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To Philip and Reinhilde





Author’s Notes and Acknowledgments



I first encountered Charles Byrne in 1998 at Tate Britain art gallery, in London. His image, or rather a silhouette of a clay model of his skeleton, formed part of an installation by Christine Borland, whose work was nominated for the prestigious Turner Prize that year. To the side was a small, leather-bound volume, open at a page that gave a tantalizing glimpse into the extraordinary story of Charles Byrne, known as the Irish Giant, and his tormentor, the aptly named John Hunter.


For almost fifteen years I have wanted to tell Charles’s story, first in the form of a screenplay. Hilary Mantel’s excellent but totally different novel, The Giant, O’Brien, was published after I had written my film script, and for another five years my own version of the story remained in limbo until it was optioned by a production company. The project was shelved after a year.


Now, however, I am so thankful to have the opportunity to bring Charles Byrne’s story to a wider audience with this, the second in the series of the Dr. Thomas Silkstone Mysteries. While The Dead Shall Not Rest is essentially a novel, I have not changed the names of the three main protagonists because their stories and characters are so extraordinary, I did not want to detract from them. Charles Byrne, John Hunter, and Count Josef Boruwlaski were all real, and to a great extent I have remained, as far as is possible, faithful to their recorded characters, appearances, and actions. There is one important exception, how ever. There is no evidence to suggest that the count betrayed Charles Byrne and was instrumental in the treatment of his corpse. Boruwlaski went to live in Durham, in the north of England, and died at the age of ninety-seven. The very unsavory characters of Howison, Crouch, and Hartnett were also real.


For the purposes of dramatic unity I have compressed the action that occurred over the course of fourteen months, from April 1782 to Charles Byrne’s death in 1783. For unity of place, I have confined the action to Hunter’s home in Leicester Square, although he did not move there until 1783. Charles Byrne did not lodge with the count (who had lodgings in Jermyn Street, opposite John Hunter, for a time) but in Cockspur Street.


For readers whose interest in this period has been awakened, I can recommend no finer book on John Hunter than Wendy Moore’s The Knife Man.


As ever, I am grateful to Dr. Kate Dyerson for the benefit of her medical knowledge. My thanks also go to Patsy Pennell, Katy Eachus, and Beverley Vine for their help. Finally, my gratitude goes to my agent, Melissa Jeglinski, and to my editor, John Scognamiglio, and the team at Kensington Books, for their belief in me.


—England, 2012




 


 


If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.


—Sir Isaac Newton,
from a letter to Robert Hooke, 1675





Chapter 1



London, England,
in the Year of Our Lord 1782


Death was not sleeping in St. Bride’s churchyard that night. He was wide awake and watching, in readiness. He knew his peace was about to be disturbed. He had only claimed what was rightfully his. Dust to dust, was it not written? But there were those who wished to rob him of his precious new treasure. Fresh flowers had been laid on one of his graves, snowdrops and primroses, and he understood the prospect of new flesh was too much of a temptation for some. So he watched and he waited.


Dr. Thomas Silkstone had been there only a few hours before. The child they had laid to rest was one of his patients. Just eight years old, Evelina had suffered corruption of the flesh. A bad fall meant that a surgeon had no choice but to amputate her leg, but infection had already crept in and invaded her whole body when her distraught parents had brought their rag of a daughter to him. In life her pretty face had been twisted with pain and her flaxen hair soaked with sweat. But now that the peace of death had descended on her, it seemed as though she was merely asleep. She looked just as his own dear sister had looked when she passed at a similar age all those years ago in his native Philadelphia.


Evelina’s parents, Mary and Peter Chepp, were good, honest citizens. Evelina was their third daughter, and their second child to die before the age of ten. They had brought her to him when her blood was already poisoned. All he could do was dress the bloodied stump, clean it with oil of thyme and alum, and keep down the girl’s fever. But to no avail. The passing of any of his patients always affected Thomas, even though he knew it should not. It was all part of the circle, the endless round of birth and death that physicians dealt with daily. But when it was a child called before its time, it was all the more heartrending.


As Thomas watched the couple, standing forlornly together, overseeing the gravediggers lower the little coffin into the earth, his thoughts turned to another funeral. He recalled Lady Lydia Farrell at her mother’s interment. It had been a long and lonely winter without his beloved, with only her letters for comfort. Now that the weather was turning and spring was on its way, the coaches from London to Oxford would soon be running their daily service and he would return to Boughton to see her. He was just waiting for her word and he would be with her. Both of them agreed that it was best, out of respect for the dead and for the sake of their reputations, to keep their plans secret for the time being. If they were to announce their betrothal so soon after her late husband’s death, vicious tongues would wag once again. Thomas did not want Lydia to suffer more than she already had.


“We have paid both the undertaker and the sexton well,” Mr. and Mrs. Chepp told Thomas as the gravediggers smoothed over shovelfuls of soil, patting them into a mound. The doctor smiled and nodded reassuringly. He hoped that their monetary incentives were enough to keep the grave robbers at bay. All the same, he feared for their daughter’s safety even more than his own that night.


Now that winter had loosened its icy grip on the earth, the sack ’em up men could work with impunity. No corpse was safe. The dissecting rooms of London needed cadavers, and the anatomists did not care how they came by them or who they were. Feeding this insatiable appetite for the dead was a lucrative business for those with low enough morals and strong stomachs—and there were plenty of those—as Thomas knew only too well. He had been approached many times by such scoundrels, but had always sent them away. Once you did business with them, it was hard to break free. He had even heard of a surgeon who refused to play by their rules and woke to a rotting corpse on his doorstep the next day.


“Our Evelina will be safe,” repeated Mr. and Mrs. Chepp to Thomas as they left the graveside. “No one will steal our child.”


Now it was a late hour. The spring-guns were set around the churchyard wall, or so the sexton said. The night was moonless. A dog barked and the men appeared. There were four of them and they knuckled down to work as if they were smithies in a forge or infantrymen loading their rifles. Each knew his task and performed it efficiently. Two dug a hole down to the coffin where the head lay while the other two stretched out a canvas sheet to receive the displaced earth. They dug with short, flat, dagger-shaped pieces of wood so that the sound of iron striking stone did not alert anyone.


Within half an hour they had reached the small coffin. The lid came off effortlessly—the undertaker had seen to that—and they pulled out the girl’s body with ease. And there she was, pure and delicate, dressed in a flowing white shroud and with a garland of fresh flowers wreathed around her pretty head. Still they stripped her. Their own lives were worth more than a few grave-clothes and faded petals. They would not swing for stealing a shroud. So they bundled her, naked, into a sack. Carefully they reburied her grave-clothes and lowered the coffin back down, taking great care to smooth the surface all around. No one must know that the earth had already given up one of its newest and sweetest secrets.


The sexton, who had been watching proceedings, keeping lookout by the spring-guns which he had previously disarmed, nodded at the men. He saw them slip the sack over the wall and he knew his work was done.


All that remained was to take the booty—there were two other corpses on the cart—to Castle Street in Leicester Fields. The moon that had been so obligingly absent earlier now reappeared from behind a blanket of cloud, so that the road was easier to trace.


The cart pulled up in front of a large town house and one of the men alighted by a wooden gate. He tapped on it and a few moments later there came the sound of locks being unbolted before it creaked open. A swarthy guard appeared, lantern in hand, and nodded to the men, who were clearly expected. He returned inside and a few seconds later a drawbridge was lowered into the street and the cart was driven through. Once it was inside, the guard climbed on board. Bending down, he took a tape from around his neck and measured the length of each sack from top to bottom before opening all three of them, one after the other. Seemingly satisfied with their contents, he counted out a number of coins and handed them to the man, who signaled to the others to begin lugging the cargo off the cart and through the gate.


A few minutes later, their transaction complete, the men drove off. The guard looked up and down the street once more, making sure that no one had been privy to these unconventional business dealings, then cranked up the drawbridge again.





Chapter 2



The annual spring fair at Boughton, in the county of Oxford-shire, was in full swing and it did not take long for the crowd to swallow the little man. At first they must have taken him for a child. Measuring barely three feet tall, he was the height of a six-year-old, but this was no grubby urchin out on a thieving mission. Abandoning his usual dapper French-cut redingote, Count Josef Boruwlaski sported a drab dung-colored frockcoat to blend in with the unwashed horde and headed, virtually unremarked, into the bowels of the throng.


Each April, beginning on the first Thursday of the month, the fair was held on the estate, near the village of Brandwick, and had been for the last three hundred years. The world and his wife rubbed shoulders with each other as all manner of entertainments, contests, and sports were laid on for the general delectation of the public. There were soothsayers, who would give you good fortune if you crossed their palms with silver and curse you if you did not, and mountebanks who sold miracle cures for a variety of agues and malignant effluvia that, most often, did more harm than good. There were prizefighters and wire walkers, fire-eaters and ropedancers, jugglers and acrobats. There were pigs that could fire a cannon and horses as small as dogs. There was a man who could lick his nose with his tongue like a cow and a hermaphrodite with both breasts and male genitalia clearly visible under its breeches. But as blasé to such spectacles as the good people of Brandwick had become over the years, even they were intrigued by what was billed to appear on a raised dais at the far edge of the fairground.


As the drum rolled in the shadowy twilight, the gypsy violins and tabors fell silent, the dancing troupe was stilled, and the costermongers and quacks stopped hawking. The servant girls in their Sunday best hushed their swains, and even the painted women shut their scarlet lips as the showman’s voice rose hard and loud above the throng. All were drawn toward a makeshift stage that was flanked by two flaming torches.


“Come and see the tallest man in the world,” he cried, dressed in yellow pantaloons and wearing a curly-brimmed green hat. His face was set in a wide, almost demonic grin. “He is not six foot, not seven foot, but eight foot high,” he called into the chill air.


All eyes now focused on the stage. They did not notice the little man edging his way toward the front. Weaving past starched skirts and coarse smocks, he huffed and puffed. Buttons and brocade scratched his cheeks and boots bludgeoned his toes, but he remained steadfast in his purpose.


Now and again he would jab his elbow into a man’s buttock or tug at a lady’s skirt so that he could pass. One woman screamed when she looked down, believing him to be a cutpurse, but he managed to duck under a bridge of thighs and scurried off too quickly to be caught.


A few seconds later he reached the edge of the stage, out of breath and with his graying hair quite disheveled, but, he told himself, the excellent view was well worth the discomfort.


The drum roll grew louder and the excited murmurings from the crowd receded to a hush.


“And now, ladies and gentlemen, the moment you have all been waiting for,” called the showman, his eyes wild with excitement. “I give you, all the way from the Emerald Isle, the truly amazing Irish Giant.” He flung his arm toward the tall drapes that hung behind him from taut ropes at the back of the stage as the drum thundered. Nothing happened.


Some apprentice boys had clambered up on hay bales stacked by the stage for a better view and, emboldened by strong liquor, began to heckle.


“Where is he, then?” one called.


“Buggered off back to Ireland,” shouted another.


The showman smiled nervously and repeated himself, only this time even louder, making another sweeping gesture with his arm. “The truly amazing Giant Byrne.”


Still nothing, and a rotten cabbage landed on the stage. “Get on with it,” called a gruff voice, and the crowd started to murmur. The showman began to move backward, his face still set in a wide grin, when suddenly the drapes were drawn apart and a figure appeared in the amber glow of the torchlight.


A collective gasp of amazement rose as all eight feet of Charles Byrne, the Amazing Irish Giant, lumbered forward, causing the flimsy stage to creak and groan under his weight. He was, indeed, like a storybook ogre, with flowing black hair and arms as fat as ham hocks. Around his massive shoulders was draped a cloak, which dropped to the floor to reveal his naked torso and tight breeches. But his expression was vacant rather than vicious, and he looked more bewildered than belligerent.


Nevertheless, the showman’s expression changed instantly from one of nervous anticipation to exalted relief. “Such a giant as never was before seen on these shores,” he shouted out, barely able to contain himself, as the audience cheered and whooped.


When the cries had settled down to a murmur, the showman leaned forward. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Let me take you back through the mists of time. A time when this man’s ancestors roamed the land. The dark days.” He motioned to the giant, who began to stride purposefully from one side of the stage to the other as directed. To gasps of alarm, he then stopped to look out over the audience, shielding his eyes from the torchlight in an exaggerated pantomime gesture.


The showman continued his patter as the giant hunched his shoulders menacingly and obligingly mimed gestures to match the speech. “These evil ogres strode over the hills and dales, terrorizing our towns and villages. They slew the menfolk. They carried off our women and used them for their own gratification. They even ate our babes.”


There were more squeals from the female members of the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, this giant, this Goliath that stands before you here today, is their descendant,” cried the showman, delighting at the ensuing alarums of amazement. “Yet be not afraid, for this colossus is made of altogether gentler stuff.” The showman looked at the giant, who was still grimacing. “Gentler stuff,” he repeated, and the giant duly forced a smile. “Yet he still has the strength of a hundred men, as you will now see with your own eyes.”


The showman danced over to a large object on the center of the stage that was covered with a crimson cloth. Bending low, he removed it with a flourish to reveal a ship’s anchor.


“This anchor, ladies and gentlemen, comes from the thirty-ton lugger, the Phoenix, that was shipwrecked off the shores of Cornwall last year. It weighs half a ton, and Giant Byrne will now lift it and raise it above his head in a show of his extreme power.”


There was another sharp intake of breath from the crowd as the drum rolled and the giant, his enormous chest muscles gleaming in the torchlight, proceeded to put a leather halter around his neck. The halter was attached to a short, thick chain at the end of which was the anchor. Crouching down, with his head low, but never taking his eyes from the audience, the giant took a deep breath and began to rise slowly. As he straightened his torso, the chains began to move, too, like metal snakes uncoiling. And finally, as his legs began to straighten, so did the anchor begin to shift. It came slowly at first. Beads of sweat started to appear on the giant’s brow and some began to doubt, but then the movement hastened as he steadily lifted his arms above his head. Straining every fiber in his being, he straightened his back until, at last, the anchor left the ground and was clearly suspended from the halter around his neck.


The crowd erupted into loud applause. “Bravo, bravo,” they called. The showman grinned and gestured to the giant to take a bow. Looking bewildered by all the noise, he simply nodded and let the anchor drop slowly down onto the stage. Ignoring the crowd’s adulation, he then turned toward the drapes and would have disappeared again from view had the showman not lunged after him. He took him by the arm and pulled him back to face his admiring audience once more.


“Bow again, you dolt,” he said through clenched teeth, his face still holding a grin. “Bow.”


The giant did bow, from the waist this time. But there was no satisfied smile, only a pained look. As a crookbacked youth passed around a hat to collect a few paltry coins, the showman led him off the stage through the drapes and down wooden steps to a tent that was pitched nearby.


The crowd now dispersed as quickly as it had formed, tempted by the many other delights of the fair, leaving the little man at the front of the stage. For the past ten minutes he had been pinioned to the wooden fascia board, having to force his head back to watch the show that played out above him. His neck was now exceedingly stiff, but he was glad that he had witnessed the spectacle firsthand.


Lady Lydia Farrell was also glad to have seen the show. Her carriage was parked on a ridge above the natural amphitheater of the fairground. She remembered visiting the fair as a small child and still loved the sights and sounds of it, albeit from a distance these days. Her father had always been happy to allow the didicoys and dancing troupes to park their wagons on the edge of the Boughton estate for the duration of the fair, and she was please to continue the tradition.


On this particular occasion she observed proceedings through a pair of opera glasses from the comfort of her carriage. Her view had not been completely satisfactory, but it had sufficed for her purposes. It would not have been seemly for her to mix among the vulgar people, especially as she had been widowed only a few months before. Nor did she wish to be seen in her carriage, so she wore a hooded cape that she pulled down low, covering the top half of her face.


As the crowd dwindled she watched her envoy approach.


“So, Count,” said Lydia as the little man was helped into her carriage. “What do you think?”


“I think there is much to discuss, your ladyship,” he replied. Lydia nodded. They would talk about what they had just seen over dinner at Boughton Hall and then decide whether or not to proceed with their course of action the following day.





Chapter 3



“God’s truth, but it cannot be!” Thomas Silkstone stared incredulously at the Daily Gazetteer. He was sitting by a spluttering fire in the study of his London home, which he shared with his mentor and friend, Dr. William Carruthers.


“What is it, young fellow?” asked the old man, who sat opposite him, cradling a brandy in his arthritic hands. It was the custom every evening, after dinner, for the young anatomist to read out the latest obituaries. Dr. Carruthers may have lost his sight a few years back, but his wit and intellect remained razor sharp.


“Sir Tobias Charlesworth is dead.”


“Charlesworth, from St. George’s?”


“Yes.” The young doctor ran an agitated hand through his hair in a state of bewilderment. “I was speaking with him only last week. He asked me if I would look at some specimens he had recently acquired.”


Dr. Carruthers looked shocked. “When? How?”


“On Tuesday. It does not say how,” replied Thomas, frowning.


“He was a fine surgeon,” reflected the old man. “And a good card player!”


Thomas sighed. Such a loss. He had the utmost respect for Sir Tobias, who had always shown him the greatest of courtesies when others did not because he came from the Colonies. As the chief surgeon at St. George’s Hospital he had also kept a firm grasp on the professional conduct of other surgeons and physicians. Thomas knew them to be a pompous, priggish band of men, more concerned with their reputations than the welfare of their patients. They closed their eyes to the squalor around them in the hospital wards and their minds to any advances in surgery.


“Yes, he will be sorely missed,” he said.


“I pity the poor devil who takes his place,” reflected Dr. Carruthers. “Those surgeons would sooner be at each other’s throats than their patients’.”


Thomas knew what he said to be true. There was so much infighting for power and reputation at the hospital that he was glad not to be part of it.


“Gunning, Keate, and Walker: I’d sooner show my neck to a hangman than trust it to any of those mealy-mouthed sycophants,” chuntered his mentor.


“The funeral is tomorrow, sir,” said Thomas, ignoring the old doctor’s ranting.


“What? Oh, yes, funeral, you say?” he replied, suddenly aware that he was letting his temper get the better of him. “Then we must go and pay our respects.”


It seemed as if the entire London medical fraternity was gathered at St. James’s Church in Jermyn Street to pay tribute to Sir Tobias. From the chief physician to the king down to the lowliest apprentice at St. George’s, they bowed their heads in remembrance of a respected colossus among their ranks. Hymns were sung, psalms read, and eulogies delivered in an air of reverence and gratitude for a life lived in the service of medicine.


Afterward, when they emerged from the gloom of the church into the sunlight of a spring day, Thomas found himself shepherding Dr. Carruthers between old acquaintances eager to see their friend, who so rarely ventured out in public these days. They greeted him fondly, patted him on the back, and inquired after his health, seemingly oblivious to the earnest-looking young man standing self-consciously by his side.


“Well, if it isn’t Carruthers!”


“Carruthers, my dear fellow!”


“How are you faring, dear chap?”


“Terrible shame about Charlesworth.”


The chorus of genial salutations and commiserations went on for some time, making Thomas feel slightly awkward. Even though this was his sixth year in this great city, he remained very much an outsider. He was still dismissed among his profession as simply “that colonist.” Ever since his evidence at the trial of Lydia’s husband, Captain Michael Farrell, had catapulted him to fame in the newssheets, his peers had regarded him with suspicion. “A self-publicist,” they said. “Too clever for his own good! An upstart, a parvenu!”


Added to this the British Prime Minister, Lord North, had just resigned over the war with America, making his position even more awkward among those, and there were many in his circle, who would rather cut off their own limbs than give his homeland its independence. All he could do was look solemn and nod until, after what seemed like an age, he became aware of someone standing close behind him.


“Is it Dr. Silkstone?” came an unfamiliar voice.


Thomas turned to see a young man, in his early twenties, he guessed, with a pleasing smile and a confident manner.


“Yes, I am he,” he said, relieved that at last someone was acknowledging his presence.


“I am a great admirer of your work, sir,” said the young man, bowing politely.


Thomas was flattered. “Thank you, Mr. . . .”


“Giles Carrington is my name. I am a student at St. George’s.”


“Then you will be mourning the loss of your master,” said Thomas.


“Indeed, we all are,” he agreed.


“I was speaking with him only the other day. He seemed well enough then. His death must have come as a great shock,” ventured Thomas.


Carrington looked grave. “Yes. He was struck down with a sudden apoplexy and was dead when they found him in his office.”


“Terrible shame.”


“Yes. Mr. Hunter says ’twill be hard to find a man who cares more for the hospital,” replied the young man.


“Mr. Hunter,” repeated Thomas.


Carrington shrugged. “Forgive me. John Hunter is my mentor.”


Thomas had heard of this Mr. Hunter. His antics were the talk of the coffeehouses and cockpits. It was said that he would pickle anything that moved and dissect anything that died. It was said he kept strange and exotic animals that roamed around in his gardens. It was said that he carried out all sorts of experiments on these creatures. There was even a rumor he had grafted a human tooth onto a cock’s comb and slit open a dog’s belly while it was alive. If he carried out such abominations on animals, then perhaps he would do such a thing to humans, too!


“I am told his methods are slightly,” he searched for a diplomatic term, “unorthodox,” he said.


Carrington laughed. “You could say that, I suppose, sir.”


Just then, the object of their conversation appeared in person, although had they not been introduced, Thomas would have taken the surgeon for an artisan or a shopkeeper. Instead of sporting a wig, customary for a man of his years, John Hunter wore his tawny-colored hair in a ponytail, and a stubbly beard sprouted from his chin. His topcoat was stained and frayed around the cuffs and his manner was bluff and discourteous.


“Stop ya prattlin’, Carrington. There’s work to be done,” he barked, ignoring Thomas altogether. To the young doctor’s ear, he did not sound like a gentleman at all, and his accent was thick and unfamiliar.


Carrington looked sheepish. “I must go, Dr. Silkstone, but it was good to meet you.”


Realizing he was interrupting a conversation the anatomist turned to Thomas.


“Silkstone, eh? Yes, I’ve heard of you,” he growled in a low burr before walking off again, his student following obediently behind.


* * *


“John Hunter. There’s a rare one,” chortled Carruthers. Thomas and his mentor were talking over dinner later that evening after returning to their home in Hollen Street. They had been a little later than planned, and pinch-faced Mistress Fine-silver, both their housekeeper and cook, and a woman neither liked to trifle with, had burned the venison pie.


“Now, there are two brothers who could not be less alike, or close. William and he are as chalk and cheese,” continued the old doctor.


Of course Thomas knew of both the Hunter brothers. The elder, William, lived in a very grand house nearby and had attended at the births of several of the royal children. But of John he knew less, and the many rumors he had heard were all scurrilous.


“How so?” pressed Thomas, his appetite whetted by his mentor’s enigmatic choice of words rather than the burnt offering on the plate before him.


“John is a maverick,” mused Carruthers. “But a brilliant one, nevertheless. It has taken time for his light to shine.” He chuckled again. “He told me once that when no one turned up for a lecture he dragged a skeleton into the room, seated it, and addressed his talk to him!”


Thomas raised an eyebrow. “But now, I trust, he attracts a good-sized audience.”


Carruthers gulped his claret and tilted his head to one side in thought. “He has his followers, Athenians around their Socrates. But I wouldn’t recommend you adopt all of his methods, young fellow. By Jove, I would not.”


Thomas was bemused. “Why is that, sir?”


The old doctor huffed. “Let’s just say he strays onto the wrong side of the law on occasions. There’s nothing he won’t do for a good corpse.”


Thomas nodded knowingly. He could tell by Hunter’s very appearance and manner that he would feel more at home in a spit-and-sawdust tavern than a genteel London salon. He was about to say as much when a knock at the door interrupted the conversation. Mistress Finesilver stood on the threshold looking even more out of sorts than usual. He wondered why she seemed so agitated. Had he not given her the nightly dose of laudanum she so enjoyed?


“Begging pardon, sirs, but a messenger has just brought this letter from Boughton Hall. He said it was urgent.”


Thomas nodded and took the folded paper from the housekeeper.


“Urgent, eh?” queried the old doctor, wiping his chin with his napkin.


“Yes,” replied Thomas. “It seems Lady Lydia needs me as soon as I am able to be there.”





Chapter 4



On the second day of the fair the showman sat on the steps of his painted wagon after the evening’s performance, swigging beer from a pot. His large hat was planted on the back of his head. The heavy kohl makeup that lined his eyes was smudged and his rouged lips had bled at the edges. He let out a loud belch and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.


As he drew closer, Count Boruwlaski could make out the faded letters painted in gold on the side panel of the wagon. THE GREATEST WONDERS OF THE WORLD, they proclaimed. A few feet away a large red and yellow tent was pitched. Inside, lights had been lit, and he knew the giant was inside because he could see his silhouette on the canvas. It made him appear even more enormous, but the dwarf was not fazed. Without hesitating he grasped hold of the tent flap and drew it aside. The giant did not notice him at first. Nor did the crookbacked youth. They were both sitting on the floor, eating hunks of bread like ravenous dogs.


The little man glanced around the tent. In the far corner he could make out a large wooden crate. He could hear a low growl, and from the stench of it, he guessed it held an animal. He did not wish to alarm the giant, nor the youth, but neither had noticed him, so he cleared his throat as loudly as he could.


The giant, who was sitting cross-legged, swiveled ’round on his rear and looked up toward the tent opening. At first he did not spot the little man in the shadows. “Who’s th-there?” he spluttered through a mouthful of bread.


The dwarf was fearful he would alert the showman. The crookback turned awkwardly and also looked toward the opening. Straining his eyes, he could make out the small form of the count.


“Who’s there?” he repeated, rising and limping toward him.


The count drew himself up to his full three feet three inches, puffing up his chest and sticking out his chin. “I wish to speak with Mr. Byrne,” he said in a strange accent that marked him as a foreigner.


The giant frowned, looked at the crookback, and then peered down at the dapper dwarf. His eyes filled with wonderment, like a child seeing its first flakes of snow fall.


“Come closer where we can see you,” ordered the youth.


The little man held his nerve and stepped forward so that the light from the rush lamps clothed him in a soft glow. He, too, could see more clearly. There was a large carpet on the ground, such as he believed came from old Araby, and in the far corner the crate did, indeed, hold an animal—a black cat the size of a wolf. He had seen something similar at the court of the Holy Roman Empress Maria Theresa in the Hofburg in Vienna, but it had broken loose and killed several peacocks. The creature fixed a stare on him and growled, louder this time, probably anticipating its next meal, thought the little man.


“What do you want with me, dwarf?” boomed the giant. His voice was as deep as a rumble of thunder but he spoke slowly and deliberately, as if each word needed to be shaped with the utmost care. He did not mean to be frightening, but the sound he made was so great that the dwarf jumped and put his tiny finger up to his lips in the hope that the giant would speak more softly. He looked over his shoulder to see if the boom had alerted the showman, but satisfied it had not, he continued. “Permit me to introduce myself, sir. I am Count Josef Boruwlaski from Poland,” he said in a hoarse whisper.


The crookback let out a shrill laugh and pointed a mocking finger. “You, a nobleman?”


“Indeed I am,” he replied haughtily. “And I am come to make you an offer, sir,” he said, addressing the giant. He tugged hard at his brindle waistcoat, which had risen above his plump midriff.


“And what might th-that be?” asked Byrne.


“I, too, am blessed with”—he gave a self-conscious little cough—“with unusual physical attributes. But I have used them to my very great advantage.”


“You have?” mocked the crookback.


“You have?” echoed the giant. The count nodded, puffing out his chest.


“Yes, but I am pleased to say I have confined my activities to polite society: ladies and gentlemen of considerable breeding, who are indeed curious, but never crude; patronizing, but never plebian.”


The giant shook his head. “There’s naught to choose ’twixt a rich man’s stare and a poor man’s,” he said, adding ruefully, “They can both wound.”


“True, but surely the pain is more bearable if it is paid for handsomely?” countered the little man.


The crookback nodded. “You could eat proper. Not just the scraps he gives you,” he suggested to the giant.


“Indeed so,” replied the count. “Whole capons and mutton pies could be yours.”


The idea of a plentiful supply of food was clearly appealing to the colossus.


“And just where might I f-find these ladies and gentlemen?” he asked, shifting on his haunches.


“Why, in London, sir!” cried the count.


The giant’s eyes widened, but he remained silent, as if trying to grasp the prospect of traveling to the capital city of England. Thinking he might need a little more persuading, the count went on: “Just think of the fine clothes and the soft bed and . . .”


“That matters not,” spat Byrne, spraying the dwarf with his saliva.


The little man was taken aback. “Forgive me, sir.”


The giant shook his head. “ ’Tis not wealth I am wanting,” he moaned.


The crookback limped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “ ’Tis justice he is after, sir,” said the boy.


“Justice?” repeated the count. “How so?”


Charles Byrne took a deep breath and motioned to the little man to sit beside him in a gesture of friendship. “I seek a royal pardon for my da.”


The dwarf raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” The count frowned, looking at Charles.


“He says he does,” chimed in the crookback. “Says he needs to speak with King George himself.”


Boruwlaski nodded sympathetically and then smiled. “You see this ring?” He held up his hand and pointed to a large diamond twinkling in the torchlight. “It was given me by the daughter of the great Empress Maria Theresa, Marie Antoinette. She is the Queen of France now.”


The crookback lunged forward, grabbed the dwarf’s digit, and bit the diamond hard. “ ’Tis real,” he cried gleefully.


The count rubbed his hand. “I do not lie,” he retorted, darting a contemptuous look at the ruffian who had yanked at his ring finger. “I enjoyed great favor in the courts of Europe.” Then, turning back to Charles, he said: “There are ways of gaining an audience with His Majesty King George.”


The giant’s usually vacant face broke into a broad smile. “Then, sir, I will come with you,” he said, and he proffered his hand to the little man, whose own hand would have fitted inside at least a dozen times.


“You’re not going anywhere,” came a voice from the entrance. All eyes turned to see the showman, dark circles of kohl under his eyes, standing, glaring at them. There was no trace of the broad grin he had worn on the stage and in his right hand he held a long cane. “Well, well, well: a giant and a dwarf. What a pretty pair you make,” he cried, his voice tinged with menace.


Charles Byrne’s shoulders slumped and his head bowed instantly, as if he had become a child again as his master drew nearer. The showman rested his gaze on the count and looked him up and down mockingly.


“So, dwarf, you would steal my giant for your own troupe, would you?” he sneered, stroking the count’s head condescendingly, as if he were a cat.


Boruwlaski swallowed hard. “I did not know that you owned Mr. Byrne, sir.”


The showman narrowed his eyes. “Indeed I do,” he said, circling the little man and throwing the cane from one hand to the other like a baton. But the count refused to be intimidated.


“Then you must tell me your price,” he said, looking upward to meet the showman’s gaze.


“So you would bargain with me, dwarf?”


“Indeed I would, sir.”


“But you are in a very weak position.”


“How so?” asked the count disingenuously. The showman let out a cruel laugh and bent down so that his face leveled with the dwarf’s.


“Can’t you count, Count?” he sneered. “There are three of us and,” he sniggered, “only half of you. We could feed you to that cat over there and it would still be hungry.” He pointed to the crate with his cane. The creature growled and the dwarf began to feel decidedly uneasy.


“I have money, sir,” he blurted as the bully continued to circle.


“I am sure you do,” the showman agreed, gesturing to the crookback, who limped forward and rifled through the count’s coat pockets. He pulled out a drawstring purse and held it aloft before handing it to his master. The showman tossed it in the air and caught it.


“A goodly weight.” He smiled.


“Twenty guineas,” informed the count.


“Twenty guineas,” repeated his tormentor. “So you would buy my giant for twenty guineas?”


At these words, Byrne, who had sat passively on the carpet until this point, looked up. “I am n-not your giant,” he said slowly, and with that he began to rise, uncrossing his legs and kneeling up, so that he was now the same height as the showman.


“What did you say?” the showman asked incredulously.


“I am not your giant,” he repeated, only this time more assuredly. “My ancestors were kings in Ireland, great leaders of men. I’ll be doing your bidding no more.”


The showman sneered once again. “We’ll see who’s the master,” he cried, raising his cane above his head to strike. The giant, however, was too quick for him and stayed his hand. Then, taking the cane, he snapped it in two in front of his shocked master’s eyes.


“You do not own me,” repeated the giant. “And Charles Byrne cannot be bought. I will go with the dwarf to L-London.” With those words he eased himself up, still bending forward so that his head did not touch the canvas of the tent, and began to walk toward the entrance.


“Not so fast,” cried the showman, darting in his way. “Crook-back, the cat!” he shouted, pointing at the crate.


“Are you mad?” exclaimed the count.


The boy, too, simply looked at his master as if he had lost his senses.


“The cat!” he screamed. “Open the cage.” The animal let out a roar as if it scented blood, but the urchin remained transfixed. “Then I will do it myself,” shouted the showman above the creature’s tumult, and he strode toward the crate.


He grasped the lever and was just about to pull up the hatch when suddenly there came a woman’s voice at the entrance of the tent.


“I would not do that if you value your life, sir,” cried Lydia above the din.


The showman stopped dead in his tracks and turned to see the gentlewoman, standing perfectly poised a few feet away.


“And who might you be?” he asked, looking askance at the diminutive figure draped in a long, black, hooded cloak.


“I, sir, am Lady Lydia Farrell, and I own the land on which you stand,” she replied.


The showman began to walk toward her, smirking. “You do, do you?” he chided.


“Indeed I do, and unless you go immediately, leaving the giant here, I will have you arrested for the theft of twenty guineas.”


The showman unclenched the hand that held the purse and looked at it for a moment. He then leered at her before throwing it down hard to the ground. “Curse you,” he muttered under his breath.


“Now leave, before I call the peace constables,” she ordered in a voice that belied her size. “Men have hanged for much less.”


The showman began to mouth oaths. “A curse on you and your seed,” he said as he charged past Lydia, cuffing the count on the head as he went.


“I want you off the Boughton estate within the hour, otherwise I will add assault to the charges,” she called after him as he stormed off to his wagon.


The crookback began to follow sheepishly, but just as he was at the entrance to the tent, the count caught hold of him by the waist of his breeches.


“Here’s two guineas, boy,” he said, shoving the coins into his dirty palm. “Use them wisely.”


The startled servant smiled, showing a mouthful of yellow tombstone teeth, and limped off in the opposite direction to his master, leaving Lydia and the count with the giant standing in shocked silence, none of them quite believing what had just passed.


Feeling a sudden shiver, Lydia drew her cloak around her.


“You are cold, my lady,” remarked Boruwlaski.


“Yes, a little,” replied Lydia, knowing that she was shaking with fear and anger rather than the chill. She looked up at the giant. He was, indeed, so amazingly tall and yet she could see in his eyes that he was so very vulnerable at the same time. “You are in good hands now, Mr. Byrne,” she assured him. “On the morrow, God willing, Dr. Silkstone will arrive and all will be well.”


* * *


Wrapped in a shawl against the nip of an easterly wind, Emily O’Shea braved the labyrinth of narrow lanes of St. Giles. She ducked and dived her way under the dripping carcasses of meat strung across the alleyways of the butchers’ shambles and dodged around the gaping hatches that opened up in the ground by alehouses. Overhead the signs of makers and shopkeepers were caught now and again by a brisk gust and creaked plaintively on their hinges. She was anxious to reach her home before nightfall. The messenger boy had said she was needed urgently and the housekeeper, Mistress Goodbody, had given her leave for the night, but she was to be back at work by first light.


She reached her destination shortly before six o’clock and paused for a moment outside a dilapidated gate as if composing her thoughts before climbing a flight of rickety stairs into the rookeries. The walls were green with moss and the last vestiges of daylight could be seen through a hole in the roof. At the top of the landing she reached a doorway. Children were running hither and thither, one almost sending her flying. Yet above the general din she could still hear a baby’s cries from within. She knocked.


“ ’Tis Emily,” she called, hoping her voice would be heard over the noise. A moment later a woman answered, the screaming baby firmly planted on her hip.


“I came as soon as I could. What is it, Ma?” she asked anxiously.


Her mother’s face was drawn and gaunt and her breastbone protruded from the top of her bodice. “ ’Tis your gran. She’s been calling for you these past few nights,” she shouted above the baby’s bawl. She opened the door wide onto a cramped, unlit room. Soiled rushes were scattered thinly across the floor. Another child, a boy of no more than six, played with a bone.


“She’s been talking shite, she ’as,” mumbled a man, who sprawled in a chair in the corner, swigging liquor. When Mad Sam O’Shea wasn’t addled by strong drink he would hawk anything he could get his grubby hands on. He’d even have sold his own daughter if the price had been right, but thankfully for Emily she had found service before that could happen.


“Rambling on and on,” said her mother, leading Emily over to a cot in the corner. The girl looked at the old crone. The woman lay on her back with her eyes shut and sunken into her skull. Her emaciated body was covered by a filthy sack. Emily stretched out a reluctant hand to touch her. Her skin felt like cold parchment.


“ ’Tis me, Gran,” she said softly.


At the sound of her voice, Grandmother Tooley’s eyes opened in an instant, startling the girl.


“Thank the Lord you’re here, child,” she croaked, taking her granddaughter’s hand. “You need to know.”


“Know what?” Emily frowned.


The old woman tugged her hand so that Emily bent down low. Her grandmother reeked of piss.


“He’s coming soon,” she whispered.


“Who, Gran? Who?”


“The tall man,” said Grandmother Tooley, lifting herself up on twig-thin arms.


Emily’s mother now joined her daughter, the babe still screaming on her hip.


“She makes no sense,” she said, shaking her head.


“Who, Gran? Who’s coming?” repeated Emily.


“The tall man from across the water,” said the old woman, looking at the young girl intently before dropping back into the cot and closing her eyes once more.





Chapter 5



Thomas arrived at Boughton Hall just as the last rays of the April sun were setting on the Chiltern Hills, turning them burnished gold. He had taken the coach from London to Oxford at first light, then been met by Lydia’s head groom, Jacob Lovelock, in a chaise. He was tired and sore from being jounced about in the carriage and anxious as to what he might find on his arrival. Lydia had not specified why she wanted to see him urgently, only that she had a special visitor who needed his help.


The carriage turned into the imposing wrought-iron gates that marked the boundary of the estate and started up the long drive toward the hall. The long shadows of the trees began to mingle and dissipate into twilight. A week of dry weather had followed on from heavy spring rains, and the ruts in the driveway were deep and hard as clay, making Thomas’s ride even more uncomfortable. But the surroundings were reassuringly familiar to him and he relished the silhouette of the family chapel as it came into view, knowing that Boughton itself lay just over the brim of the hill beyond.


He had just reached for his hat on the opposite seat in preparation for alighting when one of the horses let out a terrible whinny and reared up. He felt the carriage lurch and heard Lovelock try to calm the other three mares. But it was too late. The chaise veered off the drive and Thomas felt its back wheel drop into the ditch, knocking him sideways.


Scrambling to his feet, he managed to haul himself up and look out of the window. Lovelock, who had been riding postilion, had jumped out of the saddle and was holding the bridle of the lead horse, trying to calm it. It still appeared uneasy, its eyes full of fear, and Thomas looked up the track to see what might have caused it to rear. He did not have to search long. Standing in the middle of the drive, a few yards away, was a huge figure of a man. He guessed he must have been at least eight feet tall and was as wide as a sedan. As he walked up to Lovelock, Thomas was amazed to see that this stranger’s hips were level with the groom’s head. He had never seen anyone like him before, not even in his medical books, and for a moment he abandoned all his professional training and allowed his jaw to drop open in amazement.


“Calm yourself now, girl,” Lovelock urged the mare. He did not seem shocked or disconcerted by the giant apparition that stood a few feet away. “Perhaps you could give us a hand, Mr. Byrne,” he called.


The figure approached slowly. “I-I am s-sorry,” he stuttered in a voice as deep as thunder. The mare champed at the bit once more.


“Can ye get ’round the back? The wheel’s stuck,” called Lovelock, still holding on to the mare’s bridle as she sauntered and sallied on the spot.


Thomas looked out of the carriage window in wonderment as he watched the man position his shoulder under the wheel arch and lift up the entire carriage out of the rut and back onto the driveway without so much as breaking into a sweat.


“Will ye need a ride?” enquired Lovelock of the giant.


“No. I’ll walk, so I will,” he replied, waving a large hand dismissively in the air.


“All’s well, sir?” the groom called back to a bemused Thomas.


“Yes. Yes indeed.” He nodded, leaning out of the window.


Lovelock climbed back onto the lead mare, and with a gentle nudge the horses started off up the drive once more, leaving Charles Byrne alone in the encroaching dusk to make his own way back to the hall.


* * *


Lydia had been watching for Thomas’s carriage from an upstairs room and saw it crest the hill, its shape silhouetted against an orange sky. She was seated in the drawing room, her skirts arranged in a fan around her, when Howard the butler ushered the young doctor in. She waited until he had left the room to fetch refreshments before rising and rushing forward to greet Thomas.


“My love, it is so good to see you,” she blurted, burying her face in Thomas’s coat.


“And you, my beloved,” he replied, holding her tightly, breathing in her scent. It had been almost five months since they had last held each other, and for a few snatched moments they simply found each other’s lips until Howard’s footsteps could be heard once more.


Decorum quickly reestablished itself as tea was poured, but Howard was dismissed as soon as possible, leaving them alone to talk.


“But is all well?” asked Thomas, remembering Lydia’s urgent note. “You have a visitor?” Her garbled message had simply told Thomas that she knew of someone who urgently needed his help.


She nodded, as if suddenly recalling the reason for his arrival, which had been lost in the excitement of his presence. “A visitor. Yes. Indeed. I am most anxious for you to meet him.”


“I think I may have seen him already,” said Thomas.


“Mr. Byrne?”


“He must be one of the tallest men in the world.”


“Indeed so,” replied Lydia. “And cruelly abused.”


“How so?”


“By a showman at the fair.”


Thomas knew of such cases where nonconformity to nature’s norm meant curiosities would be exhibited. In inns and hostelries in his own homeland he had seen a dead whale caught in the Delaware River and a strange beast from Russia that was part bear, part camel. These were harmless distractions and amusements, but soon they had taken on a more sinister mantle. A Negro slave with a rare skin condition that turned him from black to white or a woman without arms or legs who could paint holding a brush in her mouth drew in much bigger crowds.


“And you have freed him?” he asked her.


Lydia smiled. “Mr. Byrne will be a guest here for as long as he wishes.”


At that moment the door opened. “And here is another of my guests,” said Lydia. Thomas looked down in amazement to see a small figure approaching him confidently despite his bandied gait. He was dressed for dinner in a fine brocade jacket and a lace cravat all tailored in perfect proportion to his tiny frame.


“Count Josef Boruwlaski, I would like you to meet Dr. Thomas Silkstone,” said Lydia.


The little man stopped in front of Thomas, who was trying to hide his surprise. “Lady Lydia has told me much about you and your skills, Dr. Silkstone,” he greeted him cheerily, bowing low.


“My late father and the count met in Warsaw many years ago and became firm friends,” explained Lydia.


“I have decided to make England my home, and her ladyship kindly invited me to stay,” added the dwarf.


“And I know her ladyship will do everything to ensure you are made to feel welcome,” replied the young doctor.


Lydia could see that Thomas was still bemused by his extraordinary encounters all within the space of the last few minutes. “But you must be exhausted, Dr. Silkstone,” she said cheerfully. “Howard will show you to your room and then we can talk further over dinner.”


Thomas smiled graciously. He hoped that after he had washed and changed his clothes he would be able to make more sense of the situation than he could at the present. There was obviously some good reason for Lydia to be playing host to these, the tallest and smallest of men, at Boughton Hall, and he was eager to find out more. He said simply: “Thank you, your ladyship,” and took his leave.


An hour later the doctor returned to the drawing room feeling refreshed. Lydia was now dressed for dinner, too, and he found her speaking to a mutual old acquaintance.


“Sir Theodisius,” greeted Thomas, outstretching his hand. The portly Oxford coroner had helped him solve the mystery of Lydia’s husband’s death the year before. He had since been a great comfort to her in her widowhood. On this occasion he was accompanied by his wife, Lady Harriet, whom he called Hetty; a nervous woman, as thin as her husband was wide.


“Good to see you again, Silkstone,” said Sir Theodisius, giving Thomas a firm handshake.


“And you, sir,” replied the young anatomist, smiling broadly.


“So, her ladyship wishes you to meet her mystery guest, I believe,” said the coroner.


“Indeed,” said Thomas, still unsure of the role Lydia wanted him to play.


At that moment Howard opened the door and in walked the count, this time accompanied by the giant. For a moment the two men stood side by side, framed by the doorway, and the extraordinary sight caused Sir Theodisius to choke on his glass of sack.


“Gentlemen, I am delighted to introduce Mr. Charles Byrne.” Lydia beamed.


This time Thomas was able to check his own fascination. He willed his eyes not to stray over the giant’s frame and his expression not to betray his utter amazement. It would not be seemly at such a gathering. Any professional interest he showed must be confined to a medical examination, he told himself.


Mr. Byrne, however, looked decidedly ill at ease.


“And where is your home, sir?” ventured Thomas, trying to make polite conversation.


“I c-come from Ireland, sir, that I do, sir,” replied Byrne, his gaze firmly fixed to the floor.


“It is a great pleasure to meet you,” said the doctor, trying to ease the giant’s awkwardness. Even so, he could not help noting with his physician’s eye that his tongue appeared far too big for his mouth as a thread of spittle dribbled down his chin.


“And you are come to show yourself?” enquired Sir Theodisius, taking up the conversation.


Before the giant could formulate a reply, however, Lydia cut in.


“Dinner is served, I believe,” she told her guests, and Thomas duly offered her his arm to accompany her into the dining room.


Lydia had ordered Mistress Claddingbowl, the cook, to prepare at least twice as much food as she would normally for a dinner party of this size.


“We have some hearty appetites to feed,” she had told her prior to her marketing.


The company feasted on roast mutton and stewed carp, and no one turned a hair when Mr. Byrne helped himself to a whole pheasant. Indeed, Sir Theodisius deemed it politic to follow suit.


The count appeared, thought Thomas, to be as witty and erudite as Mr. Byrne was morose and his conversation flowed as freely as the wine, although the little man declined to drink anything strong himself.


“I have drunk only water since 1760,” he declared, raising his glass in a toast. “I believe it keeps the intellects sharper and the body healthier.”


“Then we shall drink to your continued good health.” Sir Theodisius smiled.


“And to yours, Mr. Byrne,” added Thomas, even though he doubted his health was, indeed, good.


Throughout the meal the giant remained quiet, concentrating on his food rather than the conversation. Lydia smiled as the servants cleared away the plates.


“Lady Pettigrew and I shall withdraw now and leave you gentlemen to your port,” she said, rising from the table. As she did so, she turned to Thomas and whispered: “The count will explain everything.”


While the others imbibed glasses of port and, to Sir Theodisius’s delight, a whole Stilton cheese, the count did embark on an explanation for Mr. Byrne’s presence, but he started with his own story.


Thomas found himself listening intently as the little man began to tell them of his upbringing in his native Polish Russia. “My parents were of middle size,” he began. “They had six children, five sons and one daughter. Three of these children grew to above the middle stature, whilst the two others, like myself, reached only that of children in general at the age of four or five.” When his father died, when he was aged just nine, his mother was persuaded to let her son live with a noblewoman, and from then on fortune shone upon the boy. His wit and good manners, which had clearly not deserted him, thought Thomas, endeared him to aristocratic women and opened the door to the courts of Europe. “I have enjoyed great patronage and the love of many beautiful women,” proclaimed the little man with a twinkle in his eye.
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