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PART ONE

1775




CHAPTER ONE

How fickle this game

So Fortune or Fate

Decrees our repentance

When oft is too late.

A Little Pretty Pocket-book

Dorcas is hemming the last of five waistcoats when three crisp raps of the doorknocker jolt her from her task. A glance at the clock in the hall confirms what she already knew. A full hour remains before she is due to deliver the garments to Mrs Sleepe’s Featherstone-street shop, an hour she intended to utilise to the fullest. For every stitch that is not discreet and even, there will be a forfeit to pay. If the shopkeeper’s girl thought to save Dorcas the walk, she is not doing her a favour. “You’ll have to wait a moment!” she calls out. Five quick stitches and a little overstitching to finish.

A second impatient series of raps rains down while she has the scissors in her hands. Snip. She refuses to be hurried. The garment must be folded in the precise way Mrs Sleepe has instructed. Dorcas sits it on top of the finished waistcoats, slides a hand beneath the pile and hangs the garments over her forearm, then marches to the front door intending to give the girl a piece of her mind.

It is not the blast of cold air that makes Dorcas gasp. Occupying the space where she had imagined the shop-girl to be are two heavy-set men in shabby greatcoats.

“We believe this is the house of Mr Samuel Turton,” says the man on the right. A broken nose.

Her gaze darts left. A vivid scar running through the top lip. Her first instinct is to slam the door shut. Too slow! It bounces off a shoe, wedged against the doorjamb. The waistcoats slip, puddling haphazardly around her feet. All she has achieved is to announce that she’s vulnerable.

“Shall we begin again?” broken nose says, his words frozen clouds, lingering. She has left the men standing in the cold. His face is red with it, yet he has no reproach. These men are accustomed to having doors slammed in their faces.

With an apron around her waist, Dorcas might easily pass as a servant, but the men would treat her as an obstacle and rough-handle her out of their way. “My father is not yet home.” Her blood pounds in her ears. “And you are?”

“We act on behalf of Mr Joseph Brailsford,” broken nose says. “News of your father has reached our master’s ears.” 

The road outside is narrow, she tells her racing heart. If I cry for help, someone will hear. “What news?” she ventures.

“Happens he lost at the card table last night.”

Does Dorcas blanche? Most probably. Do her eyes widen a fraction? Almost certainly. She failed to extract a promise that her father’s extravagances and gambling would come to an end. It would have required his acceptance that he was in some way responsible. What is happening here and now is part of a pattern she has lived with these past two years. At first, she failed to recognise it, concealment and deception being the chief ingredients of its recipe.

“Mr Brailsford’s bill.” Broken nose has a precise way of speaking, as if pronunciation is something he relishes. He means to leave her in no uncertain terms. “Credit terminated. As of today.”

This thuggish pair are not bailiffs as she’d feared, merely debt collectors, yet Dorcas does not reach for the bill. Her hands are not steady enough. “At this time of day,” she says, unsure which of the two men to address, “my father will be at his place of business. Opposite –”

“Opposite Mr Whitbread’s brewery. We’ve just come from Chiswell-street. His shop-boy was most obliging. He thought him at home.”

A fresh wave of panic seethes through her. “If you didn’t encounter him on the way here, I imagine he’s doing as you are doing. Asking his customers to settle their accounts so that he can settle his.” If her father is on such a mission, how much of what he collects will remain in his purse when he arrives at his own front door?

“Is there any possibility that Mrs Samuel Turton is at home?” There is no mistaking the sarcastic lilt to the man’s tone. He does not know.

“You have missed her by two years.” Dorcas waits for her meaning to sink in.

Broken nose is immune to tales of hardship; no pity clouds his eyes. “Your father did not think to mention that.”

It comes as no surprise. Any credit afforded her father will have been extended on the back of a boast that his wife is (is or was; mere distinctions) the grand-daughter of the Honourable Sir John Turton, Baron of the Exchequer and Justice of the King’s Bench. A man remembered for his integrity, but perhaps more importantly, for leaving a fortune so considerable it would take generations of Turtons less industrious than he to exhaust it.

Broken nose nods at the bill in his hand.

It is unavoidable. Dorcas reaches for it, but does not look at the amount, not while his eyes are fixed on her. “I will see he gets it. Good-day, gentlemen.” She makes as if to close the door but the shoe remains, muddied from traipsing door to door. Still, scar face does not utter a word. He wields his silence like a weapon. 

“Our instructions are not to return empty-handed,” broken nose explains.

“Then you must wait on my father’s return. I regret I cannot invite you in. As you may have gathered, I am alone.” When she looks at scar face, the smile that greets her is a sneer. “This is not my debt, but if you’ll permit me to close the door, I shall see if I have anything I can let you have as a down-payment.”

Broken nose purses his lips, considering.

“I cannot bolt. I’m certain you have assured yourselves that this is the only way out of the house.”

He darts a glance at his silent accomplice. “Do as she says.”

Dorcas would like to barricade herself inside, but she goes, as she must, to her writing desk. For a moment she leans on it and lets her head drop between her shoulders. She devised the strategy that has kept the wolves from the door. She cooks, she cleans, she controls the household expenditure, she takes in day-pupils and needlework, all on the understanding that her father will play his part. Now the wolves are circling again. She knows not how many will come, and her father has stopped neither his gambling nor his extravagances, and will not stop until they are in fetters in the Fleet prison’s two-pence ward, with no chimney or fireplace, and no light except that which steals through the gap between the door and its frame.

Breathe.

She inhales, exhales.

Again.

In. Out.

Now, look at the bill.

A tailor! While she has been hemming waistcoats, her father was ordering new shirts. Not just new, but with fine pleats. Hands trembling, she fumbles for the key chain at her waist, unlocks the drawer and thumps the household ledger onto the desktop. She thought she’d been tracking every farthing, but her father has made a fiction of her accounts. Anger dilutes her panic, but she needs something more.

Her thoughts turn to one of the few constants in her life. Dear Annie, her mother’s faithful servant. They let her go shortly after Easter. There was no choice. Both she and Annie shed tears. Annie was not only a link to her mother, but to the sister and the four brothers the Almighty called to be His angels. It was Annie who told Dorcas the story of The Lioness and the Vixen. How the mother fox boasted that she gave birth to a litter of cubs, while the lioness birthed but one, and how the lioness replied, ‘Yet that one cub is a lion.’

This lone lioness must outwit two wolves. There will be other debts, debts Dorcas has no knowledge of. Mr Brailsford’s thugs can bare their teeth and snarl, but they cannot have everything. The question is, how much will satisfy them?

Inside, Dorcas is violently shaking. Outwardly, she must be matter-of-fact. “Gentlemen,” she says, “this is all I have to give you.” She hands the ready-money to broken nose. “If I could trouble you to make the deduction from the bill.”

He flicks the coins, as if he intends to launch them into the gutter. Her gaze does not waver, yet she is surprised when he takes a pencil from behind his ear, reaches for the bill, presses it to the wall, and scribbles, The balance by the end of the week.

When Dorcas bubbles like an angry cauldron, she has mastered her emotions to such a degree that her father barely sees the rising steam. But to maintain a calm exterior while he spouts yet more excuses is beyond her. She deposits Mr Brailsford’s bill on the cushion of his armchair by the fireplace, where he will seat himself on arriving home, beneath the portrait of Dorcas’s mother. The likeness was captured before Jemima Turton’s face turned troubled and careworn, before her hair silvered. Dorcas gazes at it, and in her gaze is accusation.

She has no idea when Mother became aware that Samuel Turton had gambled away his own income and was helping himself to hers. It was a secret she took to her grave. But Dorcas distinctly recalls her father recounting over a supper of roast pork how the Duke of Marlborough lost seven hundred pounds, ‘In a single sitting, would you believe?’ He crunched down on a strip of crackling. In hindsight, it is clear that this was an attempt to depict his own losses as trifling. Money and debts are vulgar subjects for table-talk. Mother would scarcely have replied that to the Duke, seven hundred pounds was loose change. It was her habit to turn away from anything unpleasant. Beggars, babbling lunatics, fallen women. Don’t stare, Dorcas. Doubtless, she chose to look the other way.

When the Turtons moved from their fine Islington villa, the explanation Mother gave Dorcas was that London was so much more convenient. ‘With the season beginning, everything will be on our doorstep.’ When they moved a second time, it was because Mother had not taken to the new neighbourhood. On the third occasion, Annie shook Dorcas awake in the middle of the night, whispered that she was to dress – and be quick about it. Dorcas clattered downstairs to find their possessions piled on carts, the longcase clock secured with thick rope. There was no denying a problem had arisen. A hiccup, said her mother. It was manageable – though the cook, the scullery-maid, the parlour-maid and the gardener did not move with them. Despite these signals, it was only after Jemima Turton’s death that the full depth of her husband’s debts become evident. The annual allowance that was to have come to Dorcas – her dowry, her future – was gone.

‘Gone?’ Wise Sir John loomed so large in her young life, he (and his fortune) had acquired near-mythical status. ‘Always remember you’re a Turton,’ had been her mother’s constant refrain. To Jemima Turton, her family’s lineage was sacrosanct. She kept the name she was born with the only way a woman can: by marrying a man with the same surname. Being a Turton was supposed to have been Dorcas’s birthright. It was devastating to learn she had nothing left to show for it except her fine manners and her Latin and French grammar. 

At first, her father refused to discuss the hows and whys. He was not to be troubled in his grief. When at last explanations came, oh they were elaborate. Conniving knaves had turned his generous nature into his undoing. His sole crime was to fall into the snares they had set for him. It fell upon Dorcas to fathom what he owed and to whom, yet he did not make her task easy. Later, reading a book of Greek mythology, Dorcas came to the story of Cerberus and how, when his head was cut off, three more grew in its place. My father’s debts! she thought.

After acquainting herself with the severity of their situation, Dorcas appealed to the Stafford and the Oxford Turtons. Aunt Sarah, Uncle William’s wife, was the first to reply, impressing upon Dorcas the need to exercise prudence in the running of the household, ‘as your dear mother did.’ Dorcas could almost hear her brisk, dispassionate voice as she dished out this advice. Did her aunt not realise there might be a reason why the Islington Turtons no longer resided in their villa with a full complement of servants? Or had her mother painted an elaborate fiction to explain three changes of address in eighteen months? Dorcas may have had Latin and French but Aunt Sarah’s response made it abundantly clear she lacked the language of money. She taught herself, fast.

A business venture was supposed to be the solution (quite distinct from a trade). Uncle William – her mother’s brother – supplied the necessary funds. ‘Only too happy to help a brother-in-law.’ The result is an ironmonger’s shop in Chiswell-street, opposite the brewery belonging to that great captain of industry, Mr Whitbread.

Now, once again, Dorcas must throw herself on Uncle William’s mercy. Seated at her writing desk, she takes out her copy of The Universal Letter-writer and opens it to a bookmarked page. Soliciting Money from a Family Member. Transforming herself into an object of pity is a most particular humiliation. Yet why should Dorcas not be pitied? In all the years she spent absorbing the principles of good housewifery, as every genteel daughter must, never once did she envisage putting those lessons to practical use. And there was much her governess considered too vulgar for a young lady’s education. Slop-buckets, the night soil man’s cart and other such unmentionable things Dorcas had to discover for herself. Still, she would rather empty chamber pots in her own home than have them emptied for her in debtors’ prison.

She folds and tucks the sheet of paper, melts a little red wax with a candle and presses her seal into it. There. It is done. But the mail-coach leaves London only three times a week. Even if Dorcas dispatches the letter immediately, she may not receive her uncle’s response by the end of the week.


CHAPTER TWO

It is past midnight when Dorcas finally lays down her head, her mind still whirring with temporary solutions. Though sleep seems an impossibility, she drifts into a fitful repose. A small child once more, she walks down a dismal London street hand in hand with Annie. From between the bars of a window, a ragged arm is extended. At its end, a filthy gnarled hand rattles a battered tin cup. “Pray remember poor debtors,” croaks a parched voice. It is as if the shadowy man knows that the small coin Mother gave Dorcas nestles in her apron pocket. Though she very much wanted a toffee apple, she is sensible that being the daughter of a gentlewoman comes with responsibilities, so she takes out the coin, stands on tiptoe and drops it into the tin cup. That very instant, the filthy gnarled hand changes into her own small hand, and she is on the other side of the bars, in a dank dark cell, and in her nostrils is the stench of the tanneries and unwashed flesh. 

She wakes in a cold sweat to a blackness so dense it could conceal a hundred miseries. Though it is a scandalous waste, Dorcas fumbles for the tinderbox, scratches out a bright flame, and from it lights a candle. See, you are in your own bed. Yet when she blinks the nightmare is still there, patiently waiting. Attempt to sleep, and it will reclaim her. Instead she reaches for Mr Payne’s exquisite translation of Arabian Nights, a relic from the light-filled library in the Turtons’ Islington villa. When Dorcas was seated on a velvet-covered window-seat, bookended between shelves, someone entering the library might scan the room and miss her entirely. The ceiling of the rarely-used room was painted with plump pink cherubs. Though Annie frequently reminded young Dorcas that she was a puny-looking baby, of the six children Jemima Turton had birthed, Dorcas alone survived her precarious infancy. It was Annie who named the cherubs after Dorcas’s sister and her brothers. ‘See, there’s Jemima with her lyre, the three Johns frolicking, Samuel using a seashell as a trumpet.’ When inked letters miraculously resolved into words, Dorcas became a reader, reading to her siblings. Tonight she turns to the story of Scheherazade, who married a turbaned sultan only to discover he was a tyrant who’d done away with the wives who came before her. He had but one weakness: he could be enchanted by stories. If Scheherazade conjured for him fierce battle scenes, impossible challenges and daring quests, he would allow her to live another day. To Dorcas, stories have always been equally important. Tonight she reads to keep visions of dank cells and fetters at bay.

Dorcas avoided Father last night, but at breakfast she must sit opposite him.

He cracks the shell of his boiled egg. “Surely I am not to be begrudged a new shirt? If we fail to keep up appearances, no one will grant us credit, and without credit…” His exaggerated shrug suggests he is at the mercy of the complex workings of this great city.

“Father,” Dorcas says, light-headed with incredulity, “our credit has been terminated.”

“By Mr Brailsford, yes, but London has many other merchants.” He dips his toast in the golden yolk as if this were any other day.

Even now, with evidence laid in front of him, Samuel Turton is unrepentant. “And they talk to one another!”

Her father’s free hand becomes a fist. “I have explained the card game.” A convoluted concoction involving honour and appearances, all part of the now-familiar pattern. “What’s more, daughter, I have no intention of accounting to you,” from the fist, a forefinger points, “for my every move.”

You have accounted for nothing, merely spewed a litany of suffering and produced a handful of creased bills and receipts from pawnshops. And to add to the weight of Dorcas’s woes, she has yet to learn how much he lost at the card table. Until his debts have been settled, she will not know a moment’s peace. “Have you managed to collect any of what is due to you?”

He waves away her question. “Every man is waiting on another who owes him money.”

“Perhaps a debt collector of our own might be the answer!”

“And insult every customer I have?” comes his quick reply.

She risks another subject, knowing it will be equally unpopular. “A young maid would cost nothing more than bed and board. It would free up my time to bring in more needlework.”

“I will not have someone delving into our business. Besides, a maid would need to be taught, supervised…”

The chief reason he is not receptive to the idea of employing a housemaid is because it might set Dorcas free – free to marry, free to leave. If there is another way to balance the books, it evades her. Even if she buys less meat they must have bread and cheese, and it’s January, the meanest, coldest month. They cannot make do without a chaldron of coal, and always, always candles. For much of the day their narrow street is cast in shadow. Neighbours employ mirrors to capture the sun’s rays and reflect them back through front windows, but in the back-parlour, kitchen and scullery light is in short supply, and for the depleted London Turtons, having it is fast becoming a luxury. Yet without candles how can Dorcas occupy the winter evenings preparing her pupils’ lessons and hemming Mrs Sleepe’s waistcoats?

Thwarted at every turn, she decides she will have to pawn something. The long case clock is a family heirloom, and standing in the hallway it presents her as a respectable person who can be entrusted with the education of merchants’ daughters. What would callers think to discover it gone? Yet if bailiffs should come pounding on the front door, it is the first thing they’ll happen upon.

And the next? Her harpsichord, made by the great Joannes Ruckers. Dorcas’s grandmother had the instrument shipped from Antwerp. Even after several days at sea, it arrived in perfect tune. The way her mother’s cool delicate hands spun spindly notes into tumbling flights of birdsong seemed to Dorcas a kind of magic. Though there is little time in her evenings for music, she must have an instrument for her pupils to play. Besides, even before Dorcas learned her notes, her mother told her it would be hers, and that she in turn was to leave it to her oldest daughter. It would be a betrayal to let it go. There must be other belongings, smaller incidental things.

She returns to the back-parlour. Her father has not stirred from his chair. “Where are the rest of Mother’s things?” she asks him.

“What things?” he replies impatiently.

“The trinkets from her vanity-table. Her glass smelling bottles, brushes, combs.”

He averts his gaze. “Gone.”

Her sense of having been deprived heightens. She blinks, once, twice. “And the silver candlesticks? I can only find two.”

He darts a swift look at her. “I did not like to trouble you with details.”

Details! Her mask of calm slips. Everywhere she goes her father has been before her. The only places he has not scoured clean are the scullery and her bedchamber. Dorcas sits on her mattress and looks down at the books piled by the side of her bed. Relics from her fairy-tale childhood, their spines weakened from many readings. Novels in which to lose herself. Poetry to dip in and out of. Her chest rises and falls. No. There must be another way. 

As Dorcas roots through sheets and blankets in the linen closet, a memory comes to her. There were bolts of turquoise and ochre silk that were to have gone to the dressmaker to make gowns for parties and balls. Events they did not attend. If the fabric is in the attic, it may have escaped Father’s attention. Rarely has Dorcas climbed to the top floor. Its two bedchambers were designed to be used as servants’ quarters and she does not have the time to clean rooms that are not in regular use. She treads the stairs tentatively to the landing. To the left is a small slope-ceilinged room. If she can make Father see sense about a maid, it will be needed. To her right is the room she still thinks of as Annie’s. Stripped of homely possessions it looks sparse but it is a good size. And it is empty.

“Out of the question! We are not taking in lodgers.”

Her father may roar and grumble all he likes. Dorcas is deaf to it. “Would you prefer a debtor’s cell?” Her heart races. This is the furthest Dorcas has ever pushed, the most she has risked asking.

“It won’t come to that!”

By raising his voice, he expects to shock her into submission. She will not give him that satisfaction. “Won’t it?” she fires back. “I wish I could believe you.”

He stares into the fireplace as if bewitched by the dancing flames. “Your mother’s brother will be good for the money.”

Dorcas has been blind. Only now does she understand. She has not been alone in writing begging letters. And the difference between her lines and those her father will have written have doubtless exposed Samuel Turton as a liar.


CHAPTER THREE

To the point is the best way of describing Uncle William’s response, one of two letters the post-boy delivered. She holds hers in shaking hands. Even knowing as he does that the burden will fall unjustly on Dorcas, her uncle writes that he cannot continue to fund ‘a ne’er-do-well’s follies.’ So thoroughly does he appraise Dorcas of her father’s failings, it is almost as if she herself stands accused of them. How irresponsible of her it was to be born to a father who acts as if he is in possession of Fortunatus’s bottomless purse; how foolish to attach herself to a bad link in a chain.

Uncle William, Sir John’s grandson, signs off, I am with the greatest esteem, and sincerity, Your most affectionate, and obliged Uncle, et cetera. So dismissive do his words seem – the et cetera in particular – it is as if he has taken scissors to Dorcas’s only lifeline.

These past few days, Father has returned earlier than his usual hour. Doubtless there are people he is anxious to avoid. He goes directly to his armchair, where he will take up residency until she serves his supper, a soup made from root vegetables with the merest hint of bacon. Dorcas looks at her uncle’s familiar cursive on the second letter, addressed to her father. She hopes he has written of her father’s selfishness, his wanton disregard for responsibilities. Of how he has wallowed in self-pity, neglected solemn duties and brought the Turton name into scandalous disrepute. All that, she wants as she presents the letter. “This arrived for you.”

“Ah!” Her father reaches for it. “Your good uncle.” He believes he holds in his hands the solution to the mess he has created, which in Samuel Turton’s fictional world is a grave misfortune that has befallen him. Dorcas finds she has lost the appetite to watch his expression crumble. Instead she returns to tend the soup-pot.

When she brings their supper on a tray, the letter is balled in her father’s fist and his head is bowed, as if to avoid the watchful gaze of his wife. On seeing Dorcas standing in the doorway, he launches it sideways into the fire, where it catches, puckering from the outside inwards.

She sets down a steaming soup bowl at his place at the eight-sided table, a bowl at her own, the plate of bread between the two, then sits. Though it was in a different house, as Uncle William took his seat at this very same table, he once said that her mother was a martyr to grief. He had made a connection Dorcas had not. Had her sister and her brothers lived, each of the eight sides would have been occupied at family mealtimes during her childhood. It is not the first occasion Dorcas has thought her sister and brothers selfish for deserting her so that she alone must cope.

When Uncle William’s letter is reduced to cinders and still her father does not stir, she asks, “Will you eat something, Father? Your soup is going cold.”

Silence.

She realises she must address the matter of the letter, because he cannot. To do so would be to admit he was at fault. “I will advertise that the room is available.”

For a full minute there is only the steady ticking of the clock.

Finally her father splutters, “You will not advertise in our parish!” 

The following afternoon, Dorcas shows her pupils out from the bright front-parlour she uses as her school-room. Carrying their slates and chattering all the while, they traipse outside into the cold where carriages are waiting to take them home. Anxious that someone is watching, studying her routines, Dorcas shudders as she listens to their elaborate farewells and waves them off. After shutting the world outside, she climbs the stairs with purpose and sets to work, scouring Annie’s room, the landing, the upper staircase. When her father told her that she should not advertise the room in their parish, he didn’t mean the parish of St Giles in which they live, but the parish of St Luke’s where they attend church. It is a new church with little history to boast of, but with a considerable history for the Islington Turtons. There, in the churchyard, her parents buried five children. There, too, was her mother laid to rest. What Father also meant is that she is not to ask Reverend Ackworth’s wife for assistance, as she did when seeking pupils. And so when Dorcas goes to Mrs Sleepe’s shop to collect the next consignment of waistcoats, she asks if she might put a sign in the shop window. Large furnished room to let. 1s 10d per week.

Unscheduled knocks at the door make Dorcas feel sick to her stomach. Before answering – and answer she must, having advertised the room – Dorcas sidles up to the school-room window and summons courage enough to peer out. A scholarly gentleman enquires about the room, but when he learns that there are no servants – he relies on servants, she must understand that – he bids Dorcas an abrupt good-day. She had not considered such a thing. Any respectable person will expect a servant to be at their disposal. So what does that leave?

Now she stands next to the window once again, peering around the edge of the shutter. A man and a woman are outside on the footway. The man’s face is angled away from her and in any event would be hidden by his tricorne hat, the woman’s by a large black bonnet. The woman turns her head and gazes up at the man. Whatever he says makes her face light up so completely, they can only be newlyweds. In the next instant, the woman’s gaze drops.

She is discovered.

The man turns towards her. His face is not one she could imagine gazing up at, enchanted, but the face of a descendant of the Giants of Albion. “We’ve come about the room,” he says, his voice distinct even through the glass.

“One moment,” she says, as if interrupted mid-task, rather than caught spying on an intimate exchange. She hurries to the door, pauses a moment to compose herself, then lifts her chin and opens it. “Good-day to you both.”

There he is, intense eyes under a heavy brow. Dorcas’s gaze darts to the woman, her small eager face under the large black bonnet, but her eyes seem to be drawn back to the man.

“I am Mr Lackington, and this is my wife.”

She sees already that her first appraisal was unkind. Still, he is not a soul who could go about incognito. Not as Dorcas did when she first faced the prospect of venturing out unchaperoned. Greater than the fear of being harassed was her fear of encountering a former acquaintance. Much as this would have caused Dorcas embarrassment, the greater embarrassment would have been theirs. So she dressed in the clothes one of their maids used to wear and made purchases at out-of-the-way shops no one from her former circle – and none of their former servants – were likely to frequent.

“Is the room still available?” Mr Lackington asks.

“I have just this moment shown it to a gentleman,” she lies, though she knows not why, “but my terms are a week in advance and that does not seem to suit everybody.”

“Well, it is the arrangement we are accustomed to.” Dorcas judges him to be thirty years of age or thereabouts, his pretty wife several years his junior. “Might we see it?”

“Assuming it’s convenient, of course,” adds Mrs Lackington. She wears a red cloak, the colour women from the country favour. When out walking, it is possible to estimate the numbers who have swarmed from countryside to city by a count of red cloaks. Both Mr and Mrs Lackington speak with a West Country burr. Outsiders, arriving without recommendations or reputation, and yet full of hope for better lives. Oh, how Dorcas wishes she could share their optimism!

“Do come in.” Happy to have the front door shut again, she gestures to the staircase. “It’s on the top floor. Shall we?”

Mr Lackington gives a shallow bow. “Lead the way.”

Keen to pinpoint their accents to a specific location, Dorcas glances over her shoulder to enquire, “Have you come far today?”

“Not far at all.” Mrs Lackington smiles easily. “Just down Royal Row and past the artillery ground.”

Dorcas walks past the Royal Artillery on her way to St Luke’s. Perhaps the sight of dashing soldiers in their splendid red tunics should not thrill her so, but what else has she in her life that is so colourful?

“You needn’t look so worried.” At odds with his severe brow, Mr Lackington’s way of talking is lively and light. “We are quite townified.”

None the wiser, Dorcas opens the door to Annie’s room. Never before has she ventured into a bedchamber with a man who is not her father. There is something about the look of a bed without its linen, something not quite respectable. She stands aside to let the Lackingtons pass. “Here we are.”

Mrs Lackington goes immediately to the window. Her husband hesitates at the threshold, then dips his head. “You must forgive me for looking at your feet.”

Dorcas’s spare hand goes to her mother’s locket. Such a personal thing to say. Their eyes meet, then in confusion she looks away. 

“I must apologise for my husband, Miss Turton.” Mrs Lackington’s manner suggests novelty, as if she has not yet grown tired of referring to him thus. “What he’s trying to say in his tactless way is that he’s a shoemaker.” If it is her husband’s habit to express whatever thought enters his mind, a lifetime of apologies lies ahead of her, but already she has moved on. “Might I ask, what is that place?”

Dorcas assumes she is referring to Bethlehem Hospital, so opulent that only the statues of Melancholy and Raving Madness reveal its true purpose. Glad of the diversion she crosses the room. From her gaze alone, it is evident that Mrs Lackington has no interest in Bedlam’s Corinthian columns and cupola-topped turret. She is pointing in a north-easterly direction, not at Moorfields, where the city’s maids are spreading out linen to bleach and dry, but beyond. Perhaps country folk yearn for ploughed fields, hedgerows, orchards. “That’s Windmill Hill.” Dorcas nods. “On it is the Foundry, made famous in recent years as the place Mr Wesley began his preaching.” Chapel, congregation and circus all in one, as her father would have it.

“I thought so!” Mrs Lackington turns to her husband, eyes as wide as a child’s. Mr Lackington settles a large hand on his wife’s small shoulder and stands behind her.

“Before he began his tenure,” Dorcas continues, “guns and mortars used to be cast there, but an explosion put paid to that.” She looks now with interest. It is not a view she enjoys. From her bedchamber, she looks down into the Drapers Gardens, said to have acted as a firebreak to stop the spread of the Great Fire. All around their narrow street is a labyrinth of alleys with thin houses rising three or four storeys tall. These alleys lead to unexpected archways and cobbled courtyards, irregular quadrangles, some of them quite delightful, where residents hang bird cages out of windows and perch pots of geraniums on sills. Some of them… Don’t stare, Dorcas. Come away.

“On a clear day,” she tells them, “you can see Windsor castle.” Yet it is towards Islington that her eyes now stray, towards the life she left behind. When Dorcas thinks how her mother gave birth to six children, only one of whom survived infancy, she cannot question why her mother didn’t much trouble herself with their new neighbours. Why she seemed distant. As a child, of course, Dorcas felt differently. On finding her mother standing at a window, her eyes fixed on the far horizon, Dorcas wanted to declare herself, to say, I’m here. What about me?

Mrs Lackington turns her back on the view, clasps her hands and looks about the bedchamber. It is spotless. Part of Dorcas would like the pains she has taken to be acknowledged. 

“The location would be very convenient for us,” says Mrs Lackington, but Dorcas detects hesitation.

“Shall I leave you alone to discuss it?” she ventures.

Mrs Lackington gives her husband a questioning glance.

“Thank you,” Mr Lackington touches a corner of his hat. “But we’ve seen all we need to.”

They’ve dismissed it out of hand. Perhaps it’s as well. Mrs Lackington seems pleasant enough, but Dorcas would never know where she stood with the husband. “In that case, I’ll show you out.” She leads the way. If Dorcas’s footfalls on the stairs are the steady tick of the metronome, the Lackingtons’ are the off-beat. She goes to the front door, opens it and –

A white-knuckled hand is raised to the level of her face.

Mr Brailsford’s men! Her heart stutters.

“Miss Turton,” says broken nose. The hand belongs to his accomplice. “You’ve saved us the trouble of knocking.”

“I am just showing my guests out. If you wouldn’t mind…”

The men step aside. Blinkered by her bonnet, Mrs Lackington goes first, turning in the direction of Moorfields. Mr Lackington pauses on the doorstep and dips his head in the direction of Mr Brailsford’s men. “Much obliged,” he says then turns to Dorcas and says in a low voice. “Are these gentlemen known to you, Miss Turton?” His face is so close to hers, she feels the brush of his breath on her cheek.

She would not have witnesses to her humiliation, certainly not this man who has no respect for boundaries. “Of course. They’re my father’s business associates.”

He lingers a moment, looking at her, really looking, in a way she has not been looked at for a long time. Her cheeks smart. Only when it is clear that she will say nothing else does he nod. “In that case, I’ll bid you good-day.”

Despite her reservations about Mr Lackington, something inside Dorcas plummets as he walks away. Already scar face is making himself tall. It was folly not to entreat Mr Lackington to stay. Even now it might not be too late to call after him. But before Dorcas can open her mouth, Mr Lackington pivots, points to the sky and walks briskly back towards the house.

“Miss Turton, I am not certain I made myself clear. If you gentlemen would not mind waiting another moment, might I have a word?”

Scar face’s shoulders drop.

“Be our guest,” broken nose says.

“Perhaps we could step inside?” Mr Lackington gestures.

Grateful to have a reason to close the door, that she might open it again and face the men on her own terms, Dorcas manages to say, “Of course.”

Mr Lackington removes his hat. “The arrival of your father’s associates rather threw me. I assumed we would have the opportunity to speak.” He reaches into a pocket, withdraws a purse. “A week in advance is what you said, was it not?” When he hands her the money, his hand, the rough hand of a working man, grazes hers.

One shilling and tenpence. The wherewithal to pay off Mr Brailsford’s men. Whatever objections she has must be set aside. She lifts her chin. “When shall we expect your arrival?”


CHAPTER FOUR

As the carter hefts the Lackingtons’ luggage into the hall – an odd assortment of baskets and crates, dumped without ceremony around the base of the clock – Dorcas cannot help feeling a sense of intrusion.

“We’ll have this clutter out of your way in no time.” Mrs Lackington wears the same large silk-covered bonnet she wore when they came to view the room. Perhaps she doesn’t own a hat-box of a sufficient size to transport it any other way.

She knows so little about the people who will share her home. With the thought of teasing out a morsel she might share with her father, she offers to help carry their luggage up to the top floor.

“There I must put down my foot, Miss Turton.” Mr Lackington heaves up a large crate and straightens his back once more.

He really is a most extraordinary-looking man, and his wife a rosy-cheeked country girl who would no sooner paint her face than powder it. “What about a pot of tea? You will be thirsty.”

“We don’t want to put you out.” Mr Lackington lowers his voice and leans confidingly towards Dorcas, too close by far. “What my wife would really like is to get settled. Make the place feel like home.”

His proximity, the scent of him. She steps back, flustered; addresses Mrs Lackington: “In that case, perhaps later you’d care to dine with us. We eat at six.”

There is no mistaking the look of dismay her new lodger gives the skirts of her plain dress.

Dine, indeed! Save that she is neat and tidy, Dorcas has no time to fret about her own appearance. The too-grand expression slipped out, a souvenir from another time when suppers consisted of several courses, served on bone china and eaten with silverware. “We are very informal,” she adds hurriedly. “Come exactly as you are.”

“That would be most welcome.” Mr Lackington dips his head. “We gladly accept.”

When her father arrives home to find Dorcas in the kitchen, she tells him that they’ll have company.

He hangs his walking cane from the surface she’s working on, never mind that there is a perfectly good stand in the hall. “Who?”

She is only too aware of his thinking. Guests should be of the same calibre as their hosts. “Our lodgers,” she says primly.

He twists towards her, releasing a heady musk of tobacco and stale alcohol. “You said the Lackingtons weren’t going to take their meals with us!” 

When Shakespeare’s daughters displease their fathers, they are threatened with nunneries. As a young woman on her Grand Tour, Dorcas’s mother had travelled to Florence. It was quite the thing to visit a convent or two. Each nun, she said, had to herself a bedchamber and a small garden. Several hours of every day were set aside for prayer and silent contemplation, but this allowed time for reading, and on saints’ days the nuns were permitted to take part in the town’s carnivals. If only Dorcas could have her books, perhaps to remain untouched would not be so terrible a fate. “I thought you’d like to know who you have living under your roof.” When she stops stirring, the mutton stew bubbles. She brings the wooden spoon to her mouth, blows on the gravy, tastes it.

“You’re in danger of setting a precedent.” Her father’s indignance has a throaty quality.

We might have company more suited to your liking had you not burnt your bridges. Thoughts are where Dorcas finds refuge. As a nun, this is where she would struggle. Catholics believe that thoughts can be sinful. Yet surely credit should be given for all of the less than charitable thoughts that arrive unbidden, but which she does not voice, or worse still act upon. “It’s only supper.” She adds more salt to the pot.

“Well, you needn’t think I’m wasting good wine on them!”

Dorcas waits long enough to ensure her father intends this to be his final word, then using a finger, hooks his stick and swings it all the way to the hall.

Before the last of the six chimes dies away, there comes a thud-thud thud from the staircase. Dorcas unties her apron, throws a shawl around her shoulders and goes to greet their guests.

“We’ve taken you at your word, Miss Turton. We are as we were.” Mr Lackington wears his hair undressed, a match for his untamed personality. “That is to say, we’ve come as we were.”

Catching herself staring again, Dorcas forces her gaze elsewhere. “Allow me to introduce my father.” She sweeps a self-conscious hand in his direction. A father should be the one to introduce a married couple to his unmarried daughter, not the other way around.

“James Lackington.” He lunges forward, leading with his right hand, but the table is too wide to allow a handshake. “And this is my wife, Nancy.”

Their names: James and Nancy. That is something.

One hand knuckled on the table for support, Samuel Turton pushes himself to standing, just high enough to display the tops of his velvet breeches. She sees him as a stranger might, his brandy-reddened complexion, his rheumy eyes, a scattering of powder from his two-curl wig (‘Any more is vanity!’) on the shoulders of his frock-coat. “Mr Lackington, Mrs Lackington, you are most welcome, I’m sure.” Said with a vagueness that suggests he searched long and hard for his manners.

“Mr Turton.” Mr Lackington gives a slow nod, perhaps acknowledging his understanding that familiar names will not be used. “We’re honoured to share your table.”

“Well, don’t stand on ceremony. Sit, sit.” Her father gestures at two chairs in such a way that the Lackingtons could be forgiven for thinking he was shooing flies. Then he looks to Dorcas as if to say, I have played my part. Are you satisfied?

At other tables, the lady of the household sits with her hands in her lap while a servant serves the first dish, pours the wine. Dorcas goes to fetch the food, then ladles mutton stew onto a plate and sets it down in front of Mrs Lackington. “You must help yourself to bread and butter.”

“What a treat!” she says, but waits until her husband has slathered the heel of the loaf with butter before taking a slice for herself.

“Manna from Heaven!” Mr Lackington smiles at Dorcas – at both Turtons – appreciatively. “I always say there’s nothing finer than good bread and butter.”

“Father,” she prompts, “Won’t you pour our guests some beer?”

With stilted civility, he takes up the pitcher.

“Your very good health.” Mr Lackington raises his glass before bringing it to his lips.

As cutlery clinks against chinaware, her father is warily watchful, as if looking for some trifling thing to find fault in. The Lackingtons, Dorcas is relieved to see, do not eat with their mouths open.

Mr Lackington breaks the lull with a question. “What line of business are you in, Mr Turton?” Candlelight gives him a brooding appearance, graver than the glint in his eye suggests.

“I have a carriage and saddler’s ironmongers. Anything to do with transport, I stock it.”

“A lucrative trade, no doubt, in a city of a thousand horses.”

Dorcas darts a glance at her father. His pride has never recovered from having to involve himself in trade. He prefers not to be reminded of the word. Yet his brow is only slightly creased. 

“One for every fifteen people, though Mr Whitbread ensures the ratio is higher in Chiswell-street.”

“We’ve seen his waggons out on their deliveries. He’s the famous brewer, is he not?”

“He would be flattered to hear himself described as such, I’m sure. His stout is what he is best known for.”

“As you can probably gather, I’m a country boy, both in mannerisms and at heart.” Mr Lackington’s expression is tinged with amusement, as if nothing in this world should be taken too seriously. “I know little about stout but plenty about horses. His appear to be fine specimens.”

“The Speaker of the House of Commons certainly thinks so. He houses his coach at the brewery stables and has it pulled by six of Mr Whitbread’s Midland Blacks.”

“Is that right? Tell me, do you manufacture the goods you sell?”

Her father shakes his head, swallows. “We source, sell and ship.”

“The three ‘S’s!” Of their party of four, only Mr Lackington appears entirely at ease. His wife is perhaps waiting for the moment he next transgresses a boundary. “That keeps you busy, I imagine.”

“My daughter does my book-keeping. She’s a marvel.”

“You’re blessed, Mr Turton,” says Mrs Lackington.

Dorcas feels like a curio brought out for inspection.

“I’ve not always been a lucky man, but where my daughter is concerned, I consider myself fortunate indeed.” 

Mrs Lackington looks to the portrait over the mantlepiece. “Is that your good lady wife, Mr Turton?”

“It surely is.” He twists around to look upon her painted face. “She had all the good sense and gentleness of temper that a man desires in a wife.”

A small V of empathy appears between Mrs Lackington’s brows, but Dorcas bristles. If her father truly believed her mother’s temper was as gentle as he suggests, it was something he took advantage of.

Yet Mrs Lackington seems enraptured. “She was a rare beauty.”

“That she was. Painted by James Wills.” Her father turns back to address Mrs Lackington. “He gave up his position as master of portraiture at St Martin’s Lane Academy for the clergy. Such a terrible waste of talent.”

“Perhaps it takes a man with spiritual leanings to capture what’s truly inside a person.”

The remark earns Mrs Lackington a glance that might almost be described as admiring. “I do declare, madam, you may have stumbled upon something. It was shortly after he completed my wife’s portrait that Wills began to paint his way to God.”

“You have day-pupils, Miss Turton?” This from Mr Lackington.

Thrust back to the centre of attention, Dorcas feels blood rush to her cheeks. “A dozen or so girls come to me for their lessons.”

He looks at her, quite directly. “And you teach them to read?”

Conscious that her father’s eyes are also on her, she replies, “Among other things.” She is teaching her pupils to tame every natural instinct they were born with, all their indignation, effrontery and rage, just as she was taught to subdue her own.

“Reading is everything, don’t you think? Teach someone to read and you may wake a latent genius.”

“Sadly, my pupils’ parents’ chief concern is that I improve their conversation so that they might better support their future husbands.”

Mrs Lackington stills her cutlery to gaze upon her husband. Once again her face is transformed. “That’s not to be underestimated. I’m happy to be a support to Mr Lackington.”
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