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        Question your desires,

        Know of your youth, examine well your blood.

        
          William Shakespeare 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Ii, 67
        

      

      
        ’Tis Money guides the World and Fate,

        Makes Virtue Vice, makes Crooked Straight.

        
          Daniel Defoe 
The Commentator, 1 August 1720
        

      

      
        Nobody – All the people in Great Britain, except about 1200.

        Worth – Power. Rank. Wealth.

        Wisdom – The Art of acquiring all three.

        World – Your acquaintance.

        
          Henry Fielding 
A Modern Glossary, 1752
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      Joseph Bendix looked down upon London from the heights of Blackheath. A musty warmth had parted the skirts of smoke above the city, illuminating her fresh brick, her tight alleys. The sun had baked the surface of the mud, creating a thick crust for their carriage. At noon there were no shadows. Reluctantly, Bendix climbed back into the coach, taking the same position between the two elderly ladies that he had held all the way from Dover. Sharp spokes of light lanced the perforations of tin-sheeted windows, so that all could see the choking dust they breathed.

      Their descent into London was accompanied by the eruption of conversation that Bendix had so carefully quelled through the miles.

      ‘They say,’ said Mrs Sexton, ‘that there are leopards in the Tower…’

      ‘Perhaps,’ continued the flat-nosed Mr Harper, ‘they still show the two-legged dog that was so prominent during my last visitation.’

      ‘My sister writes,’ continued Mrs Sexton, ‘that they now display the entire skin of a Moor. Tanned. With the hair on it. Shall you be seeing it, Mr Bendix?’

      ‘No, madam, I shall not,’ said Bendix, and stared straight ahead.

      ‘Was there much entertainment in Paris?’ inquired Mrs Sexton.

      Bendix held his silence and cursed the lack of funds that condemned him to travel in so ungentlemanly a manner. They bumped and walloped and knocked against one another as the horses strained down the hill. They picked up two more ladies at an inn in Deptford, put one down by the horse ferry at Southwark, and at the death of the day finally entered the gates of London.

      An old Englishman in Paris had told him of London. How she had been racked by plague, freshened by fire, rebuilt. Up went a thousand houses, narrow passages returning where men had dreamt of the wide boulevards of Paris and the majesty of St Petersburg. There were parts erected that held splendour: the embankment of the Thames, the precise angles of Soho Square and St James. St Paul’s shone above the city, but even her beauty was not so far from Pudding Lane, from the warped rooftops of Blowbladder Street. But Bendix saw none of this, gazing only on Mrs Sexton’s yellowed fingernails and the tempered rind of her cuticles. Had the coach not carried all his belongings in the world, he would have leaped out and walked alone.

      He could hear carriages travelling both in front and behind him. The air was thick, dirtier than Paris, thought Bendix, weighed with the heavy smell of horse dung and the laboured breath of driven cattle. Mrs Sexton held a handkerchief to her nose. The remaining lady from Deptford laughed at their affronted sensibilities.

      Mr Harper leaned forward and tapped Bendix upon the knee with his cane.

      ‘You visit family?’ he inquired.

      Bendix shook his head in reply. ‘My father is long departed.’

      ‘Dead?’

      ‘Merely Northumberland,’ replied Bendix with the start of a smile.

      ‘And you shall practise here. Good, good, sir.’

      By the time they pulled up at the Black Horse, a portion of Bendix’s good humour had returned to him. He helped all of the women down from the coach and hired a broad-backed porter to sweat his belongings up to the room. Opening his chest, he removed his writing case and immediately scratched a brief note to the doctor, letting him know of his intention to call the following day. He strapped his hangar to his side and descended with his missive. The landlord advised him not to trust the evening post and proposed two link boys, sitting by the empty grate. Bendix gave one a pair of pennies to deliver his note and letter of recommendation and hired the second for a stroll up Drury Lane.

      He walked for a mixture of edification and amusement – to take a turn about the city in which his parents had been raised. It took him no more than one stretch upon Drury Lane to deduce why his father had abandoned London in favour of the North. The street was abustle with a confused mingling of peoples. The silks of gentlemen, the sight of beggars, children cursed with misshapen limbs. More frightening was the concentration of the unplaceable. Persons he suspected might be actors, ladies he presumed to be whores, noblemen he supposed as penniless as himself. London, he decided, was a fallen honeycomb, the bees long ago ceding their territory to flightless grubs. 

      He returned to the Black Horse, paid his link boy as he extinguished his torch in a bucket of water, and vigorously patted the dust from his breeches. In his room Bendix undressed quickly, sipped at the wine his landlord had left, and finally removed his peruke. The hair beneath was closely shaved, a sphere of stubble flecked with grey. He blew out the candle and walked naked to the window with his glass. Beneath him, in the dim light granted by the tavern, ran a thoroughfare of shadows. He watched the affectionate touch of hand on hand and felt the sharp pang of the lonely. Bendix knew not a soul in the city. Having lost his father’s letters of recommendation many moons ago, he now relied upon a single connection. Awaiting his meeting with the doctor, he slept fitfully throughout a hot and anxious night.

      The morning found Bendix ensconced at a table in Tom’s Coffee House, a short walk from the Black Horse. He read the Daily Courant, noted the upcoming trials and politicking, and held the news-sheet high to disguise his loneliness. In Paris he had had a small circle of friends, fellow students of medicine. They had drifted from Bendix during his rise, then stood back and crossed their arms to watch him fall.

      Mocking Parisians had laughed that London now thought itself the centre of civilisation. All agreed that Hanover was now established and, as the monarchy began to flourish, Bendix believed King George would encourage his nation with money. Where there was money, there was advancement, opportunity. Great men were only found in great nations. In truth, Bendix’s return was not simply a matter of coin, though he would have insisted on the lie had anyone asked. In the circles in which he had moved, money was a more understandable excuse than love.

      He had heard of the doctor, Sir Edmund Calcraft, from his own tutor, Bertrand LeMaître, who had attended the doctor’s lectures on lithotomy at the turn of the century. There was, LeMaître insisted, no man like him. None with the disrespect necessary for the advancement of knowledge since the days of Boyle and Hooke. But Calcraft had not taken a student in twenty years, had not operated in twenty years. Rumour, said LeMaître, declared that Calcraft had not left his house in a decade.

      ‘Why,’ Bendix had asked, ‘would he even consider me?’

      ‘Why does a man marry if he has no need of children or money?’ answered his tutor.

      ‘For love,’ replied Bendix immediately.

      ‘Or,’ said LeMaître, ‘for companionship. I shall write you a letter.’

      ‘What does he work on?’ asked Bendix.

      LeMaître shook his head. It didn’t matter what Calcraft was studying. Bendix had to leave. ‘You shall find his observations most interesting.’

      By four the next afternoon Bendix had received no answer to his solicitation. With the sun still bright above, he hired a hackney and directed it to Lincoln’s Inn Fields. He had rustled enough gold up from the patient LeMaître in Paris to ensure a worthy appearance. Indeed, all his money was invested in appearance. A dozen fine suits, each a silken key that might open the doors where the shabby were restrained by servants. They passed down Great Queen’s Street, Bendix admiring the regularity of the facades of fine red brick and heavy wooden eaves. Lincoln’s Inn Fields was an extension of this perfection, broken by the odd arabesque fancy.

      The door to Dr Calcraft’s house was black and freshly painted. Bendix rapped upon it with his knuckles, then quickly examined his sober dress of dark silks. His frock coat remained clean, despite the dirt of the hackney. The silver buckles of his shoes gleamed. There was no answer at the door. He rapped again, then attempted to peer into the windows. They were drawn and curtained. Scratching at the skin beneath his peruke, Bendix walked along until he found the mews, then doubled to the back of the house. It seemed dark. Once more he returned to the front, and knocked for a third time.

      The door was opened, guarded by a short man who bowed briefly before Bendix. He was at least as wide about the waist as he was tall, with round, ruddy cheeks that cloaked his eyes. Bendix feared he might pop.

      ‘If you would tell Dr Calcraft that Joseph Bendix calls upon him.’

      The spherical servant raised a hand to his face and masked a smile. Bendix noted his extraordinary fingers, fine and tapered like a starfish, and realised at once his mistake.

      ‘Dr Calcraft?’

      ‘Or else, a very presumptuous footman,’ said the doctor and offered Williams one of his starred hands.

      ‘I apologise for my…’

      ‘Understandable, quite understandable.’ Finally he released Bendix’s hand. ‘Come in, sir. ’Tis uncommon warm today, and there are fevers about. If you should catch one, I would charge you for your visit.’

      Calcraft let Bendix pass before him, studying his face. The false curls of the French wig, his angled nose, dark eyes – brown or grey, but very alive. Almost Greek, thought the doctor. Deportment: brimming with confidence, a necessary trace of arrogance on an otherwise kind face.

      Bendix entered a long hallway of burnished oak and followed his host deep into the house. Though the solemn grandeur of his surroundings was not lost on Bendix, it was muddied by the pervasive odour of wet clothes left to dry in a damp room. No movement of air. Bendix overcame his desire to search out a window.

      ‘You know LeMaître well?’ asked Calcraft, following him down the hallway.

      ‘Three years,’ said Bendix. ‘I considered him one of my closest friends in Paris, though he was, of course, my superior in learning.’

      ‘Poor child,’ said Calcraft, ‘I trust you have more ambition than he. Delightful man, delightful, but an ordinary mind. Has he told you much about me?’

      ‘He said that you would grant me an audience. I doubted it myself.’

      ‘To your left, sir,’ said Calcraft and they passed up a flight of stairs that led directly to a study. To Bendix’s relief, the curtains were parted. A faint breeze accompanied the last of the sun. There was only one chair in the room. Bendix stared at it. ‘A drink?’ asked the doctor.

      Bendix nodded, and the doctor poured him a large glass of brandy and tempered it with water. The setting sun lent the woods an orange hue. The red leather chair on which Bendix was asked to sit seemed black.

      Calcraft paced back and forth before his guest, as if it were the most natural manner in which to conduct the interview. He dressed plainly, thought Bendix, lacking all pretensions of the day, bowing neither to French powders nor English perukes. Bendix realised how wrong he had been to judge him a footman. No house-proud man would have let such a sight represent his kingdom. Simple breeches, maroon and silk, a chemise of light cream, a pair of tarnished buckles upon his shoes.

      ‘You did well to doubt your admittance, but while LeMaître shall always teach and never practise, he is a master in the art of flattery. He will force a memory upon you. A warm one, uncommonly warm, and while you bask in its light, will ask a favour that seems trivial in comparison. Thus, you sit before me.’

      ‘Might I ask upon the memory?’

      ‘No,’ said Calcraft, and then conceded. ‘He accompanied me, as my assistant to Oxford, a long time ago. We spent the summer chasing up villagers for sixpence. Each of us met ladies. His was temporary, mine divine.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘No more, sir. We must speak about you. You are a curious specimen.’ Calcraft wagged a finger at him.

      ‘Says LeMaître?’

      ‘Naturally, sir. He knows something of the changes I have undergone since last we met. This information, I presume, he has passed to you.’

      Bendix nodded slowly. ‘It seems, though, as if all that I hear is rumour and gossip. The only certainties, and therefore the only evidence that can be considered in judgement, is of your life before your retirement.’

      ‘Judgement,’ chuckled Calcraft, ‘this is most excellent. Yes, why not? You should judge me, and I, you. What do they say of me?’

      ‘You are considered a worthy anatomist.’

      The doctor peered up at Bendix. ‘Come now, man, if you wish to last one minute more in this house you shall have to forget your Continental manners. Politeness, sir, is insincerity. What do they say?’

      Bendix took a breath. ‘They say that your house is built upon bones, curtains stitched of women’s hair, and pillows sewn of eyelids. You are a monster.’

      Calcraft paused in his wanderings and sat upon the edge of his own desk. ‘The common folk, Mr Bendix, are much afeard of anatomy. More so than of Tyburn rope. To be dispatched by justice is a crime indeed, but to be studied for knowledge is barbarity.’

      ‘It is also against the law.’

      ‘Of course,’ said the doctor, ‘the law grants that six bodies a year belong to the college for dissection. One for every other month. Would be difficult in the coldest months, but imagine the putrification this July. And the crowd, man, imagine the crowd. Two thousand doctors and surgeons crushed about the body, tearing at it like dogs. Arrangements are made. It is necessary.’ Calcraft walked over to the decanter, and returned to fill both their glasses. In the uncomfortable silence, Bendix itched at his head through his thick peruke. ‘Remove it, sir,’ instructed Calcraft as he sat. With some relief, Bendix unpinned his wig and placed it on the desk. Calcraft looked down upon his grizzled, close-shorn hair.

      ‘Some more, sir. Tell me more of yourself. I know why LeMaître says you come before me. Tell me in your words. Truth, sir. Trust in it for now.’

      ‘You know where I am from, Doctor. I have attended the most reputable courses of anatomy in Europe. I have learned much with my ears and almost nothing with my eyes. Mostly, we studied from the carcasses of dogs.’

      ‘Dogs,’ interrupted Calcraft. ‘A dog is no good, no good at all.’

      ‘What I wish from you, Doctor, is an apprenticeship of the most visceral kind. As Dr LeMaître points out, though I have much to learn from you, perhaps I also have knowledge that you would find desirable.’

      ‘He wrote of your theory,’ began Calcraft. ‘The body’s subservience to the mind. A bold treatise, I will grant you. And, more impressively, offensive to our Greek ancestors.’

      ‘Indeed,’ smiled Bendix.

      ‘Tell me,’ asked Calcraft, ‘what do you believe to be the purpose of the brain? Is it filled with vapours, as Galen says? Does it leak, as Aristotle claims?’

      ‘I do not know.’

      ‘Do you agree with Stahl as to the existence of the anima?’

      Bendix shrugged.

      ‘You do not have opinions?’ asked Calcraft sharply.

      ‘My opinion is that I do not know enough to propose a theory on the substance of the brain that you could not, at once, smite down. If it is thought that fills the brain,’ continued Bendix, ‘I am here because mine needs fattening.’

      ‘And yet you proposed your theory to LeMaître on which he granted you your licence. “The body is subservient to the mind.” How did you conclude such a thing without opinions?’

      ‘If I take anything from any man,’ said Bendix, ‘it is from Descartes’s reliance on what we can be sure of and from Boerhaave’s willingness to cut into a dead patient. My own theory is born of my own eyes. I may discuss…’

      ‘And if, sir,’ interrupted Calcraft, ‘I were to let you absorb my learnings, what will you pay?’

      Bendix shifted in his seat. ‘I have little in the way of income… there was an annuity from my father. It has been withdrawn.’

      ‘Gambling?’ asked Calcraft.

      ‘Of a kind,’ said Bendix, summoning a brief helpless shrug that was designed to show past weaknesses were no longer present.

      Calcraft managed to mask his sympathy with a stern facade. At Bendix’s age he had fallen into debt. He couldn’t help but see his guest as a young and impecunious reflection of himself. ‘Stand, sir, stand and leave,’ said the doctor. ‘Be back tomorrow, in the light. You shall keep your money. And I shall keep my time. Not all of it, of course, but I shall continue about my business. And where I decide it is allowable, you may attend with me.’

      Bendix rose from his seat and could not suppress a smile of elation.

      ‘You have a fine temperament,’ said Calcraft and shook Bendix by the hand, ‘but this is a quiet house, Joseph. I shall be a poor introduction to London. You are young, sir, and I suspect shall find your own way. You may begin by accompanying yourself to the door.’

      Bendix wandered in a happy stupor back towards the Black Horse, dismissive of the doctor’s concerns of London society. As for ‘youth’, he now despised the word. According to his father, youth had connotations of ignorance, neglect and insensitivity. Bendix knew what he really meant. Ignorance of money, neglect of its management, insensitivity to the patron. It was not until his thirtieth birthday that it occurred to the son that he had not only ignored and neglected his family, but also his own career. Suddenly he sympathised with his father’s concerns, several years too late for his father’s understanding.

      In France, money had become a most peculiar thing for Bendix because it was tied, in a tight silken knot, to love. Money had brought him to the attention of his first love and his lack of gold had cast him from her realm. The Comtesse had been, in many ways, the perfect first love: older, more patient, kind in doses, most deliberate. Perhaps Bendix was a little too old for first love. Fine-skinned, bright-eyed, an odd mixture of easiness and intensity, he had been used to receiving attention, but never reciprocating it.

      The woman he saw as an equal viewed him as a foreign diversion. He was a worthy affair, at twenty-seven, ten years her junior. Apparently moneyed, he was also handsome enough to cause ripples of jealousy in her circle. The ladies teased Bendix for his accented French, inquired of his medical knowledge, of his acquaintances in England and then, behind the Comtesse’s back, trilled his unworthiness and placed small wagers on how long he would last. That the Comtesse kept him for two years spoke much for both his conversation and his earnest tenderness in love-making, something that even the garrulous Comtesse could not adequately describe to her friends.

      However appearances required a heavier purse than Bendix’s. Gold given by his father was only a brief respite. Tailors in various corners of Paris unwittingly combined to support Bendix, until eighteen months later his credit was stopped. So sure was he in the mutual bond of intimate love that he waited only a day to ask the Comtesse for a loan. It was, of all things, what the Comtesse feared the most. In her eyes it immediately reduced Bendix from a lover to a whore. The years swept across her face and Bendix saw something frightening and motherly in her eyes.

      ‘Money?’ she repeated, plucking the single word from his soliloquy of love and translating it from its smooth French to give it a rapacious English bite.

      Bendix nodded and understood his mistake, but the word hung over them. When Bendix left her that evening, his approaches resisted, he knew that he would not be allowed back in her presence again.

      So involved had he become in her life that he had few friends to turn to. Only LeMaître stood by, advising that the surest way to stitch a broken heart was to put water between oneself and one’s desired. At first, Bendix had not listened to his professor. Instead he had put pity on his back and bent beneath it. For a full year, his clothes had grown dirtier, his creditors more aggressive. It was LeMaître who had forced a loan upon him.

      Finally, Bendix’s self-disgust had exceeded his love. He remembered how, before the Comtesse had interrupted his life, the world of medicine had been his sole obsession. Having once more convinced himself that the real truth of life lay not in love, but in work and progress, he had consented to leave Paris behind him. Women were to be ignored. His final days were spent in deep conversation with LeMaître. Theories that had been forced by love to the peripheries of his brain were now harnessed and dragged forward. By the time that his coach had reached London, his only remaining regret was for the two lost years he had suffered through the Comtesse’s manipulations. Bendix could not afford to thank LeMaître in anything but words.
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      On his first day in Lincoln’s Inn, Bendix was introduced to the three members of staff who formed the household. The upper butler, Mr Lemon, showed him to his room, a breathless chamber, a level below the street, with a fine view of buckles and ankles and the tips of canes. His living arrangements were apart from both the doctor and his servants.

      Bendix was not the sole person who felt himself stifled by the heat. The cook, Mrs Hemmings, viewed her fire and pans with the horror of betrayal. Her young cousin, the housemaid Julia, moved with an unearthly sluggishness. When she was introduced to Bendix, her curtsey was so slow that he feared she might never rise. Though Calcraft possessed an energy that could not be tethered by the weather, his cheeks became a little brighter, his breath quicker, his body a touch bloated. Still, he retained the whiteness of a newborn throughout the burning July, and found no reason to move beyond his walls.

      It was Julia who first informed Bendix that he was living in not one house but three. Calcraft had purchased the three buildings over the span of five years. The centre house, split by a large atrium, held the drawing room, the breakfast parlour, the library and a pretty spiral staircase made of rosewood, inlaid with intricate pearl. The staircase did not lead to Bendix’s bedroom, but to the central basement area, sealed from his quarters by a thick layer of brick.

      The eastern wing, built over the kitchen, belonged almost exclusively to the servants, save for the large, narrow dining room that sat beneath their eaved quarters. Calcraft kindly granted Bendix a private study on the second floor where, said the doctor, the young man might continue to exercise his theories. It was a room in which Bendix intended to spend much time. He had a broad view of the Fields. Above his head, on the flat roof of the building, lay a spice garden. Bendix had direct access through a simple trapdoor that opened to the rooftop. The doctor took great pride in directing his apprentice through the sere garden, yellowing under the relentless sun.

      ‘You are so close to the Physic Gardens,’ said Bendix, after murmurs of false admiration.

      Calcraft looked confused.

      ‘Why do you not use their land?’ insisted Bendix.

      ‘It is better to be contained,’ replied Calcraft strongly, as if he thought his apprentice very deaf and perhaps a little stupid.

      Bendix marvelled at the size of the house, its weave of rooms and passages. Drums and masquerades in Paris had let him poke his nose about the residences of counts and princes that far exceeded Calcraft’s, and yet Sir Edmund was but a doctor and they had all been born to their wealth. Visiting the western wing was prohibited, save for Julia’s presence on attending her master’s levee. It was Calcraft’s domain, and one that he insisted on keeping to himself. Bendix had long been warned of the intensity of the doctor’s private nature. He considered himself of the highest fortune to have access to the doctor and was willing to accept the conditions of restriction without question. In truth, he was not interested in the idiosyncrasies of Calcraft’s private life. It was the chamber in which the doctor conducted his work that intrigued the apprentice.

      The household servants were a silent group, who communicated in nods and gestures of familiarity without tenderness. As a man who had studied and intended to practise medicine, Bendix had little regard to the barriers of society. Where illness travelled, he planned to follow. And though he was willing to make his first London friendship with Lemon, and brought a cheerful countenance to the kitchen on all of his early visits, he found himself tolerated but not embraced. Mrs Hemmings, he discovered, was a cook fond of keeping spirits near her dishes. They were not ingredients, but stimulants taken to relieve her varying ailments. Her gin breath, noxious to Bendix, was ignored by Calcraft, who gave little concern to his household. Indeed, it seemed as if he encouraged a sullen lethargy and thrived in the resulting listlessness.

      On first descending to the central cellar, Bendix’s worries that LeMaître’s recommendation was misguided were immediately dismissed. It was, to Bendix’s surprise, the brightest room in the house. All about the room were lamps, shielded by canopies of clear glass. An inch of sawdust lined the floors, marked by the imprints of Calcraft’s ceaseless pacings. The walls, painted in a handsome scarlet, were lined with shelves, save for the large fireplace and mantelpiece against the northern wall. To the west lay books of medicine, as impressive a private library as Bendix had ever seen. On the eastern shelves lay a series of bones, stretched out in quiet disorder, as if a paupers’ grave had been robbed and ridiculed by dismemberment. Beneath the bones sat a line of buckets and vessels, some closed, others spilling sawdust, spices or herbs.

      The shelves were no more than an audience to the large oval table that rose from the centre of the boards, old and stained and marked with cuts. At the head of the table was a pulley, lowered from the ceiling, a design borrowed from the Royal College to enable the surgeon to hold the head of the body taut while cutting the eyes and back of the skull. It gave Bendix a strange exhilaration to find himself standing in such a room, with the doctor talking freely of his work. It was a space large enough to teach twenty men. An extraordinary venue, thought Bendix, for one man’s education.

      ‘Joseph,’ said Calcraft, calling his attention away from the oval table to a stout desk to the right of the fireplace. Sitting atop the desk was a lamp, a microscope and its accompanying stotoscope, a brine-filled globe.

      ‘Look,’ ordered Calcraft as he lit the lamp. The salty orb focused its light on a thin glass plate.

      ‘At what?’ asked Bendix.

      ‘Hooke’s animacules,’ said Calcraft. ‘Could be any form of living matter, even a being within a being. In this case, simply a water gnat.’

      Bendix peered into the eye-piece. There, in seeming contentment, sat the smallest being that Bendix had ever seen. Minute and perfect, Bendix could see through the gnat’s transparent shell, observing the pulsing motion of its head, thorax and belly. It was an intricate black bead, the simplest example of life the apprentice could imagine.

      ‘Beautiful,’ murmured Bendix.

      ‘Notice the internal organs,’ said Calcraft, ‘such clarity.’

      ‘No need to even cut.’

      ‘Exactly,’ answered Calcraft. ‘The first thing that your institutes should learn. There is much to gain from observing even the lowest insect. The perfect beat of the heart. After this, you can cut into your dogs.’

      ‘You avoid vivisection?’ asked Bendix.

      ‘No, no,’ said Calcraft. ‘All men with microscopes progress to dissection of one sort or another. An inevitability. It is tempting though to see the intricacy of nature, to attempt to unravel it. Take the finest works of man, look at them through this lens and they shall seem clumsy. But creatures, down to this scrap, are wondrous.’

      ‘And the dead?’ asked Bendix, pointing to the oval table.

      ‘Still beautiful,’ replied the doctor, ‘but no longer perfect.’ He signalled Bendix to follow him up the stairs.

      The presentation of the microscope puzzled Bendix. It was too simple a thing for Calcraft to concern himself with, unless for a purpose other than amusement. Any man who had shunned society for so long must have a focus, thought Bendix. Everything he had seen in the basement he knew to be connected, but the lines remained invisible to him. At the very least, it forced the Comtesse further from his mind. This was the laboratory of a self-made man. For a moment, Bendix was as excited as if he had just been passed the ancient secret of alchemy.
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      He saw little of Calcraft the first week, except at meals, where the doctor picked at food, plying himself with drops of laudanum and complaining of his vexation with various calculations and texts he worked on. He recommended many of his books to Bendix, examining his pupil on Heister or Vesalius at breakfast time with a series of questions that astounded Bendix with their consummate mastering of the text. He had yet to talk openly of his discoveries and only once during the week did the doctor express any interest in Bendix’s own theories.

      ‘Can you,’ asked Calcraft, ‘reduce your ideas to lines so simple the king and his limited English might understand them?’

      ‘I…’

      ‘No matter how complex the theory, no matter the weaving of complications, you must present with simplicity. They have pockets filled with gold. You, merely a dedication in your opus to grant them. So let us pretend me the Duke of High Nose, and you a consummate quack.’

      ‘Well…’

      ‘Quick, quick.’

      ‘I propose… your Lordship, I propose a method of understanding the relationship between the working of the mind and the mechanics of the body.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘The mind, your Lordship, is divided into many parts. Our senses are regulated by many governments. You will grant me, sire, that sometimes you find a man who cannot see, but he talks sweetly. Or you may find a fine painter who sings no better than a crow. I propose that the mind might be mapped. Divided into properties and estates, such as your own, your Lordship.’

      ‘Good, good,’ said Calcraft and clapped his hands. ‘Fine indeed.’

      ‘Moreover, sire,’ continued Bendix and Calcraft’s enjoyment evaporated at the prospect of this uncalled for elaboration, ‘you will admit that hypochondria is a disease afflicting many of our men. I shall prove that if the portion of the mind we term imagination can cause sickness, then a doctor might also use the imagination to cure sickness.’

      ‘Does it not feel fine,’ asked Calcraft, ‘to talk of one’s own beliefs?’ There was a trace of sarcasm in the doctor’s words that made Bendix hold his tongue. ‘You speak well,’ continued the doctor, ‘but shall find that is the last to be said of your own theory. It is yours and has my respect but, as Harvey proved, vessels through which blood flow move only in one direction. The same must be observed in learning. You are here to learn from me. When the knowledge is imparted, you may do with it what you will. Only then may you return to your own theories. Do we have understanding?’

      ‘I wish only to learn,’ submitted Bendix.

      ‘You’re a good man, Joseph,’ said Calcraft standing and regaining his smile. ‘Like the dawn, the light of our work shall rise slowly. You will understand it all, but it shall require all of you. When I am gone, there shall be time for your own work.’

      Bendix’s sole consolation was a hearty pat on the back that Calcraft delivered before retiring early for the evening.

       

      Bendix spent the better part of the day pondering the doctor’s words, concluding that it would be churlish to take offence. Though he was student to the doctor, apprentice if he so wished, it was hard for Bendix to forget that at thirty he had already obtained his doctorate. This, however, was merely an undercurrent of pride and Bendix recognised it. Such was Calcraft’s reputation and wealth that he would have endured a set of fetters for the opportunity to stand by his side. Compared to the last two years, where his mind had conceded his body entirely to the demands of his heart, the past week had proved engrossing. His brain was ticking once more.

      There was no doubt in the difference of their theories. To Bendix everything began and ended inside the mind. To Calcraft the mind was vital, but only in so far as it aided the search and understanding of disease and cure. Calcraft believed in instruments, in symptoms, in diagnoses and cures. He believed in trepanning and lancing, in sawing and cutting, bleeding and blistering. Bendix was the more open-minded, educated in all the dread cures that universities dared pass on, and yet doubtful. Or rather hopeful that there were better cures buried within one’s own mind.

      How many kings and queens had cured scrofula, pondered Bendix, merely by touching the anguished? Had not the greatest royal cynic, Charles II, borne witness to his own cures? His surgeon published sixty accounts of proof and more. What could explain this, thought Bendix, but the burning belief of the sufferer? God, concluded Bendix, was asleep within each mind. If Calcraft could have read his apprentice’s thoughts, he would simply have replied that surgeons lied to flatter kings, curing the afflicted to keep their positions.

      During his first week in Lincoln’s Inn, Bendix kept his opinions to himself. A surgeon who practised only with his mind would not be paid in coin and it was Bendix’s intention to secure his own path of gold. If he might learn the secrets of the doctor’s physicking, then he might return to his accustomed life of comfort and to the possibilities of love. Until then he was an apprentice, open to all knowledge that might lead to patients, gratitude and gold.

      He would admit to have taken true delight in peeling back the pages of the Platonis Opera, printed on spotless vellum. Or sipping at beer while purveying Boccacio’s La Teseide, a unique print of 1475, in Calcraft’s library. However, books were not friends but tutors, and the relentless onslaught of teaching dried him out. He had hoped to practise, to use his hands, and as faded print and candlelight conspired to weaken his eyes, so his spirits dipped. It almost seemed as if the richest life he had encountered during his time in London had been the pulsing water gnat under Calcraft’s microscope. So, it was with great pleasure that he accepted an errand for the doctor to visit Mr Streatham, an apothecary on Lewkenoor’s Lane, where Bendix was to purchase those herbs and spices that the sun had reduced to ashes upon their roof.

      Dressed in his finest silks, bewigged and lightly powdered, Bendix marched along the darkened hallway towards the front door. It was only when he opened it, and the summer light spilled through, that he noticed that he had walked right past a gentleman in the corridor. Recovering from surprise, Bendix bowed low.

      ‘My apologies,’ intoned the apprentice.

      ‘No, no,’ said the man and stepped forward to shake Bendix by the hand. ‘Was quite lost in thought… awaiting the doctor you see. Quite used to the waiting. Pleased to be making your acquaintance, Mr Bendix.’

      Bendix stared at the tanned hand he shook, fingers tapered, nails manicured yet long. The voice was foreign, but the accent long obscured by London twangs.

      ‘You have my advantage,’ said Bendix and offered another small bow.

      ‘Abram Mendes, Mr Bendix. They that know call me by Sixes.’ Bendix considered himself a tall man but Sixes was half a head higher, even with sloped shoulders that bled into arms. Though wrapped in a blue cloak, far too heavy for such a suffocating day, the man’s leanness was apparent. As Sixes emerged from the shadows, Bendix fancied him a long-legged spider.

      ‘And you have business with the doctor?’ he asked.

      ‘Between him and me, sir.’

      ‘Of course.’ Bendix bowed for the last time and offered his hand once more.

      ‘I fancy we shall see each other,’ said Sixes.

      ‘Let us hope.’

      ‘Associates and all,’ smiled Sixes. ‘Now off for your spices.’

      The door shut behind Bendix and he stood upon the steps for a moment in amazement. Without a constant footman and in such a peculiar household it was hard to determine the etiquette. Most families of consequence would have abandoned London for Richmond a month ago. Yet, he could not prevent himself from hatching the suspicion that he had just been mocked.

      Turning, Bendix presented his face to the sun and strolled idly along the edge of the Fields, heading towards Covent Garden. The piazza was, he thought, as splendid as any of Paris’s offerings, though it was simplicity that brought it to life; the order of the arcades, the handsome and noble facade of St Paul’s Church. For eighteen months he had appreciated nothing. He had presumed every head empty, every colour bland and that beauty and kindness were a pair of mocking illusions. Now, walking behind driven Smithfield swine, he found himself amused by their twitching tails and began to revel in the day. His week within Lincoln’s Inn had been a muted affair, and while his mind may well have been stirred by the contents of Calcraft’s library, he missed simple everyday gossip. By the time he turned along the Strand, he had already transformed his dark memory of Sixes into a portrait of novel acquaintance.

      The apothecary, Streatham, asked kindly after the doctor when Bendix presented him with his bill of fare. He complimented Bendix on his suit of beige silks and his fine French cuffs. Asked him where he had found such a stylish peruke, then expressed many favourable opinions over the abilities of French tailors as compared to their English counterparts. Bendix received the compliments with the smoothest good humour, paid for and received the small parcel of spices and secured directions to the nearest barber. He had met the apothecary as a lonely apprentice and closed the shop door in the full knowledge that he remained a worthy gentleman.

      The barber recommended by Streatham was a small, busy shop, directly behind the church. Bendix relaxed in the chair, and with closed eyes luxuriated in the application of lather to his head, the gentle massage of hands. It was an inexpensive form of human contact, though the mere shake of a hand would have been enough – shared complaints over coffee, meandering conversation, memories recalled and examined. He had never thought of the minutiae of friendship before; in their absence they were made obvious.

      After his head was swept of stubble and the barber had bled him of four ounces, Bendix paid his shilling, disguised the pain of its departure, and returned to the street. He did not rush home, but snaked his way along unfamiliar streets, absorbing the commotion, constantly surprised by the busyness of the masses. The only people who stood still were those engaged in selling wares; news-sheets, oysters, nostrums. Bendix hid from the sun under the shade of a large sign and stared at a pair of women approaching a sedan chair. Such gentle steps, such affectations. Three years ago he might have presented himself. Now he pressed homewards, hands in empty pockets. Had anyone observed the apprentice, they would have thought there was something a touch pitiful about his downcast look. Yet there was a visible confidence in him that suggested the only pity he could abide was his own. He shook his head gently, as if he had survived the brief but tempting call of sirens.

      He was still scrubbing a cold cloth against his brow, scouring his red scalp with water, when a knock fell upon his bedroom door. It was the first such knock in his tenure at Lincoln’s Inn and, despite his relative state of undress, he did not hesitate to open the door. Calcraft stood before him.

      ‘Good evening, sir. I thank you for Streatham’s wares.’ With one hand the agitated Calcraft gestured him forward, while with the other he forbade movement. ‘You must meet an acquaintance. Come with me. No, no, stay.’

      Bendix stood rooted among the contradictory orders.

      ‘First, alter your equipage. You shall be stepping out within the hour. Work to be done. Simplest clothes might prove the best.’

      ‘Simple?’ inquired Bendix.

      ‘Simple,’ repeated Calcraft, ‘as those of a porter.’

      A look of confusion must have passed over Bendix’s face, for Calcraft smiled widely, ‘Do not find it so disturbing, Mr Bendix. Do you not possess such dress?’

      ‘I do not.’

      ‘I shall have it sent up. Quite necessary, I assure you.’ And then, when Bendix stood speechless before him, Calcraft added, ‘It is what you desired. What you are to do is what you desired.’ The doctor bowed, then retreated.

      Lemon arrived within minutes of Calcraft’s departure, depositing a small parcel of clothes and then leaving Bendix to change. The breeches were tainted with mud and a layer of mill dust, the coarse shirt reeked of stale sweat and the stockings and shoes were potent enough to make Bendix’s nose twitch as he stepped into them. The tricorn hat that had crowned Lemon’s parcel was far too large and fell about his eyes. He managed to angle it behind his ears and, refusing to pause long enough to consider how he might look, he walked up the servants’ stairs in search of Calcraft.

      The doctor was sitting in the breakfast parlour by the empty fire grate talking to himself. It was not until Bendix came through the door and the doctor paused in conversation that Sixes rose from a large armchair to acknowledge the entrance of the apprentice. He was dressed no differently, except for the absence of his great coat, which reduced him to the angles and planks of a marionette. There was, however, something graceful in his movement, even in his bow, as if he knew men well enough to adjust his behaviour in any company. Bendix noted the dark, loose skin beneath the eyes, clouded shadows of exhaustion.

      ‘Mr Bendix,’ intoned Sixes and made a slight bow in the apprentice’s direction.

      ‘Sixes,’ said Bendix, and returned the bow, less a few degrees.

      ‘Quite the dandy,’ said Sixes and Calcraft allowed himself a brief, enjoyable snort.

      ‘You look the part, Joseph. High as a dead horse. Where do you find these clothes, Mr Sixes?’

      ‘We must be going,’ replied Sixes.

      ‘Where?’ asked Bendix.

      ‘To work, sir. Is it not what you wished?’ The doctor stepped towards him and would have given him a comforting pat on the back had it not been for his costume. Instead he waved at him and pointed the strange couple to the door, then settled into his seat before the fire.

      In the mews behind Lincoln’s Inn Fields lay a pair of bony horses and a beaten cart. Without a word, Sixes mounted it and signalled for Bendix to walk beside. Bendix looked about him. The streets were beginning to empty at the first sign of darkness. Those who remained did not look as their sober parade wound east to Moorfields. The cart creaked through unmarked lanes, past the trees that sheltered the booksellers who had disappeared with the sun. Sixes paused to wrap the horses’ hooves in sackcloth to silence their tread. Then along the edge of Sodomite’s Walk and to the ditches that held suicides six inches under dirt. Bendix let his hand rest on the flank of one of the horses, drawing comfort from the snorting beast. Heavy-bellied clouds were gathering. They grew thicker and thicker until the moon was replaced by the mute promise of rain. Bendix could barely see the figure of Sixes above him. Now he kept his hand upon the horse for guidance.

      When, finally, the horses slowed and stopped, Bendix stepped back towards Sixes as he descended from his seat. They walked to the rear of the cart, where Sixes raised a cloth and handed Bendix two wooden shovels, more laborious than metal but much quieter. Draping the cloth over his shoulder, Sixes turned and walked into blackness. Bendix followed so close as to clip his heels. Sixes paused and handed him one end of a short rope.

      ‘Will the horses be stolen?’ whispered Bendix to break the darkness.

      ‘Can you see them?’ asked Sixes and tugged him forwards without waiting for an answer.

      While Sixes adjusted his pace to large flat steps, Bendix could not prevent himself from a constant stumbling, accompanied by the steady beat of oaths. He did not know how long they walked, perhaps ten minutes, perhaps half an hour. He believed that they had passed through two gates, crossed one slatted bridge, inhaled a powerful fetor of decomposing flesh, then briefly risen on a slight slope.

      Bendix was stopped by Sixes’s flattened palm against his chest. A second hand touched him lightly on the mouth, indicating silence. Ahead was the faint sound of voices. Bendix tried to hush his breathing, but it seemed so loud to him that he could not determine a single word that came from ahead. He felt the touch of Sixes’s lips against his ear.

      ‘We wait.’

      Bendix nodded. He was in another man’s country and could do little but acquiesce. They held their vigil for an hour of blackness, Sixes so still and quiet that twice Bendix had to reach out to confirm his presence. Finally the faint voices dissipated. There seemed to be nothing about them.

      ‘Do we move?’ whispered Bendix.

      ‘We wait on the moon.’

      ‘And should it not come?’

      But it did, and to their eyes, so accustomed to darkness, the weak light was enough to illuminate their immediate environs. Bendix could see the different line of night that was Sixes’s shadow. He followed it until he heard the soft sound of the spade cut the earth, then joined Sixes in their endeavour.

      The body was not buried deep, but the night was so warm that their efforts forced a heavy sweat on Bendix that revived the odours of his clothes. He could also smell wet soil, perhaps a trace of urine about the coffin. It was a roughly constructed box, a gesture of the poor. Sixes stood atop it and prized the board from its head with his crowbar.

      ‘Come now,’ he said. Bendix followed him down and together they tore the lid away.

      Even in the dark Bendix could see the marks that burned the dead man’s unbroken neck. A slim strip of dressing had been wrapped around his eyes to hide their blood from mourners. Still his face was swollen from his slow death, cheeks bloated as if filled with air, mouth open in contradiction. He wore the fine clothes he had been hanged in, dark silks that mocked his lowly demise.

      The dead did not bother Bendix when their eyes were covered. He gripped the flesh, surprisingly warm – temperature of the night rather than of the deeper soil – and slipped a rope under the arms of the body. Together the two men heaved the corpse over the lip of the grave. Once more, thought Bendix, he has entered the world head first, but this time in silence. Sixes came about and grasped the feet and led them towards the cart.

      The horses pulled them from Moorfields, and, unfamiliar as Bendix was with London, it was obvious to him that their journey would be more peripatetic than before. It was so easy, mused Bendix, to be fond of past happiness and forget that it had rejected you entirely. He looked down at his hands. Though he could not see the dirt, it was there in the crease of his knuckles, under his fingernails. Again, he remembered his exile from the moneyed classes and thought them vein and shallow. To be rich through birth was an easy, lifeless gift. There was no talent in spending, no skill to whoring. It was animalistic. Magpies scavenged, deer rutted. How much more rewarding to stain one’s hands, to pull one’s own subject from the soil rather than await delivery in the school courtyard for the bodies of dead dogs. He was earning his keep through mud and sweat. Bendix wiped his dirty hands against his coat.

      The further they were from Moorfields, the warmer Sixes became, even hailing Bendix to join him atop the cart as they passed a large, darkened inn. The mask of order and silence that had controlled his movements throughout the night now fell, and it seemed to Bendix that Sixes had quite forgotten the illicit nature of their cargo. Sixes inquired after the fashions of Paris and, while Bendix half suspected he was being antagonised, there was much relief for him in conversation, yet he grew impatient with the frivolity of Sixes’s questions.

      ‘… and yet Indian lace is never so fine as Spitalfield.’

      ‘What do we possess?’ interrupted Bendix, motioning over his shoulder to the cart.

      ‘Well done,’ said Sixes. ‘Well done.’

      ‘Tyburn?’ insisted the apprentice.

      ‘James Pink of the Waltham Blacks,’ whispered Sixes, ‘the man the doctor wished for.’

      ‘It was a particular request?’

      ‘It is what comes from such devotion to a single pursuit.’

      ‘Anatomy?’ asked Bendix and had to wait for his answer as they rolled past a pair of horsemen moving at pace from the city. The apprentice would have confessed to the holding of his breath.

      ‘’Tis hard,’ breathed Sixes quietly, ‘is it not, that honest men such as ourselves must scurry in the night for the sake of knowledge? You can ask a man, shall your soul stay within your body when you depart, and he shall say, no sir, it shall rise and join the Lord, and yet there is much concern with the flesh. I think it almost unrighteous to stop such men as you and me. We are those that enable the expansion of the mind. Why put us down?’

      Bendix nodded in agreement. ‘These are the doctor’s sentiments?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know, sir. Our discussions are simple and do not elevate themselves on to such high plains. He saves such words for his weekly dinner.’

      Bendix turned towards Sixes in the darkness. ‘You must be mistaken, he cannot have a weekly dinner. Ten days since I arrived and not one dinner has been presented.’ His tone was a touch aggrieved.

      ‘That would be on account of Mr Defoe’s stones. They were uncommon bad last week. He shall return.’

      Bendix nodded with interest. ‘Defoe and Calcraft are familiar?’

      ‘Uncommon close. I cannot speak on behalf of Defoe, yet I swear he is the doctor’s sole confederate.’

      Bendix translated his surprise into silence to ease the digestion. That he should have a single friend should not seem incredulous. That he should be a man of some reputation and knowledge, even less so. It was only Bendix’s vision that had been altered. Or rather, the dream that LaMaître had originally suggested to him: the doctor, helpless with loneliness, draining his mind for the benefit of his apprentice. Finally, Bendix said, ‘I have read Defoe’s True-Born Englishman. A wily cull, at the least. Shall he be in attendance this week?’

      ‘I would not presume the information,’ smiled Sixes, ‘but would venture it depends on the acuteness of his stones.’

      ‘Does he not beg the doctor to cut for them?’

      ‘I believe he has.’

      ‘And still he will not?’

      ‘He shall have to soon enough if he wishes to keep Defoe from the state of our Mr Pink,’ said Sixes glancing over his shoulder. ‘I beg your silence for a moment.’

      They approached the gates of London and were challenged by an elderly member of the watch. Broken with colic and propped against a staff, he could only manage a dying, ‘State thy name.’

      ‘Wild’s man,’ said Sixes and it provoked a low bow from the watch as they passed. Bendix was seized by a boyish appreciation of wrongdoing, a strange mixture of titillation coupled with the certainty that they would not be stopped.

      ‘And who would Wild be?’ inquired Bendix.

      ‘I am made of particular knowledge,’ said Sixes. ‘That is a question you may ask of any.’

      ‘Then why are you his man and not the doctor’s?’

      ‘When a man has but one master, he is bound to their desire. Choose many masters, Mr Bendix, and you shall have none.’

      ‘There are words for such men,’ said Bendix. ‘None of them complimentary.’

      Sixes made to reply, but chose silence. Bendix, confirmed in his righteous interpretation, abided the quiet all the way to the mews behind the doctor’s house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
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      Sixes placed a wooden block the size of a church kneeler on the long table, then, with Bendix’s aid, heaved the body atop so that it rested face upwards, chest protruding as if Mr Pink was caught in the arc of a spasm. Taking a small drill, Calcraft bored an inch-wide hole through a large wrinkle above Pink’s eyes and pushed a sharp hook inside his skull. The doctor grasped the rope above him and, reeling the pulleys downwards, brought the head up to attention. The angle seemed merciless to Bendix and he was thankful that Pink’s eyes remained covered. Still, he felt a curious pride. He had cut bodies before, felt no disgust dealing with the dead. He knew that bodies were obtained illegally, but never known how. It was not a talent he had ever expected to acquire.

      ‘As a student of the body,’ said Calcraft, clearing sawdust from the table, ‘you have possibly observed that the diameter of the pupil of the eye is the only aspect of man’s anatomy that does not alter in size from the moment of birth to old age. You see, Mr Bendix, this ties closely to your theory of imagination. The way we observe does not change a penny for all our years. It is the interpretation of what we see that is in flux. The mind is still the greatest lens.’

      Bendix bobbed his head in constant nodding.

      ‘The eye,’ continued Calcraft, ‘is of great consequence through the lore of myth and history. Most prized.’ He peeled off the strip of bandage that had hid the eyes of James Pink. Blood vessels had burst, leaving hundreds of scarlet spots that lent him a desperate sadness. The strain for survival had been frozen, a despairing imprint of the desire for life.
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