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			My Way Is to Begin with the Beginning

			1816

			A piteous mewling jolts Lady Annabella Byron from her melancholy contemplation of the fire fading to embers though the evening is still young. With a start she straightens in her chair, tumbling the dispiriting medical journal from her lap to the train of her pale green silk gown. Instinctively she clutches her skirts, crumpling the letter from Dr. Baillie, which she has momentarily forgotten she holds. She wishes she could forget it entirely, this dreadful missive that confirms her worst fears about her husband’s erratic behavior, his inexplicable cruelty.

			Another plaintive cry, and Annabella’s thoughts fly to her daughter, an infant scarcely seven weeks old. Images of the child’s soft cap of dark hair and sweet rosebud mouth fill her mind’s eye, and she feels her milk come down. She scrambles to gather up the fallen journal, tucks the letter inside, and sets both carefully upon her chair before hurrying down the corridor to the nursery.

			She finds the nurse already there, cradling the fretful babe in her arms, gently rocking from side to side, murmuring tender endearments that fail to appease. Annabella loosens her gown, seats herself in the rocking chair, and gestures for her daughter; Mrs. Grimes quickly places the baby in her arms, and immediately the ravenous child latches on and begins to nurse, sucking greedily.

			When the baby’s hunger is sated, Annabella gently passes her, already half-asleep, into Mrs. Grimes’s capable embrace. After whispering a few instructions, she inhales deeply, straightens her gown, and steps out into the corridor to confront what can no longer be avoided.

			As she descends the stairs, her small, delicate hand grasping the banister for support, laughter drifts upward from her husband’s quarters—his own voice, rich and rolling, and his half sister’s, light and happy and eager. Augusta, whom Annabella once considered a friend and ally in the management of her fractious, impetuous husband, has proven to be a rival for his affections instead. Although Byron and Augusta grew up in separate households, the offspring of Captain John “Mad Jack” Byron by his two consecutive wives, and they did not meet until they were quite grown, they share a bond of intense affection that Annabella, an only child, knows she cannot fathom.

			She reaches her husband’s chamber and raises her hand to knock upon the door, but she cannot quite bring herself to do it, and at the sound of their voices—impassioned, intertwining, harmonious—her hand falls to her side. Remorse takes her breath away. She loved Byron devotedly, loves him still, but a fierce schism has torn them apart, and for all her vaunted reason and powers of calculation, she cannot figure out how to rectify it. Nor indeed should she, as Dr. Baillie has confirmed.

			If only she could take her younger self in hand and convince her to pay attention to the signs all around her, the sudden tempests and long absences and misunderstandings that revealed with all the subtly of a thunderclap that Byron would make a very poor husband. But even if she could, she knows her words would be a waste of breath. From the earliest days of their courtship, caught up in the heady intoxication of a blossoming romance with the greatest poet of the age, that self-possessed, precociously intellectual heiress had willfully ignored anything that warned of impending doom.

			And there had been many such warnings.

			

			•   •   •

			She first observed George Gordon, sixth Lord Byron, in March 1812, at a party given by Lady Caroline Lamb, the beautiful, erratic daughter-in-law of her aunt Lady Melbourne. Within days of embarking upon her first London Season, Annabella had learned that Byron was the most sought after guest at any gathering thanks to the sudden, excessive fame that had followed the unprecedented success of his poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, two brilliant cantos published with the tantalizing hint that he might compose more if they were well received. All eyes followed him when he entered a room, and murmurs of anticipation swept along in his wake. He was a genius, some whispered in awe. He was a libertine, said others, looking scandalized, but often no less admiring.

			Annabella observed all this commotion with the same studious detachment she applied to any natural science. She was quite the fashion herself that spring, graceful and pretty at nineteen, with long, glossy brown hair, clear blue eyes, creamy fair skin, and a petite, well-shaped figure. She had received an excellent classical education, and in mathematics, science, and languages she was regarded as a prodigy, and not only by her doting parents, who cherished her as an only daughter born long after they had given up hope of children. In her manner she was frank and articulate, without any of the flighty airs other young ladies assumed, and she was known for being calm, strong-minded, pious, and concerned about the plight of the working poor. The fact that she was descended from Henry VII and stood to inherit a substantial fortune only added to her charms, and she was not surprised to find herself attracting the attention of many worthy suitors.

			That fateful morning at Melbourne House, Annabella studied Lord Byron from across the drawing room as one would examine any wild, exotic, and possibly dangerous beast, but she did not seek out his acquaintance. “I felt no need to make an offering at the shrine of Childe Harold,” she told her mother afterward, her voice rippling with disdain for the silly young ladies who flung themselves into his path.

			But it was not only the ladies who venerated him. Young gentlemen glowered, tousled their hair, knotted their neck handkerchiefs at their throats, and left their shirt collars unbuttoned in imitation of their idol. In conversation, when they lacked clever observations of their own, they quoted Byron’s evocative phrases, nodded sagely, and exchanged significant glances as if in agreement that nothing more needed to be said. Some who Annabella knew could not tell the difference between an iamb and a dactyl went about with ink-stained fingers and a distracted air as if privately conversing with their poetical muse. Byron ignored them, which seemed only to intensify their admiration.

			Annabella, who had composed verses long before she had ever heard the name Byron, became so annoyed and disgusted with the way they carried on that when she returned home she took pen in hand and let her feelings burst forth in a poem. “The Byromania” was both a rebuke and a lament, chiding those who went about “smiling, sighing, o’er his face / In hopes to imitate each strange grimace,” and mocking “his magic sway” which “Compels all hearts to love him and obey.” Very satisfied with her work, she read the poem aloud to her most trusted friends, but although they giggled and praised her and begged her to let them copy it, she refused. She dared not risk letting the poem fall into Byron’s hands. Although she might disparage him in secret, she did not want him to dislike her.

			One might have expected a young lady so determined not to succumb to Byromania to avoid him at all costs, but as the Season progressed, Annabella instead took advantage of every occasion to study him. “There passes the comet of the year, shining with his customary glory,” she murmured acidly into an acquaintance’s ear as he walked by at a party without glancing their way, his deformed foot rendering his gait awkward.

			“Just ignore him if he vexes you so much,” the young lady whispered back, her gaze fixed on the poet so ardently that Annabella knew she was not inclined to ignore him herself.

			Annabella prided herself on her indifference to his masculine beauty, his strong jaw and flashing dark eyes, and she whispered little jokes to her friends about how his hair seemed perpetually windswept, as if he had just finished racing a horse across the moors instead of perambulating from the hall to the drawing room. “He must arrange it that way on purpose,” she said, evoking shocked giggles from her friends. “What an affectation! He must think himself the hero of one of his own poems.”

			Then, in April, at a party given by her friend Lady Gosford, her curiosity and exasperation finally got the better of her. She could not simply ignore Byron, as her smitten acquaintance advised, just as one could not ignore a sharp pebble in one’s shoe. It was time to shake him out and be done with him.

			She resigned herself to contriving an introduction, and when she crossed paths with her cousin William Lamb in the hall, she decided to get it over with. “My dear cousin,” she greeted him, smiling. “How good it is to see you.”

			“Annabella,” he exclaimed, taking her hand and kissing her on the cheek. At thirty-three, he was tall, dark-haired, and strikingly handsome. “How lovely you look. How are my aunt and uncle? Is your father feeling better?”

			“He’s much recovered, thank you. He’ll be pleased that you asked.” She glanced about for his wife. “Is Lady Caroline here?”

			His smile faded. “No. I regret that she is . . . indisposed.”

			“Oh, dear. Nothing serious, I hope.”

			“Just Caro being Caro.”

			“I see.” She knew he meant that Lady Caroline had had one of her infamous rows, either with her husband or with his imperious mother, Lady Melbourne. “A pity. I had hoped to ask her to introduce me to Lord Byron.”

			“Why would you want to meet him?” her cousin asked sharply. “Why would you think Caro should make the introduction?”

			“I don’t want to meet him, but I think I should,” Annabella replied, taken aback. “Lady Caroline told me that they were quite intimate friends, so naturally I thought of her when I decided the deed must be done. She does know him, does she not? Or was she merely boasting?”

			“She knows him, but I don’t think you should. I beg your pardon”—he offered her a quick, abrupt bow—“if you’ll excuse me—”

			“Cousin?” said Annabella, bewildered, but it was too late. He had hurried off down the hall.

			“Men and their jealousies,” a woman remarked behind her. Turning, Annabella discovered her aunt Lady Melbourne—tall and regal, elegantly attired in a gown of rich mauve silk, her brown hair adorned with strings of pearls and elaborately arranged to add several inches to her stature.

			“William is jealous of Lord Byron?” Annabella’s cousin had served as a member of Parliament for seven years and he stood to inherit a substantial fortune as well as the title of Viscount Melbourne. By all accounts he had a brilliant political career ahead of him. Why should he be jealous of a poet who possessed literary laurels, a title, and fame, but no fortune to speak of except a decrepit ancestral estate? At least that was what the rumors said. “William doesn’t wish to write poetry, does he?”

			“Certainly not,” said Lady Melbourne, laughing dryly. “Never mind him, or Lady Caroline. I’ll introduce you to Lord Byron myself.”

			Annabella’s heart thumped, but before she could demur, Lady Melbourne took her arm and steered her down the hall and into a small salon made to seem even smaller by the dark paper hangings on the walls, a pattern of gold ogees and flowers on a vermillion ground. The crowd gathered around Lord Byron added to the claustrophobic atmosphere, but as Lady Melbourne sailed toward him, the throng parted and dispersed like a flock of startled gulls before a schooner.

			In a voice touched with a hint of amused irony, Lady Melbourne introduced Annabella and Lord Byron, and after exchanging a few perfunctory inquiries with the poet about the health of various mutual acquaintances, she sailed off again, leaving Annabella somehow both pleased and inwardly fuming.

			“I found much to admire in your Childe Harold,” Annabella told Byron when they were alone, almost indifferently, so he would not mistake her for one of his fawning fanatics. “In particular, its deep feeling, and its call for the liberation of enslaved nations. On the whole, it was quite good.”

			“I thank you.” He inclined his head courteously, but his penetrating gray eyes never left hers, and the corners of his mouth curved in a way that made a curious shiver of anticipation run up her spine. “Until you said so, I wasn’t quite sure.”

			She almost smiled, but she realized just in time that he was mocking her. “I’m sure your next work will be much improved for the practice,” she said sweetly, hiding her indignation.

			“Improved or not, better or worse, it will still be vastly superior to anything else published this year,” he said darkly, casting a challenging glare about the room as if confronting a host of mediocre poets. “At least it will say something. At least it will be new.”

			She understood implicitly that this was not a boast so much as a lamentation over the state of English poetry, and she bristled. “Indeed, your opinion of your fellow poets precedes you,” she said, a trifle sharply. “I’ve read your English Bards and Scotch Reviewers. It was quite scathing, one might even say unkind.”

			“It was not meant to be kind.”

			“In that case, it was a resounding success, but I cannot understand what would have compelled a gentleman in your position to so mercilessly caricature a man like Mr. Blackett.”

			“Ah, yes.” He nodded. “Joseph Blackett, the cobbler.”

			“The poet,” she corrected him. Though a cobbler by trade, Mr. Blackett had shown superior genius that belied his humble origins. Annabella and her mother had become his patrons, providing him with a cottage on their estate and an income so that he might devote himself to composing poetry. His promise was cut short by his untimely death at the age of twenty-three, a loss Annabella still mourned.

			“The cobbler with higher aspirations,” Lord Byron corrected her in return.

			“You dismissed Mr. Blackett as a peasant and a fool,” she accused, surprised by how much the memory of his satirical barbs still stung. “Why shouldn’t a shoemaker aspire to write poetry?”

			“I intended no harm.”

			“You called him ‘the tenant of a stall’ who ‘employs a pen less pointed than his awl.’ How could that do no harm?”

			Byron shrugged, amused by her outrage. “Insightful criticism can spur a poet to improve his craft. You may recall that Mr. Blackett was not the only man I called out in that work.”

			“No, but he was certainly the lowest in rank. Unlike the great lord of Newstead Abbey, Mr. Blackett depended for his livelihood upon the generosity of patrons. It was unkind of you to push a man so far beneath you even further down, especially when he had only a year to live.”

			Byron’s sensuous mouth curved in a mocking smile. “In my defense, Miss Milbanke, I could not have known he was going to die.”

			“But you persisted in belittling him even after his death! What possible good did you hope to accomplish with that dreadful epitaph you wrote last spring?”

			He winced at the word “dreadful” but said, “Most readers, I am told, found it amusing.”

			“Readers with a spiteful sense of humor, perhaps,” she countered. “‘Poor Joe is gone, but left his all: You’ll find his relics in a stall.’ And then, ‘Yet is he happy in his hole, With verse immortal as his sole.’ Charming pun.”

			“How flattering. You learned it by heart.”

			She felt heat rise in her cheeks. “Only those phrases that most offended my sense of justice.”

			“If your Mr. Blackett wanted to be regarded as a proper poet, shouldn’t I have criticized his work as I would that of the greatest duke in the land? Wouldn’t it be more insulting to hold his verses to a lower standard solely because of his rank?”

			“Perhaps you shouldn’t criticize his work at all.”

			“A bad poem foisted upon the defenseless public deserves whatever criticism it receives. I’ve done him a favor. His fame is greater for my criticism than it ever was for his poetry.” Before she could protest, he added, “Nonetheless, you’re kind to defend his memory and legacy, just as you and your mother were very good to support Mr. Blackett in life.”

			His sudden turnabout so astonished Annabella that she was rendered speechless, but she inclined her head in acknowledgment of the compliment. It seemed sincerely meant, but she did not know him well enough to be certain.

			Intrigued in spite of herself, she set aside her indignation and twice more that week sought out his company in Society. On both occasions they discussed poetry and literature, debating which was the best novel written in the English language and whether a poem could ever evoke strong emotions from a reader if the poet himself had never experienced them. These conversations were animated and witty, and Annabella could not mistake the curious sidelong glances they drew—and no wonder, for they were an unlikely pair, the passionate, headstrong, irreverent poet and the prim young woman for whom virtue, reason, and self-control were guiding principles.

			As she came to know Byron better, Annabella gradually felt her icy disdain thawing. She decided that he was rather more handsome than she had first believed, and more modest and courteous than his reputation allowed. And he was undeniably gifted, a genius, one of the few people of her acquaintance whose intellectual powers equaled her own. Despite the troubling gossip about his character, she glimpsed flashes of true goodness behind his caustic condemnation of society and any hapless fellow who annoyed him, until at last, convinced that she had discovered a kindred spirit, she decided to bare her soul by showing him her poetry.

			She enlisted Lady Caroline Lamb as her intermediary, for she doubted her cousin William would be willing. Soon thereafter, when they met at a dinner party, Lady Caroline seized her arm and led her off to an empty salon and withdrew a letter from her reticule. “Byron’s response,” she announced with a curious gleam in her eye as she unfolded it.

			The broken seal told Annabella that Lady Caroline had already read it. “What does he say?” she asked, suddenly anxious.

			“I’ll tell you. ‘I have read over the few poems of Miss Milbanke with attention.’ That’s good. ‘They display fancy, feeling, and a little practice would very soon induce facility of expression.’”

			Her heart sank. “He does not think I have that already?”

			“Apparently not. Let me give you the best bits. ‘I like the lines on Dermody so much that I wish they were in rhyme. . . . The line in the cave at Seaham had a turn of thought which I cannot sufficiently commend. . . . The first stanza is very good indeed, and the others with a few slight alterations might be rendered equally excellent. The last are smooth and pretty.’ High praise indeed from a man disinclined to give it.”

			Annabella felt a thrill of pride. “Does he say anything more?”

			“He seems sorry that you did not have anything more to show him. Then he writes, ‘She certainly is a very extraordinary girl; who would imagine so much strength and variety of thought under that placid countenance?’ Then he says—oh, dear.”

			Her heart thumped. “What’s wrong?”

			“I hope this won’t upset you, but he showed your poems to a friend.”

			“Why? What friend?”

			“He doesn’t give his name but says only that he is an author fifty years old. Ah, but the friend was ‘much more enthusiastic in his praises than I have been. He thinks them beautiful; I shall content myself with observing that they are much better than anything of Miss M’s protégé Blackett.’”

			It was unnecessary to slight Mr. Blackett, but Annabella would forgive Byron this time. “Let me read the whole of it myself,” she said, reaching for the letter.

			Quickly Lady Caroline snatched it out of reach. “No, no, my dear. Byron said I should share with you only as much as I think proper, and I have done that.”

			“But I want to know what else he wrote.”

			“No, you don’t,” said Lady Caroline emphatically, shaking her head as she folded the letter and tucked it out of sight down her bodice.

			Annabella cajoled and teased, but Lady Caroline laughingly refused to divulge anything more, so Annabella thanked her and contented herself with Byron’s praise and Lady Caroline’s promises to tell her immediately if he offered any more.

			Thus she was quite taken aback a few weeks later when Lady Caroline wrote to urge her to avoid Byron at her peril. In a letter so disjointed and rambling that Annabella suspected it had been written under the influence of alcohol, Lady Caroline warned that Annabella was in grave danger from the corrupting influence of London society, of whom Byron was its most sinister and dangerous representative. “You must shun friendships with those whose practice ill accords with your Principles,” Lady Caroline insisted, urging her not to be tempted by Christian charity to tolerate evil in those she loved. “At all costs avoid befriending & protecting those falling angels”—it was obvious she meant Byron—“who are ever too happy to twine themselves round the young Saplings they can reach—but if they are falling you cannot save them—depend on that.”

			It was a strange and unsettling letter, and although Annabella scoffed at the image of herself as an imperiled shrubbery and Byron as a predatory, choking vine, Lady Caroline’s words nonetheless took root. Annabella knew Byron had a reputation for depravity, which, along with madness, seemed to be the Byron family misfortune, passed from one generation to the next like land, debt, and title. These warnings cooled her admiration, and when Byron left London for his ancestral estate in Nottinghamshire, she was relieved to see him go. In September, when he wrote to halfheartedly propose marriage, she gently refused. He almost too happily promised never to raise the subject again, although he hoped they would remain friends.

			That should have been the end of it. If only she had heeded Lady Caroline’s warnings, that would have been the end of it.

			But by the early days of the 1813 Season, Annabella’s thoughts lingered upon the celebrated poet with disconcerting frequency. At parties, her cheeks flushed and she remained silent when other young ladies gossiped about his latest sexual conquests, confessed their longing to take him to bed themselves, and whispered rumors that he was extraordinarily well-endowed. On another occasion, her heart beat in sympathy for his pained frankness when she overheard him ask a circle of admirers, “Do you think there is one person here who dares look into himself?” Soon thereafter, he declared, “I have not a friend in the world.”

			His listeners talked over one another in their eagerness to contradict him, but he glowered and brushed them aside. Annabella knew what he meant. Sycophants and awestruck admirers surrounded him, attracted like dull, fluttering moths to the flame of his talent. She yearned to be the true friend he longed for and clearly needed—his true, devoted friend and nothing more. But when she tried to exorcise her rekindled affections by writing down all the reasons why she must not marry Byron, she found herself composing a long list of all there was to admire about him instead.

			As spring passed into summer, Annabella and Byron crossed paths as they made their rounds of the London Season, but they did not speak. She received another proposal of marriage from Frederick Douglas, the heir of Lord Glenbervie and member of Parliament for Banbury in Oxfordshire, which she summarily rejected. As if to prove that Fate had a wicked sense of humor, it was at a party hosted by Lady Glenbervie, mother of her most recently spurned suitor, where she turned a corner and discovered Byron with a pretty, dark-haired woman on his arm.

			Silently Annabella withdrew before they noticed her, but not before taking in the woman’s rosy cheeks and shining eyes, her soft, merry laugh and her gaze of unabashed affection. Nor did she miss Byron’s utterly rapt expression, or the unfamiliar gentleness in his smile, or his obvious delight with whatever his companion was murmuring in his ear. As she stole quietly away, Annabella felt a sting of jealousy so acute that she was obliged to admit that absence had made her much fonder of him. And the relief she felt later that evening upon learning that the woman whom Byron regarded with such tender affection was not a new sweetheart but his half sister, Mrs. Augusta Byron Leigh, convinced Annabella that she was, in all probability, thoroughly in love with him.

			It was a delicate matter to renew their acquaintance, but Annabella found an excuse to write to him, and before long they were corresponding regularly. Confessing none of her new feelings, she offered to be Byron’s friend, a strong moral influence to guide him away from vice and toward redemption. His reply was slow in coming and irreverent: He considered himself incorrigible, devoted to passion, sensation, levity, and imagination, but she was welcome to try.

			In the letters that flew back and forth between them, she argued the merits of logic and reason, he the sublime beauty and thrilling power of imagination. She quoted great philosophers like Locke and Bacon; he refuted almost every line with quotes from the great poets. When she insisted that rational thought offered the path to salvation, he fired back, “I care very little for logic and arithmetic. If you tell me that two and two make four, you merely provoke me to find a way to make them five. I am a poet, and poetry has little to do with reason. It is rather the lava of the imagination whose eruption prevents an earthquake.”

			His tempestuous words, her increasing sense of him as an overpowering, uncontrollable force of nature, made her pulse race and her head grow light. Sometimes the physical stirrings his letters provoked obliged her to set the pages aside and go for a brisk walk in the garden until the unfamiliar sensations receded. But she was determined to redeem him, for the sake of his soul, his genius, and his core of goodness and generosity, which he only occasionally allowed her to see, precious glimpses of the better man she knew he could become with her moral guidance.

			Once, after complimenting her on her most recent, “very pretty” letter, he remarked, “What an odd situation and friendship is ours!—without one spark of love on either side, and produced by circumstances which in general lead to coldness on one side, and aversion on the other.”

			In her reply she agreed that their friendship was indeed rather unusual, but she would not say that she felt no spark.

			“You are a very superior woman,” he told her warmly a few weeks later, “and very little spoiled, which is strange in an heiress—a girl of twenty—a peeress that is to be, in your own right—an only child, and a savante, who has always had her own way.”

			When she protested that he scattered slander amid his praise, for she was not at all spoiled and certainly had not always had her own way, his reply suggested that she had provoked his amusement—but also unexpected tenderness. “You are a poetess—a mathematician—a metaphysician, and yet, withal, very kind, generous, and gentle, with very little pretension,” he wrote, bringing a blush to her cheeks. “Any other head would be turned with half your acquisitions, and a tenth of your advantages.”

			But her head had been turned, although for far different reasons.

			The months passed, but even as Annabella argued the case for religion, rationality, and restraint, she found herself struggling to convince Byron that she was not without feeling, that she was not as somber and didactic as her letters suggested, that there was more to her than virtue and piety. Had he not inferred as much from her poems, through which she had revealed her innermost self to him? “Come and visit me at Seaham,” she invited, scarcely believing her audacity. “You will find new inspiration in our windswept shores, the craggy bluffs overlooking the North Sea. I will introduce you to my parents, and I will reveal all to you.”

			She was disappointed when he laughingly replied that whatever she might say, he knew her to be fonder of numbers and geometry than passion and poems. She was more disappointed yet when he evaded not only that first invitation to visit Seaham, but several others she sent after it. But that was nothing compared to how absolutely crushed she felt when a friend shared a rumor that Byron was about to be engaged to another lady.

			Rumors were not betrothals, but there it was. Then, just as Annabella resigned herself to losing Byron forever, she received his fervent letter asking for her hand in marriage.

			Bewildered and overjoyed in equal measure, she promptly accepted, sending a cascade of astonishment throughout England. Ignoring speculation that Byron had proposed to her only after the other lady had refused him, Annabella set herself to the task of convincing her astonished friends that she had not made a terrible mistake. Byron made that task all the more difficult by finding one reason after another not to come to Seaham to meet her parents, but since his letters were as warm and affectionate as ever, she convinced herself that his delay was nothing to worry about. “I am very much in love,” he wrote reassuringly, “and as silly as all single gentlemen must be in that sentimental situation.”

			They had been engaged for almost two months when Byron at long last made the journey from London to County Durham. By that time Annabella’s mother had worked herself into such a state of nerves that when her future son-in-law arrived, she was too overcome with anxiety to leave her room to meet him.

			Lady Judith emerged the next morning and was introduced to her famous future son-in-law, but the damage was done, and the entire visit was fraught with tension and uncomfortable silences. Yet it was not all unmitigated misery. Byron got along well with her genial, unpretentious father, Sir Ralph Milbanke, and in stolen private moments Byron introduced Annabella to the pleasure of kisses and caresses, evoking thrilling sensations that she had never dreamed possible—but otherwise he was restless and taciturn, she uncertain, hesitant, and overwrought.

			“You seem neither silly nor sentimental,” she observed as they took a stroll around the garden one afternoon. She dared not add that he did not seem very much in love, either. “Have I offended you?”

			“Darling, your only fault is that you are a great deal too good for me,” he replied lightly, “and that I must pardon, if nobody else should. I must, of course, reform thoroughly.”

			“See that you do,” she teased, smiling up at him, but his gaze was fixed on the path ahead of them, and he replied with a somber nod.

			One evening, after she had spent hours in forlorn contemplation in a solitary walk along the seashore, Annabella waited until she could catch him alone, then summoned up her courage. “My dearest, have your feelings about our marriage changed?” she asked tentatively. “Because if they have, as your true friend—which is what I have always wanted most to be—I am prepared to break off our engagement if that is what you want.”

			He stared at her. “What I want?” he echoed, his face mottled with emotion. “My God, Annabella.” Trembling, he staggered to the sofa, and to her horror, he fainted upon it.

			With a gasp, she snatched up a handkerchief, dipped it in a pitcher of water, and hurried to his side to lay the cool cloth upon his brow. Her heart thudded as she watched the color drain from his face, and she considered calling for help, but soon his eyelashes fluttered and he stared balefully up at her.

			“Are you all right?” she asked. “Shall I summon the doctor?”

			“No, don’t bother anyone.” He tried to sit up, but he fell back upon the cushions, and when he spoke again, his voice was thick with anger and reproach. “Marriage was to be my salvation. You don’t know what you’ve done. You don’t know.”

			“I haven’t done anything. We’re still engaged, if that’s truly what you want.” When he only shook his head, she clasped his hand and held it to her heart. “I only meant to release you, if you wished to be released. Please, forgive me.”

			She yearned for him to assure her that he wanted with all his heart to marry her, but he merely nodded.

			Afterward, he made no attempt to explain his alarming collapse, nor did he apologize for his odd behavior. Instead he cut his visit short by several days. On the morning of his departure he bade her parents a curt farewell and offered no kind words or assurances to his bewildered fiancée. Annabella followed him outside to his carriage wringing her hands, afraid to speak rather than say something that would make the dreadful parting even worse.

			At the last moment, he turned about on his good leg and glowered at her. “I have grave doubts about our marriage,” he said brusquely. He took her hand, bowed stiffly over it, and climbed aboard the carriage, leaving Annabella breathless from shock and confusion. She mulled over his words as the carriage disappeared down the drive behind a stand of trees, but she could make no sense of them. Were they still engaged? Had he broken it off? She hardly knew what to think, and she always knew what to think.

			Her renowned confidence shaken, she sent letters after him to London, apologies, explanations, declarations of love. “I would rather share distress with you than escape it without you,” she confessed in one last, desperate plea for reconciliation.

			He broke his silence with a letter sent from Boroughbridge. “My heart,” he addressed her, raising her hopes only to dash them immediately after. “We are thus far separated—but after all one mile is as bad as a thousand—which is a great consolation to one who must travel six hundred before he meets you again. If it will give you any satisfaction—I am as comfortless as a pilgrim with peas in his shoes—and as cold as Charity—Chastity or any other Virtue.”

			The thought of his suffering comforted her only very little.

			“I expect to reach Newstead tomorrow and Augusta the day after,” he continued. “Present to our parents as much of my love as you like to part with—& dispose with the rest as you please.”

			His tone was wearily acerbic as he spoke of her disposing of his love—but his reference to her mother and father as “our parents” surely meant he intended to marry her.

			Their correspondence resumed its former regularity, their letters increasingly warm and affectionate, as by unspoken agreement they said nothing of the calamitous weeks at Seaham.

			As the year drew to a close, Annabella became increasingly worried about Byron’s reluctance to set a date for their nuptials. “It would be very difficult under these circumstances to fix a precise date for my return,” he insisted, reminding her of his determination to sell his ancestral estate and clear his debts before taking a wife.

			“We need not delay until you sell Newstead Abbey,” she replied. “We will have my marriage settlement, and we can get by on a very small income, making do with only one horse and one carriage, and receiving only that quiet society which I think we both prefer.” She meant that he ought to prefer it, as she did. She knew he loved revelry, the theatre, drinking parties, flirtations, but she hoped to teach him better habits. “I will be content, darling, as long as we live within our means, for as you know I abhor debt.”

			She refuted every argument for delay, and so at last the date of the wedding was set for the second of January 1815. Impatiently Annabella awaited Byron’s return to Seaham, knowing from his last letter that he had set out from London on 24 December accompanied by Sir John Cam Hobhouse, his best man and closest friend since his years at Trinity College. Five days later the gentlemen still had not arrived, compelling Annabella to refer to Byron’s letter several times to verify the date, and provoking an anxious Lady Judith to again take to her bed.

			At last, late in the evening of 30 December, a coach pulled up the drive and surrendered its passengers at the front door. Annabella had already retired to her bedchamber when a maid announced their arrival, but she hastily dressed and hurried downstairs to meet them. Turning swiftly down the hallway, she nearly crashed into Byron, standing alone in the foyer, pale and unsmiling, as if he had forgotten the errand that had brought him there.

			“Byron, at last,” she cried, flinging her arms around him.

			“What’s all this?” he asked, patting her on the back, frowning in bemusement. “You almost make me wish I’d stayed in the carriage.”

			Quickly she composed herself and escorted him to the drawing room, where they interrupted her father affably querying another man about how a simple journey from London in decent weather should have taken nearly a week.

			“Darling,” said Byron, indicating the gentleman, “allow me to introduce my great friend, Sir John Hobhouse, without whom I would not be standing before you tonight, but rather drinking my cares away in some tavern along the Great North Road. Damn you,” he added to Hobhouse affectionately.

			His friend grinned back, but one glance at Annabella and his smile quickly faded. He was not as handsome as Byron, his brown hair thinner, his cheeks fuller, his features less regular. He had a Roman nose and a small, pursed mouth, and as they quickly sized each other up, she detected puzzlement in the slight furrow of his brow. She could only guess what Byron had told his friend about her, but evidently she was not what he had expected.

			She invited them to sit and offered tea but called for brandy when Byron requested it. They chatted politely while the men drank, but not even her father’s genial remarks could dispel the tension in the room. Annabella said little rather than risk blurting the question she most wanted answered: If Hobhouse deserved the credit for delivering Byron to Seaham, did he also merit censure for their absurdly leisurely pace?

			Perhaps sensing her indignation, Hobhouse downed the last of his brandy and rose. “I beg you to excuse me,” he said, bowing to her and to her father, “but I’m exhausted from the journey, and I must retire.”

			“Of course, of course.” Stiff from the late hour and the cold, Sir Ralph hauled himself up from his armchair. “I’ll show you to your room.”

			“Good night, Sir John,” Annabella added, managing a thin smile.

			As Sir Ralph led Hobhouse from the room, Byron suddenly bolted from his chair and wrapped his friend in a fierce embrace. Annabella looked away, muffling a sigh and pretending to ignore Hobhouse’s murmurs, which had a tone of steeling a comrade for battle.

			Reluctantly Byron released his friend and watched him go. “Well, my dear,” he said when they were alone, offering Annabella a crooked smile, “now it is only we two.”

			His words would have evoked a thrill of anticipation if they had not been weighed down with resignation.

			Annabella badly wanted an explanation and an apology, but she refused to nag Byron for them, so when it became apparent that none was forthcoming, she bade him good night, hoping that a good night’s sleep would improve his mood. To her relief, the next morning she found that some of the tension had indeed eased overnight, and thanks to the jovial Sir Ralph, breakfast was a cheerful affair. As her father regaled their guests with amusing stories, Annabella felt the muscles of her neck and shoulders relaxing, the dull headache that had plagued her for days easing. She laughed aloud at a joke Byron made, and after breakfast, she and Hobhouse shared a pleasant, unaffected conversation as she escorted him on a tour of Seaham.

			That evening the wedding party rehearsed the ceremony in the drawing room, with a few friends and family providing an affectionate audience. A mischievous impulse inspired Annabella and Hobhouse to switch places, so that Byron pledged his troth to his best friend, who wore a lace shawl over his head in place of a veil, and simpered and feigned reluctance until the room echoed with laughter. At midnight, they all wished one another a happy New Year, drank toasts, sang fond old tunes, and agreed that the holiday was an auspicious occasion indeed to embark upon the seas of matrimony.

			But the following day, the eve of the wedding, all frivolity vanished and apprehension descended upon the household like a heavy fog, chill and obscuring. At dinner, conversation was forced and abrupt, and when they retired for the night, Byron embraced Hobhouse and clung to him as he had on the night of his arrival, and when he finally tore himself away, he bade his friend such a mournful good night, it was as if he never expected to see him again.

			The following morning, Annabella woke at dawn to the sound of distant gunshots. “Were there poachers in the woods this morning?” she asked Mrs. Clermont when she bustled in to help her wash and dress.

			“Not that I know of, dear,” she replied, shaking out Annabella’s chemise and avoiding her gaze.

			“I heard a pistol fire, not once but several times.” Annabella threw her former governess a quizzical look as she went to the basin to wash her face. “What happened?”

			“I couldn’t say,” Mrs. Clermont replied, which didn’t mean that she didn’t know.

			Annabella pried the story out of her mother at breakfast. When she asked why Byron and Hobhouse had not joined them at the table, she learned that Byron had risen before dawn and had gone out to stalk around the grounds, and at the sound of gunshots Hobhouse had gone after him. He had found Byron wandering idly about, setting his glove upon stumps, fence posts, and tree branches and firing his pistol at the makeshift target.

			“They’re taking breakfast in Lord Byron’s room,” her mother said, “after which they’ll dress for the wedding.”

			“I see,” said Annabella, although she was still trying to make sense of it.

			“My dear,” her father said, peering at her from the head of the table, “you do realize that you don’t have to go through with this?”

			“Ralph,” Lady Judith exclaimed.

			“You don’t, Annabella.”

			“Of course I must go through with it.” She inhaled deeply, glanced at her plate, and pushed it away, her appetite fled. “Think of the scandal. I offered to release him once, but he was overcome with distress and made it clear that I should not suggest it again. And I want to marry Byron. I love him. Everything will be fine once we’re married and he learns to conform to my wishes, as he has promised.”

			Her parents exchanged a long, wordless glance, her mother sighed, and they went on with breakfast as if the disconcerting suggestion had never been made.

			Soon thereafter she and her mother and Mrs. Clermont withdrew to her bedchamber, where they arranged her hair and dressed her in a simple lace-trimmed gown with a white muslin jacket. “You look lovely, my darling girl,” her mother proclaimed, her voice trembling. Dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief, she took Annabella by the hand and steadily told her what she might expect from her husband that night in the marriage bed. Annabella listened carefully, for it was all quite astonishing and she had much to learn if she did not want to disappoint him.

			“Lord Byron is a man of the world,” Lady Judith concluded. “He won’t expect you to know what to do, and he’ll take pleasure in instructing you.”

			Annabella nodded, her mouth suddenly dry. Her mother gave her one last, lingering embrace and hurried off to take her place in the drawing room.

			“Let’s give them another quarter of an hour,” Mrs. Clermont proposed, and Annabella nodded again. She dared not sit and wrinkle her gown, so she went to the window, her heart thudding hollowly in her chest. A thin layer of icy snow shrouded the lawn, and a fine carriage waited in the drive to whisk the newlyweds off on their honeymoon, which they would spend at Halnaby Hall, her father’s country house near Darlington in North Yorkshire. Secluded and comfortable, far from the prying eyes of curious folk craving glimpses of the famous couple, Halnaby would offer them a private sanctuary in which to begin their married life in happiness, harmony, and peace.

			Just then a pair of footmen emerged from the house carrying her trunk to the carriage, and suddenly their resemblance to undertakers carrying a coffin to a hearse struck her with such force that her throat constricted until she almost could not breathe. “Water, please,” she rasped, shaken, and Mrs. Clermont hastened to bring her a glass.

			At the appointed time, Mrs. Clermont escorted Annabella downstairs to the drawing room, where a small circle of close friends and family had gathered for the ceremony. Annabella’s gaze fell first upon her parents, who smiled back with shining eyes, and then upon the Reverend Thomas Noel, nodding encouragingly at the far end of the room, and lastly upon her bridegroom, breathtakingly handsome and elegantly attired in a morning suit of charcoal gray and a white silk cravat. He was not looking in her direction when she entered, his head bowed close to Hobhouse’s ear until Hobhouse spotted her and gave Byron a little nudge. He turned his head her way, straightened, and offered her something between a fond smile and a rueful grimace.

			Two kneeling mats had been placed upon the floor before Reverend Noel, and remembering the comical rehearsal, Annabella half expected Hobhouse to take her place upon one of them. But he stepped back as Mrs. Clermont led her forward, and before Annabella knew it, she was reciting her vows in a clear, steady voice, her eyes locked on Byron’s. He spoke in his turn, more hesitantly.

			By eleven o’clock, it was done. They exchanged a chaste kiss, and outside, just within the front gate, a six-gun salute announced the news to the world.

			As tears of relief and joy filled Annabella’s eyes, Byron squeezed her hands and gave her a look that she had seen once before, in the eyes of a bear pacing in its cage. “You have me now,” the look said, “but you had better pray these iron bars hold.”

			Overcome, she fled the room, only to remember with a start that she must return to sign the register. Byron wordlessly passed her the pen, and miraculously her hand did not tremble as she wrote her name. She was Lady Byron now, she thought distantly, and it seemed she could feel the blood draining from her face.

			After a subdued wedding luncheon, where the toasts rang hollow and the carefully prepared delicacies tasted like sawdust in her mouth, Mrs. Clermont accompanied her upstairs to change into her traveling clothes—a warm dove-gray dress of fine wool and a slate-gray cape. When she descended, her father escorted her outside to the carriage, too heartily proclaiming her the loveliest bride he had ever seen and declaring that her future was certain to be joyful and prosperous. Thick flakes of snow had begun to fall, so her parents quickly returned inside, leaving her alone in the carriage to examine the wedding gift Hobhouse had left on the seat, a volume of Byron’s poems bound in yellow morocco leather.

			The carriage rocked as Byron climbed in, and after seating himself across from her, he put his hand out the window to seize Hobhouse’s. With a lurch the carriage set off, but Byron would not release his friend’s hand, so Hobhouse ran alongside the carriage as it moved down the drive. Just as Annabella was about to urge Byron to let go, their grasp was broken, and Byron sank back into his seat, disconsolate.

			Mortified by his profound lack of joy, Annabella turned her gaze to the window, where heavy flakes were falling thick and fast, obscuring the landscape. As they passed through the town of Durham, a few miles west of home, the rich, glorious bells of the Durham Cathedral rang out in celebration and greeting.

			“Ringing for our happiness, I suppose?” said Byron, his voice acid. They were the first words he had spoken since he had climbed into the carriage.

			“They surely are,” said Annabella. “The people know which carriage to watch for.”

			He fixed her with a malignant stare. “You do understand that I married you only because I must marry someone, and you have a fortune?”

			Her heart thudded, but she kept her voice even. “I hope my fortune was only one of many appealing virtues.”

			“Ah! Virtue! Yes, you are the very Viceroy of Virtue, the Princess of Parallelograms.” He peeled off his gloves, clenched them in a fist, and slapped them against his knee. “If you had married me when I first asked, two years ago, you might have saved me. You could have molded me into a paragon of righteousness in your own image. But now—” He shook his head, frowning. “Those two years have ruined me.”

			“Ruined you?” she exclaimed, shocked. “How so? You’ve never been more successful or, I daresay, more beloved.”

			“It is enough that they have, and it is all your fault, for refusing me.”

			“I didn’t believe your first proposal was in earnest, and . . . I felt differently then.” She could not bring herself to mention Lady Caroline Lamb or her dire warnings, for after they were engaged Byron had confessed, or perhaps boasted was a better word for it, that he and her cousin’s wife had been lovers—explaining, too late, William’s reluctance to introduce her to Byron. “What does that matter now? I did accept, we are now married, we love each other—”

			“We most assuredly do not.”

			For a moment she could not breathe. “Don’t be unkind, not today. Don’t fall into one of your dark moods.”

			“All of my moods are dark.” He fixed her with a look of bleak despair. “I’m afraid you’ll soon discover that you’ve married a devil.”

			She clasped her hands together beneath her cape and held herself as still as marble. “I don’t believe it, despite your devilish behavior now, which I blame on the excitement of the day and shall forgive. Surely you haven’t forgotten that I did offer to release you from our engagement. You have no one but yourself to blame for your current predicament.”

			He barked out a laugh, and for the rest of the forty-mile journey, he shifted between brooding in silence, muttering caustic remarks, and wildly singing Albanian folk songs he had learned on his travels. She replied with cool, reproachful glances, knowing that anything she said would only inflame his temper.

			At last they turned onto the road to Halnaby Hall. A thick blanket of snow covered the grounds, and the carriage slowed as the driver steered around or pushed through the drifts. As they approached the house, Annabella’s spirits rose to glimpse lights shining in the windows through the false twilight of the storm. In front of the house, all of her parents’ servants and tenants had lined up to greet them. She had known most of them since she was a girl, and their faces, proud and cheerful and full of expectation, warmed her heart.

			When the carriage halted, Byron tore open the door, jumped down, and strode into the house without a word for anyone. Shocked, Annabella composed herself and waited for the footman to help her descend. Fighting to conceal her dismay, she made her way down the receiving line alone, forcing a pleasant smile through her tears and thanking each servant and tenant for the kind welcome. With a grateful cry she embraced Jane Minns, a girl from a local farm with whom she had practically grown up, a newlywed herself and trusted confidante who served as her lady’s maid whenever Annabella resided at Halnaby Hall. When she came to Mrs. Milligan just outside the front door, she asked the unflappable housekeeper to prepare dinner, and sighed in relief to hear that it was nearly ready and would be served within the hour.

			Crossing the threshold alone, she removed her cape, wiped the snow from her shoes, and followed her husband’s wet footprints through the foyer until they faded down a corridor. The door to the drawing room stood open, so she peered inside and discovered Byron pouring himself a brandy.

			“Dinner will be served soon. I’m sure you must be famished.” As for herself, she had no appetite. “My mother instructed the housekeeper to prepare the master suite for us to share. I hope that pleases you.”

			He shrugged and gulped his brandy. “I’ve always preferred to sleep alone, or with one of my dogs, but do as you please. One animal is as good as any other, as long as she is young.”

			Annabella took a deep, shaky breath. “I can’t imagine what I’ve done to offend you, but this is my wedding day. Please, if you can’t be affectionate, at least be civil.”

			His eyebrows rose. “Affectionate?” He set down his glass and extended his hand to her. “Will affection appease you? I can be affectionate. Close the door and come here.”

			She took his hand, and before she had quite figured out his intentions, they quickly consummated the marriage on the couch. The act gave her only a little of the pain her mother had warned her about and some of the pleasure Annabella had anticipated, so it was not unpleasant. Afterward, as she lay in his embrace and he kissed her brow and fondly called her his “dear philosopher-wife,” she dared hope that after the initial shock of their irrevocable vows faded, he might become content.

			Her hopes suffered a blow early the next morning. They shared a bed, as she had hoped they would, although the custom of separate bedrooms was more popular among people of their rank. The room was cold despite the fire on the hearth, so upon retiring they had drawn the heavy bed-curtains closed to ward off the chill. A few hours before dawn, Annabella was jolted awake by a rough shake of the mattress and Byron’s cry, “Good God, I am surely in hell!” Blinking, she sat up and glanced frantically about, her pulse racing until she discovered what had disturbed her husband—the flickering light from the fireplace seen through the scarlet bed-curtains gave the illusion that the room was engulfed in menacing flames. Reason required that she take no offense at his outburst, so she murmured a few soothing phrases until he fell back against his pillow and sank into sleep.

			After dawn they woke again, and upon rising they discovered at least a foot of snow blanketing the grounds outside their window, and in the distance, ice sparkling like crystal on the lake. It was a beautiful scene, but the room was frigid despite the fresh fire the chambermaid had started while they slept. As they washed and dressed, Annabella drew closer to the fire to warm her hands. Her new wedding ring, gleaming softly in the firelight, slipped loosely on her finger, so she bound it with a piece of black ribbon until it fit more securely.

			“What are you doing?” asked Byron sharply. “What an omen of horror and death you’ve created! Remove that ribbon immediately.”

			“It’s only a ribbon,” she murmured, but she obeyed. They finished dressing in silence, and then, as they stood side by side warming themselves by the fire before they descended to breakfast, Annabella’s ring suddenly slipped from her finger and tumbled into the grate.

			“What have you done?” exclaimed Byron, seizing the poker and dragging the ring from the ashes. Snatching his handkerchief from his pocket, he picked up the ring with it, wiped off the soot, and waited for the ring to cool before thrusting it at Annabella. “Put it back on—or don’t. It matters not. The damage is done.”

			“What on earth do you mean?” Annabella examined the ring, which had survived its ordeal unblemished. “There’s not even the tiniest scratch.”

			“It’s an omen,” he said, agitated. “This marriage is cursed.”

			“Nonsense.” She had no patience for superstition. “This signifies nothing except that my hands are too cold. I’ll wrap a white ribbon around my finger and fit the ring over it. It will not fall off again.”

			He nodded brusquely, but she could tell he was not satisfied.

			Later that day, when a letter arrived from Augusta, Byron became strangely perturbed. He paced the length of the drawing room as he read, his expression fierce and exultant, his eyes fixed on the pages in his hand. “Listen to this,” he commanded. “My sister addresses me, ‘Dearest, first and best of human beings.’ What do you think of that?”

			“I think . . . I think that Augusta is a very loving and generous sister. She clearly thinks the world of you.”

			“You aren’t jealous?”

			“Why should I be?”

			“What if I told you I love her equally in return?”

			She laughed uncertainly. “I would feel very sad and worried if you didn’t love so devoted a sister.”

			“I miss her. I miss her even more than I miss Hobhouse.”

			“So do I.” Annabella could think of few people she missed less than Hobhouse.

			“I miss Augusta so much it tears my heart to bloody shreds. I long for her love, like I crave air to breathe and food and drink.”

			“I believe you have her love whether she is with you or not,” Annabella pointed out, “but if it would comfort you, we could invite her to visit.”

			He whirled about and strode toward her, and instinctively she stepped back when he thrust his face close to hers. “You would do that? You wouldn’t object to her intrusion on our honeymoon?”

			“Of course not. We have three weeks here at Halnaby and a lifetime ahead of us to be alone. We can surely spare your sister a few days.” Tentatively, she laid a hand on his arm. “I love Augusta too. I don’t begrudge the two of you time together.”

			For a moment his despondent scowl gave way to hope, but then he made a sharp, cutting gesture and shook his head. “No. No. That would be a disaster.”

			Bewildered, Annabella attempted levity. “Only if she brings the five children along.”

			“Ah. The children.” His expression softened. “I adore the children. Maybe that would be all right, if she brought them and their host of nannies and nurses.”

			Annabella had not intended to invite the entire Leigh household, but if it would lift Byron out of his miserable mood and salvage their honeymoon, she would not object. But as the days passed, Byron seemed to think better of the idea, and the invitation was never sent.

			Except when they came together for meals and for bed, the newlyweds were most often apart, he writing furiously in Sir Ralph’s study, she reading philosophical and religious works she hoped would help her better understand her mercurial husband. Byron’s moods shifted erratically from contrition to despair, and when he interrupted his writing to spend time with her, he rambled on and on about the history of madness in his family, unspecified crimes he had committed—terrible, unspeakable crimes—and the curse that shadowed their marriage.

			Annabella listened with increasing dread and apprehension, wishing that he would unburden his conscience to her if it would relieve his torment, deeply frightened by what he might reveal if he did. God had abandoned him long ago, he declared, and his deformed foot marked him as cursed and fated for hell from the moment of his birth. He claimed that he had two natural children and another wife, but when she asked the name of the woman and where she resided, he would not say, so she did not believe him. He confessed seductions, not only of Lady Caroline Lamb but of another married woman, Lady Frances Webster, with whom he had dallied while he and Annabella were exchanging letters about his path to redemption. She recoiled from that admission as if he had struck her, but she reminded herself that they had not been engaged then, so he had not betrayed her, not really.

			One night as they lay together in bed, he told her that there was yet another seduction in his past, one far worse than those he had already confessed, so terrible and wrong that he dared not speak of it.

			“Does Augusta know about this?” she asked.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, don’t mention this to her.”

			“You must confide in someone,” she persisted. “I’m your wife, and your secrets are safe with me. Let me help you. Let me share the burden of your conscience.”

			“No. No one must know.”

			Annabella refrained from pointing out that at least one other person already knew. Muffling a sigh, she drew closer to him and rested her head on his chest.

			“You deserve a softer pillow than my heart,” Byron murmured, and sank into sleep.

			In the morning when they sat down to breakfast, she repeated her offer to be his confidante.

			“You mean my confessor,” he retorted. “You can’t absolve my sins if we don’t practice the same faith.” He spread butter on toast, then gestured with the knife. “Go on, convert me. I dare you to try.”

			“I will not. Your own dispassionate reflection on the state of your soul would accomplish that more effectively than anything I could say.”

			“You feel no Christian charity for me, then, only contempt.”

			“That’s not true,” she protested. “I feel . . . sorry for you.”

			He almost choked on his bread, and he gulped tea to wash it down. “Sorry for me?” he spluttered. “Because I’m beyond salvation? Because my sins are unforgivable?”

			“I don’t believe they are, but no, not because of that.” She steeled herself. “Because you married a woman you do not love. I never would have married you if I had known that you did not love me. Be that as it may, I love you, and I will always be what I’ve long promised to be—your true friend.”

			He studied her across the table, a smirk playing in the corners of his mouth. “Then if I were unfaithful, you would not resent it?”

			She would indeed, but carefully she replied, “I have been taught that a wife should not notice . . . deviation.”

			“Then you would let me be unfaithful?”

			“As your true friend, I love you too much to let you do anything that would injure you.”

			“You don’t truly love me, then. A woman cannot truly love a man unless she also loves his crimes. No other love is worthy of the name.”

			Annabella strongly disagreed, and she told him so, but she would not let him see how deeply it pained her to think that he might already be contemplating an illicit affair.

			She was close to despair—scarcely able to eat, unable to compose her thoughts enough to write reassuring letters to her parents, exhausted from being jolted awake from restless slumbers by imagined noises.

			Then, as if his fragmentary confessions had relieved an equal measure of his torment, Byron’s tempests began to subside. He still referred bitterly to his mysterious crimes, but he was calmer and less vicious when he did, and his old courtesy and spontaneous generosity, which she had badly missed, returned from wherever he had banished them. By day he and Annabella strolled together on snowy paths through the dormant gardens or enjoyed spirited discussions about literature and poetry by the fireside, and at night a new tenderness brought a glorious warmth to their lovemaking. The hours Annabella cherished most of all were spent in the library, Byron laboring upon the last few poems of his new work, Hebrew Melodies, she seated nearby, copying the earlier verses in her neatest hand and preparing the manuscript for submission to his publisher.

			Although she would not break his concentration by rapturously praising his new poems as she copied them, Annabella marveled anew at his prodigious talent, and she glowed to read the transcendent lines she was certain she had inspired.

			She walks in beauty, like the night

			Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

			And all that’s best of dark and bright

			Meet in her aspect and her eyes:

			Thus mellow’d to that tender light

			Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

			Annabella had raven tresses, like the woman in the poem, and her brow was definitely “so soft, so calm, yet eloquent.” How could Byron compose such a paean to her beauty if he did not love her?

			Those happy, industrious moments when they were united in purpose were to Annabella fresh springs in a desert—precious, rare, and essential to life.

			

			—

			WHEN THEIR HONEYMOON AT HALNABY ended, Annabella and Byron returned to Seaham more cheerful and optimistic than when they had departed three weeks before. Annabella was delighted to see her parents and Mrs. Clermont again, but her greatest happiness came from her husband. There were occasional dark moods, but they were rare and swiftly subsiding. Together they enjoyed the outdoors, climbing craggy bluffs and walking along the shore. And more than ever they enjoyed the sensual pleasures of the bedchamber, where there was no more talk of hellfire or unforgivable crimes.

			Eventually, however, Byron grew restless for London. He offered to go alone and have her join him later, so she could spend more time with her family while he attended to business matters, but Annabella, mindful of his sardonic inquiry about her stance on adultery, insisted upon accompanying him.

			Since it was along the way, Byron proposed to visit Augusta and her children at Six Mile Bottom, the Leigh family country house near Cambridge. Her husband, Colonel George Leigh, was absent on duties for the prince, Byron said, and his sister desperately wanted company.

			For Annabella, the visit proved to be a fortnight of misery, an unmitigated disaster from the moment their carriage halted in front of the house.

			The furious outbursts, excessive drinking, caustic accusations, despairing moods, and bleak allusions to unforgivable crimes that she thought Byron had left behind in Halnaby seized hold of him again. She practiced stoicism and patience, unwilling to engage in the furious arguments he seemed eager to provoke. When he raised his voice, she lowered hers to a murmur. When he kicked over chairs, she busied herself with a book or sewing, waited for him to storm from the room, and set them upright again. If he hoped for a fiery explosion from her, he would have to settle for a slow, cool burn.

			He showed kindness and gentleness to his sister and her children, especially the baby, Elizabeth Medora, but to his wife he offered only spite and contempt. When the children and servants were elsewhere, Byron would humiliate Annabella by telling Augusta about his escapades with Lady Frances Webster and other women, making no effort to conceal that many of his trysts had taken place while they were engaged. At night after the children went to bed, he asked the women to play “kissing games,” as he playfully called them, in which they took turns kissing him while he reclined upon the sofa.

			When he tired of the game, he would turn to Annabella with a sardonic smile and say, “We can amuse ourselves without you, my dear. Go up to bed.” Having dismissed her, he would linger with his sister while Annabella retired alone, and though she would cover her ears with a pillow, their distant laughter and merry conversation mocked her as she dutifully tried to sleep. Byron would join her eventually, jolting her awake long after midnight, drunk and irascible, but as he was disinterested in making love to her, she was usually able to drift back to sleep. Only once, near the end of their visit, were they intimate, but it was a hasty coupling, and Byron spoiled it by saying, “Now that I have her, you will find I can do without you.”

			“Except in this,” she murmured defiantly, but he had already fallen asleep.

			His cruelty grieved and bewildered her, but it was some comfort that Augusta was unfailingly kind, that she gently defended Annabella when Byron’s malevolence flared. But although Byron conformed to his beloved sister’s wishes more readily than to his wife’s, even Augusta could not tame him completely.

			It was a relief when the fortnight passed and the newlyweds continued on to London, leaving Augusta and the rambunctious children and the beloved baby Medora behind. With Lady Melbourne’s help, Byron had leased a gracious residence at 13 Piccadilly Terrace, the home of the widowed Duchess of Devonshire, currently residing in France. It was beautifully furnished and boasted splendid views of Green
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