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PRAISE FOR THE CHISWELL-STREET CHRONICLES

‘Dorcas is as appealing and extraordinary in her circumstances as Elizabeth Bennet or Mrs Dalloway.’

J.J. Marsh, author of A Pair of Blue Eyes

‘At last – a novel set in this period that puts in all the bits that 18th century novels always left out.’

Jean Gill, author of The Midwinter Dragon series

‘Vivid, real and full of colour’ 

Clare Flynn, author of The Pearl of Penang

‘A beautifully evoked story about grief, loss, and the redemptive power of creation.’

Margarita Morris, Historical Fiction author

‘If you enjoy Phillipa Gregory’s novels, you must read The Bookseller’s Wife’ 

Bronwyn Kotze 

‘Here is a young woman as intelligent and capable as Jane Eyre, and as principled and determined as Lizzy Bennett.’

Alison Morton, author of the Roma Nova series.

‘Davis is adept at bringing history to life’ 

Darlene Jones, Author 

‘Great verbal sparring between Dorcas, her father and the Lackingtons, you can see the characters in all their nuances’ 

Beverley Hulse

‘A joy to read’

Lykkes Læserier

‘Such strong, intelligent female characters’ 

Maria Arcara, Goodreads

‘If you like to be fully absorbed into a time with your fiction, and for your fiction to be supremely convincing, then I cannot recommend this enough’

Dawn Gill

‘A rare find of a book. Dorcas triumphs on her own terms.’

Amazon reviewer


PROLOGUE

September 1794

He promised her books. Only books. The library at Alexandria cannot have housed more. Beyond anything she imagined, it is miraculous – the high ceiling supported by iron pillars, skylights flooding the ware-room with light, reflecting from the white walls so there is no need for candles. Shelves rise from the floor, drawing Dorcas’s gaze up to the galleries, and the staircase so elegant. If only she could walk as smoothly and steadily as Patience, but Patience was her best pupil. Dorcas always knew she would overtake her. And Dorcas is here, hobbling on her own feet, more than she could have hoped for a fortnight ago. Each step brings her eye-level with a different delight: the smooth marble profile of a statue, the generous curve of a Grecian urn, the coiled frond of a fern, a gilded book title. Halfway up, Dorcas pauses for breath – she tires so easily – and looks down at the circular counter. Beneath the dome, her husband is discussing final details with Mr Scales, while Robin directs stewards and clerks in black frock-coats. When finally Dorcas reaches the level of the women’s gallery, she feels no less victorious than a mountaineer on arriving at a summit. She is impatient to see her soft furnishings grouped invitingly around low tables, the fabrics she chose adding a touch of luxury. The spaces left in-between, so that a person might read without being disturbed, or share confidences without fear of someone eavesdropping. Posted at the door are two of the female staff she insisted on. They stand aside in a choreographed movement ending with an out-held arm. As Dorcas enters the gallery, she sees them: nine women dressed in classical robes, assuming the same positions as the subjects of Richard Samuel’s painting, The Nine Living Muses of Great Britain, a statement that women can be every bit as creative, intelligent, and influential as men.

She clutches Patience’s arm. “Is it –?”

“The mortals you crowned muses for the day.”

She cannot quite believe it. “You did all this?”

“You did. Generations of female readers need never fear that setting foot in a backstreet bookseller’s might so damage their reputations, they must send maids in their stead.”

She takes this in. It is what she strived for; what she fought for, though there have been many setbacks, and at times it has felt as if the only steps were backwards instead of forwards. “And seated?”

“As many former pupils as we could locate. And you see what they are reading?”

“Louisa Mathews.” Dorcas clasps one hand to her chest. “I’d better sit down. I’m quite overwhelmed.”

A former pupil stands, and she takes her place.

“George has made a beautiful job of the bindings.” Patience places the book in her hands.

“Oh, he has.” Butter-soft green leather – Spanish calf, if Dorcas isn’t mistaken. Her novel has red speckled edges, green silk ribbon markers. She allows her eyes to linger on the spine, her name in gilt. Not Mrs Lackington, but Dorcas Lackington. No one can take this triumph from her. She opens the book to the dedication. To my father, Samuel Turton, who instilled in me a love of reading.


CHAPTER ONE

October 1780

“A ruin, a ruin, a ruin, I will make it!”

High on the remnants of Moorfields’ temporary gallows and clad in black cassocks, the latest in a long line of self-appointed moral crusaders raises both hands to the sky. In front of the crude wooden platform, a woman – doubtless his long-suffering wife – is on bended knee, gazing up as if she would outpray a saint. Gone are the days when John Wesley’s zeal drew thousands. The other spectators are clusters of ragged street-children and miserable wretches who were dispossessed by June’s riots. Some have built shelters from blankets, boards and charred timbers salvaged from their former homes. Others simply lie on the grass, having escaped with nothing but the clothes on their backs.

“This also will be no more until He comes whose right it is, and I will give it to Him.”

Dorcas closes her ears to the preacher’s tirade and continues up Finsbury Parade. It is hardly the first time the ransacking of London has been compared to the fall of Jerusalem. In these sickly, distempered times, it won’t be the last. The common man has lost his faith in government, and government fears the common man. No more than six executions, Edmund Burke pleaded, lest the people be moved again to violence.

They are so easily moved.

Idle peacocks strut with hands on the pommels of their swords. Liberty boys armed with sticks and cudgels lie in wait to ambush Catholic chair-boys. Men justify these actions, claiming they’re protecting what’s theirs.

In a crow-like blur, the preacher is flapping at her side. “Do you recognise that passage, sister? God in His mercy stayed His angel’s hand, but we should be in no doubt. Unless we mend our wicked ways, He will break this city.”

Dorcas devoured accounts of Gordon’s riots, but in not one newspaper column did she find evidence of God’s hand. God wouldn’t have allowed John Geary to ravage two servant girls and leave them to roast in a burning house. The tensions of the past three months gather in her chest, but any response would only encourage her tormentor. Gaze fixed on the corner of Chiswell-street, she increases her pace.

He matches it. “Don’t deceive yourself, sister. Your transgressions have been discovered.”

Spittle lands close to Dorcas’s eye. She stamps to a standstill and turns on the man who has lumped her together with sinners and wastrels. “My transgressions? I only wish I had more leisure at my disposal, that I might not disappoint you with such a meagre offering.” The preacher’s mouth gapes, but she isn’t finished. “As for your choice of passage, if you must spout forth,” she dabs at the spittle with a corner of her shawl, “you might try to be the instrument that diffuses God’s love.”

The torrent of words is as much of a shock to Dorcas as it is to the preacher. A low rumble of thunder vibrates through her. She looks to the pewter sky, but God is not voicing His disapproval. It is the slow lumbering of Mr Whitbread’s Midland Blacks hauling a waggon loaded with barrels of stout. Now that the fire in her belly is doused, Dorcas can scarcely believe how suddenly she snapped. She wants nothing more than the sanctuary of the shop. The road clear, she lifts the hem of her skirt and trots across on a diagonal. 

They are no longer minnows in the world of bookselling. J Lackington and Company’s footprint is twice that of her father’s ironmongery. Where once he displayed carriage wheels are Pope’s Homer and The Beggar’s Opera. In this area of breweries, tanneries and clockmakers, their shop is an emblem of hope.

Here is Robin, guarding Augustus’s gateposts. Over the summer, their former coster-boy has shot up to her shoulder height. Perhaps he is more young man than boy, but boy is how Dorcas thinks of him. He opens the door. Beyond the misshapen rectangle of daylight that extends from the doorway, the interior recedes into shadow. Although it will take a moment or two for her eyes to adjust, Dorcas anticipates the shop’s welcoming, slightly shambolic appearance. In its arrangement, order can be found. Separate shelves house histories, divinities, philosophies, voyages, astrology, alchemy, palmistry, poetry. And for those who can find it within themselves to be invested in people who haven’t walked upon the earth, Dorcas’s first love – novels. 

Robin raises his free hand as if to cough. “Mr Denis is here,” he speaks into his fist.

Dorcas’s heart sinks a little. “Still?” she asks. It is their partner’s habit to call each morning to discuss the prior day’s takings. Mr Denis is an oilman by profession, but business makes disappointingly few demands on his time. Of all the places where a well-read man might find an audience for his pearls of wisdom, it is at Lackington’s that Mr Denis chooses to drop them into wine and drink them down.

“They’re off on another circumbendibus.” The boy widens his eyes.

Dorcas arches a brow. “Really?”

He shrugs. “I liked the sound of it.”

“Stick to detour. Three fewer syllables and just as clear.”

Perhaps her husband is broaching the subject of their Great Scheme. A ready-money formula that will enable Lackington’s to sell books at such easy rates, reading will come within the reach of apprentices and servant girls. Though financial success is by no means guaranteed, Dorcas has given the scheme her blessing. For better or for worse, she faces life’s unpredictabilities yoked to a man of singular optimism. There may be lean years ahead, but she can better influence James Lackington if, like Mr Whitbread’s Midland Blacks, they haul the same load.

She goes briskly to the counter to greet their assistant. “Good morning, Mr Scales.”

“And to you, Mrs Lackington. Mr Denis is here.”

She sighs. “Imparting something of great importance, no doubt.”

Mr Scales gives a lopsided smile. “Something to do with noble savages.”

On reflection, perhaps Robin’s word-choice was inspired.

Dorcas deposits her basket on the desk, removes her leather overshoes and hangs her cloak. Her husband and Mr Denis are standing by the table where their Plaster of Paris Shakespeare presides over piles of chapbooks. She isn’t yet accustomed to the sight of her husband in a white two-curl wig and severe black clothing, but lost that particular battle after a sanctimonious customer complained he didn’t resemble a bookseller, a concern that had been privately gnawing away at him. It was pointless to suggest he shouldn’t value himself upon his dress when every buck who walks through the door judges them first on appearance and then on how they speak – and James Lackington has never lost his West Country burr.

Dorcas nods to their browsers. Her husband and Mr Scales’s decision to join the London Military Foot Association during Gordon’s riots has proved a profitable strategy, bringing merchants, traders and professional men to the shop. They are as at ease in their surroundings as they would be in their own parlours. How that would change were another woman – Dorcas being part of the furniture – to appear in their midst. “Gentlemen,” she nods.

“Ah, here is Mrs Lackington!” Mr Denis extends an arm to welcome her into her own kingdom. Though his buttons strain, he holds himself as if he were the Apollo Belvedere. “Is it safe to wish you a good morning?”

Dorcas walks forward until his lavender wig-powder tickles her nostrils. “I’ve just been accosted by a preacher who meant to leave me in no uncertain terms. God is not yet done with London.”

“Ha!” Her husband’s eyes dance. “When I first landed in this city of wretches, I was appalled. Several weeks expired before I reconciled myself that if London was a second Sodom, I was a second Lot.”

“I’ve lived here my whole life,” Mr Denis sighs, “but until June, I never saw so many wild natures laid bare.”

“Yet my assailant didn’t blame the mob,” Dorcas says.

Her husband rocks onto the balls of his feet. “No?”

“No. He took singular delight in informing me that my own transgressions have been discovered.”

James Lackington laughs with pagan abandon. “Who is this fellow who claims to know my wife better than I do?”

“I hadn’t realised I was sufficiently notorious to merit anyone’s attention.”

Shoulders back, stomach out, Mr Denis displays no sign of amusement. “Lackington, I’m surprised at you, letting your wife venture out alone, where she might be exposed to abuse.”

“Ho! Mrs Lackington was venturing out alone long before she and I became happily acquainted, and has proven herself a worthy verbal combatant.”

“Besides,” Dorcas answers for herself, “if I don’t walk through the door alone, how can I expect other women to?” She raises her volume so that their browsers may hear. Unfortunately, they aren’t alone in their belief that bookshops should be the preserve of men.

Mr Denis makes a great performance of looking around the shop-floor. “Yet I don’t see any female customers.”

“The moment I create an arrangement of comfortable chairs to make them feel at ease, your gentleman assume my efforts are for them.”

Her husband pokes himself in the chest. “My gentleman?”

“I have to fight to keep them out of it,” she confirms. “Men have any number of places that are theirs. Taverns, clubs, coffee-houses –” 

“Be that as it may,” Mr Denis tramples over her protestations, “I rather think that when your preacher said you, he intended the plural.”

Dorcas balks. “As in booksellers?”

“The Lord Bishop warned, ’tis not only authors who shoulder the blame for the blasphemous words they pen, but the industry which dispenses them.” Mr Denis angles his head and reads from gilded spines. “Pascal, Milton, Locke, Voltaire, all condemned as Lucifers.”

“Come, come. Freethinkers,” her husband insists. He is a man who can frown and smile at the same time. “We must cater for persons as diverse as the beasts on Noah’s ark.”

Dorcas nods, but her mind is uneasy. “If we include philosophers, I can expect a repeat performance on my way home.”

“Such is the fervour of these favourites of Heaven,” says her husband, “they shout themselves hoarse by dinner-time. The most he’ll be able to do is hiss at you.”

Dorcas takes an involuntary step backwards. The memory of spittle landing on her cheek is still fresh.

“You might remind your naysayer,” says Mr Denis. “Long before his god decided to wipe out humanity, Zeus had the same idea, and it was not Noah but King Deucalion who rode out the flood.”

Dorcas has no intention of feeding their patron’s favourite hobbyhorse a handful of oats. “I distracted you from your discussion. Did I hear you mention savages?”

Mr Denis gestures to a pile of slim pamphlets. “We’ve taken delivery of one hundred copies of a publication we expect to be read by everyone from the nursery to the Cabinet-council.”

Dorcas prickles at his use of we. She didn’t expect to be eclipsed quite so thoroughly by the man who suggested her time would be more profitably spent in her husband’s shop than teaching merchants’ daughters. “And what is that?”

James Lackington has the uncontainable air of a child on Boxing Day. “An eyewitness account of Captain Cook’s death! And in far greater detail than any news column.”

Hardly a challenge. The news took the best part of a year to reach England’s shore, six words in all: Poor Captain Cook is no more. She lifts a pamphlet from the pile and scans the cheap frontispiece. Published anonymously. “Never mind philosophers, should we be selling an unofficial narrative? How do we even know it’s authentic?”

“Which do you think is more likely to be true?” Mr Denis gloats. “The official narrative, or the unofficial narrative, free of the Admiralty’s glorifying mythology?”

Dorcas’s cheeks smart. No one has bleached the account of anything unsavoury. This Cook will be flawed, human.

“Read it by all means.” Their partner flaps a laced cuff at her. 

Sometimes Dorcas has to remind herself that a man who keeps a private library of mystical and alchemical books cannot be all bad. “I shall,” she replies. Printed for D. J. Dodsley in Pall-Mall, price 1 shilling 6d. What of her husband’s Great Scheme: to sell for the cheapest price possible while still making a profit? “How will we price them?”

“You see the price.” Mr Denis sniffs sharply, as if inhaling a pinch of snuff. “One shilling and sixpence.”

She looks to her husband: Have you not broached the subject? He gives one of the sheepish winces Dorcas has come to know well during the years of their marriage. “So it is. How remiss of me.”

She seats herself beside their bust of Shakespeare; opens the pamphlet. It isn’t even well-written. But Dorcas is transported to a landscape of palm trees and rainforest, where bare-breasted Eves tuck flowers in shades of coral and violet behind their ears. Over an hour passes before she comes up for air. The account doesn’t only deliver the shocking moment of Cook’s demise but hints at cannibalism. Mr Denis was right. There is no need to reduce the price. Where Dorcas would begin their experiment (she thinks of it thus) is to place books that have outstayed their welcome next to the pamphlets, marked with tantalisingly low prices. Or perhaps a single sign. All at a shilling.

“Well, wife?” her husband asks.

“Not for the faint-hearted. And definitely not for the Sabbath!”

“I knew it!” He rubs his hands together, beaming. “Gold dust.”


CHAPTER TWO

1780

Dorcas takes a despairing look at their latest acquisitions, towering in precarious piles. The total grist, husks and all! But despair soon turns to delight when she comes across a copy of Thomas Gray’s poems, each page with its own woodcut, and just the right size for a pocket. Dorcas remembers saying to Patience shortly after she first took her on as a maid, ‘When you’ve mastered reading, you shall have poetry’. How Patience replied, ‘I already have poetry’, then began to recite. With one verse, Patience demonstrated that the ability to read is a poor measure of intelligence. Yet without reading, Patience might have remained a servant – and their school-girls would be poorer for it. Instead, she is the best and most inspirational of teachers because she remembers what it was like to learn to read.

“Right on time,” Robin observes.

Dorcas looks towards the door to see Mr Doddington shamble in, dragging his lame foot. One of Moorfields’ booksellers who fell victim to Mr Dance’s clearances, he goes from shop to shop hawking a bundle of decaying almanacks and periodicals. Sometimes, when he smells particularly ripe, they buy something simply to move him on. “Mr Doddington, good-day to you.”

“Mrs Lackington.” He smiles, revealing a few gravestone teeth. “Nice copy of Dryden. Knowing you to be a lady of exceptional taste, I’m offering you first refusal.”

“Show me.” She looks. “The cover is in tatters, and the pages are heavily foxed.”

“No matter.” Mr Doddington reaches for a copy of The Female Tatler. “For your discerning lady customers.”

“Seventeen seventy-one. Fashions have moved on.”

“Anything you’d like to exchange?”

“A couple of old volumes came in with a larger acquisition. Yours for a penny apiece.”

Mr Doddington looks appalled. “You’re trying to trick me!” He gathers his books together, knotting the string. “Cheating honest folk,” he mutters.

“There he goes,” says Robin as the bell over the door jangles.

Before close of business at the end of another long day, Dorcas approaches Mr Scales, who is counting the takings. She takes the Thomas Gray from her pocket. “Set this aside for me, would you?”

“Thomas Gray.”

“Miss Brice’s favourite. I’ll make a gift of it when the occasion’s right.”

He dips his pen and scratches out a slip to put inside.

Her husband has no appointments to view private libraries and will accompany her home.

“Utopia calls.” He pats the counter twice. “Mr Scales, would you mind locking up?” It is a necessary courtesy. Mr Scales lives in the garret-room above the shop, an arrangement that suits their insurers, who lose sleep over the proximity of so many books to candles and coals.

“Not at all,” comes the familiar reply. “What’s more, I shall open up in the morning.”

“Straight home, there’s a good lad,” her husband says to Robin, who is chasing crisp brown leaves into a corner with the broom.

As her husband opens the door, a sharp clash of shouts and the grinding of millstones rushes in. Dorcas pulls her shawl closer. “If I didn’t know better, I might assume Mr Whitbread was presiding over a torture chamber.” She glances through the open gates into the yard, but there is no sign of Theo, the stable-hand Patience has been stepping out with since early summer.

“You were looking,” her husband accuses. 

“At the horses.” She accompanies this blatant lie with a smile. “’Tis difficult not to feel a certain responsibility. You know what Patience is to me.”

“And you know I don’t agree with extended courtships.”

“It’s only been four months!”

“Ah, but many a man loses a prize by shyness in airing his intentions. Come.” He touches her elbow. “Let’s see what Mother Caslon has for us.” He steers her across the road to see the type foundry’s window-display, metal mirror-images of letters arranged daily into a line of verse or a phrase.

“There is only one good, knowledge, and one evil, ignorance,” Dorcas reads.

“There! She will approve of our pricing policy.”

“Before we stand accused again, can we be sure we don’t have any blasphemous publications on our shelves?”

“I’ve been ruminating, and I don’t think it’s the work of freethinkers that has your friend hot under the collar.”

Though he’s teasing, Dorcas balks. “He’s no friend of mine!”

“In the last century, most people’s reading began and ended with scripture. Now maidservants are reading Pamela.”

“Do you act out every book you read?”

“Were that true, I would have circumnavigated the globe several times over. But you take my point.”

It isn’t helpful that The Lady prints claims that novels weaken and pollute the mind, every such nonsense accompanied by an illustration of a swooning woman clutching a romance. “It’s as likely he was talking about science.”

“I think not.” Though her husband furrows his prominent brow, Dorcas is not easily deterred.

“More specifically,” she ploughs ahead, “truths revealed through telescopes that threaten the certainty of those who claim to know how the world is supposed to turn.”

“You will give me a for instance?”

“Only last week you told me about speculators who say there’s a high probability that other planets are populated.”

“Nothing in the universe is unique and alone. So said Lucretius. Yet if God created all, why would that anger Him?”

“Not God. The Church. Since the Bible tells us God created man in His own image, the notion that there might be intelligent beings who don’t resemble Adam and Eve…” 

“There we are, wife, both of us arming honest folk with radical new ideas. At least we’ll be damned together. Shall we?” He gestures to the corner where Chiswell-street meets Finsbury.

Dorcas feels herself shrinking. “I spent the afternoon preparing arguments for my crow, but now I cannot look. Is he there?”

James Lackington used to boast that he could read by the light of the moon and stars. Now he squints into the dusk. “Where was this fearful apparition?”

“Using the gallows as his stage, would you believe?”

“Poor taste indeed! Well, he’s not there now. You frightened him off.”

She risks a sideways glance. Campfires are glowing once again on Moorfields, silhouettes passing in front of them. Poor homeless souls. What she had thought was a single child crying now sounds like many children.

“You may try out your arguments on me if you wish.”

“Oh!” she laughs dismissively, conscious of their comparative good fortune. “They were nothings.”

“Well, then, let’s talk of something else. It strikes me,” he cocks his head and lifts one hand towards an ear, “there is not a solitary blackbird to herald the twilight.”

“I’m just so weary of lame comparisons.”

“Ah! So those nothings were somethings after all.”

“The minute you begin to unstitch his analogy, it falls apart. I’ve always understood divine judgement to be an event that defies natural explanation.”

“Take care, Mrs Lackington,” her husband says with obvious admiration. “You’re in danger of sounding like Mr Denis.”

“I hope not!”

He chuckles. “What will it take? Must old Father Thames turn to blood?”

“Not that. I’ve studied my Bible. The fish would die, the river would stink, and no one would be able to drink the water.”

“If a plague would inconvenience madam less.” Her husband stops walking, removes his hat and holds it to his chest. “Might I suggest frogs?”

“Locusts,” she replies, as imperious as Cleopatra.

He extends his left leg and executes a shallow bow. “As you command.”

Dorcas shivers, suddenly sombre. “A preacher’s judgement doesn’t worry me, but if Reverend Ackworth were to share his opinion, that would be serious. Lackington’s cannot afford to tussle with the Church.” She glances back at Moorfields. “We must bring some food for those poor people.”


CHAPTER THREE

1780

Acorns and pine needles crunch underfoot as Dorcas weaves a path among the Celtic crosses and stone angels of St Luke’s graveyard. Autumn has always been her favourite season, though in London she cannot smell its flint and musk as she can here. She has come with a purpose, determined that Reverend Ackworth should hear the preacher’s words from her, so she might have his reaction. But first she stoops to lay a small posy against her family’s headstone, yellow pansies bought from a young girl by London Wall, whose clothes were little more than scraps. More people live on the streets than ever before in Dorcas’s memory, entire families huddled in doorways. What look like piles of limp rags lie prone on the footway, and who’s to know whether you’d be thanked for shaking them to check if they are alive or dead when only hunger awaits. You do what you can, a few farthings here and there. 

The Turton’s gravestone has begun to show the creep of moss. Its winged skull serves is a macabre reminder of mortality. She reads the names of her parents and siblings.

Samuel Turton 1715 – 1775

Jemima Turton 1715 – 1773

Jemima Turton 1738 – 1742

John Turton 1741 – 1742

John Turton 1743 –

John Turton 1748 – 1748

Samuel Turton 1753 – 1753

Her mother birthed child after child (the darkened plastered hair, the determined roar, the new life placed at her breast), only to have them die. Doomed to live this same agonising moment over and over again, she must have thought God had singled her out for punishment. Dorcas, the sole survivor, is thirty-one, hardly very old. Yet her husband’s first wife, Nancy, didn’t fall pregnant. The bloodline of the Islington Turtons will die with me. It suddenly seems urgent that Lackington’s pricing scheme succeeds; that it paves the way for women readers. That will be her legacy. 

With renewed resolve, she makes her way to the rectory, a three-storey house on the corner of Mitchell-street. The Ackworth’s maid, Ruth, whom Dorcas knows from Sunday services, promptly answers the door.

“Is the Reverend in, Ruth?”

“He’s out just now, Mrs Lackington, but Mrs Ackworth is at home.”

“Dorcas, my dear.” Mrs Ackworth comes out of her morning room and approaches with outstretched arms. One of the few people who use Dorcas’s given name, the Reverend’s wife has known all of her family’s sorrows. After baby Samuel’s death, many friends stayed away, but Mrs Ackworth called daily, though her mother often refused to receive her. ‘Tell Mrs Turton we grieve with her. And how does Dorcas fare?’ she would ask faithful Annie, knowing that Dorcas was peering through a crack in the door. To Mrs Ackworth, Dorcas suspects she will always be a girl.

She takes both of Dorcas’s hands. “You’ll find the Reverend in church.” She leans a little closer. “He’s seeing an architect about a concern he has.”

“Nothing serious, I hope?”

The Reverend’s wife squeezes Dorcas’s hands, but a dark cloud crosses her eyes. “It will cheer him to see you,” she says.

Clean-lined and sleek, St Luke’s has an obelisk spire, not at all in keeping with a traveller’s image of a semi-rural church. In the fifty years since its construction, it has accumulated scents of beeswax and incense, as well as an undertone of penetrating damp. The benign white-haired cleric stands in front of the altar, deep in discourse with the architect. His hands are behind his back, and his shoulders appear more rounded than usual. Not wanting the echo of her footsteps to interrupt their discussion, Dorcas sits in a pew near the back and reflects that it was here, in this building, that she first experienced beauty in the gem-like colours of the stained glass. She marvels again at the gold of St Luke’s halo and the rich ruby red of his robe.

When the architect turns to leave, Dorcas recognises him. He is George Dance, whose family home is in Chiswell-street and who was responsible for the transformation of Upper Moorfields – now called Finsbury Square. As he passes her pew, Mr Dance inclines his head, but doesn’t meet her eye. She waits a moment longer before making her way up the aisle. Despite the loud clip of Dorcas’s shoes, the Reverend doesn’t appear to hear her approach. He has steepled his hands and pressed them to his lips.

“Reverend,” she ventures.

His shoulders jolt. “Mrs Lackington! You caught me deep in contemplation.”

“Mrs Ackworth said I might find you here.”

He gives a weary smile. “In my Father’s house.”

“I saw Mr Dance taking his leave.”

The Reverend sighs. “Lately, as I walk up the aisle, I’ve noticed a slight undulation in the floor. Given the age of the church, I hoped to see out my tenure without the need to oversee repairs, but,” he looks to the altar, every worry line gilded by the gold of the stained glass, “it seems the Good Lord may choose otherwise.”

“Is it serious?”

“As you know, St Luke’s sits on former marshland, something one hoped its architects would have compensated for in their design, but our obelisk…” His smile becomes a grimace. “If a survey confirms St Luke’s is sinking, I will have to prevail upon the parishioners.” Reverend Ackworth raises his eyes to the rafters. “I’m only too aware how unwelcome that would be, on top of the riot tax, and when working men struggle to put food on their tables.”

Dorcas’s problems seem paltry by comparison, and her cause – the bookshop’s reputation – less than honest. “You have much on your mind. My question will keep.”

“I would be a poor shepherd if I worried more about a building than I do about my flock. Besides, I’m relying on you to divert me from my woes.” He gestures to the front pew, which is open to the altar.

Dorcas sits. The Reverend leaves space enough for two before putting one hand to the small of his back and craning himself into position. He winces as he lands.

“You’re not in discomfort, I trust?” she enquires.

“Only that which comes with age. And for that, I know only one cure.” He smiles, making it apparent that he will say no more until Dorcas has spoken her piece.

Where to begin? “I would have your opinion on a matter.”

A hint of mischief enters his deep-set eyes. “I seem to recall that in the past you relied on your own counsel.”

Humbled, Dorcas glances at her wedding ring. “Was I so awful?”

“To know your own heart is no bad thing. But I’ve thrown you off course…” 

“Recently,” she casts down her eyes, “I’ve been troubled by an accusation that one of Moorfields’ preachers levelled against me.”

“We cannot have that.”

“The crux of it was that, as a bookseller, I’m responsible for distributing materials that are contrary to the Church’s teachings.”

He nods slowly, making the adjustment from the domestic sphere to the professional. “Do you know which publications he was referring to?”

“When we purchase private libraries, articles occasionally come into our possession that we’d rather not put on our shelves.”

“Hmm.” His eyes are deep pools. “What do you do with them?”

“Pass them on to specialist booksellers or pawnbrokers.” Dorcas finds herself frowning. In doing so, Lackington’s ensures they remain in circulation.

The Reverend’s wiry eyebrows lift and settle. “If ever you need a home for them, the Church has accumulated a considerable library of material it considers unsafe for public consumption.”

“It’s the books I place in the hands of readers that concern me more. My husband is of the opinion that the preacher wasn’t referring to books written by freethinkers, but to novels and scientific publications.”

“Tell me this – what is your intention when you put a book into the hands of a reader?”

There is no need for Dorcas to hesitate. “First and foremost, I believe that through book-learning, a person has the greatest opportunity to improve themselves. As you know, Miss Brice arrived in my household armed with uncommon natural ability, yet without reading, she would have remained a servant.”

Reverend Ackworth nods. “If you treat an individual as he is, he will remain how he is. But if you treat him as if he were what he ought to be, he will become what he ought to be.”

“The letters of St Paul?”

“Von Goethe,” he chuckles. “But let me ask you this – should we not try to imbue fertile minds with principles of virtue?”

“Novels help readers develop natural sympathy. In their pages, I’ve walked in many shoes.” Wooden pattens that clatter over cobbles, leather shoes with silver buckles and red heels, handstitched cavalry boots, silk slippers made for dancing. “Doing so can only improve a person’s judgement.”

“And you keep that foremost in your mind when selecting books for readers?”

Dorcas blinks once, twice, three times. The thought founders below commercial considerations. To be favoured with repeat custom, she must recommend books that are in keeping with customers’ dispositions and tastes. “I don’t always select the book,” she admits. “Readers often ask for specific titles, in which case I tell them which editions we have.” Something more is called for. “Perhaps something suitable to read to the household. An edition of Shakespeare with the more colourful passages edited out.”

His eyes do not stray from her face. “But you would sell the untouched version to adults?”

“To someone capable of rational judgement, for their private consumption, yes.” Dorcas was so confident she wasn’t culpable, but light from the stained glass behind the altar is moving in rainbows up the aisle, as if God is showing His hand. “Perhaps Shakespeare wasn’t the best example. Today’s sensibilities are more severe than they were in his day.”

“He was your example,” the Reverend points out. “Instead of casting him aside, you might examine why you chose him.”

“Of all the writers, I think he gives us the most complete array of characters and crossroads, but what readers gain the most from his work is a love of language.”

“Which might also be said of the King James Bible,” he says, not unkindly. 

“True,” she concedes. 

“Only you can judge whether the particular works you recommend carry moral messages.”

“Even if they don’t, surely there’s an advantage to be had in encountering dilemmas without endangering your soul.”

He beams at her. “I asked about your motivations. Now I’m convinced they’re pure. Provided you give the right novel to the right reader, and the reader has proper guidance in interpreting what they read, we’re in agreement. So we come to science. What exactly is your concern?”

It seems a ridiculous thing to say to a man of the cloth, but say it she must. “It has been suggested to me that recent discoveries have troubled the Church.”

“I don’t know about that. William Stukeley studied a skeleton, which he called a crocodile. Observers claimed it challenged what the Bible tells us about creation. He himself argued it supported what Genesis tells us about Noah’s flood. I share his opinion. Studying the natural world can only bring us closer to our Maker.”

“I was thinking about the cosmos. If a scientist were to prove that other planets are populated…”

“I’ve heard that theory, but then I’ve also heard it suggested that the moon is made of cheese.” He laughs at his own joke before turning serious once more. “Man should never be so arrogant as to assume he has discovered all the mysteries of the universe. In distilling the web of creation to pen and ink, writers reduce its complexities to what the human imagination can conceive. Remember, with God, there are no limits.”

Dorcas returns to the shop in a contemplative mood. Her job is important and should be approached with a degree of seriousness.

“Ah! Here’s my wife now,” says her husband, coming towards her. “Mr Shaw is after The Wealth of Nations. I know we debated where to shelve it, but I can’t for the life of me recall how we resolved the matter.”

Mr Shaw is a man of commerce and industry. The right book in the right hands. “I argued for philosophy, but you overruled me with science.” She walks to the wall of shelves and locates the name Adam Smith on the third row from the top.

“There’s a remarkable story about Smith’s childhood,” Mr Shaw says as she hands him the book. “It’s said that when he was three, a band of gypsies carried him off.”

“One assumes they gave him back,” she replies. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

She seats herself behind her father’s old leather-topped secretary desk, one of the few surviving fixtures from his ironmongery. It seems right that she works at his desk. For all his faults – and there were many – he stole into her bedchamber in the pitch black of night with a flickering candle and whispered, ‘Shall I read to you, child?’ His gift to her was a love of stories, more specifically Arabian Nights, which became her portal to the magical world of the imagination.

“Did the Reverend put your mind at rest?” Her husband’s voice.

She looks up to find him leaning against the doorframe. “Reverend Ackworth supports us. So long as we put the right book into the right reader’s hands.”

“But that’s our job,” he replies.


CHAPTER FOUR

1780

Dorcas stands in the school-room, its clean whiteness rendered cream by reflected sunlight. She lets one hand trail over the walnut of her harpsichord. Made by the great Joannes Ruckers, it passed from her grandmother to her mother before it came to Dorcas. Gilded cherubs brush her skirts as she takes a seat on the velvet stool and plays a few tentative notes of Toccata in E minor.

One day, you will leave it to your oldest daughter.

Despite all, her mother took it for granted that Dorcas would have daughters; that they would survive her.

Footsteps. The door.

“I’m sorry.” Patience’s voice. “I didn’t realise you were in here. I was just going to put my papers in place for tomorrow’s lessons.”

Dorcas locks a smile in place. She doesn’t air her private sorrows with friends, and no friend is dearer to her than Patience. “I was visiting my mother’s harpsichord, is all.”

Patience perches beside her, a sheaf of papers in her lap. “Tell me something about her.”

Dorcas trawls her memories. What comes to mind is the story her mother used to tell her about how she came into the world. So she begins. Thirty-one years ago, the spring of Dorcas’s birth had been turbulent. The northern lights moved eerily in the night sky above the city’s rooftops and steeples. “Eight months pregnant, my mother stood at the window of her bedchamber staring in awe at the shimmering dance of greens and pinks, the energy of it filling her lungs. She told me that even the most gifted storyteller would struggle to convey its beauty, the glowing ethereal play of colours.”

“They were said to be the gods’ reward to the Norsemen for enduring long, dark winters.”

“My mother decided they must have been how the Angel Gabriel appeared to Mary. She splayed her hands over her belly and prayed that this child – at this point, my mother would place her hands on my head – would be healthy.” Dorcas remembers or seems to remember the weight of those hands. “Later I learned from Annie that the Almighty answered her by rattling the windowpanes and dislodging several roof tiles.”

“An earthquake?”

Dorcas nods. “The Earth’s foundations shook so hard, a pier came crashing down from Westminster Abbey’s roof. Londoners fled, clogging the streets leading out of the city, and set up makeshift camps in the countryside. By the time I made my entrance, it was as if the fields had turned black.” A sigh surges through her. “Apparently, I was the puniest-looking baby you ever saw.”

“But you lived.” Patience knows about the others who did not.

Dorcas gives in to the urge to reach for her friend’s hand. She may not have daughters, but she had pupils. Patience, Judith, Beth, Maria, Edith, Violet and the others. Although Dorcas turned to teaching out of necessity (because hadn’t her father proven inept both in trade and at the card table?), she came to fervently believe in the education of daughters, her own schooling having been neglected. Now Patience carries the torch. With small acts of quiet defiance, she is showing their women-in-waiting – their Juliets – other ways of being. Although their greatest achievements may be wifehood and motherhood, there is also the life of the mind, and that will be theirs alone.

“What have you chosen for tomorrow’s lesson?”

“Not what but who.” Patience’s passion hasn’t dulled since she started stepping out with Theo. She shows no sign of being less committed. “A woman for whom there were never enough hours to learn everything she wanted to know. Margaret Cavendish.”

“She’s an inspired choice.” They try to give their girls examples of remarkable women. Margaret Cavendish was both remarkable and a writer. Someone who refused to be dismissed as a ‘scribbler’ or a ‘scandalmonger’.

“When the world calls you mad, conceited and ridiculous,” Patience says, “you know you’re on the right path.”

She has another pupil; the person who makes their utopia function, opening shutters, laying fires, fetching and carrying water, shopping for food, washing linen.

“And how is Hannah’s reading coming along?” Dorcas asks.

“She doesn’t think it’s for her. I told her to give it time, but,” Patience sets her papers on the music stand, “we shouldn’t force her.”

“Hannah, more stew for Mr Lackington, if you would.”

“Ah,” Mr Lackington sits back in his chair to allow Hannah to oblige, before she takes her seat again.

In other households, convention dictates that servants eat apart from the rest of the household. Perhaps Patience and Robin would join Hannah. But how would that make sense when they can profit from conversation and companionship?

Over the clink of cutlery and chinaware, Dorcas poses a question as lightly as if she were asking her husband if he had had enough to eat. “When do you intend to raise the subject of pricing with Mr Denis?”

He slathers the heel of the bread with butter. “I hadn’t realised you were so impatient.”

Of course Dorcas is impatient. All the evidence she needs that reading improves lives is seated at the table. If they can replicate Patience and Robin’s success (she will not give up on Hannah), there will be fewer occupants of doss-houses and workhouses. Fewer people huddled in doorways.

But her husband has turned towards Robin, who is spooning stew into his mouth as if he fears someone will steal his plate. “First, I’d like to propose that Robin embark on a study of old books.” There is a hint of humour in the set of her husband’s mouth. “No need to scowl, ungrateful boy!”

The boy swallows. “Why would a person prefer old books to new?”

“When I was your age, I thought it miraculous that I could open a book and read the thoughts of ancient thinkers. But every reader has their own reason. Mr Denis has heard a whisper that they contain the secret recipe for an elixir that preserves the earthly body from decay.”

“If my aunts haven’t heard about it, it’s safe to say there’s no such thing.” Hannah is gaining confidence. Not so long ago, she would have waited for Patience to give her a cue before she threw down her sixpence.

“Hah!” laughs James Lackington. “But it’s concealed in language so arcane, few can decipher it. I’m not suggesting you ignore anything written in the last thousand years, but you, Master Allen, have filled your head with oriental spies and Portuguese pirates. ’Tis time you made your acquaintance with the Greeks.”

“How do I begin, sir?”

“We’ll start you on a diet of mythology. For brevity’s sake, I refer to Homer, Sophocles and Theocritus.”

Dorcas meets Patience’s amused gaze, which seems to say, Oh, for brevity’s sake. “Begin with Homer,” she suggests. “His heroes have yet to be bettered. Can we speak about pricing now, husband?”

He waves his fork. “You know how it is with good Mr Denis. What I’m trying to avoid is his blank refusal. We must manage him with tact.”

Not a virtue Dorcas credits her husband with in any great volume. Still, it is reassuring to learn his delay is strategic. 

“Mr Denis holds books in such esteem, he never haggles over price.” Her husband takes his wine glass in his right hand. “When a publisher isn’t aware of the monster a book will become, he might only print a few dozen. The rarer the book…” He turns to Robin, who takes the cue.

“The greater its value.” 

“If I may,” ventures Patience. “Mr Denis can’t have become a successful merchant without driving a hard bargain on some articles.”

“Whales,” says Robin between spoonfuls.

“Funny,” Hannah smirks, “I’ve not seen many of those at Billingsgate of late.”

Dorcas lays her cutlery across her plate. “If he has a blind spot as far as books are concerned, we must find a way to show him the advantage.”

“Like Homer, I appeal to my muses for inspiration.” Her husband’s gaze alights on Dorcas and Patience.

Dorcas is about to mention her idea of placing books that have been gathering dust next to the tempting new pamphlets, but Patience is there before her.

“There isn’t a maid in this city who doesn’t make it her business to know which butcher sells best mutton at a cheap price.”

“Word gets out,” Hannah agrees.

Patience turns to Dorcas, full of purpose. “You told me you were minded to buy more of the linen you came by at a very good price.”

“The rate Robin’s growing, I can’t sew shirts fast enough.”

Mr Lackington points at the boy. “Hannah, no seconds for Robin.”

Patience’s eyes dance. “I propose we stage a little play. Household Economy and its Application to the Broader Scheme of Things.”

Robin turns up his nose. “I wouldn’t waste my wages on that!”

“You won’t have to. You’ll be in it.”

He perks up. “Who do I play?”

“Yourself. Robin Allen, shop-boy.”

He puffs out his chest. “Future bookseller.”

“Teach a boy to read, and he’ll have you out of your job!” her husband beams with pride.

Patience looks to Dorcas. “Would you object if I were to use a pupil as an extra?”

“Not if it will be a lesson about economics.”

“In that case, I choose Elizabeth. She’ll benefit the most from it.”

“Where will our stage be?” asks Dorcas. “Here?”

“Chiswell-street. All it will take is a little trickery. You place an order for linen and leave instructions for it to be delivered to the shop. It will need to be at an hour when Mr Denis is there.”

“He calls early,” says her husband. “But I can detain him.”

Dorcas cannot resist rolling her eyes. “He takes little persuasion.”

“And the customers need to include a number of women,” says Patience.

“I’ll see to that,” Dorcas offers. “I’ll prevail upon a few ladies at church.”

“Someone will have to fetch the draper’s boy before they disperse.” Patience turns to Robin. “The question is, how fast can you run?”


CHAPTER FIVE

A One-Act Play

SCENE: Lackington’s Bookshop

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

JAMES LACKINGTON, bookseller, ably played by himself.

DORCAS LACKINGTON, the bookseller’s wife, played by herself.

MR SCALES, Mr Lackington’s assistant, played by himself.

ROBIN ALLEN, future bookseller and specialist in antique books, played by himself.

MR JOHN DENIS, partner, oilman, and bibliophile, unwittingly played by himself.

DRAPER’S DELIVERY BOY, played by himself (thoroughly briefed).

CUSTOMERS, played by women from the parish of St Luke’s and Elizabeth, a pupil of Miss Patience Brice. 

Enter draper’s boy: Delivery for Mrs Lackington. I was told I’d find her here at this hour.

Robin: (Calls) Mrs Lackington, the draper’s boy is here to see you.

Mrs Lackington: (To customer 1) Do excuse me. I ordered some linen to make shirts for Mr Lackington.

Customer 1: How do you find the time?

Mrs Lackington: I have my evenings, and I like to have something that occupies my hands while I listen to the others read.

Customer 1: I imagine Mr Lackington puts on a lively performance.

Mrs Lackington: Last night it was Hogarth. Mr Lackington gave us his best horned demon, but he has competition now that Robin’s fluent.

Draper’s boy: (Touches the brim of his hat) Mr Collis says I’m to collect payment.

Mrs Lackington: Not before I check it. (to Customer 1) The price was so reasonable I’m a little sceptical that this is from the same roll as the sample.

Draper’s boy: I saw Mr Collis cut it myself.

Mrs Lackington: But did you check the length? Mr Scales, may I make use of your counter?

Mr Scales: Allow me. I happen to know that the distance from my nose to my fingertips is a yard.

Mrs Lackington: Like Henry I! The order was ten yards. (To Mr Denis, who is leaning on the counter) If you wouldn’t mind, Mr Denis?

Mr Denis: Are we now a draper’s?

Mrs Lackington: It will take but a minute.

Mr Scales, after measuring the linen: Unless I’ve shrunk, I’d say it’s on the generous side.

Customer 1: An honest draper in this city of thieves? Might I look?

Draper’s boy: ’Tis our best quality, from Somerset.

Customer 1: (Put out) Not Holland?

Mrs Lackington: Whenever I can, I buy West Country linen. I like to think it reminds Mr Lackington of home.

Customer 2: I couldn’t help overhearing. Would you mind if I…?

Mrs Lackington: (Stands aside) By all means.

Customer 2: (To Customer 1) It’s very fine.

Customer 1: How much did you say you paid for it?

Mrs Lackington: Tenpence a yard.

Customer 3, on overhearing: Tenpence? If you’re going back to your master’s shop, I shall come with you. Mr Scales (places book on the counter), will you put this by for me?

Mrs Lackington: And after that, please pay the boy and write it up as an expense.

Customer 1 to Customer 3: I’ll keep you company.

Draper’s boy: (Shrugs) It’s like this everywhere I go.

Robin holds out a hand to Customer 1 as he opens the door: If you haven’t bought the book…?

Customer 1: (Embarrassed, gives it to him) I was so distracted, I forgot it was in my grip.

Mr Denis: (Hands on hips, red in the face) Well, Mrs Lackington, there go your brave lady pioneers. We’ve done a brisk trade in linen. A pity we can’t say the same about books.

Mrs Lackington: (All innocence) I didn’t imagine linen would cause such a stir. It makes me wonder…

Mr Denis: (Folds arms across his chest) Go on.

Mrs Lackington: If we were to price our books below the rates the rest of the trade charges. But no, it’s foolishness to assume what applies to linen would apply to books.

Mr Denis: Why should it not?

Mrs Lackington: Linen is the great equaliser. Everyone, from his Majesty to the lowest orders, must have it. Whereas books are hardly a necessity.

Mr Lackington: (Entering from the stockroom) Not a necessity? Try telling that to a book-collector, eh, Mr Denis? 

Mr Denis: The more I own, the more I need. Tell me, Lackington. Before you became a bookseller, did you ever buy a book because it was cheap?

Mr Lackington: Purely because it was cheap? No! But if I’d already read it, or someone had recommended it to me and I happened across a cheap copy? (Shrugs) Certainly.

Customer 4, a young lady: (Clutching a volume of The Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennox): Excuse me, Mr Lackington, I can’t see a price on this.

Mr Lackington: Henry Fielding’s female author of choice! You’ll find it inside the front cover.

Customer 4: (Opens book and raises her eyebrows) That’s beyond my reach, I’m afraid.

Mr Lackington: You have my sympathies, miss. (Turns to Mr Denis) Had I been able to afford every book I coveted, I would have a collection to rival yours, Mr Denis.

Mr Denis: Young lady, if I might? What price would you have paid?

Customer 4 (looks in her purse): Ninepence. It’s all I have.

Mr Denis: Could we let it go for ninepence?

Mr Lackington: Certainly we could, if Mr Scales will forgo his wages (Calls over his shoulder). How would you feel about that, Mr Scales?

Mr Denis: Well then, how much?

Mr Lackington: No, no. I won’t enter into a downward-spiralling auction.

Mr Denis: But for the sake of argument?

Mr Lackington: One shilling and fourpence. Mind you, that would cut our margins fine.

Mr Denis: Let’s call it one shilling and ninepence. (Reaches in his pocket, pulls out a shilling, hands it to customer 4) Might I be permitted? Mr Scales, wrap this for the young lady. (To Mrs Lackington) There’s no need to look so astonished. I have a daughter.


CHAPTER SIX

1780

They are barely through the front door when Patience is upon them. “Well?” she demands, struggling to live up to her name. “How did the play go off?”

Dorcas pauses in front of the looking-glass to unpin her bonnet. She recalls the gloating look Mr Denis gave her when the women posing as customers abandoned books in favour of cheap linen. It did nothing to further her cause. But Mr Denis didn’t understand he was being played. She turns to her friend. “Better than even you might have expected. Robin ran as if he had wings on his heels.”

“Like a poor quack to a rich patient,” he confirms.

“Mr Denis didn’t just take the bait.” Dorcas laughs, and suddenly they are all talking at once, voices overlapping in enthusiasm.

“He gobbled it up!”

“And Elizabeth?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if a handbill announcing her Drury-lane debut were thrust into my hand.”

“Mr Denis took pity on her and bought her a book!”

“You should have seen Mrs Lackington’s jaw drop.”

“But are you any further forward?” Patience entreats.

All heads turn towards her husband.

“Ah!” Mr Lackington points a forefinger upwards. “As John Dryden tells us, trade, like blood, should circularly flow.”

Patience raises her eyebrows. “Meaning?”

“We wait until Mr Denis proposes cheaper pricing as a strategy, then explain it won’t do.”

Robin’s expression falls. “It won’t?”

“Not in isolation.” Her husband shrugs, palms to the ceiling, as he passes Dorcas on his way to the back-parlour. “How can it?”

“I see,” she says in a slow singsong voice. “The more we resist…”

“The more fervently Mr Denis will pursue what he believes is his idea.” Triumphant, James Lackington lets himself fall back into his fireside chair. “So when I maintain it cannot possibly work unless we stop offering credit, he will declare –”

Robin sticks out his belly. “Fine! If that’s what’s called for, that’s what we must do!”

“Show our esteemed partner some respect. Fetch your Greek myths. We’ll hear you read.”

Dorcas turns towards the noise of the boy clattering upstairs and sees Patience throwing a shawl around her shoulders. “Do you go out?”

“I’ll be back in time for supper.” There is high colour on her cheeks. “Theo only has an hour. Mr Whitbread’s Midland Blacks are very demanding.”

An occasional guest in their raucous household, Theo stands like Saul among the people. Always attentive, he moves his gaze from face to face as the conversation moves, but Patience rarely gets a chance to speak with him in private.

“Where will you go?”

“Draper’s Garden.”

It is a popular rendezvous, gravel paths around a central pond, its fountain of Cupid riding on a swan’s back. Dorcas isn’t familiar with the place after dusk; doesn’t know if it’s a venue for secret assignations. Yet what harm can befall Patience in the space of an hour? “I’ll see if Hannah needs any help,” she says. 

Dorcas hears Hannah before she sees her. When she thinks no one is listening, Hannah sings with gusto, telling the story of a girl with one foot in England’s heartland.

“Of all the girls that are so smart

There’s none like pretty Sally…”

Dorcas lets Hannah finish her rendition before entering the kitchen. “Can I do anything to help?”

The carrots she is chopping have her full attention. “Thank you, but if you do anything, it will throw my timings out.”

Dorcas finds her husband in his armchair and perches on its arm. “I’ve just offered Hannah my help, only to be informed I’d be a hindrance.”

“She’s probably afraid you’ll trick her into agreeing to more reading lessons.” Always that dark glint in his eyes.

“Are we no longer for self-improvement?”

“Self-improvement, but everything Hannah needs,” he taps his broad forehead, “is in her head. Remember Socrates. He believed that writing imprisons knowledge.”

“Had Plato and Xenophon failed to capture his words, they would be lost to us,” she counters. “And the same can be said of the gospel. Imagine a world without Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.”

“I do. Frequently.”

She makes a dismissive noise at the back of her throat.

“We don’t want to end up with two school-teachers and no one to light the fires.”

Dorcas sets the flat edge of a fist under her chin and stares at the dancing flames. True, Hannah has memorised centuries of recipes and cure-alls. As for current affairs, while she buys smoked herring at Billingsgate, she barters saltwater wits with a tantalising morsel picked up at the butcher’s. By the day’s end, she is as well-informed as any gentleman leaving his coffee-house. Still, it comes as a blow that a member of her household would reject the ruling passion of her own life.
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