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Prologue

Thursday, July
28, 1814, London, England

The candle cast
a wavering glow while Jane's breathing seemed loud enough to wake
the dead, even though she knew that wasn't the case. Footsteps on
the staircase seemed abnormally loud until John entered the room.
Without saying a word he handed Mary a note. Mary read it and
handed the page to Jane.

'The chaise
will be ready at five.'

"Thank you,
John," Jane whispered.

John left with
his footsteps surely too loud, but 41 Skinner Street silently
slept.

"I must write a
letter to Papa," Mary whispered.

"Can you write
goodbye for both of us?"

"I will."

Mary sat in the
chair where the writing desk had a pad ready. She took a quill and
ink from her writing box, and wrote for several minutes. Mary
sprinkled pounce, picked the letter up and blew, and then placed
their farewell letter on their dressing table. Mary re-packed her
writing box, also containing a number of letters and the stories
she'd so far written.

"Now we can
go," Mary said.

Jane and Mary
wore black silk gowns, and both carried their writing boxes as they
carefully descended the staircase to the bookshop, and outside to
Skinner Street, Holburn; barely stirring. They walked along Skinner
Street, then left, then left again to reach Hatton Garden; to see
the black chaise and Shelley. The platform between the rear springs
had a trunk with Mary and Jane's clothes, smuggled out of their
home over the past few days. Mary closed on Shelley where they
hugged for quite a while. When Mary stepped away, Jane hugged
Shelley.

"We must
go."

Shelley helped
Mary into the chaise, and Jane, before speaking to the driver. He
climbed in before they moved away; the clopping of the horses
hooves and the rattling of the iron-tyred wheels distinctly
noisy.

"Soon we will
be in Dover," Shelley said.

"Yes," Mary
agreed, "Although I feel somewhat nauseous."

Jane guessed.
"Are you pregnant?"

"I think so;
yes." Mary turned her head. "You will accompany us, Jane, and be
part of our household as we agreed, but I can't be like my mother
was. If Shelley insists then I can't stay with you both."

Jane
understood, although she was disappointed. "If Shelley agrees, we
can be three, except for that."

"Are you sure?"
Shelley asked Mary.

"I'm sure."

"Then, I
agree."

"Good," Mary
said.

Not only was
Jane disappointed, she thought Mary was making a terrible mistake.
Marriage and monogamy were the graves of love, and when Mary and
Shelley's early fires of passion burned away, as they invariably
would, Mary would regret her decision made that morning.
Regardless, Jane was now one of three, a new Jane, and a new Jane
deserved a new name, not plain Jane but what? Not Jane –
Yes.

"From now, I
will call myself Clare."

"Why?" Mary
asked.

"Because I have
put Jane aside.

"I understand,"
Shelley said.

Clare wasn't
surprised that Shelley understood, as they rolled along the streets
of London, heading to Dover and ultimately a new home in
Switzerland. This was going to be a fine adventure. Clare knew,
absolutely knew, this would be a fine adventure.
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Chapter
One

Tuesday, March
5, 1816, London, England

Clare gazed out
of the window of the stagecoach as they entered London. It was the
right time to leave Lynmouth where, given Clare didn't intend to
marry, her only future would be a governess or the paid companion
of a wealthy widow or spinster. More than that, Clare's time away
had been invaluable. She wasn't a passionate woman, but now, with
time to think, she realised love was different to passion. The
problem was conventional love led to marriage, and marriage was
ownership, where ownership was the grave of love. To search for
something and then destroy it made no sense – her Papa once knew
that even though, under pressure, he settled into conventional
ways. Now Papa was conventionally married; conventionally unloved
and conventionally unhappy. Mary knew that, yet she would marry if
she could, and destroy the love that she held most dear. But with
time away to think, Clare realised she held the key to her own
happiness, the happiness of her dear sister, and the happiness of
the third of their inverse triangle. Mary was quiet, studious, and
angelically beautiful; with slender features and fine, auburn-brown
hair. More was the beauty of Mary's mind, equal
to or better than men who were many years her senior. Indeed, Mary
wasn't at all reticent to debate with anyone, regardless of age,
sex or social standing. When Clare found the man worthy of her
affections, she could rescue Mary and dear Shelley from that which
will destroy them. Of the three, Shelley would need no
encouragement; indeed he would welcome it.

Now they
crossed London; Clare's nose told her that. Horse dung, stinking
drains, overflowing cesspits, industry's smoke and coal fires
warming homes. Despite that smell, it was good to be home, although
it took two days to get from Lynmouth to London, with a six hour
coach journey to Bristol where Clare stayed overnight at the
Hatchet Inn. That was followed by an all-day journey, five in the
morning to nine at night. There were few things in life as
unpleasant as a long stagecoach journey, with the highlight being a
20 minute stop at the Beckhampton Inn for a hurried lunch of a
steak and kidney pie, breaking Clare's usual vegetarian habits, and
a cup of tea, before returning to the road.

The coach
clattered ever onwards, to reach The Golden Cross Coaching Inn in
Charing Cross, and turn under the arch of that massive, four-storey
building to pull up in the yard inside; teeming with humanity,
including many pickpockets and thieves attempting to look as honest
as possible. Being near the door Clare was first to climb down,
which allowed her to stretch cramped legs, while her brown, woollen
pelisse, didn't protect her sufficiently against a bitter, early
March wind. As the men who travelled on the roof climbed off, other
men climbed up to help the driver to toss luggage down. Clare
watched to make sure a thief didn't make off with her brown,
leather bag as it hit the ground nearby. She grabbed her bag before
heading through the arch, and away from the chaos of their newly
arrived coach, as yet another coach entered the yard.

Marylebone
wasn't far and Clare knew the way, although as she approached she
paused to reach into the pocket of her pelisse to retrieve the
letter and map showing the lodging she arranged. Once reacquainted
with her directions, Clare continued to Foley Street where number
21 was decent enough for the week Clare booked it. Clare rapped a
tarnished, brass, door-knocker for the grimy, green door to ease
open, as everything in London was grimy.

"Good evening
and I'm sorry for my lateness."

"That's alright
my dear; I remember you wrote that your coach would arrive late.
Come in out of the cold, dear child, or else you'll catch your
death."

That was true
about the cold, although at age 17, almost 18 and having been
independent for the past year and a half, Clare didn't consider
herself a child. Clare followed inside to a stained, green passage
and shut the door behind.

"I'm Vera
Mason, housekeeper of this establishment."

"I'm Clare
Clairmont."

"Surely you're
young to be travelling all this way on your own?"

Clare didn't
want to reveal more than necessary. "My journey was fine."

"I'll take you
up to your room. Would you like something to eat? I can make mutton
sandwiches."

So long since
Clare ate that pie for lunch. "Thank you for your kind offer but I
would prefer something other than mutton."

"I have
cheese."

"Cheese
sandwiches will be fine."

"Come with me,
dear child."

Clare followed
Mrs Mason up three flights of a creaking staircase that had seen
better days, to an attic-level landing with two, dark brown doors.
Mrs Mason opened the door on the left and held it for Clare to
enter her tiny room: a single bed, a chest, a washbasin with a jug
and towel, and a small window with a grey curtain that didn't quite
cover. The room seemed smaller due to the roof impinging on
headspace: barely five feet near the window rising taller at the
door. Clare placed her bag on the bed.

"This is your
key. I'll make your sandwiches."

Clare put the
brass key into the purse at her wrist while Mrs Mason left the
room. Clare looked around her room in shades of dark brown and
fawn; grubby and worn. She'd stayed in better and certainly bigger,
but it would do. Clare was hungry, though, as she unbuttoned her
pelisse; eased it off and laid it over her bag on the bed. She
headed out of her room, locked the door behind, and climbed down
creaking stairs while holding a rickety banister rail. At the
bottom, Clare supposed the kitchen was out the back. She set off to
find Mrs Mason and those sandwiches, and for sure a cup of tea.

* * *

Clare almost
had to fight her way through the crowds of Skinner Street, while
the stench from the abattoir, further along, was almost
overpowering. She reached number 41, and opened the polished wooden
door with panes of glass while the bell tinkled, to enter cool
mustiness and near-silence. That bookshop never did enough business
to justify its existence. Fanny came down the staircase.

"Clare!" with a
wide-eyed look.

"Good morning,
Fanny."

"Good morning,
Clare; I thought you were a customer." Fanny closed. "How's Mary?"
she all but whispered.

"I haven't yet
seen Mary and Shelley." Fanny and Mary often corresponded. "You
would know that Mary gave birth to a son, William."

"Yes, I know. I
hope she has better luck, this time."

Clare hoped
Mary and Shelley had better luck, this time.

"How are you?"
Clare asked Fanny, who put her head down.

"I'm as well as
can be expected."

Clare worried
about that as she lifted Fanny's head so they could look eye to
eye. "There are always problems in life, but you must not let them
get you down."

"I know. What
are you doing in London?"

"I've returned
to London to find someone."

"A man?"

Clare laughed.
"No, a woman!"

Fanny blushed
red.

"You know me
well enough to know that an ordinary man wouldn't suit me, but a
poet or a writer would."

"Lord Byron
might suit you," Fanny said. "His marriage has failed and there's a
scandal with his half-sister Augusta Leigh, which is just a story
I'm sure. What I'm trying to say is you're not like other
women."

Clare
understood, and indeed, Lord Byron would be suitable. "If you wish,
I will write to Lord Byron."

"I wasn't being
serious; Lady Caroline Lamb called Lord Byron: mad, bad and
dangerous to know."

Clare knew
that, and she also knew Lord Byron sodomised his wife and also
sodomised Lady Caroline Lamb; all quite scandalous. "I will write
to Lord Byron."

"Without an
introduction?"

Clare laughed
at that. "Why can't a woman approach a man?"

"Is that you,
Jane?" Mama called as she came down the stairs.

"It's me, Mama,
and I call myself Clare, now."

"Why do you
call yourself Clare?" as Mama entered the room, somewhat showing
her age especially having put on weight.

Because I'm
Rousseau's Claire – no. "I like being called Clare."

"You should
have come back from Calais with me."

Like many, Mama
didn't understand. "I know, Mama."

"Do you want to
have lunch here?"

"I will, Mama,
thank you. How's Papa?"

"Papa's
terribly worried about Mary and you, as you can imagine."

Papa once wrote
about marriage being a possessive monopoly, and he once wrote about
free love, but as soon as his daughter and step-daughter actually
did that, they became the worst women in the world. That didn't
stop Papa expecting Shelley to endlessly pay Papa's debts, even
though Shelley barely afforded his own expenses. At least Clare
could visit her home and family while Mary wasn't allowed, and
there was a reason for Clare to be there.

"I'm here to
show that I'm happy and well!" Clare exclaimed with a big
smile.

"Are you?"

Those past nine
months away from Mary's moods and tempers did Clare the world of
good. "I'm happy and well."

"That's good to
hear. Now, if you come upstairs, we have a vegetable stew almost
ready."

Clare smiled
brightly; a Godwin family vegetable stew would be dreadful. She
supposed there were worse fates in life, as she followed Mama up
the staircase while dreading what was to come.

"Good
afternoon, Jane."

"Good
afternoon, Papa, and I call myself Clare now."

"Why do you
call yourself Clare?"

Because I'm
Rousseau's Claire – no. "I like Clare."

"Your name is
Jane," he grumbled.

Clare expected
that from Papa. "What are you doing at the moment, Papa?"

"I'm writing a
novel set during the time of Charles the First."

Over past
years, Papa mostly wrote children's books for their bookshop, which
was a wasted talent. "I look forward to reading your novel when
it's ready."

Papa nodded his
head while sitting at the head of the table. Clare took her usual
spot opposite Fanny as younger brother William sat beside
Fanny.

"Hello
William."

"Hello
Jane."

"Jane calls
herself Clare now," Mama said.

"Hello
Clare."

Annie brought
out the bowl of stew. Papa served first, followed by Fanny, Clare,
William and Mama. Clare wondered.

"Papa, do you
know Lord Byron?"

"I know Lord
Byron well enough. Why do you ask?"

"He's a fine
poet."

"It's not hard
to write a decent novel, but poetry is a unique art."

Clare ate her
stew while thinking about Lord Byron. He wrote the most moving and
the most personal of poems; indeed Lord Byron was the greatest poet
of their time and perhaps of all time. If Clare wanted someone to
satisfy her and Mary, surely a great poet like Lord Byron was the
man to do that? What's more, Clare knew Lord Byron admired Papa
from his earlier writings on philosophy and political history, and
twice helped Papa with his financial problems, while Mary's late
mother was a well-regarded philosopher and writer. Shelley,
although not yet a successful poet, once gave Lord Byron a copy of
Queen Mab. Clare ate her meal while thinking she could use these
connections to her advantage, and to Lord Byron's advantage, of
course. But as a stranger, it was a great risk that Lord Byron
would toss her correspondence into his fire without a moment's
regard. Clare's letter had to be special, no, remarkable, because
her future depended on it. Clare pondered how she should frame her
attraction to the great Lord Byron, as she ate her vegetable
stew.


Chapter
Two

Clare carried a
new pad and her writing box downstairs to the dining room, where as
she hoped, all was quiet. She placed the inkpot ready, checked her
quill, and then proceeded to write.

'An utter
stranger takes the liberty of addressing you. It is earnestly
requested that for one moment you pardon the intrusion, &
laying aside every remembrance of who & what you are, listen
with a friendly ear. A moment of passion or an impulse of pride
momentarily destroys our own happiness & that of others. If in
this case your refusal shall not affect yourself, yet you are not
aware how much it may injure another. It is not charity I demand,
for of that I stand in no need. I imply by that you should think
kindly & gently of this letter, that if I seem impertinent you
should pardon it for a while, & that you should wait patiently
till I am emboldened by you to disclose myself.

'I tremble with
fear at the fate of this letter. I cannot blame if it shall be
received by you as an impudent imposture. There may be cases where
virtue may stoop to assume the garb of folly; it is for the
piercing eye of genius to discover her disguise, do you then give
me credit for something better than this letter may seem to
portend. Mine is a delicate case; my feet are on the edge of a
precipice. Hope flying on forward wings beckons me to follow her
& rather than resign this cherished creature, I jump through at
the peril of my life.

'It may seem a
strange assertion, but it is not the less true that I place my
happiness in your hands. I wish to give you a suspicion without at
first disclosing myself, because it would be a cruel addition to
all I otherwise endure to become the object of your contempt &
the ridicule of others.

'If you feel
your indignation rising, if you feel tempted to write no more, or
to cast with levity onto the fire, what has been written by me with
so much fearful inquietude, check your hand, my folly may be great,
but the Creator ought not to destroy his Creature. If you shall
condescend to answer the following question you will at least be
rewarded by the gratitude I shall feel.

'If a woman,
whose reputation has yet remained unstained, if without either
guardian or husband to control she should throw herself upon your
mercy, if with a beating heart she should confess the love she has
borne you many years. If she should secure you to her secrecy &
safety, if she should return your kindness with fond affection
& unbounded devotion could you betray her, or would you be as
silent as the grave?

'I am not given
to many words. Either you will or you will not. Do not decide
hastily, & yet I must entreat your answer without delay, not
only because I hate to be tortured by suspense, but because my
departure a short way out of town is unavoidable, & I would
know your reply ere I go. Address me, as E. Trefusis, 21 Foley
Place, Marylebone.'

Clare read her
letter back, feeling satisfied. She sprinkled it with grains of
pounce to dry the ink; blew it and then folded it. On the outside
Clare addressed her letter: 'The Honourable Lord Byron, 13
Piccadilly Place, Piccadilly.'

Clare took her
letter, the seal that Shelley once had made, and a stick of wax to
the kitchen.

"What are you
up to?" Mrs Mason asked.

"I've written a
letter to a friend."

"I
understand."

Clare held the
wax over the hot range until it softened, and then placed the
letter on the kitchen table, pressed the wax to seal the flap, and
embossed the wax with the seal.

Satisfied,
Clare took her letter, the seal and the stick of wax to the dining
room where she packed her writing box. Now Clare had to find a boy
to deliver her letter, only a mile or more away, for tuppence,
maybe. Clare set off on her quest, while pondering that soon her
letter would be on its way, and with it her future. Imagine; her
future in a letter. No love had ever been as mysterious.

* * *

Clare waited
for correspondence from Lord Byron, most likely to be delivered by
a servant, but there was none. After two days, Clare decided on a
different strategy. Clearly, Lord Byron was too busy to respond to
her wordy letter, so Clare would invite herself using a different
identity to Ella Trefusis.

'21 Foley
Place, Marylebone.

'Lord Byron is
requested to state whether seven o'clock this Evening would be
convenient for him to receive a lady to communicate with him on
business of particular importance. She desires to be admitted alone
& with the utmost privacy. If the hour she has mentioned is
correct at that hour she will come; if not, will his Lordship have
the goodness to make his own appointment which shall be readily
attended to even though it is hoped the interview may not be
postponed after this Evening.

'G. C. B.'

Clare read her
letter back, sprinkled it with pounce, blew it, folded it,
addressed it, and took the letter, wax and seal to the kitchen.

"Is this
another letter to your friend?"

"Yes it is, Mrs
Mason."

"Now, your
room...."

Time was
running down. "I plan to visit my sister who has recently given
birth. I haven't yet made plans for when I will return to
London."

"Ah yes, I
understand. How is your sister?"

"My sister was
in good spirits the last time she wrote to me."

"I wish I could
write letters."

Clare felt a
moment's pang of melancholy – she had so much while so many in the
world had so little. Clare placed her letter on the kitchen table,
heated the wax stick, sealed the letter, embossed it, and took her
things from the kitchen. Clare placed her writing box in her room,
took her purse and locked the door behind her, before setting off
for the ironmonger, who, like many who were poor, had his children
helping in the family business. She entered semi-darkness with
shelves of junk by Clare's estimation, and smelling of tallow.

"'Mornin'
Miss."

"Good morning,
Sir. Is your son available to deliver another letter for me?"

"He is, Miss."
The ironmonger turned his head. "Matthew!" he bellowed.

Matthew, maybe
age 12 or 13, scurried into the shop from out the back somewhere.
Clare handed her letter across, and reached into her purse for
tuppence, which she gave to the boy.

"It's the same
address as last time: 13 Piccadilly Place."

"Yes Miss."

The boy rushed
away while Clare faced the ironmonger.

"Thank you,
Sir."

"My pleasure,
Miss."

Clare left the
shop of junk; certain that soon she would have an audience with
Lord Byron. She walked to her lodging; impatient to hear, but at
the same time knowing that would take an hour or two. A boy, also
age 12 or 13, and also in a shabby jacket and cloth cap, shouted
above the din of Foley Place. Clare purchased a copy of The Morning
Post and took that to her room to pass the time; knowing she
wouldn't be able to focus her mind on a novel, although she
supposed she ought to reacquaint herself with the wonderful poems
of Lord Byron. Shelley had views very like Papa in his younger
days, but Shelley's poems were a long way from the works of Lord
Byron, who was only age 27 or 28. Clare skimmed though her 'paper
while struggling to concentrate. Clare had seen Lord Byron when she
attended a recital – he was the most handsome man. Tall with sharp
features, and yet he looked youthful with a fair complexion, and
with soft, wavy, brown hair. By reputation unconventional, and
probably too unconventional for his estranged wife, which meant he
was perfect for Clare and Mary. Indeed, Lord Byron was one man who
could truly understand them.

Firm rapping
startled Clare to the here and now. She crossed her room to open
her door.

"A servant
brought this for you, Miss Clairmont."

"Thank you Mrs
Mason," as Clare took the letter.

Clare closed
her door, and noticed her hands shaking as she broke the seal.

'Ld. B is not
aware of any "importance" which can be attached by any person to an
interview with him – & more particularly by one with whom it
does not appear that he has the honour of being acquainted with. He
will however be at home at the hour mentioned.'

Clare now
pondered what she should say, face to face. She supposed the truth,
regardless of consequences. But what was the truth? Clare
wondered.


Chapter
Three

Clare walked to
13 Piccadilly Place: a three-storey townhouse in white-painted
stucco, where upstairs rooms had small balconies protected by
black-painted, iron lace rails, except for the attic level with
rooms for servants. Clare climbed six steps bridging a cellar level
for the kitchen, before pulling the rope next to the black-painted
front door. A manservant in a white shirt, blue jacket, white
breeches and white stockings, opened the door; Clare handed him the
letter.

"Good evening;
my name's Clare Clairmont and I'm here to see Lord Byron."

"Come inside,
Miss Clairmont."

Clare followed
the valet into the hall; to be left alone were it was cold.
Paintings of long-dead relatives looked down upon her, but of
course that wasn't Lord Byron's usual home. It was particularly
cold as Clare waited for several moments, before the door
opened.

"Lord Byron
will see you now, Miss Clairmont."

Clare
unbuttoned and removed her pelisse to hand it to the valet, and
then entered a compact parlour, toasty warm with a fire blazing,
and crowded with furniture: two burgundy-coloured leather
armchairs, a leather couch, a sideboard with trinkets on top, and a
round table with a pad, a quill and a bottle of ink. Lord Byron,
about five foot nine or ten, wore a white silk shirt, a blue
cravat, a chequered waistcoat, charcoal grey trousers and black
shoes, as he stood by the fire while holding a glass of wine:
elegant yet casual. Clare curtseyed.

"Good evening,
Lord Byron."

"Good evening,
Miss Clairmont," in a most deep, refined and mellow voice. Clare
had forgotten how hypnotic Lord Byron's speaking tone was. "What
happened to GCM?" he asked.

"I used those
initials so that servants wouldn't know who I was."

"And who are
you?"

"I'm a
stepdaughter of William Godwin, and a stepsister to Mary Godwin,
daughter of William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecroft."

"That's very
fine; now why are you here?"

"Well, once I
was invited to a recital where you read a number of your poems, and
from that day I have been in love with you. Love from afar, of
course, but now, with your situation as it is, I can confess my
love to you."

He sipped his
wine. "How can you love me when you saw me from afar, as you said?
This is just a fancy, and indeed, impertinent of you to intrude on
me at this difficult time."

Clare closed.
"But that's just the point. At this difficult time I can help you."
Clare reached out to touch Lord Byron's arm which he pulled
away.

"This is just a
fancy on your part."

"Oh no; I've
admired your poems for many years, and when we were in proximity I
sensed my love for you. Poems are my life, like my stepsister Mary
Godwin who lives with the poet, Percy Shelley. Surely you know of
Shelley?"

"I know of
Percy Shelley; Demon of the World is a fine poem."

"Until
recently, Shelley, Mary and I lived together, as you might be
aware."

"I heard
rumours about an unusual living arrangement."

"It was poetry
and literature that bound us together, where I was Rousseau’s
Claire, and Mary was Julie. Now with you,
Lord Byron, you're in a time of need and I'm sure I can help
you."

"That's
terribly ungracious, Miss Clairmont!"

Clare wished
she hadn't said that. "What I meant...."

"I know what
you meant, but this isn't the time for it. You have a fancy for me,
but we have nothing in common and you ought to leave."

"Do we truly
have nothing in common?"

He sipped his
wine while regarding Clare from his big, light blue eyes. "As a
stepdaughter of William Godwin, and confident of Percy Shelley,
perhaps we have something in common, albeit slight."

Clare had an
idea. "Our meeting is altogether too boring; do you have a piano
where I can play and sing for you?"

Lord Byron
smiled. "You prance into my home and want to play the piano."

"Surely music
would be a pleasant diversion?"

"Surely that's
true, but we don't have a piano here."

"Oh, that is a
shame; one day I must play for you."

"One day you
must, but now you should go."

"Can I call on
you again?"

"We shall see.
In the meantime, you should leave."

"Of course.
Thank you for your time, Lord Byron."

Lord Byron
tinkled a little bell, for the door to open and the valet to
appear, carrying Clare's pelisse.

"One thing,
Miss Clairmont, is your ancestry Italian by any chance? You have
particularly dark hair and dark eyes, yet fresh features, often
seen with Italian women."

"I speak
Italian, but my ancestry is part-English and part-Swiss."

"I understand.
Good evening Miss Clairmont."

"Good evening
Lord Byron."

Clare followed
the valet out of the room, and into the hall while slipping her
pelisse on; quite pleased that she might have a chance to meet with
Lord Byron again. Clare smiled to herself as the valet held the
front door, and Clare walked down the steps onto the footpath. It
was a cold evening with a fresh wind which caused street oil lamps
to flicker, but Clare didn't notice any of that as she walked. Face
to face, Lord Byron wasn't anything like his reputation. Talented,
famous, a gentleman, and especially his magical voice – a variety
of tone, power and pathos that Clare could listen to all day and
not tire. Unfortunately their meeting didn't go entirely well, with
Clare unused to dealing with a gentleman. The next time they met,
she would be more careful.

* * *

Clare's new
room in Pimlico, where once she stayed with Mary and Shelley, was
larger and in better repair than her previous room in Marylebone,
and especially important that she paid the same weekly rent. Clare
sat at the small table with her writing box open and her pad ready,
while reflecting. She needed a different strategy in order to
engage with Lord Byron. She was a good correspondent, but beyond
that she wasn't a writer. There was something else, though.

'I have called
twice on you but your Servants declare you to be out of town.
Perhaps the kindest favour I can confer on you is to make my letter
short & my demands slight, since you are overwhelmed with
affairs & cares. May I beg you then if it is not too difficult
to procure from some of your theatrical friends an account of what
instructions are necessary for one who intends entering that
career. What are the first steps to be taken? Is it absolutely
necessary to go through the intolerable & disgusting drudgery
of provincial theatres? Who is the best Master in the art of
reciting?

'I believe I
should have made a long paragraph first of thanks & gratitude,
from this I forbear: I have no doubt you are perfectly indifferent
whether I feel it or not; you have secured to yourself the applause
& admiration of the world and any offering of mine could
scarcely present a gratifying increase. Besides it would seem as if
I thought you were to be won to oblige me by praise rather than the
desire of doing good.

'My style is
harsh and my sentiments ungracious, will you attribute this to my
little intercourse with the world; to the entire seclusion of my
life and the ill-humour I feel for every thing by which I am
surrounded. Remember how many live & die, blamed &
despised, whose need should have been praise. How many aspects are
forbidding, who seem incapable of any earthy affection, hide within
themselves the warmest feelings. It is not the sparkling cup which
should tempt you but the silent and capacious bowl.

'I half suspect
that you believe I am an imposter & that you shun me. Did my
tale appear extravagant to you or if you gave it credit did my
conduct appear so palpably foolish as to render me the object of
contempt – Let the world rail as it will the one consolation I
still hold. My actions are not the results of momentary temptation,
the impulses of passion; my judgement may have been erroneous but
as I have no other guide I ought not to be blamed for abiding by
its decision. With regard to the romance of my story is it not so
improbable.

'You think it
impertinent that I intrude on you – Remember that I have confided
to you the most important secrets. If you believe me what I am not
will you make me light of your promise, but if you regard me as
unfortunate & mistaken, you may be tempted to keep it. Will you
return an answer addressed to me at 13 Arabella Row, Pimlico.

'Clara
Clairmont.'

Clare read her
letter back; satisfied. She sprinkled it with pounce, blew it,
folded it, addressed it, held the wax over the fire in her room
until it softened, and sealed her letter. Clare took her purse and
slipped the letter inside, before heading out to the ironmongers in
Marylebone.

* * *

With her room
warmed by a bright fire, Clare contemplated the two poems in that
volume: The Siege of Corinth and Parisina. They were clear, precise
and yet melodic. In a word they were masterful. Loud rapping
startled Clare from her musings. She opened her door for Mrs
Williams.

"A servant
brought this for you, Miss Clairmont."

"Thank you Mrs
Williams," as Clare took the letter, once more quite thin.

Mrs Williams
left. Clare closed her door before breaking the wax seal.

'Miss
Clairmont, you may show this letter as an introduction to the
Honourable Douglas Kinnaird at Drury Lane Theatre Company. Ld.
B.'

This wasn't
what Clare wanted, but at least she restarted their engagement. Now
Clare had to clarify why she shouldn't work on the stage, she
should clarify her love of poetry, with Lord Byron having made
mention of one of Shelley's better known poems, and she should
rectify their meeting that didn't go entirely well. Clare crossed
to the table in her room, and sat to compose.

'I am extremely
obliged to you for the reference to the Honourable Douglas Kinnaird
but I have not yet accepted it because I am considering. I
certainly desire much to be independent; the theatre presents an
easy method – but such is my situation that I should not or could
not appear under my own name. At present you are the only person
acquainted with it & I dare not apply to Mr Kinnaird before I
receive your approbation to do this. Now pray tell me, is this not
a falsehood I have a right to commit since it only concerns myself
& it is perfectly evident can do no injury. You know my story –
you are ignorant of no one particular, surely then if you have at
last unwillingly allowed me that which is so justly my due you are
a competent judge. Ought I write to Mr Kinnaird or call? I do not
know what is right in these cases.

'The "Demon of
the World" is an extract from the poem entitled "Queen Mab." The
latter was composed at the early age of twenty; although it bears
the mark of genius, yet the style is so unpoetical and unpolished
that I could never admire it. Shelley is now turned three &
twenty & interested as I am in all he does it is with the
greatest pleasure I receive your approbation. "Alastor" is a most
evident proof of improvement; but I think his merit lies in
translation – the soanets from the Greek of Moschus and Dante are
the best. If you think ill of his composition I hope you will speak
– he may improve by your remarks. It was Shelley who sent you
"Queen Mab" – I know not wherefore.

'I wish I was
mistress enough of language to explain myself – perhaps when I have
spoken as plainly as I can you will misinterpret me. Do you know
from the fear I entertain of you believing me mad I endeavour to
write as short & laconic sentences as I can which must needs
give my letter a strange appearance. I am so afraid you think me
intruding & troublesome. I believe I am going to ask you a
question which is the fate of all literary men to be teized with. I
have written half a novel or tale (now I know your lips are turned
up in contempt and I do not wonder at it) perhaps you will give me
Pope's advice "to keep my piece for ten years" – I am now wavering
between the adoption of a literary life or a theatrical career.
Perhaps for neither I am fitted – Shelley used frequently to
express a good opinion of my literary talents, but his affection
might blind him, or perhaps he was afraid to say rude things, but
you can care little in this case for any thing but the truth. I
feel so awkwardly I can do nothing by myself & am obliged to
solicit a stranger whom I fear is already overwhelmed with affairs.
Will you really & truly believe me when I declare that I am
often quite surprised at your gentleness & kindness & feel
most eternally grateful.

'You need be
under no apprehension with regard to my changing my name. You may
justly fear that it would not be creditable to yourself were my
real name discovered. I shall live an entirely recluse &
solitary life; I am too hasty, too intolerant, to enter into
society; their foibles affect me and when my endeavours to amend
what I see, fail, I feel too melancholy for endurance. Let me then
live to myself – let me live as if this world were but an
introduction to a lasting scene of repose – a disagreeable
necessity which the sooner we were rid of the better.

'Believing in
the sincerity of all that I have addressed to you & Pardoning
all of my tiresome explanations, giving me credit for more good
than appears will you return me a speedy answer as the time draws
near when I must decide. For your great kindness I must ever be
grateful but sincerity on your part will enhance the favour. Pray
speak will of me. I had almost said I should be pleased by it.'

Clare read her
letter back, sprinkled it with pounce, blew it, folded and
addressed it, and then she sealed her letter. Soon it would be on
its way, but whether Clare received a reply was another matter. But
if she didn't try she would never know.

* * *

Once more Clare
sat at the table with her pad and her writing box. Once more, Clare
contemplated what to write.

'Pardon my
writing to you again. I sent you yesterday a long letter & your
answer is not yet arrived. It is my anxiety to receive that answer
which makes me thus troublesome. If it were not for the reliance I
place in the kindness of your temper I should not dare to treat you
so. I entreat you to return me an answer by my messenger. If you
knew how happy & cheerful it makes me to hear from you I am
sure you would not fail me since I am not the least ungrateful for
your attention.'

Once more Clare
read her letter back, sprinkled it with pounce, blew it; folded,
addressed and sealed it. Clare hoped her brief letter, really a
note, would achieve the outcome she sought.


Chapter
Four

It was a
particularly unpleasant March morning, cold with a bitter wind and
dark clouds scudding across the sky, as Clare walked to 13
Piccadilly Terrace, with the footpath outside crowded with
onlookers. Clare felt most uncomfortable being the object of their
attentions as she rang the bell, for the door to open to once more
reveal that uniformed valet.

"Good morning;
my name's Clare Clairmont to see Lord Byron," as Clare handed the
letter across.

"Come into the
parlour, Miss Clairmont."

Clare followed
into the hall, where she removed her pelisse to hand it to the
valet, and into the parlour, blessedly warm with a fire crackling.
Once more Lord Byron dressed fashionably casually while he and an
older gentleman conversed. Clare didn't want her engagements with
Lord Byron to be known – the literature circle of London was tight
and it would be easy for Mama and Papa to discover what she was up
to.

"Ah, Miss
Clairmont; good morning."

"Good morning,
Lord Byron."

"Clare
Clairmont, this is my lawyer, Samuel Jackson."

"Good morning,
Mr Jackson."

"Good morning,
Miss Clairmont."

"Miss Clairmont
isn't related to my wife's past governess, Mary Ann Clermont, who
sadly wrecked our marriage. I assume that's the case?"

"My surname's
Clairmont, not Clermont, so we're not related; although our names
sound somewhat similar."

"You both have
mont in your names, but I prefer Clair to Cler."

Clare thought
she ought to clarify why she was there. "Lord Byron is acquainted
with my family and is helping me with – some career options." Clare
glanced out of the corner of her eyes at Lord Byron, smiling at her
deceit.

"Yes, I
understand," Mr Jackson said. "I ought to go. I will send the
contract by messenger when it's prepared, Lord Byron."

"Yes, do
that."

Lord Byron rang
the little bell, for the valet to escort Mr Jackson from the
room.

"Now Miss
Clairmont, I do admit to being interested in your obsession with
me, even though I consider just a fancy, but I do beg you not to
write such lengthy letters," once more with a wry smile.

Mary and Fanny
enjoyed reading Clare's letters, but she suspected Lord Byron
didn't have the time for such things. "I know this is one of my
vices, but I will try to contain myself."

"I will be
forever grateful for this. I understand from your long letter that
you're interested in poetry."

"Poetry brings
me such joy. I don't exaggerate when I say it's poetry which bound
me to the fates of Mary Godwin and Percy Shelley. I have started
writing a novel, although it's just a trifle, while Mary has an
idea about a story set at the North Pole, but it's Shelley's poetry
which puts our attempts at literature to shame. Yet to compare
Shelley to you, well – there is no comparison."

"If you say.
Now, as regards your career options as you put it, I suggest if you
are uncertain about a theatrical future, there's a fine comedy, The
Recruiting Officer, playing at Drury Lane this week. Perhaps your
family would be interested in attending this play?"

That was a
coincidence. "I'm visiting Shelley and Mary Godwin tomorrow; I will
ask if they're interested."

"I will write a
letter of introduction for you."

Lord Byron
crossed to the table where he scribbled a note before handing the
page to Clare, who read that she was to be given free admission to
The Recruiting Officer, along with Percy Shelley and Mary
Godwin.

"If you don't
mind me saying, Miss Clairmont; you look particularly fresh and in
health this morning."

Clare knew she
looked fresher after waking and through each morning. The valet
entered the room to tell Lord Byron that Mr Kingsley awaited his
appointment. Clare was quite disappointed by that.

"I'm sorry,
Miss Clairmont, but my affairs are particularly busy at the
moment."

"I do
understand," Clare said. "Can I call on you again?" Clare asked
while noticing his smile.

"We shall see.
Now you must go."

Clare wondered.
"Should I write to you?"

"You can write
to me. Now, please go, Miss Clairmont."

"Of course.
Good morning, Lord Byron."

"Good
morning."

Lord Byron rang
his bell, for Clare to be handed her pelisse, which she slipped on
while she was led outside to cold wind and drizzle. Despite their
many interruptions, that was better than her previous calling.
After Clare returned from visiting Mary, Shelley and their child,
she would write to Lord Byron to request an evening engagement, it
being too busy in the mornings. Clare walked on, now looking
forward to meeting with her sister, and her good friend,
Shelley.

* * *

The stagecoach
eased to a halt outside the Fox and Hounds in Bishopsgate, near
Windsor Park, after a near four hour journey from Charing Cross.
Clare was pleased to alight, where the driver handed down her
brown, leather bag. She went into the pub – quite dark and smelling
of beer, to the bald and bewiskered barman.

"Excuse me,
Sir, can you tell me the way to Norfolk Street?"

"Ah yes Miss,"
he growled. "Just along the street a bit, on your left; you can't
miss it."

"Thank you,
Sir."

Clare stepped
outside, and walked along the quiet main street of Bishopsgate 'a
bit', until she saw a sign for Norfolk Street on the side of a
grocer's shop with residence above. Clare counted numbers above
doors until she reached 13, where she pulled a cord for a bell to
ring inside. Whenever Shelley, Mary and Clare lodged, they
pretended to be husband, wife and sister, which was the only way to
get a room. The door opened to reveal a ruddy-faced, portly,
middle-aged woman.

"Good morning;
I'm here to visit my sister, Mary Shelley, and her husband, Percy
Shelley."

"Up the stairs
to the second floor, and first door on the left."

Clare followed
inside, and climbed to the second floor where she rapped on the
door, which Shelley opened. He briefly hugged Clare before inviting
her inside to a sitting room warmed by a fire; which had a view
over the yard and stables of that house.

"Good morning
Clare; how are you?" Mary asked, before looking up from the
armchair where she read, by coincidence, The Siege of Corinth and
Parisina.

"Good morning
Mary; I'm fine, thank you. How are you and William?"

"I'm fine and
William does well."

"This is good.
We often correspond, but now that I'm in London it's right and
proper that I should visit you, and see my nephew for the first
time."

"He's asleep in
our room, and please don't wake him."

"I promise to
be careful."

Clare followed
Mary into their bedchamber, to a white, wicker cradle with William,
lying on his front, fast asleep. Children were particularly
adorable at that age, or at any age, but sadly at risk of illnesses
and fevers. After admiring William for a few moments, Mary led the
way to the sitting room to return to the armchair. There was a
couch where Clare made herself comfortable. Now was the time.

"I have made a
friendship with Lord Byron...."

"How have you
done this?" Mary interrupted.

"Lord Byron is
an acquaintance of Papa."

"Yes, he
is."

"I have made a
friendship with Lord Byron, who has invited us three to a comedy
play: The Recruiting Officer. Would you like to attend?"

"I cannot stand
the withering and perverting spirit of comedy," Shelley said.

That answered
Clare's question, but there were more important things than
attending that play. Now, Clare had to lead her stepsister into her
next stage in life. "Mary, when next you're in London, would you
like to visit Lord Byron?"

Silence for a
moment, and after London, Bishopsgate really was silent.

"I would like
meet with Lord Byron," Mary eventually said. "You're right that
he's acquainted with our family."

"Clare,"
Shelley said. "Soon, we intend to leave for London, before leaving
England, never to return, if we can."

"Life's been
difficult here," Mary said.

Word must have
gotten out that Mary and Shelley weren't married. "I
understand."

"Clare, Clare,
Clare," Shelley said. "Life hasn't been the same without you! I
miss your sense of humour, I miss your bold outlook on life, and I
miss your music!"

Clare
understood Shelley's sentiment, but then contemplated living
amongst Mary's dark moods and tempers. But two was unhappy, querulous state born of an even number, the
symbol of division, unlike the odd number which was most perfect
because it cannot be divided into two equal parts, where it was
Clare's role to be the third.

"When we move
to London," Shelley said. "You must move in with us."

"When do you
intend to move?"

"Our lease on
this room finishes in a few weeks. Also, if we travel to Italy,
your linguistic skills will be appreciated."

Clare was
fluent in Italian, while her French was more confident than Shelley
or Mary, who read French better than they spoke and understood
it.

"I shall see
about that," Clare said, before realising that was Lord Byron's
favourite expression. It fitted her circumstances, though. Clare
then realised Shelley mentioned if they travelled beyond England.
"Are your plans – uncertain?" she asked

"My uncle, Sir
Timothy Shelley, has a case before the Court of Chancery to test
the financial arrangements I wish to have in place to support
us."

"And to support
Papa," Mary said.

"This case will
be heard in a few weeks."

Clare
understood. "Well, I hope Sir Timothy wins this important
case."

"Papa will be
livid if Sir Timothy doesn't win this case," Mary said.

"Papa ought to
sell his bookshop and engage in a more profitable line of work,"
Clare said.

"I agree, but
Papa won't go against Mama's wishes."

Clare knew
that.

"It will be
good to have you living with us, again," Shelley said to Clare.
"After all, without you, we wouldn't have eloped."

Clare laughed
at that. "Papa forbade Mary from seeing you, but he didn't forbid
me from carrying your messages, and when he eventually forbade me,
I arranged for John to do extra – portering."

"When Papa
found out what you did, he would have been more than just upset!"
Mary exclaimed.

"I'm sure Papa
would have been quite upset, but by then I'd left with you
two."

"Which no doubt
made things worse!"

That didn't
matter. "As I expected, we had a fine adventure."

Shelley
laughed. "Especially crossing the channel in an open boat when that
storm came upon us."

"I'll never,
ever forget that," Mary said.

"Clare; if we
travel," Shelley said. "We need you for your many languages, and
for your company."

Clare
understood. "I'm sure we'll have a fine adventure together!"

"I'm sure we
will. How are you settled for money?" Shelley asked.

"Is this asking
for too much?"

"Compared to
Papa's endless demands for money; no!" Mary exclaimed.

"In this case,
ten guineas will assist me."

"We can go to
the bank and I will get a draft for you," Shelley said.

Shelley's
cheques often bounced, but a bank draft was as good as cash. "Thank
you very much, Shelley."

"You're welcome
to stay for the night. Later, we can have our evening meal at the
Fox and Hounds. They have a range of vegetarian dishes which we've
enjoyed."

"Thank
you."

"Do you know
any jokes?" Shelley asked.

"They're
limericks and I know one or two new ones. There once was a man from
East Kent, whose tool was so long that it bent, to save her some
trouble, he folded it double, and instead of coming he went!"

Shelley laughed
while Mary frowned but didn't say anything.

"One more.
There once was a maiden from Ealing, who claimed to lack sexual
feeling, till a fellow named Norris, first found her clitoris, and
she had to be scraped from the ceiling!"

"Clare!" Mary
exclaimed.

"I'm sure you
can do better than that," Shelley said.

"One
more...."

"You said that
last time," Mary said.

"Said the nun
as the bishop withdrew, 'Not bad for a bishop it's true, but the
prick of the vicar, is slicker and thicker, and two inches longer
than you!'"

"Where do you
hear such things?" Mary exclaimed.

"I've gotten
around."

Shelley laughed
while Mary shook her head.

After their
separation, Clare felt welcome like when they first travelled
together. It seemed they needed time apart to rekindle what they
had together. Clare looked forward to spending more time with Mary,
and with dear Shelley. Clare was pleased to spend the evening
together, share lodgings with Mary and Shelley in London, which
must have a piano, and perhaps travel together, depending on the
chancery case and Clare's involvement with Lord Byron. All in all
that was a fine visit, indeed.


Chapter
Five

Clare opened
her writing box, took out her quill and knife to sharpen it, before
placing the bottle of ink in place. She pondered what to write –
briefly as Lord Byron requested.

'Will you be so
kind as to admit me on Sunday Evening at seven alone? Is it
convenient? I do not like calling of a Morning. You have so many
people with you. Will you also be so good as to answer my request
by the messenger who waits? I cannot go to the play, much as I wish
it for Shelley declares he cannot endure it so I must be
content.'

* * *

'Since you
disappointed me last Evening will you see me to night? If you do
not entirely hate me pray do. If you refuse I shall think I am a
person equally disgusting as the unfortunate "Governess." In one
thing I am sure I am unlike her, I would not displease or
contradict you for the world & notwithstanding my violent
inclination to write you a long letter I forbore on recollecting
your wish & the little smile on your lips when you expressed
it.

'Now, don't
send me away with "Now pray go" – "Now, will you go!" This is the
very last evening I shall see you as I am myself going – not the
way of "all flesh" but somewhere where you least expect. I have a
plan to lay before you, a plan in which your advice, whatever it
may be, shall not be rejected but scrupulously followed. Pray, pray
don't refuse if it is for only one little hour. My messenger will
wait any time you please for your answer.'

* * *

Once more,
Clare rang the bell of 13 Piccadilly Terrace, to be allowed
admittance by the valet, after she handed across Lord Byron's
letter. The valet left Clare in the hall, just for a moment.

"Lord Byron
will see you now, Miss Clairmont."

Clare removed
her pelisse to hand it to the valet, before entering the parlour
where Lord Byron waited while seated in one of the armchairs.

"Good evening,
Miss Clairmont."

"Good evening,
Lord Byron."

"Please
sit."

Clare sat in
the other armchair.

"These past
days I've considered how unlikely it was for a total stranger to
enter my home and profess her love to me. This does seem
incongruous, don't you think?"

"I have loved
you from afar, Lord Byron."

"I have
considered that the only proof I have of your relationship to
William Godwin, Mary Godwin and Percy Shelley is what you told
me.

"I have just
returned from visiting Mary and Shelley."

"So you
say."

Clare guessed
Lord Byron's suspicions. "You think I might be a spy for your
wife."

"You could be,
Miss Clairmont, although nothing has happened between us, beyond me
giving you introductions on the basis of you being related to
William Godwin, who I admire greatly."

"Yes, I
understand," Clare said, while wondering how to resolve that. "I
have letters from Shelley which prove our relationship, and my
relationship to Mary Godwin. Mary wishes to accompany me to visit
you, when she moves to London which will be shortly."

"The letters
will be sufficient, although I would like to meet the daughter of
William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecroft."

"Mary is a
great admirer of your poetry," Clare said.

"So you
say."

That was
awkward as Clare stood. "I should leave. I will send Shelley's
letters at the first opportunity."

Lord Byron
stood. "I look forward to resolving this – situation for the
better." He crossed to the mantel to ring the small bell. The valet
entered.

"Good evening,
Lord Byron."

"Good evening,
Miss Clairmont."

Clare left the
parlour; disappointed they were unable to engage in a meaningful
exchange, but instead she left under a cloud of uncertainty. Clare
hoped Shelley's letters would clarify her situation sufficiently
for Lord Byron and Clare to move further – whatever that might be.
Well, Clare knew where next they would go, but only if Lord Byron
believed her. The valet handed Clare her pelisse which she slipped
on before heading out into cold. Shelley's letters would prove who
she was, as Clare walked to her lodging in Pimlico.
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