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About the Book


1760. Seductive Lucy Dove is the toast of London’s Covent Garden stage. Troublesome young Matthew Hemsley – pupil of Robert Fairfax, private tutor and amateur sleuth – is not the first to be smitten by her.


Fairfax has strict orders from Matthew’s wealthy father to make sure the young man behaves on his first visit to the capital. But the task proves difficult when Matthew falls in with rakish company, bringing him ever closer to Lucy.


So when Lucy is found strangled, with a dazed Matthew on her doorstep – unable to remember what he has done, Fairfax must find a way to prove his pupil’s innocence or, in the face of damning evidence, Matthew will hang . . .




About the Author


Hannah March was born and brought up in Peterborough on the edge of the Fens and was a student on the University of East Anglia MA Course in Creative Writing under Malcolm Bradbury and Angela Carter.




Also By Hannah March


The Complaint of the Dove


The Devil’s Highway


A Distinction of Blood


Death Be My Theme


A Necessary Evil




Praise


‘THE COMPLAINT OF THE DOVE has more than a charismatic protagonist. March has created a felicitously realised Georgian mystery, and setting a detective novel in the age of Moll Flanders is a masterstroke . . . THE DEVIL’S HIGHWAY is equally as exuberant’


The Times


‘A clever and accomplished first novel . . . witty and convincing; for fans of period dramas such as Moll Flanders and Tom Jones, this will slip down like a cup of sherbet’


Scotland on Sunday


‘A gloriously rich tale of London at its grandest and seamiest, well told, at a cracking pace’


Newcastle upon Tyne Evening Chronicle


‘Written well with a great deal of self-assurance. I liked the period detail and the characterisation of the large cast of suspects’


Deryn Lake, Shots




Chapter One


‘Mr Fairfax, do you suppose it’s true what the old gossip said? About the late King dying on the privy?’


Robert Fairfax was woolgathering. Through the coach window, the top of Highgate Hill had given him a view of their destination: the lights of a great city in a shawl of smoke. The sight of London had seized his mind, stirring memories, quickening both excitement and foreboding. At his pupil’s words, spoken in a voice far from a whisper, he started and glanced over with alarm at the old lady seated opposite them; but their travelling companion, who had regaled them with the ripest of gossip all the way from Norfolk, was now sound asleep.


‘The old King? It’s a credible notion. They say he was a martyr to the constipation,’ Fairfax said. ‘Poor creature. Frustrated to the end. Still, he had been a reprobate in his time, so perhaps the Almighty chose to deny him a last satisfaction.’


‘And the new King’s not three-and-twenty. Prodigious young to be a king, ain’t it?’ said Matthew Hemsley, who was nineteen.


‘There’ll be no want of people anxious to guide him. Why, there must be such a scramble for favour at St James’s, it’s a wonder we can’t see the dust rise from here. Would you change places, Matthew?’


Fairfax’s pupil grinned. ‘Well, I would greatly relish a choice of mounts from the royal stables. And then there would be the princesses lined up for me to choose from besides. I think I could bear it.’


‘German princesses, unfortunately. You’d have trouble telling them apart from the horses.’


‘But perhaps,’ Matthew said thoughtfully, ‘the young King and I are much alike anyhow – if that doesn’t seem too wild a fancy. We are both starting out, are we not? Entering the great world.’ A shadow briefly crossed the young man’s square, handsome face. ‘And with a fearful weight of expectations on us.’


‘Try not to mind your burden, Matt. Your father lays it upon you with love,’ Fairfax said – though he was only half convinced of this himself.


‘Well, I feel I shall not disgrace him any more,’ Matthew said, brightening. ‘What I said about starting out – I meant that in very truth. It feels so. Like I’m new-made. I have you to thank for that, Mr Fairfax. I never got on half so well with my other tutors.’


As an open-hearted outburst it was typical of Matthew Hemsley – showing the side of his volatile temperament that Fairfax saw no reason to correct. That warm frankness was a precious rarity in the world of dissemblers they were about to enter.


‘Well, you are my first proper pupil, Matt; but I doubt I shall find another who pleases me half so well either. This exchange of compliments doesn’t mean, by the by, that we shan’t continue reading in Cicero prompt each morning, until you have him clear.’


‘London in the season, and I must still fix my thoughts on dull dead Romans,’ Matthew said gloomily.


Fairfax laughed. ‘Mornings only. We shall see plenty of live Englishmen too. Aye, and Englishwomen. We have a month – which, in truth, is little time enough. Now the town is out of mourning it will be doubly lively.’


‘So the theatres will be open again?’


‘No doubt. Parliament meets on Tuesday, so there can hardly be one pantomime without the other.’


‘I should like to see the Parliament, if only to lay eyes upon Mr Pitt. A man who has brought us such glorious victories . . . But I confess I would take a night at the theatre first. It sounds absurd to you, perhaps – but you see, I was never at a play in my life.’


Reminded of himself at Matthew’s age, Fairfax smiled. ‘Well, when I first went to Drury Lane, and saw Peg Woffington upon the stage, I recall I could hardly sleep the night; and I was in my seat in the pit at four o’clock the next day, when they were still sweeping up the orange peel.’


Half eager, half blushing, Matthew said, ‘Is it true what they say about actresses? You know – that they are of easy virtue?’


‘Hum, well, I can’t argue from experience. I fancy it’s about as true as the universal meanness of Scotsmen, or the French all wearing wooden shoes.’


‘But we shall go to the theatre?’


‘We shall. You know I believe in diversion as well as instruction.’


‘I wish my father did,’ Matthew said. Though he spoke lightly, there was no mistaking that smothered and mutinous look: the strong bones of cheeks and jaw seemed to thrust out in the light of the lantern swinging from the coach roof.


‘Mr Hemsley asks that we make the most of our month in London. So we shall, in all ways,’ Fairfax said peaceably.


He remembered Mr Ralph Hemsley calling him into the library at Singlecote Hall the day before their departure. ‘All I ask,’ he had said, fixing Fairfax with his fierce black eyes, ‘is that the boy be introduced to London and its ways. Let him taste, sparingly, the world he will be privileged to enter, without mishap, and return hither for Christmas. A pretty comfortable undertaking, you think, hey, Fairfax? Quite as much a holiday as a task, for a man of your parts?’


‘It will be a pleasure to be Matthew’s companion,’ Fairfax said. ‘A pleasure that will make me all the more mindful of my responsibility towards him.’


Mr Hemsley had grunted and lowered himself painfully into his gout-chair, nudging the stool into place with his crutch. It was typical that he refused help for this: typical too that he left Fairfax standing.


‘Your responsibility can hardly be overstated. I’m not given to flattery, Fairfax: so when I say that I find Matthew much improved since you came to us, you should give the words no little weight. But don’t, I pray you, consider your labour at an end. You have had the charge of him here at home, where the occasions of mischief are relatively few. I hardly need remind you of his history. That reckless, violent and disordered spirit lives on in him, I fear, and waits on its opportunity to undo your work. I have had doubts about my own wisdom in introducing him to a scene so pregnant with temptation as London. I could have wished it to be under my own eye, for only I can be as firm with the boy as his temper warrants. But, my infirmity imprisons me here, and there’s no help for it.’ Mr Hemsley thumped the end of his crutch against the floor. There was a tigerish suppression in the gesture that said much, Fairfax thought, about where Matthew’s temper had come from. ‘My term in this world may not be long. I would see Matthew fairly launched upon his course before I leave it. He is a pretty fellow, and will be a man of fortune – but they are ten a penny. I ask more of my son. The shade of his sweet mother, who died giving him life, asks more of him.’


Ralph Hemsley’s large, veined, masterful hand pointed reverently to the portrait that hung above the mantelpiece. Two candles burnt on either side of it, adding lustre to the image of a white-skinned, rose-lipped, ordinary young lady in the square-cut bodice of twenty years ago. In the ten months that Fairfax had been Matthew’s tutor at Singlecote, candles had burnt in front of that picture night and day. It was none of his business, of course, but he thought that it might have been of benefit to Matthew if they were blown out once in a while.


‘I would have my son at the centre of affairs,’ Mr Hemsley had gone on. ‘Which means neither country retirement on the one hand nor dissipation on the other. He talks sometimes of a commission in the army, but that is his wildness. When the bells cease ringing out victories, the shine will go off that trumpery. In London, let him see what a man in public life may do. Show him the workings of government, the grandeur of state, the monuments of talent and industry: the courts of the law, the Foundling Hospital, the commerce of the globe on ’Change. He will see what man may aspire to, if he but subdues his nature.’ Mr Hemsley’s gaze became even more piercing. ‘Aye, and he will see what man may come to, if he does not. There is the harder lesson. Keep him from trouble in London, Fairfax: I place him in your hands, my only son, my all. I am a mere crippled wretch, you may suppose – but depend upon it, I can blow hot enough fire, when I am provoked, to destroy ten such men as you.’


There was no doubting it. Mr Hemsley was a man of wealth and influence, though ill-health had kept him confined for some years to the large Norfolk estate where he had reaped high profits as an ‘improving’ landlord; and he was a forceful character. Though strict, severe, almost ascetic in his middle age, Mr Hemsley bore unmistakable marks of a man of strong passions: Fairfax suspected the big gaunt gentleman was all the more insistent on disciplining Matthew’s temper because he had painfully conquered his own. He wondered, too, whether there wasn’t a hint of envy of his son for the youthful vigour that was the one thing he could no longer command.


Certainly he was a hard man for a son to live up to; also not a man to cross, and Fairfax was especially vulnerable. Though Robert Fairfax retained a gentleman’s status and was addressed by his pupil as ‘Mr’, he was still a needy hireling with an unlucky past that acted like a disabling wound. And subordination did not come easily to him either.


It was a perilous tightrope to walk. But what sustained his balance was the affection he had come to feel for Matthew, and his belief in his pupil as a young man of promise. There was a dark side to Matthew: he knew it. It had found expression a couple of years ago in an incident which Mr Hemsley still would not let his son forget; at Winchester school Matthew had assaulted a master, and had been lucky the matter had gone no further than expulsion. Privately, unrepentant, Matthew had told Fairfax his side of the story: ‘The brute deserved it. He flung a boy on to the birching-stool who could hardly stand on his legs from fever. When I protested he cut at me. So I thrashed him. How could anyone of spirit do otherwise?’ Certainly Matthew did not lack spirit – several schools and two private tutors had proved unequal to it before Fairfax came along, and his own first weeks with Matthew had been a grinding battle of wills.


But the young man had made great strides to maturity: let that hot head of his cool a little more, Fairfax thought, and all would be well. As for the temptations that London offered to a young man of means fresh from the country, Fairfax could only hope to shield his eyes from the most perilous glitter. In his own youth he had touched both the gold and the dross of London, and piquant memories were stirred again now as the coach left behind the village of Islington and bore them into the scrubby outskirts of the capital.


‘Not the finest prospect,’ Fairfax said, coming back to the present, peering out at the straggle of market-gardens, taverns, dunghills, square villas of new brick, and truncated streets, with the livid glow of kilns against the dusky sky. ‘But like any true temptress, the city cloaks her charms.’


Matthew pressed his face against the window. ‘Now at last I shall begin living!’


‘Our friend doesn’t share our excitement,’ Fairfax said, as the old lady, head lolling, gave a mighty snore.


‘Well, she lives here. I never spent more than a day in London, and that under the closest supervision. D’you know, we lay here one night on the way to visit my aunt at Dover, when I was scarce twelve, and I was given the most monstrous reprimand by my father just for stepping outside the gate of our innyard. All I wanted was to see the place we were come to. I was whipped and sent to bed supperless. I remember it so plain . . . I appeal to you, Mr Fairfax, was that just?’ Matthew’s neck showed deep red above the starched white of his stock. ‘Was I not badly ill-used, sir? Was that not monstrous unfair?’


‘Matt, you know I cannot listen to these animadversions on your father. They are fair to no one. By the by, you can’t say “badly ill-used” – one can hardly be well ill-used.’ Ignoring Matthew’s glare, Fairfax went on, ‘Besides, a well-dressed child stepping abroad in London, alone, would be in some peril. His greatest luck would be to encounter a gentle thief before a brutal one.’


‘You take my father’s part, then,’ Matthew said, plumping back into his seat with gloomy resentment on his face.


Fairfax hesitated. His own words had rather dismayed him: like the prosings of some mean-spirited old parson, he thought. But that was the way of this job – he had to act older than he felt, for seniority was the essence of the private tutor. Always, always he must be sensible. It made for some tough inner conflicts.


‘I take no one’s part,’ he said awkwardly.


‘Would you treat a son so?’


Fairfax would not. In the forge of Ralph Hemsley’s fierce heart, he thought, love and pride in his son had been hammered into something like tyranny. But this division between son and father he saw as a thing to be regretted, repaired if possible – not widened. He wished someone could have done the same for him, eight years ago.


‘I can’t answer that, Matt. I would hope that nothing that had been done in the past could not be undone, if it proved to be a mistake.’


‘Suppose it couldn’t be undone?’ Matthew said; then all at once he grinned, with an effect like a stroke of sunlight amongst thunderheads. ‘It’s comical how we’ve changed places of a sudden. Now I’m the one asking you questions you can’t answer. But mine aren’t fair ones. I know it.’


Fairfax smiled ruefully. That charm, at least, was not inherited from the crusty invalid at Singlecote Hall.


There were many more lighted windows appearing along their way now; and though meadows and commons were still to be glimpsed, even a boy driving a straggle of sheep, there was no doubt that the great city lay about them, ready to swallow them up.


They were coming, as fast as the lumbering springless coach could take them on the mud-churned roads, to the place variously hailed as the new Rome and execrated as the new Babylon. London, on that Saturday the fifteenth of November in 1760, was a capital entering on a new reign with much to be proud and ashamed of. It was an ever-growing wonder: three-quarters of a million people lived there now. Some might have said that it grew so prodigiously because of the lives it devoured. Young men were ruined at its gaming tables, and young women were ruined by the young men in baignos and back-alleys; and human lives of all kinds were consumed by its fever-swarming slums and rookeries, its open sewers and ginshops, its sweated trades carried out in a miasma of soot and lead, its Bridewells and gallows, its epidemics that snatched away the starveling thief in the dock as well as the judge sentencing him to hang.


Here the self-confidence and deep fears of the nation met in fruitful confusion. It was a nation that found itself walking in the world with a swagger after a year of resounding military victories against the French, across the globe, in what everyone called the German War. England was bullish. Fifteen years had passed since Bonnie Prince Charlie had made Englishmen quake over their roast beef; and to most that turmoil seemed an age away. Now George II, the King whose throne had been kept safe from the Jacobites, was dead; and the city that had gone into an impatient mourning sweetened by optimistic thoughts of the new King stirred itself. The young Prince of Wales, now acknowledged though not yet crowned as George III, had been born in this country, first of his line to bear the distinction. There was general satisfaction that the Hanoverian boors had passed their throne to a prince whose upbringing had been thoroughly English.


Or at least partly Scottish. The new King’s guide and mentor was Lord Bute, a Scotsman, whose influence was deplored in many quarters. The suspicion that he was the lover of the King’s mother was the least part of the mistrust felt towards him. The fear among the governing classes was that the Scot might incline the King too much towards Tories and suchlike unregenerates – had even perhaps whispered ideas into the royal ear about ruling rather than reigning . . . But all was rumour at the moment; anything could happen, and on that principle everyone in society looked eagerly to the new dispensation for something to their advantage.


And while the great and would-be great scurried to see where the plums might fall, a new season opened with much the same egotistical energy. Though the pleasure-gardens of Vauxhall and Ranelagh would not be open until the spring, every form of entertainment that did not depend on a clear sky was offered – from the flourishing theatres of Drury Lane and Covent Garden and the Haymarket Opera House to the many public assemblies, concerts, masquerades and ridottos to numberless private routs and levees. At White’s Club gentlemen could lay a hundred guineas on the turn of a single card, whilst the proprietors of less decorous gaming-houses prepared to bribe the spies of the magistrates; or, in the case of worse places like cyder-cellars and speciality brothels, to cosh them. That the same gentleman might visit all those places said much for the motley nature of this city of contrasts, where a titled lady stepping down from her coach-and-four might be seen to scratch beneath her pomaded confection of hair with an ivory fork carried at her wrist for that elegant purpose.


‘Almost there, thank heaven,’ Fairfax said, trying to ease the cramp in his long legs without kicking the old lady’s shins. They had been travelling since early that morning and it was an exhausting experience, though at least the coach had been swept and dusted with powder and there were no fleas in the seat-cushions. ‘A pity to be shaken to bits at this late stage.’ For as the coach entered London by Brick Lane the road became choked with such a broiling of wheeled traffic that they could only move at a jolting, jerking crawl. Though night had fallen, the narrow streets were thronged with carriages and hackney-coaches and sedan-chairs; even tradesmen’s carts and great ponderous drays and waggons were still abroad, and the doors of shops stood open, their bottle-glass windows glowing through the spattering of mud. As the coach lurched and rumbled into the old City, the unbelievable hubbub of the place seemed to press in upon them like the proliferating images of a fevered dream. Strings of ragged laundry hung from roof to roof, above ornate shop signs swinging on perilously bending poles. Everywhere, a great noise of iron-clad wheels. Hawkers bellowing their wares – a knife-grinder with his bell and barrow, a news-sheet seller with the long banners of close print draped over her bare arms. Link-boys with lighted torches leading parties through the darker turns of the urban maze. A footman in livery descending from a crested carriage to rap ceremoniously at a street door. Glimpses into hellish alleys and courts where ragged men crouched round feeble bonfires and half-wild dogs, even pigs, rooted in the rubbish.


‘Good God!’


The coach had come to a temporary halt in a snarl of carts by London Wall, and it had brought a beggar hastening to the coach window – the reason for Matthew’s cry. The scarecrow of a man mouthing at them through the glass held up in his arms for their inspection two children, one a tiny mite, the other a skeletal boy of perhaps five. Both had hideously lame legs.


‘Fearful,’ Matthew breathed. ‘And to have two such poor wretches . . .’


‘I fear he may have begun with one,’ Fairfax said, ‘and purchased the other – as his insurance, if you like: the elder does not look long for this world.’


Matthew, pale, had his hand to his pocket; but just then the coach gave a great lurch forward, with desperate thumps from the outside passengers clinging to the roof, and left the beggar and his piteous charges behind.


‘I suppose,’ Matthew said, biting his thumb and gazing after them, ‘a man must have a long purse to relieve even a tenth of the want he will see in these streets.’


‘I’m afraid so. And no use looking to our government for a lead. They are only too happy to leave such things to that good God of Whom you spoke.’ Fairfax couldn’t help it, though he saw Matthew’s uncomfortable look. Rebellious in his pride and sensitivity, the young man was straightforward in his views, and did not quite know how to take it when Fairfax talked in that ‘freethinking’ way.


Just then the old lady woke up, and with much clucking confusion demanded to know where they were – she had been dreaming, it seemed, of sailing on a man o’ war – and by the time they had pacified her the coach had struggled at last to its destination, the yard of the Bull Inn at Bishopsgate Street.


It was with enormous relief that Fairfax climbed down from the coach, and in fact he was a little too hasty in his exit.


‘I think it’s rather admirable,’ he said, looking down at his stockings, ‘how I contrived to step in the centre of that puddle so perfectly. Mathematical exactness.’


‘I fear it ain’t rain-water neither,’ Matthew said, breaking into his great booming laugh.


‘Moderation in all things, Matt, even amusement,’ Fairfax said ruefully – vexed in spite of himself, for he was a little vain of his appearance. ‘Well, if you will have an eye to our baggage, I’ll see if I can bespeak someone to carry it to our lodging. You’re not averse to walking thither, I suppose, and seeing a little as we go?’


‘I should like that better than anything!’ Matthew said. As Fairfax turned to go into the inn, he observed his pupil civilly handing the old lady down from the coach, with compliments on the pleasant journey they had had together. It pleased him to see, because it came not from teaching but from Matthew’s heart.


The side of his pupil’s character that Fairfax saw when he came out of the inn five minutes later, however, was anything but pleasing.


At the gated entrance to the innyard there was a great commotion. Postboys, who had been strutting idly about in their yellow jackets and spurred boots, were gathered there and hooting their encouragement at what seemed to be a full-blown fight between two men.


One was Matthew.


‘Better than a ring-match,’ one of the postboys said, turning gloating eyes to Fairfax. ‘See how he’s going for blood? Handsome, I call it.’


Fairfax thrust his way through the growing circle of onlookers. Matthew, his coat awry and his stock torn, had his opponent in a fierce grip under his arm and was flailing away at the man’s back with the handle of a short whip. The man, a carter judging by his dress, groaned and cursed but could not wriggle free.


‘Matt!’ Fairfax seized his arm. ‘What the devil are you about?’


‘Administering – a salutary lesson,’ Matthew said between gritted teeth, continuing to beat his writhing captive. ‘This brute – seems to think a thrashing causes no pain. So – we are trying an experiment. How do you like it, man?’


‘He was whipping that cat’s-meat nag of his,’ the postboy said in Fairfax’s ear, pointing to a cart that stood in the gateway, with a broken-winded old horse, its flanks lathered with blood, drooping in the shafts. ‘And young Samson here took agin him for it.’


The carter twisted his crimson face round in desperate appeal to Fairfax. ‘The beast is mine,’ he grunted. ‘I use it as I choose – ah, damn you . . .!’


Matthew, in a passion, had laid a swinging blow across the carter’s bony shoulders. ‘And now you’re mine,’ he hissed, white to the lips, ‘and I use you as I choose—’


‘Leave that man go, Matthew.’ Fairfax gripped his arm. ‘I tell you, leave go. You can’t do this.’


‘Indeed I can – ’tis no more than he deserves. If a fellow treated any creature thus on my father’s estate he would be turned off and lucky to escape a ducking . . . Come, let’s see how much more he may bear . . .’


The carter, head hanging, coughed a drop of blood on to the cobbles.


‘Enough. Leave go, Matthew.’


‘I shall not!’ Matthew’s strong fair face, nostrils wide and jaw set, reminded Fairfax of a bull at the charge.


‘You will be governed by me, sir,’ Fairfax said, ‘or you will answer for it. Make your choice.’


He had heard, with some surprise, the cold iron in his own voice; and Matthew looked as if he had been stung. The carter took advantage of the moment to wriggle free. In a trice he was up on the seat of his cart and gathering the reins into his shaking hands, to a moan of disappointment from the onlookers.


‘No more, Matthew,’ Fairfax said, low, his face close to his pupil’s. He exerted a firm pressure on Matthew’s arm to come away.


For several moments Matthew resisted. Their eyes locked. Then Matthew blew out a breath and submitted.


The coachman, luckily, had taken care of their baggage, and an ostler came to load it on to a handcart. They watched in silence, Matthew wiping his hands on his handkerchief.


‘I am sorry for the scene,’ Matthew said at last. ‘And I still say he deserved a beating.’


‘I don’t condone his cruelty. I dare say he did deserve punishment.’


‘Then why shouldn’t I be the one to administer it?’


‘Because you are a gentleman, and he is a poor man. And because of that you can do such things with impunity. You might have thrashed him because you didn’t like his face, and he would have had no redress.’


‘Well, I didn’t like his face.’


Fairfax wouldn’t be swayed. ‘You take my meaning, Matthew. It is a dangerous precedent.’


‘Yes. I suppose. But our laws are not so partial, surely? I hope if I did wrong I would be treated the same as anyone else.’


‘Thankfully that is our principle, if not always our practice. In France, a seigneur might kill that man knowing he would simply get away with it because of his noble birth.’


‘Oh, France,’ Matthew said dismissively. He bit his lip. ‘Sorry – I always forget. You don’t look half-Frenchie.’


‘I hide my tail in my breeches, naturally . . . Just remember your Shakespeare – “It is excellent to have a giant’s strength, but it is tyrannous to use it like a giant.” And bear in mind that I fear for you. Our laws may indeed wink, but they are fierce once roused. Fiercer even than you.’


‘Did I look so very terrible?’ Matthew laughed. His brow was clear now: himself again.


‘For a moment you looked – murderous.’


Matthew thought. ‘I knew what I was doing. I was not – outside myself, as I used to be when the fits came on me as a boy. But my blood was so roused that . . . well, have you never felt so?’


‘I have.’ Appropriately, the old shoulder wound had begun to ache from the tussle with Matthew. ‘That’s why I don’t like to see it. Come, let’s walk.’


They went by Cornhill and Cheapside. Business was still brisk in the many shops and coffee-houses, though here and there apprentices were putting up shutters, and men in old-fashioned periwigs stood buttoning their coats and exchanging a last word on the steps of darkened counting-houses. Above rose Wren’s steeple of St Mary-le-bow, spectral in the murk.


‘That fellow,’ Matthew remarked after a time. ‘When I first upbraided him, he called me a molly. What did he mean by that?’


‘He meant you were like Socrates, Michelangelo, and Bacon.’


‘Now I’m at a loss.’


‘He meant a man who lies with men.’


‘God’s life!’ Matthew coloured. ‘I wish I’d struck him another one.’


‘Don’t be uneasy about it,’ Fairfax said, amused. ‘In France, they suppose all Englishmen to be like that, more or less.’


‘With respect, Mr Fairfax, I can’t conceive how anyone can bear to live in that benighted country – my stars, this isn’t blood on me, is it?’ Matthew said, rubbing at his sleeve.


‘Only soot from the coal-smoke,’ Fairfax said. ‘You’ll get accustomed. The trick is not to rub it, else you’ll soon look like a blackamoor. See, it has left its mark even on that noble pile.’ He pointed to St Paul’s, aloof and hazy above a tumbledown collection of roofs and toppling chimneys. Smoke stains on the pale stone made it look curiously as if it were dusted with snow.


There was, of course, no preventing Matthew seeing spectacles that were less uplifting, spiritually at least. Coming from Fleet Street to Temple Bar they were presented with the sight, in a not very shady alley, of a heavily painted woman standing like a waxwork in a lighted window, her stays unlaced and her breasts exposed.


‘A chilly profession,’ Fairfax remarked, reflecting meanwhile on what Matthew had said about his father’s estate. Encouraging: in his passion the young man had expressed a loyalty and respect he was perhaps hardly aware of.


A crumb of comfort, at any rate, for the incident with the carter had filled Fairfax with a deep disquiet. If he could not keep Matthew out of trouble within minutes of arriving in London, how would he fare for the rest of the month?


‘The new King, by the by, has set his face against all this,’ Fairfax said, after they had been accosted three times in as many minutes by prostitutes. One must have been no more than thirteen. ‘He has issued a proclamation against vice. I fancy King Canute set himself an easier task . . . Speaking of vice, we are but a step from Covent Garden, if you would care to take a turn there? Of course, we really should get out of this plaguey night air.’


‘Where the theatres are? Oh, can we?’


‘For a space. Then I must rest these old bones.’


‘Oh, you’re but thirty,’ Matthew said – though his look suggested that he saw this as pretty venerable all the same.


Fairfax knew Covent Garden well: when he spoke of vice he was putting the case lightly. By day, the grand piazza overlooked by the strikingly simple pillared façade of St Paul’s Church was host to the busiest market of the city, its quadrangle of timber shacks thronged with vendors of every eatable thing under the sun, along with countless shops and stalls under the surrounding colonnades and in its side-streets. By night it was just as vibrant, but its commodities were of a different sort – though again they catered for every taste. There were taverns from the low to the literary to the palatial, there were lamplit kiosks beneath the portico selling everything from venereal medicines to obscene books, and most of all there was human flesh to be bought – in undisguised brothels, in respectable milliners’ premises boasting choicely appointed inner apartments, in baths known as ‘hummums’ where cleanliness was an irrelevance, in cellars and alleys and doorways.


And it was the site of the two great theatres bearing the royal patent – Drury Lane and Covent Garden – with an accordingly large population of actors, musicians, authors, painters, and other disreputables. Coming into the piazza by Southampton Street, Fairfax mused on this seemingly inevitable relation between the flesh and the stage. The famous Mr Garrick was performing at the height of his powers at Drury Lane, and the playhouse was the favourite resort of the great, right up to the royal family. Yet sin remained synonymous with greasepaint – hence Matthew’s earlier blushing question about actresses.


It was even more piquant, Fairfax thought, that just around the corner in Bow Street stood the house and court of the celebrated magistrate Justice Fielding. Pleasure and retribution, all gathered together.


As Fairfax and Matthew strolled through the Little Piazza, a cloaked lady passed them with a whiff of pomatum, a little Negro page trotting in her wake. Ahead of them a closed carriage came to a stop and a muffled figure glided from the shadows of the portico and got in. The night air was full of secrets.


‘Over there, beneath the arch, is the entrance of Covent Garden playhouse – Mr Rich’s house, they call it. The place for dancing and spectacle,’ Fairfax said. ‘Just down there, you have Drury Lane – Mr Garrick’s house. Home of great acting. Both closed, of course, for the mourning. There must be a lot of actors with empty stomachs just now. No play, no pay. I wonder if Monday is the reopening . . . Ah, this should tell us more.’


In a doorway a nightwatchman, or ‘charley’, huddled in his great belted coat, was leaning drowsily on his staff. His lantern was at his feet and cast a bright light on a theatre poster pasted beside the doorway. As they approached they caught a strong reek of spirits.


The poster was boldly printed:


THEATRE ROYAL, COVENT GARDEN
This present Monday 17 November 1760
His Majesty’s Servants Will Act A Play Entitled
SHE WOULD AND SHE WOULD NOT
With New Scenes, Dresses & Decorations
THE CHARACTERS BY:
Mr Vine, Mr Buckley, Mr Moule,
Miss Dove, Miss Prosser, & c.
The Prologue to be Spoken by MR VINE
And the Epilogue by MISS LUCY DOVE
– To Which Will Be Added a Musical Entertainment called
THE DEVIL FINDS WORK
– And –
Miss LUCY DOVE performing her celebrated SONG & JIGG called
‘The COMPLAINT of the DOVE’


‘Lucy Dove,’ Matthew said musingly. ‘There was her picture in that print-shop we passed, I feel sure. A most fetching creature with ribbons.’


‘Very likely. I hear she was the toast of the last season. Plainly hers is the name to draw the crowds.’


‘Her name,’ Matthew said eagerly, ‘is a poem in itself.’ As they moved away he added in a whisper, ‘Isn’t that watchman fearful drunk?’


‘They usually are. Drunk, old as Methuselah, and on a shilling a night. Have a care for your pockets. You’ll get precious little protection from them. Have a care for your hat too. Some thieves pose as porters, a basket on their back. A little boy is in the basket – lifting hats from the heads that pass by. I have never seen it done, but the cook at this place, I recall, used to boast that he had been one of those little boys, before turtle soup changed his fortunes.’


They had come to the end of the colonnade, where the door of a noisy, smoky establishment stood open. The Shakespeare’s Head Tavern: a bust of the poet was mounted over the lintel. An aproned waiter, big as a wrestler, stood on the step, smoking a clay pipe.


‘An old haunt of yours?’ Matthew said, sounding surprised. Of course, he didn’t know all of Fairfax’s history: Fairfax told when asked, but he was not in the habit of volunteering it.


‘Something like that. I’d like to see it again, and a little wine will warm us. Shall we?’


‘What about your old bones?’ Matthew grinned.


‘They’ll survive. Step in, insolent whelp.’


A cloud of memories, as well as the cloud of smoke and steam and liquorish fumes, enveloped Fairfax as they went in. It was here that he had come as a young man for his own first season, before he had gone away to the Continent on the Grand Tour: a cocksure stripling determined to know everyone and everything. And it was here, years later, when disaster and folly had brought him low, that his mentor Mr Samuel Johnson had marched him in, ordered a veal and ham pie, and stood watching him eat it with grunts of approval. It was the first hot food Fairfax had eaten in a fortnight, and while he ate he had kept his coat buttoned to the neck because the pawnbroker had his only shirt.


The wheel of fortune: lifting you high, then down to the depths. Fairfax’s crisp Gallic mind deplored the superstitious image, while his heart felt the truth of it. And now? Certainly higher, out of those grim depths: happier. A qualified happiness.


Another brawny waiter showed them into a curtained booth and laid a clean cloth, and at Fairfax’s request brought canary wine. Matthew had never been in such a place and his eyes were wide. The clientele was a remarkable mixture. Voices faded in and out of the hubbub. From the next booth, men in the wigs of physicians, greedily spooning the tavern’s famous turtle soup, gravely disputing: ‘The knife, sir – no other remedy – open the belly at once, and sacrifice the mother if need be . . .’ From the open door of an inner clubroom, a man declaiming blank verse, while another cried waspishly: ‘Low – low stuff, sir, and second-hand – you should steal from better authors . . .’ At a table by the fire, where a great coffee-urn hung bubbling, two would-be rakes far gone in drink struggled to entertain two ladies of the town who barely disguised their yawns: ‘My head nods, my dear, on account of a little chill I caught – but I shall be better directly, never fear, I shall be – rampant . . .’


A handbill lay on the seat beside Fairfax. He turned it over, exclaiming, ‘Here she is again. “Extraordinary Announcement. The public are respectfully informed that Miss Lucy Dove, celebrated dramatic and musical performer, will appear at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden, this Monday the seventeenth”, and so on.’


‘I wish we might see her,’ Matthew said yearningly, swallowing his wine as if it were water. ‘I mean, just—’


‘Fulfil your wish, sir!’ came a booming voice.


It was a young Scots officer, who was just making his unsteady way past their booth when the name of Lucy Dove made him start.


‘Sir, I don’t know you,’ he said, bowing, ‘but as one honest man to another, I say to you fulfil that wish, or lurk forever in shades of regret. I saw that enchanting creature in – I forget the piece – ’twas last month anyhow, before the old King disobliged us so.’ Fairfax caught a glint in the soldier’s dark Celtic eye. ‘Believe me, she is all that fancy can paint her, and more. There is such naturalness, such roguishness – there is sentiment without insipidity – there is true freshness – for mark you, she must be but three-and-twenty, and she seems to have come from nowhere, like Venus born out of the waves. And to hear her sing – I swear it would make the breast of a statue throb with tenderness. She has a song, of her own composing I believe – it goes thus . . .’ The soldier closed his eyes and gave forth in a severely unconvincing imitation of a soprano. ‘“O when will you heed de-dum dum de-dum love, O when will you hear the complaint of the dove . . .”’ He sighed. ‘That will give you a notion. Ach, for one evening with that fair creature I would give – well, I was at Quebec with Wolfe, sirs, which you know was no mean exploit; but I would have quitted the field for Lucy Dove, if it meant perdition for our whole army. Ah, me.’ He leant tipsily on the brass rail of the booth, his sword clanking. ‘A man may dream.’


‘Oh, a man may do more than that,’ put in a crab-faced old gentleman who was playing chess near at hand. ‘Why, you can hire a private performance from any actress, for the right money.’


‘D’you say so?’ The Scotsman was sharp. ‘I fancy it a libel myself. And besides, Miss Lucy has a protector. It is a settled thing, I hear – a young gentleman of fortune. His name escapes me – some naval name. But they say he is her very slave. As who would not be – with a man’s blood in his veins?’ He stuck his florid face close to the old man’s, then lurched away with a backward wave. ‘Fulfil your wish, sir . . . fulfil it . . . see Lucy Dove . . .’


‘I like his spirit,’ Matthew said, watching the red-coated figure go. ‘Quebec was a glorious field to be upon . . . He meant no slur upon the late King, though, did he?’


‘Not at all. And he’s not a man to challenge, even if he did,’ Fairfax said, mindful of their recent trouble. ‘It’s a crowded city, Matt. You have to give the wall.’ In London’s busy narrow streets, it was polite custom to let a person coming the other way have the side nearest the house walls, away from the filthy gutter.


Swallowing more wine, Matthew said, ‘But someone must take the wall. Mustn’t they? Else all would come to a stop. So why not be the one to take the wall, in this life?’


There was something of a hard glitter about the young man as he spoke. Fairfax measured him with his eyes.


‘If everyone thought so,’ he said, ‘life would be unliveable.’


‘Unliveable. Now there is a word, I fancy, that isn’t in your famous dictionary.’ Matthew chuckled, then suddenly checked himself and set down his wine-glass. ‘I fear I have a weak head for this.’


‘Most men do, but won’t confess it,’ Fairfax laughed. ‘Come. It’s been a long day, and there are warmed sheets awaiting us.’


He wondered about that word as they left the Shakespeare’s Head. Unliveable: what would Johnson say? He had a vivid memory of the chilly garret at Gough Square, himself and the other five assistants busy at their high counting-house stools, the great man with his patched and grubby suit working at the crazy old deal table piled high with books. Strange to think that the tremendous Dictionary of the English Language had sprung from such a source: stranger still that he had played a small part in it. Well, whether unliveable was a permissible word or not, London had certainly brought back to Fairfax memories of a time when life had seemed, for him, unliveable. Emerging again into the piazza, he gave a handful of coins to an emaciated man seeking shelter under the arches. There but for the grace of God go I was no idle phrase for Robert Fairfax.


And he stuck close by Matthew as they made their short way to their lodgings at Buckingham Street. His pupil was tipsy, excited, and fatigued, and the shadows teemed with both danger and invitation. Now that life was liveable again, Fairfax wanted to keep it so.


He couldn’t help but notice, also, that Matthew had taken the theatre handbill from the tavern, and had tucked it into his breast pocket like a love letter.




Chapter Two


Fairfax stood at the foot of the flight of steps leading up to the scaffold. He knew something was expected of him, but his legs were paralysed with fear.


Up above, his father stood in the shadow of the gallows. He was dressed in his best gold-laced coat and full wig and looked big and hale, and he was even smiling – but he had the smell of death upon him.


His father’s right hand came out from behind his back. In it he held a noose, which he wagged and dangled playfully, like a man showing a child a new toy.


‘Who is it to be, then, my boy?’


His father’s voice was vast, hollow, an emanation from a deep tomb.


‘Who is it to be, eh, Robert?’


Fairfax tried to speak. His throat felt as if it were full of sand.


‘Nothing to say for yourself, boy?’ His father grinned, and Fairfax saw worms moving in his mouth. ‘Come, come. Choose, boy. Who is it to be? Who? And which?’ Now his left hand came out from behind the back. It held a pistol.


‘No.’ Fairfax’s voice was like a tiny sigh, though he was trying to scream. ‘No, Father.’


‘No?’ The grin of death grew wider. ‘No, Robert? But I thought you had a fancy for this. Come, make your choice. It’s high time. Join me, my boy.’ His father lifted the pistol and aimed the muzzle down at him. ‘Join me at last . . .’


Fairfax started up in bed, the explosion of the powder ringing in his ears. For a minute he could not comprehend where he was. Then, remembering, he thrust back the bed-curtains, revealing the dim outlines of his plain bedchamber in their London lodgings.


He fumbled for tinder and flint, lit a candle. His skin crawled and his night-rail was soaked with sweat. No wonder the ancients saw the nightmare as a literal creature, a hag perched upon the sleeper. He got out of bed and went to the window, opening the casement. The night air was probably full of poisonous rheums, but he felt as if he were suffocating and must breathe.


Long since he had had those dreams of his father: longer still since he had had one of such deathly horror. What did it mean?


Nothing, of course. He prided himself on being a rationalist. What would M. Voltaire say? The dream was a result of drinking canary wine before bed. To believe anything else was to retreat into mere barbaric superstition.


All very well: but sometimes Fairfax’s soul entered dark places where the cool logic of his French inheritance and of his conscious beliefs was sloughed away. Dark places where lurked the shade of his father, and his own phantoms of melancholy and destruction.


His eye lit on his trunk, and he was tempted to get the flask of brandy from it. A dangerous temptation, though: if this mood was on him he could not trust himself to be moderate. Outside there was the rumble and creak of a cart: the night-soil man making his nocturnal rounds of the cesspits. London was never silent. As it rattled away, Fairfax heard a deep contented snore from the adjoining bedchamber. Matthew, who went about sleep as wholeheartedly as he did everything. There was another reason to shun the brandy: he had responsibilities.


He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep again, so he set about the unpacking he had put off last night. His possessions were not many. Besides his plain suit for everyday wear, there was one silk dress coat, one embroidered waistcoat, a gold-trimmed tricorn hat, a few pairs of stockings. He laid them up carefully: he wanted to cut as fine a figure as he could. Wryly he wondered what sort of dandy he would have turned into if he had come into his father’s fortune. Black ribbons for tying his hair behind: he wore his own hair, much to Matthew’s amusement – though once or twice yesterday he had spotted highly elegant men doing likewise. Perhaps he was ahead of fashion after all. There was no doubt, though, that if they were to attend formal social occasions, as Mr Hemsley wished, he would have to hire a wig. Besides the clothes, Fairfax’s trunk contained only books and his beloved flute (another source of amusement for Matthew) and a bundle of papers from Mr Hemsley – letters of introduction and drafts on his banker in Lombard Street. His pocket-watch – his only physical memento of his father – stood on the night-stand; and the sole souvenir of that other lost, sweet, dead association he wore around his neck beneath his shirt. It was a silver locket containing a curl of bright hair. He half despised himself for wearing it.


There was one other item that, remembering Matthew’s behaviour yesterday, he had to check that he had still with him: a little bottle that he kept tucked in his waistcoat pocket. It contained asafoetida drops. When Matthew was younger he had suffered from fits, which the drops seemed to relieve. Apparently he had grown out of them, and Fairfax suspected they had been as much frenzies of frustration as symptoms of a malady, but it was best to be sure.
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