, in my opinion – that the favourite pursuits of the English in Naples are gambling and gallantry.’

‘Both at the same time?’ replied Lord Granville gravely. ‘That must require considerable application on everyone’s part.’

‘As you don’t believe me, I must appeal to Lady Bessborough to confirm the truth of what I say. Come, Harriet, is it not so?’

‘Not in my case. I vowed long ago that I should never gamble again. It’s too seductive a vice for me, and I’ve promised myself I’d never surrender to it again. And I’m afraid I’m too old and too wise now to indulge in any kind of gallantry.’

Lord Granville inclined his head politely.

‘You must have many admirers who’d be sorry to hear you’re so immoveable on that point.’

Once again, I feared I might blush; and before I could conjure up some appropriately dismissive retort, Lady Webster leapt in.

‘As to gambling,’ she began, in her archest tone, ‘I hear you are yourself no stranger to the tables, Lord Granville. That when you were Paris not long ago you were a great frequenter of them, winning and losing considerable sums with the same apparent indifference.’

‘I admit I’m guilty as charged,’ he replied. ‘I’ve indulged far more than I should have done and won’t quarrel with Lady Bessborough as to gambling’s many perils. But surely’ – and he turned that brilliant smile upon me once more – ‘a little gallantry is different – it does no one any real harm, providing it’s no more than an innocent flirtation?’

‘I’m not sure gallantry can ever be truly innocent,’ I said in my primmest tone. ‘Even if it begins as such, it rarely remains so. Flirtations are fraught with misunderstanding. I’ve come to believe that between men and women, the only truly innocent choice is friendship.’

‘Then I very much hope that I shall be permitted to become your friend.’

‘I’m sure we shall see a great deal of each other if you plan to stay for a while. The English here are a small circle, and we soon come to know each other very well.’

He nodded; and after a few more pleasantries, declared he must leave us – he was engaged for a fencing lesson and must not be late. Lady Webster rose, insisting she must accompany him to the door, and despite his protestations, would not be denied. I watched him walk away, with the easy confident air of one who is used to being looked at. I sat for a few moments, gazing into the garden but seeing nothing, wondering why I was so disturbed by his presence. Then – suddenly – he was back, smiling at me once more.

‘I forgot my hat.’

He swept it from the chair where he had hung it, and leaned towards me.

‘I should like to call on you sometime, if you have no objection.’

I was taken aback by his directness, but I kept my voice steady. ‘Lord Bessborough and I will be pleased to receive you.’

‘So that you don’t forget – I’d like to give you something as an aide-mémoire. I wish I had something better to offer – but all I have is this.’ He pulled from his coat pocket a small bunch of green sprigs, herbs and leaves, all with the fresh scent of the hills. ‘I gathered them on my walk. If I’d have known I was meeting you, I’d have tried to find some flowers.’

He held out the little bundle – I hesitated for a moment – and then I took them.

He smiled that brilliant smile once more, bowed and walked away. It was the plainest, smallest gift imaginable – but we both understood the significance of my accepting it. Had I really believed what I’d said about flirtations, I would never have done so. But instead, I placed it in the pocket of my gown, where Lady Webster should not see it.

A moment later, she was back, delighted with both her guest and her little deception.

‘So you see now why I wanted you to meet him without knowing in advance who he was?’

I confessed I did not.

‘Oh really. Lord Granville is generally believed to be the best-looking man in England. I thought if I named him, you would know what to expect, and I wanted to hear your opinion of him, entirely untainted by his reputation.’

I wasn’t sure what to say. I could hardly confess I thought him the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

‘Do you think him as handsome as most other ladies do?’ demanded Lady Webster. ‘They throw themselves at him in droves, by all accounts.’

I protested I didn’t think this was an entirely proper conversation for us to continue, as in truth, I did not wish to be pressed any further on the impression he had left upon me. But Lady Webster was relentless, and eventually I capitulated.

‘I agree he is very well-looking.’

‘He was quite a sensation when he first appeared in London. You’ve been so long out of England that it must have been after you left. He’s only been in society for about a year, for before that, he was still at the university.’

I looked up, surprised.

‘He’s still very young, then?’

‘He’s twenty-one, if you count that as young.’

Twenty-one. Twelve years younger than me. And I had taken such brazen pleasure in admiring him. I knew there were many women of my age who would have seen nothing wrong in enjoying such youthful beauty, who had happily taken younger lovers for themselves. But I had never counted myself amongst them. I’d always considered myself not much influenced by male good looks – it was wit and intelligence that drew my attention. So I was extremely shocked by the strength of the attraction I’d felt for Lord Granville. I’d never been so moved by the physical presence of a man, and certainly not by one so young. I was thoroughly unsettled and couldn’t bear to be interrogated any further by Lady Webster. Thanking her for the introduction, I pleaded exhaustion and bid her a brisk goodbye.

When I arrived back at our villa, I found my husband admiring a purchase he’d made that morning. Lord Bessborough – or Lord B, as I’ve always called him – was an avid collector of art, particularly of the great Italian masters and pleasure in his new acquisition had clearly put him into an extremely good mood. Over more than a decade of marriage, I’d learned to welcome and indulge the sunshine of his good temper whenever it appeared, and I readied myself to do so now. Smiling with pride, he beckoned me over to the table upon which his latest treasure was laid and gestured towards it admiringly.

‘It’s a drawing of the famous statue of Antinous – do you recall his story, Harriet? He was the young friend of the emperor Hadrian – his companion in the classical way, if you understand me.’

I looked more closely – and saw a beautifully shaped head on broad shoulders, a strong, proud face, the severity of the finely chiselled cheekbones and jaw contrasting with a full, soft mouth. His hair curled, in the Roman style, over his brow.

‘You understand why I had to have it?’ my husband said softly. ‘Something as beautiful as this?’

I looked again. The eyes were blind white marble, but I felt that in life they must have been blue – a deep, sapphire blue, ready to pierce the heart of anyone who looked at them for too long. For this perfect young man, who carried his beauty with such easy assurance, though dead for over a thousand years, was the very image of Granville Leveson Gower, who had sat opposite me this morning on Lady Webster’s sunlit terrace.

‘It wasn’t cheap,’ said my husband, as he carefully returned the image to a soft leather envelope; ‘but can you see why I was so tempted? Why couldn’t I resist?’

‘Oh yes,’ I replied calmly. ‘No one could look upon beauty like this and not be tempted.’

He smiled, pleased with my approval. Hot, tired and desperate to rest, I longed for nothing so much as to lie down for a few hours in the coolness of my room. When I flung myself on my bed, I felt something pricking at my side – and pulled from my dress the little bunch of herbs Lord Granville had given me. I held it to my face for a moment, breathing in its perfume. I went to my drawer, pulled out a ribbon and tied the leaves together, before sealing them tightly in the smallest envelope I could find. Then I took my pen and wrote upon it: Naples, 1794. For I think I knew even then this was a moment worth marking, that something of the greatest importance had begun.




CHAPTER THREE

Back in the grey present, still holding the little envelope in my hand, I rise from my bed, wander towards the window, and gaze absently into the rainswept street below, trying to put myself into the head of the woman I was on that warm Naples morning. Certainly, I was no prim little innocent. I’d been raised in the heart of the fashionable world and was no stranger to its relaxed ways. I knew its rules, understood very well how its little games were to be played – indeed, I was the veteran of several ill-judged ventures into infidelity myself. I knew the risks and had seen for myself what happened to the woman who played her hand badly – the divorce or separation that followed the exposure of her transgression, the loss of her children, the life of exile and remorse. I couldn’t then claim to be ignorant of what it would mean to respond to the mutual attraction I had sensed between myself and Lord Granville.

I knew only too well what I should have done – thrown his wild bouquet out of the window, refused his request to visit me, allowed myself to see him only in public places, permitting nothing to pass between us but the occasional piquant flirtation, until he grew bored and found some other, more accommodating lady to please him.

I tried to hold myself to this excellent plan – but when I look back, I’m forced to confess that my attempts to do so were more than a little half-hearted. The truth was, I wanted to see him again. I wanted to know him better, to discover who he was, to find out if his character would turn out to be as appealing as his looks. I’d never have admitted it, not even to myself, but I rather hoped I hadn’t mistaken the keenness of his interest in me. Not because I was looking for a serious affair; no, that wasn’t at all what I sought. A little flattering attention, especially from so striking and desirable a quarter, the sense that I was still worthy of admiration, that I might be desired by such a man – the knowledge, indeed, that someone thought me loveable – these were ideas that weakened my resolve to turn on my heel and see him no more.

I understand now that I was extremely lonely when we first met. With the exception of my children, I felt as if there was no one who cared for me as much as I did them. Mine has always been a very affectionate character; I am open and generous in conveying my emotions to others – too generous, some would say – and long for them to be reciprocated with equal warmth. Yet somehow, they never were – or at least, that’s how it felt to me. Even as a child, I yearned to be cherished and prized, but I realised very early that my parents always felt more for my brilliant sister than they did for me. I never resented this, for who wouldn’t prefer the extraordinary Georgiana to my undistinguished, unremarkable self?

Whether it was the openness of their preference, or merely a trick of my hungry, needful nature, the result was the same – I was always unsatisfied, always craving an affection that was somehow withheld. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t long most desperately, not just to offer up my own love to some deserving object, but to know my sentiments were entirely and ardently returned. That and that alone, I came to believe, would make me truly happy. Without it, I should always feel myself incomplete – there was a void within me, which nothing but a great passion, one in which my lover and I were equals in desire, would fully satisfy. When I met Lord Granville, I’d been seeking this emotional consummation for so long and had been so often disappointed, that I’d all but given up on ever finding it. I’d resigned myself to a half-life without it; so, I couldn’t have been more vulnerable to the power of his attraction, even if at first I thought it would amount to little more than a pleasant distraction from my deep-seated disappointment. When I came to know him better and recognised the depth of what we felt for each other, I became even more susceptible to the possibility he offered. The knowledge this might be the last chance to achieve your greatest desire – to connect at last with the love of your life – contributes greatly to the strength of its appeal.

So I would never attempt to deny how strongly my own wishes and desires helped propel me into our affair. But in justice to myself, I should add, that if I’d found the affection I hoped for in the place it was supposed to reside – within my marriage – then matters might have turned out very differently. I made a terrible mistake in the most important choice that faces a woman – that of choosing a spouse – and suffered for it, often very severely, for more years than I care to recall.

I was born a Spencer, the daughter of an earl, into a family of wealth, property and a great deal of privilege, so inevitably, as my sister and I grew into our teens, there was much speculation about who we would marry. Georgiana was often pursued, but it came as no surprise to me when she effortlessly hooked probably the biggest fish in the matrimonial sea – the young Duke of Devonshire, one of the very richest men in the country, with estates all over England and Ireland, including Chatsworth, a veritable palace in the Derbyshire hills, and Devonshire House, one of the grandest addresses in London. Our parents were delighted, as was I, for all this seemed no more than Georgiana’s due – and, in 1774, when Georgiana was just seventeen, they were married.

It was quickly apparent to all who knew her best that the union was not a success. The duke was chilly and distant, frustrated by my sister’s failure to conceive a child, and much occupied with his mistresses. In the absence of a satisfying domestic life, Georgiana turned to a more public existence, devoting her considerable talents to establishing herself as the leader of the fashionable world. Her matchless sense of taste, her winning charm and the seemingly inexhaustible resource of the duke’s money soon ensured her position as the unchallenged queen of society. She was a most effective political hostess too, devoted to the Whig cause, as all we Spencers were, which meant we distrusted the power of an over mighty King and wished to see the voice of the people better represented in Parliament. Politicians deferred to her, just as much as did dandies, other duchesses – indeed anyone who longed for an invitation to her parties, who yearned to feel themselves at the heart of things, where everything might be decided, from the shape of a gown to the appointment of an undersecretary at the Naval Service.

Never, before or since, has anyone enjoyed such celebrity in so many and such varied spheres; but it did nothing to change the duke’s feelings for her. The joke ran that he was the only man in London not in love with the Duchess of Devonshire. Certainly, he made his indifference very plain. Georgiana kept up a good front, as the saying goes, but I knew she was unhappy and, amid all her entertainments, dinners and routs, often very lonely.

So when the opportunity arose for me to marry the duke’s cousin, Lord Bessborough, Georgiana was immediately excited by the idea. I understood her reasoning – in marrying Bessborough, I shouldn’t be torn away from her company but could continue to remain at her side. If I’d accepted some other man, he might have carried me off, who knows where, to his own family and limited my access to Georgiana, insisting I spend my time with his own relations. I couldn’t bear the thought of such a separation; and neither, as she made only too clear, could Georgiana. So when Bessborough finally summoned up the courage to propose – for he was a very diffident suitor – I calmly accepted. I did so without giving my decision much serious thought. My parents encouraged the match, and such reservations I had – I was a giddy, vivacious creature in those days and wondered sometimes how I should get on with this silent, sombre young man – I drove from my mind, for nothing mattered to me as much as securing my closeness to Georgiana. The truth of the matter is, I married my husband to please my sister and ensure we shouldn’t be parted. It wasn’t long before I realised what a terrible mistake I had made.

I can’t say my expectations of married life were ever very high. I was nineteen when I married Lord B, but young as I was, I had few illusions. I never imagined there’d be anything like passion between us, and as for love, that seemed far too much to hope for. I would have been content with mild affection or simply companionship. I’d seen other marriages do well enough on such slender foundations, and hoped ours might be made to work as comfortably as theirs. I was soon disabused of that illusion. Everyone told me Bessborough was a sensible, amiable man, who harboured a great warmth for me beneath his shyness; but if this were so, I saw no signs of it. My new husband didn’t seem to care for me at all. He spoke to me brusquely when he did so at all and rebuffed all my attempts to involve myself in his life. He made it only too apparent he had no need of my company, preferring to spend all his time at Brooks’s club, where he drank and gambled with a gloomy, single-minded intensity, running up enormous debts which he could not afford to repay. At dawn, he would come home in the blackest of moods, looking for someone to blame for his folly other than himself, and it was then that his greatest defect was revealed to me – his terrifying, ungovernable temper.

This came as an appalling shock to me. The first time I saw him this angry, it made me shake with fear. I’d never seen a man behave like this; my father and brother rarely raised their voices to anyone, in my presence at least. I told myself it was an aberration, but I learned very quickly that was not the case. It happened time and time again, and anything was enough to set it off – a dish not to his liking at dinner, some untoward accident in the house – but whatever provoked his displeasure, I was always the one to bear the brunt of his fury. Everything that frustrated him, everything that turned out other than he wished, every disappointment, every problem that came upon him – all, in his eyes, were my fault, and he did not hesitate to make me suffer for it.

I honestly believe his rage against me was utterly beyond his control, for he didn’t confine himself to scolding me in private but began berating me in public as well. Once, at a grand assembly, his behaviour to me was so insulting that the Duke of Devonshire’s sister, a very formidable person, reprimanded him in the strongest terms for his treatment of me. It did no good of course; he was humiliated, and that made him even more hostile towards me.

I remember one night when his temper reached new and alarming heights, worse than I’d ever seen it before. He came home very late from Brooks’s, barged into my room, white-faced and desperate, and shook me roughly awake.

‘I’ve lost a great deal tonight, much more than I can pay. Get up. I need you to go and speak to your brother.’

I was sleepy and stupid and didn’t grasp at first what he meant.

‘I don’t understand. What can George do?’

‘Lend me the money of course. And if he won’t oblige, then go and ask your sister. Or your mother. Or anyone, I don’t care. I must get it from somewhere.’

‘I can’t do that.’ I was still innocent enough to be horrified by the thought of begging from my relations. ‘I won’t do it.’

‘Yes, you will. If I tell you, you will.’

He took me by my wrist and pulled me roughly from my bed. He loomed over me, tall and threatening, and I could see the frustration in his eyes. I was genuinely afraid of him then.

‘I will go tomorrow.’ My voice sounded small and fearful.

He let go of my arm, sighed and moved away.

‘Just get the money.’

He turned and walked away. I crept back into bed, shivering with shock, hugging myself until I was calmer. In the morning, I did exactly as he’d asked. I went to my brother’s house, explained my mission and, with only an enquiring stare, he lent me as much money as he could. A bruise had appeared on my wrist, and I think George must have seen it, for while he did not comment at the time, he began to call upon me at home with no warning, as if to check upon my wellbeing.

Even now, I don’t like to dwell upon those days. I was often very fearful of him, terrified of what he might resort to when in the grip of such fury. I was far from alone in finding myself treated harshly by my husband, and I’m aware other women have suffered far more than I did from the violence of their husband’s tempers. But somehow, I’d never imagined to find myself in such a plight. I spoke of my situation to no one, not even to Georgiana. I knew, I suppose, that I was not truly to blame for Lord B’s unkind treatment of me. But while it lasted, I was most grievously ashamed of it. I came to understand later, when I was older and wiser, that if anyone deserved to feel guilt, it was him; but I suppose, if a woman is told often enough she is responsible for her husband’s bad conduct, that she drives him to behave as he does, eventually she comes to believe it.

Certainly, I brooded a great deal on what it was about me that seemed to bring out all my husband’s worst faults, why he seemed to harbour in his heart such a powerful resentment towards me. I was very young then, without much knowledge of relations between men and women, and so it was some time before it occurred to me there was one obvious reason for his bitterness – the fact that from the very beginning, we were very ill-suited to each other in bed.

The wedding night is often a great shock to girls who have been brought up to remain innocent of what is to come; and some never recover from the distress of discovering what is expected of them. A gentle, careful lover can do a great deal to soothe fears and ease matters along; but it is a fortunate young woman who meets with such a paragon when he is most required, and I was not so lucky. I did not find Lord Bessborough physically pleasing, and from the first, I disliked the act extremely.

‘It will get easier,’ he told me one night, after another doleful encounter. ‘I believe many women find it distasteful to begin with. But they come to like it in the end.’

‘How long will it take before that happens?’

‘That’s hardly a question for me. You should speak to your sister. She may have some advice for you.’

This I did not do, for I knew Georgiana’s marriage was no happier than my own, and I doubted she would have any wisdom to offer me. So I made up my mind to endure the duties of a wife with what stoicism I could, though I never pretended to enjoy them. Perhaps Lord B and I would have been happier if I’d been sophisticated enough to carry out such a deception, for nothing humiliates a man so much as the knowledge that he cannot please a woman. And it is but a short step from regretting his incapacity to blaming the woman herself for her shrinking from him.

If this was my offence, then I am sorry for it; but it was entirely beyond my control. It was not my fault that I could not bear his touch. Even so, I believe I faithfully fulfilled my marital obligations towards him. Certainly, my dislike of our relations did nothing to curb Lord B’s persistence in this respect. Our first son, John, was born just nine months into our marriage, with Frederick following quickly after. In just six years, I gave Lord B four healthy children, three of them sons, so he had no reason for complaint in that respect. I confess I would have been content if we had lived together as brother and sister thereafter, but he would never have agreed to that. He always wanted more from our intimate relations than I could give him. Now it is all so long ago, I find I feel a hint of pity for him, married to a woman incapable of disguising she never wanted him in that way. But while it may help explain his cruelty to me in those early years of our marriage, I will never persuade myself it excuses him. There are many things for which I know I should
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