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			Love, Sex & Frankenstein

			‘An enthralling read. Beautifully written, this story of a woman’s rage and her discovery of writing as an outlet is gripping’

			Jennie Godfrey, author of The List of Suspicious Things 

			‘Utterly compelling and immersive. I was hooked from the first page and looked forward to every moment I could spend with this stunning novel. Hauntingly beautiful, dangerous and magnificent, the isolated villa on Lake Geneva and the wild storms which battered it held me captive, as I witnessed Mary Shelley’s transformation from lovesick teenager to a fiercely feminist young. In short: I have been altered by this novel’

			Anya Bergman, author of The Witches of Vardo

			‘A magnificent book – raw, rage-filled and wondrous. A crackling, passionate story about Mary Shelley and the monsters we suppress. I loved it’

			Anna Mazzola, author of The House of Whispers

			‘Richly woven, gorgeously addictive, this is a true Gothic novel about life, death, desire, fury and passion. Conjuring the transformation that comes when we look into the dark shadows of the soul and acknowledge the longing that resides there, I absolutely loved this novel’

			Joanne Burn, author of The Bone Hunters

			‘Beautifully written and wonderfully intense, this is no glamorous story of the rock star poets and their female muses but a rendition of absolute powerlessness turned around through sheer force of will. Lea throws light onto the true brilliance of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, a girl raised to believe in freedom who would live out her beliefs against all the odds. A thrilling read’

			Elizabeth Fremantle, author of Disobedient

			‘An astonishing, spectacular masterpiece. Mary Shelley’s battle to find her own voice becomes, in Caroline’s hands, about loving the monster inside us all and the freedom that can bring’

			Julie Owen-Moylan, author of 73 Dove Street

			‘An exquisitely written Gothic thriller that captures the horror and romance of the life of Mary Shelley and the circumstances that gave birth to Frankenstein. Lea shows how Mary Shelley finds her strength and anger to create new life, bringing the past alive with sensitive insight. Wonderful’

			Laura Shepperson, author of The Heroines

			‘An intoxicating tale about the monsters suppressed inside us. Fury and passion, obsession and revenge sizzle beneath the surface – what a firecracker of a story’

			Fiza Saeed McLynn, author of The Midnight Carousel

			‘Nothing short of astonishing. A powerful, brutal and exquisitely crafted story of women’s rage, will and passion. You will never think about Frankenstein the same way again’

			Kim Curran, author of The Morrigan

			‘The best rendition of Mary Shelley to be found in a novel. Here is a glorious story of female awakening and rage. Brava’

			Essie Fox, author of The Fascination

			‘A deliciously dark reimagining of the birth of literature’s greatest monster, Love, Sex & Frankenstein is at once a heartbreaking Gothic love story and a chilling study of rage, betrayal and the mysterious origins of the creative impulse. A triumph’

			Emma Stonex, author of The Lamplighters

			‘Lea creates a world that is so vividly realised, it is astonishing to read. All her characters are wonderfully nuanced, and you cannot help but fall in love with Mary, whose journey as an artist and as a woman is both absolutely heartbreaking and truly inspiring. This is a deeply moving, magical book from a consummate storyteller’

			Elodie Harper, author of The Wolf Den

			‘A powerful examination of desire, and of an awakening – driven by the fury and resolve of one woman as she begins to understand how she must live. A passionate, propulsive read’

			Sarah Marsh, author of A Sign of Her Own
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			As always, for Arthur and Rupert and Roger, with all of my love and a little of my rage.

		
	
		
			LETTER 1

			Dear Reader,

			You are eighteen years old. Cast out by your father, shunned by society, you have fled to Geneva with your lover and your sister. The closeness of their relationship makes you furious, but if you protest, your lover will abandon you. Confined by terrible storms, you find yourself in a house with your lover, your sister and Lord Byron, an infamous and magnetically attractive poet. You know he is dangerous, but you find yourself drawn to him. When he sets a challenge to write a ghost story, all the turmoil that has boiled within you finds a voice. 

			The anger pours from your pen in a roar of rage. Even as the monster that emerges terrifies you, you understand that it belongs to you. This creature that crawls across the page is the woman you were always meant to be. And in Byron, this furious beast that you have kept hidden for so long may have found a mate. You are eighteen years old. The creature you have created will howl its way onto page and stage and screen, burning its path across history in its desire to be seen, to be known, to be loved. The monster will never be silenced. Neither will you. 

			This story of Mary, her fury and her monster emerged from me in my own roar of rage. Who hasn’t felt the pressure to be good and agreeable? Haven’t you, too, been confined by the thought that only a certain part of you is lovable? The rest – the darkest, most monstrous part – must be hidden. Mary Shelley’s rejected creature lives within all of us. This book unleashes it. Mary’s story poured from me with a raw and urgent anger. Love, Sex & Frankenstein is about love, longing, and the desperate desire to speak up, to speak out, and to have your heart heard. 

			I hope your heart is heard.

			Thank you for reading,

			Caroline Lea

			March 2025

		
	
		
			Prologue

			Geneva, 1816

			At dusk, the sky over Lake Geneva is the colour of blood in a glass of water. The ash fragments falling over the city form a strange fog – a thickening of the air, which swirls through the deserted streets, past the spire of the old cathedral and over the walls of the new Protestant church. Inside, people are on their knees, praying for the uncanny cloud to lift. It is a judgement, they fear, a punishment from God, or else a curse.

			This night, like so many before it, the choking dust has driven the residents of the city into the shelter of shuttered houses and places of prayer. Outside, there is no one to witness the way the ash gleams as it settles on the lake. The water flickers and shimmers, each tiny filament glowing like a candle, sinking into the silence, quickly snuffed out.

			The lake is chill and dark and deep – not even the fishermen have fathomed its depths, or the small children who, on any other evening, would be taking turns to dive beneath the surface, competing to see who could swim down the furthest, stay under the longest.

			No one is standing on the lake’s stony shores to watch the water’s surface glow, red as the strange sky above. No one is there to see the darkness beneath the water shift and stir and coalesce, parting for a breath, like two slick thighs, which fall back into the darkness with a gasp that is almost human.

			Above, half masked by cloud, a thin slash of moon hangs hazy and indifferent. A lone figure stumbles down to the lake and scrambles into a small rowboat that one of the fishermen has left bobbing at the end of a long line. Looking right, then left, the man leans forward over the rope. Flash of steel from the blade in his hand. A quick tug and the boat is free. The man settles himself on the rocking boards, tugging the oars. No one will see him on this cloud-deadened, mist-muffled night. No one will stop him. Still, his breath stutters and stumbles. He must be quick. His hands ache, his chest burns. His eyes feel gritty as the mist parts before him, then closes around him, giving him the strange sensation of being swallowed.

			He is a poor rower, the boat’s progress weaving and uneven until, gasping, the man drops the oars and lies back, gazing up at the darkening sky, at the hazed half-smile of the moon. And beyond, the smothered light of the stars, like muted bells, calling to no one.

			Later, they will say that Karl Vogel – who was young and handsome and had been popular once – was drunk and that was why he’d taken Matthieu Favre’s boat, or that he’d intended to play a prank, then fallen asleep. They will say that he jumped into the water, that he tried to swim to shore and grew tired. They will whisper that perhaps he’d gone mad, at last, this lonely man who was only twenty-five but had borne enough grief for double that number of years. He’d lost his wife and two children to cholera the previous spring; perhaps he’d decided he couldn’t go on. Grief takes some people that way.

			All the same, they will say how strange it is, early the next morning, when his clothes are found in the beached boat, laid out exactly as he would have worn them – tattered shirt inside dirty sweater; the sweater inside the regimental red coat with the ragged yellow trim that he had worn proudly every day, though Napoleon’s war has been over for more than a year. Karl Vogel’s clothes are dry and unmarked – unremarkable, except that Karl Vogel is nowhere to be found.

			Listen to the beat, the drumming of feet down the cobbled streets, through the forest paths, past the rust of last year’s bracken, over the stones to the shore of the lake.

			The body barely shifts in the shallows; no one moves to pull it from the water. The once-handsome face is pale-skinned and blue-lipped, as though carved from a rare and expensive marble, but this is not why the people have stopped, why they put their hands to their mouths, then turn away in confusion.

			Certainly it is Karl Vogel – it must be him, for there are his muscular calves, see his narrow shoulders, note the shape of his hands, his fingers smooth from the past year spent indoors drowning his grief in bad wine – and, besides, who else could it be? And yet, where Karl Vogel’s eyes had been a deep brown, this man’s are marbled blue. Is it a reaction to the water? The eyes, which look nothing like Karl’s, stare up at the sky, where that strange mist still lingers and where, every evening, the setting sun paints the sky an unholy red. The lake plays tricks on people – in certain lights, it is possible to see whole cities floating above the water. Spires and turrets, which have no place in Geneva, can be seen rising from the lake, but when fishermen row out to investigate, the strange buildings vanish. Some believe it is the ghost of a drowned city that will one day emerge again from the water. Others think that the odd visions are glimpses of the future – a shadow of something still to come.

			It is late May, the tail-end of spring. In any other year, warm wet days would give way to a stretch of sun-soaked evenings, but this year, the air is bitter, the sky shrouded in the strange mist no one can explain.

			Beneath the funeral lace of leafless trees, three travellers wend their way across the hills overlooking the lake, cloaked and hooded against the griping cold and biting breeze. Skeins of smoke – or what looks like smoke – spiral through the air. Instead of the gleaming lake the travellers had expected, the water is almost obscured. They cannot yet see the group of people crowding around the body on the lakeshore. They can’t hear the cries of shock and confusion.

			Instead, the city seems entirely grey and silent, as though torn from an artist’s sketchbook. Instead, as eighteen-year-old Mary Shelley squints through the stinging, gritty fog – at the beginning of summer – it starts to snow.

		
	
		
			PART ONE

			

			London

		
	
		
			1

			
			Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.

			Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Frankenstein

			

			Three weeks earlier

			Dawn in London. Low-hanging clouds, stained a strange pink. In this gauzy light, the streets are quiet as a held breath. Beggars doze in doorways or shelter under archways. Women wearing low-cut dresses and carefully assembled smiles retire to their rooms for a few hours of blissful solitude. The gentry and nobility are tucked into their beds in the new townhouses, which overlook the green squares of Mayfair. Dukes and duchesses snore while their scullery-maids light fires and their cooks load the oven with sweetened dough and dishes of lamb and capon for dinner.

			Two bailiffs stride along Old Bethlem Street without turning their eyes to the oyster shops and butchers’. They step around beggars and over mounds of horse and pig muck, without once breaking their stride. The older man has spent the night at a tavern, drowning any doubts about what they are about to do; occasionally he staggers sideways. Once, he slips on a smear of manure and curses. The younger man is jumpy and red-eyed from lack of sleep. They carry wooden batons, the ends stained a dark ochre. The drunken man wears a belt; in it is a blade. He has told himself he will not touch it, that it’s just for show.

			The two men are accustomed to uncomfortable work: bashing skulls and smashing kneecaps at home is preferable to marching for days and risking death in a foreign field. They’ve been collecting debts since they were sent home injured from Waterloo last summer – it had been the younger man’s first and last battle.

			War-hardened though they might be, this particular task on this particular day is something both men tried to refuse. Harming women and children is a job for cowards and scoundrels.

			But everything is more expensive in this dark year, when the ice of winter just will not pass – harvests have failed, meat is scarcer, and the price of bread has doubled. The men have families of their own to feed. So as first sunlight blushes above the sooty spires of the old city, they move with purpose, as if a thin thread is pulling them on towards the grubby rooms in Bishopsgate.

			The knocking and hammering on the door jolts Mary upright in bed. Her eyes sting and her head is fuzzy, as if with too much wine. She tries to blink away the vestiges of another nightmare – this time, she had been lost on a wind-blasted hill, searching for her baby, who was somewhere nearby, screaming.

			Her stepsister Claire is still asleep, curled into the grubby sofa, her dark curls fanned across the stained cushions.

			‘Open up!’ the man growls, from behind the door.

			Mary pulls her baby, William, close to her chest and huddles under the damp sheets – perhaps the covering of thin material might keep him asleep and quiet a little longer.

			Claire wakes, sits up and tiptoes over to the broken rocking chair, picks up a water-warped copy of Macbeth and pretends to read, as though she can’t hear the scuffing of boots and muttering from outside. Yesterday morning, when she did this, Mary had tried to laugh, but the men sound angrier today, their voices harsher.

			‘Just kick the fucking door in. It’s half-rotten anyway.’

			Mary clenches her jaw. She is not afraid. These men won’t hurt her. She doesn’t think they will hurt her. Her mouth is dry.

			In the rocking chair, Claire makes a great performance of trying to focus, deliberately setting her face in a severe scowl, squinting at the pages and shaking her head, like an elderly accountant at his books. She’s always been a great actress. Even on the coldest mornings, when their stomachs pinch with hunger and they shiver, staring longingly at the dead ash in the grate, waiting for the bailiffs to leave so they can light a meagre fire, Claire tries to make Mary smile. Sometimes, she feigns being hard of hearing, cupping her ear towards the cacophony outside the door. Or she pretends that her slice of dry bread is a feast – she blows out her cheeks and clutches her stomach, as though she couldn’t manage another bite. Usually, the bailiffs give up after a quarter of an hour of hammering.

			But this morning they start kicking the door almost at once. They’ve never done this before. When the first boot hits the wood and the door judders in its frame, Mary’s heart jolts. Claire looks up in alarm, before returning to feigning deafness in the rocking chair.

			‘Who’s there, in the name of Beelzebub?’ she whispers to Mary.

			Mary attempts a smile but her mouth trembles. She is so tired of being frightened all the time. She feels as if she has swigged from Shelley’s opium flask – everything is slightly distant and unreal, as if it is happening to someone else.

			‘No use pretending,’ a man shouts, his mouth pressed against the door, so the bass notes of his anger reverberate through the wood. ‘We’ve been told you’re in there.’

			Mary glances towards the cracked wall. The family who live in the rooms next door won’t be any help – they never come to see if the sisters are well, never respond to the baby’s screams or the bickering, or the occasional howls of anguish and rage that they must be able to hear through the thin walls.

			More hammering.

			If only Shelley were here – but, no, that is a selfish thought. The bailiffs would drag him off to debtors’ prison before breakfast. Then she would be truly alone. He is hiding somewhere in London. She can see him on Sundays, when the bailiffs aren’t working. She must be happy with that.

			Baby Willmouse grumbles and shifts in Mary’s arms. She loosens her tight grip a little, then jiggles and hushes him, but it is too late: his eyelids flutter and he gives a wail.

			The men boot the door harder and faster, slapping their palms against the wood.

			‘Come out, Shelley! No use hiding like a maid.’

			Mary hasn’t seen Shelley for five days. She has no idea where he goes between their weekly meetings, which he insists must be in a tree-shrouded corner of St Pancras Gardens or in the dark recesses of a busy coffee house. She longs to hear his voice, to hear him tell her where he has been or whom he has seen, while he holds their child or puts his arm around her waist. She would be content simply to lay her head upon his shoulder while he describes the books he has been reading, his warm hand resting on her thigh. But he insists it is safer if he stays away from her, if he keeps his distance while he is resolving his debts. The pain of his absence is an ache in her bones – like cold and hunger, those constant companions.

			Occasionally, a flicker of irritation, which she quickly squashes by reminding herself of how brilliant Shelley is, how lucky she is to have him, how much she needs him. Now, she repeats it in time to the boots crashing against the wood.

			You’re lucky, Mary, you are. He loves you. He does. The words sound like foreign syllables, a meaningless blur.

			Willmouse cries again. The men kick the door. The wood bends and cracks. Mary meets Claire’s eyes, which are wide with panic.

			The door splinters, revealing two pairs of the heavy military boots that so many men now wear, whether they fought alongside the Duke of Wellington or not. No way of knowing whether these two are battle-hardened soldiers. Most likely, they’re just wearing the costume, like small boys who make themselves feel brave by pretending a sharpened stick is Excalibur.

			One of the men shoves his shoulder into the door. A chunk of wood whistles across the room and clatters next to the grate.

			The baby screams, outraged, and Mary feels the fear and fury travel through her too. She is standing before she knows she’s made the decision to move. ‘No!’ she shouts at the door, at the same time as Claire calls, ‘Stop!’

			Is it Mary’s imagination or is the house starting to shake too? How solid are the walls here? Last week, a house near Drury Lane collapsed without warning, crushing everyone inside. Perhaps she should open the door. She tries to envisage herself flinging it wide, roaring at the men to just go, to leave them alone, to pursue Shelley for his debts, rather than hounding Mary and Claire, day after day.

			But to shout at the men she would have to put Willmouse down, when everything tells her she must keep him near. She clutches her baby close.

			‘Stop!’ Claire calls again. She stands alongside her sister and grips Mary’s arm tightly, then places the other hand over Willmouse’s fragile form.

			Claire’s legs are shaking too; Mary can feel her sister’s terror, her fierce resolve.

			A final kick and the door bursts open. The two men stumble into the room with a blast of icy air, then stop at the sight of the two frightened, furious women and the bawling baby.

			One of the men stumbles slightly, then rights himself with the loose movements of an inebriate. His eyes, when he stares at them, are bloodshot.

			‘Wheresh Shelley?’ he slurs, then blinks, as if baffled by his own incoherence. He tries again, more slowly. ‘Wheresh Shelley?’

			His breath is ripe. Sour stench of old booze.

			‘I want you to leave.’ She speaks clearly. She sounds unafraid.

			The other man steps forward. His clothes are sharper and look newer. His cheeks are mottled with patchy stubble, the slight softness of youth in his jaw still.

			‘Your husband owes money everywhere, Mrs Shelley.’ He sounds sober, weary, bored. ‘If he doesn’t pay up, it’ll be Newgate Prison for him.’

			‘I’m not Mrs Shelley.’ Mary lifts her chin in defiance.

			The man frowns, turning to Claire. ‘Mrs Shelley, just tell us where he is and we’ll leave you in peace.’

			‘She isn’t Mrs Shelley either,’ Mary says.

			Claire flashes small white teeth.

			The man’s face falls as he looks from one woman to another. ‘Then which …?’

			‘Wheresh Shelley?’ the other man slurs again. At his belt, a knife glints silver.

			A tremor runs through Mary’s legs; she tenses her muscles to conceal it. ‘Get out of my house.’

			‘Iss not yer house. Iss rented roomss.’

			‘Leave.’

			The younger man steps forward, his expression pugnacious. ‘If Shelley can afford to rent rooms, he can afford to pay his debts.’

			Willmouse starts to grizzle again; she kisses his damp forehead. If either man moves to touch her child, she will …

			What will she do? If she shoved her weight against the man’s chest, it would feel as solid and pitiless as a wall.

			‘Get out now,’ she whispers.

			The men don’t move.

			Willmouse’s cries rise in volume and pitch. The tempo of Mary’s heart in her chest quickens too and she holds him closer, crushing him against her. He shrieks.

			The men flinch and the drunken man lurches towards the women – by accident, perhaps, but his eyes are impenetrable and dark, like the Serpentine river in winter.

			‘No!’ Mary shields her baby’s body with her own.

			At the same time Claire begins to scream.

			When they were younger, Claire’s screams were a thing of family legend. She would shriek with such raw rage – her eyes bulging, the tendons on her neck tight as wire – that she was given whatever sweet or trinket she wanted, much to Mary’s confusion. Why was her stepsister rewarded for screeching like a street brat?

			Mary’s father had brought her up alone, after her mother died giving birth to her. William Godwin’s parenting had been based around fostering a quiet, studious, thoughtful daughter. A daughter who, like her mother, would have the mind of a philosopher. She should spend her time reading or thinking. She should be grateful for what she was given and shouldn’t ask for anything more. Mary would never have dared to raise her voice at all, let alone tantrum and shriek. But when William Godwin married Mary-Jane Clairmont, Claire roared into the house with all the fury of a feral animal. At first, Mary avoided her, as she might have skirted around a wild cat. Over time, she found that Claire was also full of fun and wit and fierce bursts of affection that made it hard to be angry with her for long. Mostly.

			Now, Mary links her arm through Claire’s as her sister screams and she screams along with her. The noise roars through her chest and she watches the men – these burly, brutish men – recoil.

			When they fall silent, there is a hush that seems to extend into the streets outside and perhaps beyond. Mary visualizes the scream travelling like a wave through their priggish neighbours’ houses, silencing them. She pictures it rushing like a torrent along the roads, all the way to the door of Shelley’s stuffy father and grandfather, who have refused to give him a penny ever since they heard about his elopement with Mary. She wishes the fury-filled shriek into the dark alleys of whichever haunt Shelley is hiding in. She hopes the sound will draw him back to her.

			In the quiet, the men look around the rooms, perhaps taking in, for the first time, the ragged sheets, the empty fireplace, the old sofa with horsehair spilling from the ripped cushions. Perhaps they notice the dark hollows under Mary’s eyes or the way that Claire’s dress hangs off her. Or perhaps it is Willmouse’s shocked, tear-streaked face and his huge eyes that make them take a step back, towards the broken door – defeated troops quietly retreating.

			In the doorway, the younger man pulls out a leather purse, takes a copper penny from it and jerks his head towards Willmouse. ‘Child looks cold.’

			Mary hesitates, wary, but Claire darts forward and plucks the coin from the bailiff’s hand. He grabs her wrist; she wrenches free and tries to kick him.

			‘You shouldn’t be here. That Percy bloody Shelley’s a scoundrel. Everyone knows it. We’ll return tomorrow. Make sure you’re gone.’

			He slams the rickety door behind him. An icy breeze gusts through the cracked wood.

			Still trembling, the women turn to each other. In Claire’s wide eyes, Mary’s own terror is doubled. The wind whines and whistles through the broken door.

			‘We have to leave.’ Mary’s voice fractures. She forces herself to repeat it, as if this is what she truly wants. Her throat aches.

			‘We have to leave. Again.’

			Two years earlier, July 1814

			Sixteen-year-old Mary lies in her narrow bed at her father’s house in Skinner Street, shivering. She hasn’t slept, has kept herself awake by counting the tolling of the bells in St Sepulchre Church. Shelley has said he will come for her at four o’clock in the morning but the hours have stretched out so gelid and dark that Mary fears she might have fallen asleep after all, or foolishly miscounted the chimes. What if he has come and waited for her in the cold and then, what if – thinking she has lost her nerve – he has left?

			She sits up and rubs her palm across the beads of condensation on the dank glass. No movement in the dimly moonlit street – even the lushes had staggered home from the taverns hours before. She can just make out the shadows of the carcasses hanging in the butcher’s window across the street, pale flesh gleaming.

			‘Claire,’ she whispers to her sister, who is lying still in the other small bed. ‘Are you awake?’

			‘I am now. What o’clock is it?’

			‘Nearly four, I think.’

			‘Not long, then.’

			‘What if he’s –?’ What will she do if Shelley isn’t coming after all? What if he’s chosen to abandon her? Even to speak the words aloud would summon a terrifying, familiar shadow. It would creep into her lungs, into her limbs and make it impossible for her to speak or move. She exhales through pursed lips. ‘What if he’s late?’

			‘He won’t be.’ Claire is full of her usual certainty. Sometimes her sister’s confidence is irritating. Tonight it is a comfort. ‘Don’t forget, I’ve read his letters too. He wants you. He longs for you.’ Claire grins, a gleam of teeth in the dark.

			Mary presses a hand to her chest, where the packet of Shelley’s letters rustles and sighs. Claire has passed so many notes back and forth between them these past weeks, so many declarations of adoration, Mary should feel no doubt.

			And yet that soft-voiced ghost waits always in the darkness, in the silence, in the pauses between her breaths.

			What if he doesn’t want me? What if he leaves me?

			She has scribbled her fears into her journal, hoping to expunge them. Instead, they have grown. The journal feels heavy with the weight of all her questions.

			What if …? What if …?

			Clatter of hoofs. Scrape of wheels over cobbles.

			Mary sits up, wiping her hand over the window again. In the street below, a coach and four horses. As she peers into the gloom, holding her breath, the coach door opens; a figure springs out. Slim, tall – even in the moon-dappled darkness, he is unmistakable.

			‘Shelley!’ she breathes, heart jolting. It is hard to gather breath to speak.

			Both girls climb from their beds and smooth down their skirts. They have been waiting fully dressed, so do not even have to pull on their boots. It will be hard to creep quietly down the stairs but there is less chance of knocking something over or being caught with one boot on by an enraged Mrs Godwin.

			Claire holds up the key that she had earlier sneaked from Mrs Godwin’s cabinet. The metal clunks as she turns it in the lock. Nobody stirs.

			Mary’s breath is tight in her chest as she tiptoes down the stairs, following Claire’s dark curls. Her sister walks without hesitation but Mary pauses, glancing back at her father’s closed door. His snores are steady and rhythmic as ever. Surely he must sense that she is leaving. He will open the door and call for her to stop, to get back into the attic room. He will lock her in, as he has every day for the past two weeks. His stern voice will rumble through the sturdy oak, sharp with disappointment. ‘You must abandon this foolishness, Mary. It is beneath you.’

			And Mary will stare at the dead wood of that closed door and say, ‘Yes, Father. I’m sorry.’ And she will gaze at the locked door while she scratches bloody welts across her arms, opening up the old scars that crosshatch her skin.

			Claire tugs on her hand and whispers, ‘Come on!’

			Mary waits a moment longer, heart hammering. She is balanced on a cliff edge, transfixed by the churning waters below.

			Claire pulls on her hand again. ‘Shelley can’t wait for long.’

			Mary blinks, nods, then follows her sister out into the cold night air.

			The moon is hidden by a scarf of cloud. In the darkness, the carriage looks black and forbidding. Inside, Shelley will be waiting with his warm arms and his open smile and his smell of cedar and tobacco from the coffee houses.

			Her feet are fixed to the damp cobbles. If she climbs into the carriage, something terrible will happen.

			She stands, frozen in a stream of moonlight, as if caught in a whirlpool that binds her legs, wraps around her arms, swirls its way into her throat, into her lungs. She cannot move, cannot even speak.

			As Claire turns back to hiss at her to hurry up, the carriage door opens.

			The thunk of the lock unfreezes Mary. Before she can see Shelley emerging from the carriage again, before she can hear him call out to her, she whirls around and runs back into the house, into the warmth of the family bookshop.

			She inhales the sweetish, smoked-wood smell of paper. It is a scent that tells her to sit down, to stay still, to think, to reflect.

			She crouches on the floor and closes her eyes. If she doesn’t give up her relationship with Shelley, her father will not speak to her again, will not even look at her.

			You will no longer be my daughter. It will be as if you had never been born.

			She presses her palms against her closed eyes and tries to breathe through her rising panic. The books on the bottom shelves smell of trees, of soil, of rot. Mary pictures the silence and stillness of a grave – her mother’s grave, in St Pancras churchyard. Her mother who had died before Mary ever knew her. Her mother, who had risked everything for love.

			She stands, walks to her father’s desk and takes up his quill.

			My dear Father,

			I write these few lines only to say how sorry I am for any pain I have caused you by my sudden flight. I fear your anger at what you may think of as my recklessness. I cannot reassure you that I repent my actions, for to do so, I would have to stay in this house. Father, I cannot. Love forbids me to remain with you and I can only hope that your love for me will cause your heart, in time, to soften into forgiveness.

			I am, sir, your loving daughter,

			Mary

			

			She folds the note into his accounting ledger, where he will find it in the morning. With a final glance at his desk, she steps out into the biting night.

			Now, it is not as though she is walking towards the carriage, but as though she is being walked, or swept along. The whirlpool, which fixed her in place before, is tugging her onwards. And although she is grounded by the wet cobbles, by the damp night air and the faint tang of blood from the butcher’s shop, she is borne above it all. Some unseen dark current carries her towards the carriage, towards Shelley, towards some murky, half-sensed destiny.

			When Shelley flings open the carriage door, her heart jolts and her final hesitation washes away. She runs the last two steps, holding out her hands so he can lift her into his arms. In the darkness, she can only half see his face but she feels him smile against her mouth as she kisses him again and again, clinging to him. After the chill and churning water, he is a warm shore.

			He shuts the door and the carriage clatters onwards, into the night.

		
	
		
			2

			
			The companions of our childhood always possess a certain power over our minds which hardly any later friend can obtain.

			

			London, 1816

			After the bailiffs have gone, Mary and Claire wedge the broken pieces of wood back into the doorway. When that doesn’t work, Mary hangs a sheet over the gaping space, so they have a little privacy at least. The thin linen billows in the wind; a single candle on the nightstand flickers.

			Willmouse grumbles in his sleep and sighs. Mary’s jaw aches. When she tries to rub away the tension, it becomes a steady, piercing pulse.

			‘At least we have wood for the fire.’ She throws a shard of shattered oak into the grate. ‘We can take it with us when we move.’

			‘I’m so tired of moving around London.’ Claire hurls a piece of wood towards the fireplace and misses. ‘And they’ll only find us again.’

			A splinter stabs Mary’s thumb and she hisses. ‘There’s one place we could go …’

			‘Home? Don’t even think it.’

			‘I wasn’t. Not really.’ Her thumb is ink-stained as always, no sign of the splinter. When she presses the skin, there is a sharp stab of pain.

			‘Father won’t have you. Not unless you promise never to see Shelley again.’

			‘I know.’ She runs her teeth across the splinter, trying to draw it out.

			‘And probably not even then.’ Claire nods towards the sleeping Willmouse, gives a sad smile.

			‘I know,’ Mary says tightly. ‘Although you can skip home whenever you please.’

			‘That’s not fair!’ Claire’s tone is wounded. ‘I stay here with you as much as I can manage. But sometimes I have to go home to Skinner Street. Mama misses me.’ Is this said a little smugly, or is it Mary’s imagination? Claire twirls a curl around her finger. ‘She complains it is too quiet in the house without me.’

			Well, she does like to complain. Mary forces a smile. ‘I’m sure it is.’

			Later, when Claire is sleeping, Mary will pull her journal from under the mattress and write, How can Skinner Street be quiet when the walls must rattle with Mrs Godwin’s spite and stupidity?

			Claire takes Mary’s hand and sits next to her on the bed. Very gently, she presses on the skin around the splinter. ‘We have another choice, Mary. Please consider it.’

			‘I have considered it. Willmouse is too young to travel.’

			‘That’s not true. I know you want to leave London again – you love the Continent. We were so happy there two years ago.’

			Mary nods wordlessly. When she thinks back to that time, she feels a fist of granite sitting in her chest. More than anything, she had wanted to run away with Shelley, just as she wants to escape now. Yet every time she has fled, it has cost her so much. And now she has so little.

			‘We all loved France,’ Claire says. ‘Remember those little farmhouses we sheltered in? It was so exciting!’

			‘I remember vomiting in lots of little farmhouses.’ Mary tries to keep her tone light. ‘Pregnancy is not a good travelling companion.’

			Claire laughs. ‘You were sick everywhere, you poor thing! But, truly, now I am so heartily sick of this dreadful weather. This dull light! We must go south for the summer – like swallows!’

			Mary doesn’t correct her to say that swallows fly north – her sister hates to be contradicted. The weather in London has been terrible for months. Not just cold but dark too, as if the sun itself has grown dimmer. The trees, which would usually be weighted with blossom, are almost leafless. The Times is full of reports of failed crops, along with bleak warnings of grain shortages.

			Claire pulls out the splinter and gently kisses away the spot of blood. Why can’t she be sweet all the time?

			‘Please, Mary. Byron has begged me to visit him and he is desperate to meet you.’

			For weeks now, Claire has been talking about a grand escape to the Continent and, more specifically, to Switzerland, where Lord Byron will be summering by Lake Geneva. Claire has been obsessed with Byron since she first engineered a meeting with him at the Drury Lane theatre, pretending to be an actress to catch his attention. Mary is used to Claire’s various infatuations and romantic fits, so had thought little of it, until Claire began insisting that they should follow Byron for the summer.

			‘Think of it!’ Claire says. ‘No more hiding from the bailiffs. You will be able to see Shelley all the time and there will be sunlight – see how you’re smiling already!’

			Mary does feel warmer, and as though she can take a full breath for the first time in weeks. Just think of sleeping next to Shelley every night! His long body stretched out next to hers. His weight on her when she wakes. When nightmares swarm behind her eyelids, he will put his strong arms around her, pulling her close.

			Claire giggles. ‘You look so pretty when you blush! And Byron will be so good for Shelley. He’s an ardent devotee of his work. And of you! As you are a child of two geniuses, Byron supposes you must be a wonder – which you are, of course!’

			Claire has always been able to shower people in compliments without a trace of irony. Most of the time, it is endearing.

			She rushes on without pause. ‘Byron will adore you. You and Shelley both! I shall accompany you, of course, but I expect I will be a silent witness to your lofty conversations. Please say you’ll come, Mary! I know Shelley would be much happier. He would hate to leave you – he has said so to me a hundred times.’

			Mary’s stomach drops. ‘Shelley has spoken of going without me? Of leaving me here alone?’

			‘Oh, no!’ Claire clasps Mary’s hands. ‘He worships you! He could never leave you.’ Claire pauses, perhaps realizing her mistake: Mary can see Shelley only on Sundays, when the bailiffs are not patrolling. ‘He would hate to leave you, dear Mary, and would do so only under duress.’ Her dark eyes are wide and earnest. Her manipulation is calculated, her expression full of sympathetic concern.

			An owl calls into the quiet. Heavy boots thud outside their broken door. Mary’s mouth dries; both women tense until the pounding footsteps pass.

			Mary watches her sister fix her smile in place again. ‘Please say yes, Mary. Byron is so fascinating. I know you admire his poems and I’m sure you will esteem the man himself even more highly. He’s so wonderful, truly.’ Claire’s voice catches.

			Oh! How could Mary have missed it? How could she have been so blinkered?

			This is no passing fancy. Claire’s eyes are bright, her cheeks flushed when she says his name. Her palms, in Mary’s, are hot and damp. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, facing Mary, her chestnut curls tumbling around her shoulders, she looks young and beautiful and full of hope.

			She loves him.

			‘I’ve promised I will introduce you both to him. Say you’ll come.’

			Oh, but there are so many rumours about Byron: he is always drunk, always intoxicated with opium, which he foists on those around him. His sexual appetite is insatiable. He is notoriously unfaithful with men and women alike. He is recently divorced and has had a love affair with his half-sister. He travels with a menagerie of savage animals – when Cambridge University forbade him to keep a dog in his rooms, he’d kept a pet bear instead.

			‘I’m not sure he would be a good … influence on Shelley.’

			‘Nonsense! Shelley will adore him.’

			Precisely. 

			‘Please, Mary, dear. You’ll adore him too. What a chance for you to spend time with such a great poet!’

			The slight jibe at Shelley stings but Claire is right: they need to escape this place. Whatever dangers Byron might bring, whatever his reputation for chaos, Geneva will be safer than London. It must be. Mustn’t it?

			She nods, just once. Claire flings her arms around her, laughing, whispering, ‘Thank you, thank you,’ into Mary’s ear.

			Mary smiles and holds her sister tightly, closing her eyes. How many months since they have both been happy?

			‘Let’s tell Shelley!’ Claire claps her hands. ‘We’ll leave tonight or early tomorrow morning, before those horrible men come back.’

			‘But how? I am to meet him in the cemetery behind St Pancras, but not for two days.’

			This is where Mary’s mother is buried, her gravestone shaded by oak and willow.

			‘We can’t wait so long.’ Claire frowns. ‘We’ll send a message to Portland Street now.’

			‘Portland Street? How do you know he’s there?’ Mary can hear the sharpness in her voice. She tries to soften it with a smile, but her face won’t obey.

			‘Oh, he’s mentioned it quite often,’ Claire says airily.

			He hasn’t, Mary is sure of it. She would remember if Shelley had said even once, even in passing, where he lives. She can feel the corners of her mouth trembling and she stops trying to smile through the hollow feeling in her chest. ‘Well. He hasn’t mentioned it to me.’

			‘You’ve been so distracted.’ Claire reaches out and strokes Mary’s cheek with what feels like real tenderness. ‘Willmouse is exhausting. You must have forgotten about Portland Street.’ There is no telltale hitch in her voice; her eyes do not slide to the left or right.

			She has always been an excellent liar.

			Mary hears her teeth creak. She is clenching her jaw again. She scrubs roughly at her forehead, where the throbbing pain is starting to radiate outwards.

			‘Hush, be gentle with yourself.’ Claire presses her cool fingers to Mary’s temples. ‘You’re tired now, too – I can see it. Write the letter. Then rest.’

			Mary swallows, nods, forces a small smile. Perhaps Shelley really had told her about Portland Street. Perhaps she really had forgotten. They’ve moved so often within the past few months and her mind is raw with exhaustion. When she does have the chance to see Shelley, she is so overcome with happiness and relief that it is hard to think of anything else.

			Behind them, Willmouse grizzles.

			‘Write to Shelley now. You will feel such relief! I’ll hold little Willmouse. Come here, dear.’ She picks him up and sways from side to side, kissing his forehead. He stops crying and smiles at her, then tangles his hand in one of her curls. She laughs.

			They look like a dishevelled painting of the Madonna and Child. Mary is sure she doesn’t seem so contented and look so beautiful when she is trying to soothe her baby.

			Perhaps this, too, is a reason why Shelley stays away.

			She squeezes the quill too tightly and ink splatters onto the paper. Before Claire can notice, Mary turns the paper over and hides it beneath another sheet. She draws a steadying breath – she must focus on the words she chooses in case the bailiffs intercept the letter. She must also take care not to sound angry or irritated, or even a little anxious. Shelley fell in love with her sweet disposition and fine mind; he can’t stand to know that she is unhappy.

			My Elfin Knight,

			My sister and I keenly feel the chill of this country, its customs and its collectors of capital. I know that you, too, have long-since become weary of the distance that circumstance has placed between us. It gives me so much happiness, my dearest, to tell you that we all have an invitation to summer in warmer climes: the renowned peer, with whom my sister has recently become acquainted, has urged us to depart this place and join him as soon as we may. More can I not say here, but I will seek you this very evening and hope that we may exchange our thoughts on this, as well as the words and gestures of love which I long to shower upon you.

			I am always your faithful and patient Pecksie

			

			Pecksie is the pet name her lover uses for her. It is inspired by a children’s book about a family of robins, in which Pecksie is the sweetest and kindest among a family of argumentative birds – Shelley has said, laughingly, that the similarities between Mary and her place in her own family are undeniable.

			Mary’s hand doesn’t shake when she is writing; her voice is steady when she hails a messenger boy to run and deliver the sealed letter to Portland Street.

			She would like to write in her journal but Claire is watching her, something smug in her expression. She enjoys knowing more about Shelley than Mary does.

			Mary considers writing, C reminds me of a satisfied cat. I must not forget her claws. 

			Aware of Claire’s eyes upon her, Mary forces the corners of her mouth upwards – she will not give her sister the enjoyment of seeing that she is hurt. She starts to fold her things into their battered trunks and valises. Black spots swim in her vision. She blinks them away and, to distract herself, she hums ‘Frère Jacques’. Claire takes up the tune, her voice far overshadowing Mary’s. She rocks Willmouse back and forth, singing loudly and sweetly, quite caught up in the beauty of her own music.

			It grates on Mary’s nerves but at least Claire is not studying her now. Mary can finally draw a full, shuddering breath, can finally relax the tight smile she has tried to hold ever since Claire mentioned Portland Street.

			*

			Mary’s Journal, aged 6

			30 August 1803

			Today is my birthday. Fahtr Father gave me this journal and these words to copy. It took me only one hour. I am a good girl.

			10 September

			Today is my mother’s death day. She deid died 6 years ago. We visited her grave. Her name is the same as myne mine. Thank you Father for writing words for me to copy. I must practise every day. I must write often to be like Mamma. This will make you pruod.

			15 September

			I had my nihgtmer nightmare again. A creature was trying to catch me. Father says I must write here very often when I have bad dreams even if writing the dream makes me cry and be sick down my new dress.

			23 September

			My nightmare creature again. I do not want to write it.

			28 September

			My nightmare again. Father says I do not have to write it now because it makes it be more real for me. I must forget all about it.

			21 December

			Today Father marryed a new wife. I said some bad words to her. I will not say sorry. Now I must sit and copy these words until I feel sorry.

			Dear Mrs Godwin Mamma,

			I am sincerely sorry for shouting. I do not hate you.

			I am yours,

			Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin

			22 December

			Mrs Godwin is not my Mamma. I hate her. These words are a seycret. I am a bad girl for writing this.

			23 December

			Mrs Godwin has a duaghter called Claire and a son called Charles. He is loud and annoying. Claire screams all the time. She always gets her own way. We are to be sisters. I wish she was ded.

			2 January 1804

			Mrs Godwin took Mother’s portrayt away. She said we must not say Mother’s name. I said it was my name also. I screamed Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin two times and she smacked me. I must say sorry. I do not care. This means I am very bad. 

			5 January

			Claire cannot write at all. She wants a wooden doll and pretty ribbons. She is very loud and very stupid.

			10 January 

			I am very alone. 

			

			*

			It is almost sunset but the rooms are already filled with shifting shadows. Mary huddles in the corner, warming her hands over the stump of a candle, flexing her fingers. To her half-numb touch, the pages of her journal feel soft and damp.

			Like dead skin.

			She thinks of baby Clara. Born two months early, she had lived for just eleven days.

			My fault, she writes, then crosses out the words. Shelley can never know. The grief and guilt are like threadbare cloaks she wraps around herself. She has grown so used to their prickly discomfort that she doesn’t know how to take them off.

			Shaking, she sets down her quill, presses her palms against her eyelids and pushes away the thought. Her head throbs still and she rubs her temples again, then picks up the quill.

			Inside most of the day. Weather dreary yet again. Read Milton. Practised Greek translation.

			Over by the small fire, Claire puffs out her cheeks and sighs. When Mary pays no attention, she sighs again. ‘He must have the letter by now.’

			‘Perhaps.’

			‘Why has he not rushed over?’ Claire widens her eyes in affected dismay.

			‘I don’t know, Claire.’ Mary grips the quill more tightly. She can count the beats of her heart in the pulsing pain in her temple.

			‘Portland Street is not far.’

			‘Indeed.’ Mary’s voice is steady, but her shaking hand forms the words Shut your mouth up. She scrawls them in a spidery hand, the letters barely legible.

			Then she crosses them out.

			She pictures a hand clapped over Claire’s mouth, a shiny seal of new skin stitched over her lips.

			‘Perhaps he is busy elsewhere.’ Claire twirls her hair around a finger. ‘Visiting friends, do you think?’

			‘I couldn’t possibly say.’ Mary swallows something sour; her throat burns.

			She writes,

			Why did she know and not I? When did he tell her that he was living so close? Why didn’t she tell me? What else does she know that I don’t? Sometimes I wish she would just – If she wasn’t here, we could be content. I would be. I wish she was anywhere but here. I hate – I hate –

			Her breath is loud in her ears. The pain is like a hammer, beating on the inside of her skull, as if something is trying to escape.

			‘Are you well? You look very pale.’

			‘Just a rheumatism in my head.’ Mary hears her careful words as if someone else is speaking them – some calm, composed woman who keeps her face impassive and her voice measured, while her thoughts spin like shards of glass in a whirling wind.

			The writing in her journal doesn’t even look like hers, but like the scrawl of a small child. The letters are jagged, the ink smudged and blotchy.

			Shelley loves to pick up her journal and read her thoughts; he loves to immerse himself in the beauty of her mind.

			Her stomach drops. She rips out the page, screwing it into a ball.

			‘Mary! Dearest, what is wrong?’ Claire rushes over and puts her arms around Mary’s shoulders. ‘Is your head very bad? Poor dear, let me rub your neck.’

			‘I’m well, truly. Leave me –’

			‘Nonsense!’ Claire presses her fingers in firm circles along the back of Mary’s neck. Her hands are strong and warm from the fire.

			Mary feels as though something raw and spiked is squatting heavily in her chest. ‘Thank you.’ She crushes the paper inside her clenched fist. Her finger is bleeding where she has stabbed it with the quill. She hides the cut under the balled-up paper. It throbs within her screwed-up words, like a second heartbeat.

			‘I have written a letter to Byron,’ Claire says. ‘He doesn’t answer me either. It is not the same as you and Shelley but I do know a little of what you feel.’

			Mary squeezes the paper harder. Claire is always claiming she understands Mary. Each time she says it, Mary feels a little harder, a little hollower, a little angrier.

			If only there were an illness that would render Claire silent. 

			Immediately, she feels guilty. Besides, Claire would only use her muteness to attract even more attention.

			‘Of course,’ Claire says, ‘I am not a famous poet’s object of adoration like you. I’m not his muse yet.’ She gives an ironic little laugh.

			To anyone else, she might sound truly amused by the idea, but there is a familiar breathy fragility behind her laughter. Claire pretends to care less than she truly does about important things, then feigns enthusiastic rhapsodies over minor events. It is so easy to see, behind her grand claims, the volatile child she was – eager to be heard, desperate to please, yearning for love.

			Mary clasps her sister’s hand. ‘You’ll be a wonderful muse.’

			‘Oh, I know! He’ll compose sonnets about my eyes and write an epic about my beautiful –’

			‘Your beautiful behind!’ Best to distract Claire with a joke and a compliment.

			‘Mary!’ She looks delighted. ‘I was going to say my beautiful singing.’ Claire launches into another heartfelt rendition of ‘Frère Jacques’, without a single false note.

			As she sings, Mary rips the torn page of her journal into tiny pieces. When Claire turns away, Mary stands and throws them into the fire, where they dissolve into spiralling ash.

			‘Do you think Byron will like this dress?’ Claire picks up a blue gown that is at least two seasons out of date.

			‘It’s very pretty.’

			Claire presses the dress against herself. It has full skirts and a plunging neckline. ‘Shelley says it brings out my … eyes.’

			‘Does he truly?’

			‘Oh, don’t scowl – your face will wrinkle. You know he loves you and only you. He is free to say sweet things to me too. You mustn’t be jealous. Now, what do you say to the dress?’

			Mary pictures herself grabbing it and throwing it into the fire. ‘I think I’ll go for a walk and catch the last of the light.’ Her voice is falsely bright.

			Claire reaches for her cloak. ‘I’ll come with you.’

			‘Oh, no, you stay here and pack. And Willmouse is asleep. You don’t mind staying with him, do you?’

			Claire opens her mouth, then shuts it and presses her lips into a thin line. ‘Of course not.’

			As soon as she is out of the dark claustrophobia of those grubby rooms, Mary can breathe more easily. Her head still throbs but, by inhaling the smoky air and falling in among the jostling crowds, she can almost ignore it.

			She keeps her face down as she passes the windows of the family in the next room, who had been horrified when the sisters moved here, along with Mary’s lover, the married poet Percy Shelley, who was well-known to be deeply in debt and, most shockingly, a revolutionary who wrote about atheism and … unsavoury relationships. And here he was, living with two women, neither of whom was his wife!

			Every time the family passes Mary or Claire in the street, they avert their eyes. The oldest boy has taken to curling his lip and coughing ‘Whores’ when he sees them.

			The gossip has been harder to endure than Mary had expected. When she walks out, she often keeps her gaze on the cobbles so that she won’t have to suffer the humiliation of locking eyes with someone she knows, then watching them turn away – as if they’ve never seen her before, as if she doesn’t exist.

			The hawkers’ stalls and delivery wagons are bathed in the same uncanny glow that infuses the air almost every evening now. Although it is beautiful, although painters sit along the riverbanks, daubing their canvases with bright ochre and orange to capture the strange skies, the colour feels … wrong. Ridiculous to believe the zealots, of course: they claim that the heavens are ablaze, that the end is near, that God, in His fury, has set the sky alight, that He has unshackled Earth from the sun, that in just a few years the world will be a blank, barren desert.

			It is an odd pattern in the weather. That is all. Still, it is hard not to feel a sense of dread at the world growing slowly darker and bleaker. Sky the colour of dying embers and dead ash.

			Mary is back in the dream that never leaves: she is huddled near a fire, trying to rub the colour back into lifeless flesh. She shudders.

			The air, with its unseasonal bite, has the hawkers packing up their stalls in the gloaming light, blowing on their fingers and huddling into heavy winter cloaks.

			Mary wraps her own thin cloak more closely around her shoulders and wishes she could return to her father’s house on Skinner Street for some of her warmer clothes. But the door would be locked and they would pretend they couldn’t hear her cries.

			On the corner of Threadneedle Street, where the Bank of England is just closing, an iron-haired man with skin the colour of old ash shouts hoarse warnings: ‘Turn away from your sinful ways. Mankind has been judged. We are condemned for our greed and our selfishness.’ He points a bony finger at Mary. ‘You are being judged. You have been found wanting.’

			Mary recoils and turns her face away.

			‘Aye, I see your shame,’ the man says. ‘And the Lord sees when you commit evil acts.’ He is thin, with sunken cheeks and stooped shoulders. His voice cracks on evil and he doubles over, coughing.

			Tears sting behind her eyelids. She blinks angrily. What does this ignorant man know of her?

			‘Your Father sees you,’ the preacher rasps, and points at Mary again. ‘Your Father sees your sin and has cast you out into the wilderness.’

			‘Imbecile,’ Mary growls, though not loud enough for him to hear. She pulls the hood of her cloak over her head and hurries past. To drown the man’s shouts, she mutters, ‘Curse you,’ under her breath, then says it again, in time to the beat of her boots on the cobbles. There is a grim satisfaction in hissing the words through her clenched jaw.

			She bumps shoulders with a woman in a thick woollen cloak; still filled with fury, Mary glares at her. The woman flinches and Mary tries to force her mouth into a smile, but it must twist into a fixed rictus because the woman blanches. She takes two steps backwards, then rushes away, slipping on the damp cobbles.

			Mary tries to steady her breathing and walks more slowly, back towards Spitalfields, with its stalls and sheds, its thunder and hum of vendors and customers.

			Shelley always says how he loves to walk here in the evenings. The place has such energy!

			She is not supposed to look for him between their meetings, in case she leads the bailiffs to him. She tries to summon his face, to feel his hand in hers, his lips on hers.

			Her feet ache and it grows hard to make out faces in the gathering dark, but still she paces up and down the stalls, rehearsing what she might say if she finds him.

			What a happy accident! She will widen her eyes, in the way Claire does when she is trying to seem innocent and surprised by something she has planned. My love, I didn’t expect to find you here. She mouths the words, rehearses the expression – she will bring her fingers to her cheeks, or perhaps place her palm over her lips, shaped into an O of delight.

			When she finally sees him standing by a bread stall, it is as though she has conjured him. The shock and pleasure of it thrums through her, down to her marrow then up through her chest, like a fierce bolt of light. Every time she sees him, it is the same. Every time like the first time.

			April 1814

			‘Put that book down, you lazy girl!’ Mrs Godwin cries, glaring at Mary where she has hidden herself in a corner of her father’s bookshop.

			Sixteen-year-old Mary slams down the copy of Charles Lamb’s tales and stares up at her stepmother with the cool, unruffled expression she has been practising in the mirror. Eyebrows arched, mouth pressed into a thin line.

			‘Whatever is the matter, Mrs Godwin?’ She makes her voice sugary, in case her father can hear.

			Mrs Godwin scowls – she always insists on Mary calling her Mamma. ‘As if you do not know! We’ve company coming for dinner and here you are, hiding away. I’ve asked you twice to polish the windows.’

			‘Betsy has already done it.’ Mary has no idea if the serving girl has indeed polished the windows, but it’s unlikely that
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