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London, 1785

I’d only been gone ten minutes, more or less.

That’s how quickly my life was upended.

I turned the corner into Russell Street and Button’s coffee house, dodged the queue, and wheedled a couple of freshly baked bread rolls and two mugs of coffee from old Tom at the counter.

“Bring them back, m’lad. The replacements sure as hell aren’t coming out of my wages. You don’t want to risk my wrath, or you’ll not reach one and twenty.”

“Thanks, Tom.” I grinned, flicking my long red hair over my shoulder. “That gives me three months or so.”

“Get on with you,” he growled, but he passed over the mugs of hot brew despite his grumbling.

The coffee house was bustling with clerks breaking their fast before a long day at their desks. Amongst such a sober clientage, I was thankful that I’d donned my breeches rather than my petticoats for last night’s mollying, even if my shabby emerald-green brocade coat was on the showy side for first thing in the morning.

Mind you, this is Covent Garden, where the most outrageous rig-outs don’t raise any eyebrows.

Clutching my plunder, I weaved my way through the market and around the corner to Bedford Street and Old Briggsy, my companion from the night before.

It was nothing I hadn’t done a score of times. I had no reason to anticipate disaster.

I’d helped myself to a couple of coins from Briggsy’s purse, but only sufficient to purchase vittles for us both.

I might be a whore, but I’m an honest one.

He was snoring like a stuck pig when I quit the bedroom, fit to make the bed curtains shake.

And so he should be in blissful slumber, as he’d got his money’s worth.

I take pride in my work.

I paused as I approached the house.

I could have sworn I’d pulled the front door almost shut on my way out. It was hardly likely that housebreakers would be abroad at the arse crack of dawn, but you can never be too careful in London, even in the better districts.

Now the door was wide open.

Maybe the charwoman’s here early, I thought. Or one of the servants has nipped out on an errand.

I shrugged my shoulders as much as the coffee mugs would allow without splashing the coffee over the doorstep.

None of my concern.

Whistling a catchy tune from the Marriage of Figaro, a play I’d seen a few weeks back at the Theatre Royal, I climbed the staircase to Briggsy’s rooms. I was looking forward to the first swig of hot, strong coffee and stuffing my face with fresh bread.

As soon as I entered the room, I noticed that the bed curtain was pulled aside.

“You awake, sir?” I asked. “I got you some coffee. No extra charge.”

There was no response from the bed.

Not a snore or a snort, or a curse for disturbing his slumber. The room was remarkably still.

I stopped and listened.

I couldn’t even hear him breathing. That’s when it finally dawned on me that something was badly awry.

Clutching the coffee cups to my chest, I crept closer.

I dunno what I expected.

Briggsy was hardly in the first flush of youth and his face tended towards an alarming shade of puce after the second bottle.

I thought he might have suffered an apoplexy. Or maybe his heart had given out.

If that were the case, I’d have knocked up the apothecary in the next street, even if Briggsy was beyond mortal help. Cross my heart and hope to die.

When I peeked through the bed curtains, more than my worst fears were realised.

Oh, Briggsy was dead alright.

I didn’t need to lean over him to check.

He hadn’t gone peacefully from a surfeit of swiving or port wine.

The bloody great knife sticking out of his chest was sufficient a clue.

It’s a wonder I didn’t drop the coffee mugs. Daft though it sounds, I could only think that Tom would have my hide if I didn’t return them in one piece.

Much later, it occurred to me that the broken crockery might be evidence of my presence, as a witness or malefactor, if any constable was dedicated enough to follow the trail.

You might wonder how I responded when faced with the shocking demise of my erstwhile suitor. Did I start the hue and cry? Rouse the household? Dash across to Bow Street and summon the constables?

Did I buggery.

I behaved like any self-respecting Londoner. I scarpered before a soul could swear I was ever there.

* * * *
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If my luck had run out and I’d been hauled up before the magistrate at Bow Street court, it might have been noted that I showed such remarkable composure as to rouse suspicion.

In my defence, m’lud, my mind was entirely blank.

Without conscious thought, I drank both cups of coffee before I reached Buttons. Returned them to the counter and Tom with a winning smile and a cheery wave. My appetite had disappeared, so I left the bread rolls on Charlie’s knapsack. He was a soldier who’d lost both legs in the wars with America. He often slept in an alleyway at the side of the coffee house.

Charlie must have woken up and thought the bread had appeared by witchcraft.

Acting on instinct, like an animal escaping danger, I scuttled through the piazza, across Long Acre, to St. Andrew’s Street, and home.

It wasn’t much.

But in Seven Dials, having a room of one’s own was a relative luxury, a distinct cut above direst poverty. No matter if it was originally a servant’s room under the eaves, freezing in winter and roasting in summer.

A hundred years ago, as I’ve been told, Seven Dials was built to house the well-to-do, with a distinctive pattern of streets leading off from a central sundial. The nobs are long gone and so is the sun dial.

Twenty years back, it was torn down by a mob looking for buried treasure, or so the story goes in the taverns on each junction of the seven dials.

During the day, there’s the bustle and stink from the ironmongers and the Woodyard Brewery and any number of shops and workshops. At night, respectable traders stay indoors with the shutters closed and the doors bolted despite regular patrols by night watchmen.

It’s not so bad at the southern end, where I have my crib, but if you venture north towards to St. Giles, day or night, you’re taking your life in your hands.

The houses and teeming courts surrounding them are packed to the gunnels with the dregs of society. People scratching a living and starving as result, cheek by jowl with rogues, beggars, and whores.

You might wonder how such a delicate sprig of youthful delicacy would choose such an abode. As I often say, the fairest flower blossoms in the vilest dung heap.

The real reason is more practical.

If I did happen to be carousing in a certain molly house on the edge of Covent Garden when the constables came calling, and managed to make a run for it, my long legs and turn of speed would only take me so far.

It would be an officer of extraordinary courage or stupidity who’d dare to venture too deep into Seven Dials. They’d be lucky to leave with their life and limbs intact.

Entering the building, I nodded at the woodcarver who had the ground-floor shop before climbing the stairs to the attic. Once inside my room, I locked the door, always a wise precaution in this neighbourhood, sat on the bed, and poured a tot of gin.

I noticed that my fingers were shaking.

The neat spirit hit the back of my throat with a welcome kick.

Only then did I ponder over what I’d seen.

With only the mice in the skirting boards as witnesses, I grieved for Briggsy in my own fashion.

He was hardly love’s young dream, but what else would you expect in return for half a quid?

Briggsy might have been corpulent and past his prime, but he treated me fairly. He was one of my regulars and never raised a hand to me in anger. He didn’t sneer because I was a drab and a Mary Ann or attempt to bilk me of payment. It wasn’t the first time I’d stayed overnight in his comfortable bed. He was too soft-hearted to chuck me out into the street once he’d taken his pleasure.

But it would be the last time.

That brought tears to my eyes.

It must be the gin.

I’d miss Briggsy for more than for the steady income he provided, and that was saying something. He was a staple in my life. Only now did I perceive that I’d thought of him as a reliable friend, of which I had precious few.

I reached for the pint bottle of genever.

“Here’s to you, Briggsy. Rest peaceful.”

I raised the bottle and took a long swig before passing out cold on the bed.

* * * *
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Like most workers who plied their trade by night, it wasn’t unusual for me to sleep through the day. I awoke before dark. Stretched, yawned, and scratched my balls with a sense of well-being.

Then all of a sudden I remembered finding Briggsy that morning. That brought me wide awake in a hurry.

Forgive me if my first concern wasn’t for Briggsy’s immortal soul but for my own survival. Most immediate was the need to supplement my income to keep the roof over my head.

I was no pampered princess of a courtesan, nor did I earn a pocketful of guineas per night at one of the discreetly superior molly houses around the piazza. On the other hand, I was a cut above the sorry souls who trawled Sodomites Walk in Moorfields or made a bargain up against the South Wall of the piazza for a few pennies. Not that I’m a stranger to a quick outdoor knee trembler, but I indulged in such folly only for sport.

Hanging around notorious spots made it easier to get caught if the powers that be had one of their crackdowns or a night watchman was stringent about his patrols. I didn’t want to hand over my hard-earned cash so they could turn a blind eye. The alternative was worse. Being hauled up before the beak on a charge would lead to a dire punishment, depending on the degree of savagery currently in vogue.
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