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      Any mistakes readers find in the text will be mine, and not the fault of any of the people or agencies above, or of the many sources I consulted. If you do spot a mistake, I apologise, and hope it doesn’t spoil your enjoyment of the book.
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LONDON, 1794


      It was a month after her mother died that Alathea Sawneyford’s father first took her to the coffeehouse. Mr W, the proprietor, sucked in his cheeks: children irritated customers. But Mrs W simply set a small chair below the counter to shield Alathea from the pictures Mr W favoured for the walls. He called them ‘artful’. Mrs W called them nothing at all and would have blushed were she a blushing type of woman. Anyhow, despite the pictures, she never thought of turning the little girl away. With no children of her own, she had love to offer – rough love, maybe, but love all the same – and though Alathea has long since outgrown the small chair, Mrs W’s welcome has never been withdrawn. Mr W can suck in his cheeks all he likes; it pleases Mrs W to encourage Alathea to look on the Virginia & Baltick as a haven, and occasionally Alathea chooses to do so.

      She is on her way there now, drawing behind her the latest in a long line of stalkers set on her trail by, she guesses correctly, her father. Never certain whether the surveillance is for her protection or his own, it’s nevertheless always a pleasure to identify the wretch so keen to be unidentified. Today’s tail is a poor specimen, exuding furtiveness. He might as well carry a sign.

      Alathea is about to duck into the V&B when, through the low February cloud and city steam, she sees a crowd gathering at the top of Threadneedle Street. She pauses, then makes her way over and pushes to the front. A young woman is hanging. She is quite dead.

      A man parts the crowd with his barrow. Bad luck to touch the hangman or his barrow. Alathea, unshrinking, sees the hangman is in a fury. He doesn’t get paid for collecting suicides. ‘Robbed of ten shillings,’ he mutters, banging his barrow down.

      Alathea pokes the corpse with one finger. ‘Wire,’ she says, with a nod towards the girl’s neck. The hangman grunts. Unasked, Alathea holds the dead legs firmly and nods again. The hangman stares, then shrugs, climbs on to his barrow, levers the wire from the gantry and lowers the body. The crowd shuffle forward to have a look, then retreat when the hangman waves his arms. Alathea settles the girl’s skirts and contemplates her face.

      ‘Desperate, your friend,’ the hangman says, momentarily forgetting his ten bob.

      Alathea doesn’t contradict, though she’s never seen the girl before and wonders about desperation. The girl’s hands are quite relaxed, her fingers spread as though to press the final chord on a keyboard. There is certainly evidence of pain in the bloated cheeks and bulging lips, but to Alathea physical pain is something squeezed out and wiped away. Despair, being more entrenched, is more worthy of note. She bends as though to look for signs of it but instead removes the corpse’s shoes and tries them on. They don’t fit so she returns them. ‘Pity,’ she says. Then ‘Kiss her.’

      ‘What?’ says the hangman.

      ‘Kiss her,’ Alathea repeats. ‘Like this.’ She kisses the hangman full on the lips. It’s not the unexpectedness he remembers, it’s the feel of her tongue. He feels it from top to toe.

      ‘If a hangman kisses a suicide, God forgives both,’ Alathea says. ’Do it.’

      Before the hangman can refuse, she is gone, and though their acquaintance has been short, he feels her loss like a view suddenly revealed and as suddenly cut off. He rakes the crowd with his eyes. She is nowhere to be seen. A gloomy day seems gloomier. As he trundles the corpse to its paltry grave, the only thing that cheers him is a notice tied to a horse-post just outside the Bank. It’s a call to arms, brothers. Tax the rich! Power to the people! He counts six signatures. That should be six hangings this year at least. If all done at once, the authorities may ask for a discount. He’ll be damned if he gives one.
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      The girls were not consulted. Had they gone to the workshop of the pianoforte maker at Tyburn, things might have been different. As it was, Tobias Drigg, father to Marianne and Everina, made his way to Vittorio Cantabile’s workshop alone, although not alone by choice. He could find his way easily enough: ten years after hosting the last wretch’s execution, the Tyburn gallows remained, even the destitute superstitious about chopping the famous arms for firewood. Drigg did not want to be alone because whilst he had suggested the venture on which he, Archibald Frogmorton, Gregory Brass and Sawney Sawneyford were now embarked, he was not equipped to see it well begun. Like his friends, his chief interests were cloth, liquor, furs, leather, timber – anything to be bought low and sold high. A pianoforte was not on this list, yet this is what he had been commissioned to purchase. Drigg wished he had never mentioned the thing. He wished he had not even thought of it. He wished he was back in the Virginia & Baltick discussing plundered ships and the mulishness of Yorkshire jaggermen.

      One of the gallows’ arms pointed to the right, and after a brief meander during which he seriously contemplated abandoning his commission, Drigg found himself in front of two square storeys of black brick, the sullen hub of five narrow warrens. Lean-tos would have softened the workshop’s appearance, but nothing touched it apart from the cartwheels that habitually clipped the cornerstones of the three sides where the road passed very tight. On the fourth side the road was wider, so a wooden pavement had been attempted. The building marked a boundary for local robbers. East-side, official thief takers and Bow Street Runners; west-side, devilry. The window and the door were on the east side, as was the attempted pavement. It was a good place for the alehouse it eventually became.

      Drigg rat-tatted on the door. No answer, except for jeers from a crowd of beggars. Drigg pushed the door open and took a moment to shut out the street. For a second, he could have been in the V&B – that tallow tang – then his eyes readjusted and he found himself contemplating a scene of destruction. Of the fifteen or so instruments in the workshop, few were whole. Two single-manual harpsichords had vomited their innards, and from a spinet, a spew of shrivelled veins. Another, skeleton cracked, had lost two legs and was frozen in a crippled buck. Others were covered with shrouds. Over the lid of a lion-footed clavichord, keyboard missing, implements to pluck, hit, squeeze, stretch and force were spread in the manner of an orderly torturer. Directly in front of Drigg was a large desk, a stool behind it. Set in the right-hand wall a fireplace, fire unlit.

      Drigg shuddered. Overlying the smell of tallow was a smell much more fungal – an undertaking smell, he thought, venturing past the desk, dodging the shrouds and further unnerved by the draughts that caused a permanent whispering and twanging, as though a concert was either finishing or just about to start. Drigg stiffened his spine. ‘Halloa! Halloo there!’ He could feel dust spores in his throat and his nose prickled.

      From somewhere emerged the proprietor, balding, thin as drawn steel and draped about with wire and ivory, felt and pivots, jacks, stops, mutes and pins. His hammer was poised for a burglar.

      Drigg blurted, ‘I wish to buy a pianoforte.’

      Cantabile at once recognised a City creature, a coffeehouse man. Lloyd’s? No, no Lloyd’s man came here. Garraway’s? No banker’s sheen. Batson’s? Possibly, though Drigg lacked a sawbones’ smuggery. Cantabile kept the hammer raised. The Bedford? A man who shouted ‘Halloa!’ supping with poets? No. The Virginia & Baltick. That was it. Plain as plain. A V&B man. Cloth and furs. Thick thread and dead animals.

      Cantabile did not see himself as a vendor of keyboard instruments. He was a musical craftsman like his late father and, also like his late father, had achieved renown in their native Milan but no fortune. London had promised more discerning customers, but in this Cantabile had been disappointed. Sales had been good – his reputation preceded him. It was the customers who appalled. It became painful to part with creations over which he crooned and laboured, to imagine them under the thumbs and fingers of buffoons, money grubbers and imbecile girls. He drove harder and harder bargains. Shortly before customers refused to buy from him, Cantabile refused to sell. Only when starvation threatened did an instrument depart. Cantabile did not care who saw him weep.

      Starvation threatened today, but he moved sideways and gently closed the lid of the pianoforte he was currently refining. This pianoforte was not a work of art, it was a work of genius. Under-dampers of brass and a sounding-board of seasoned beech achieved resonances beyond anything Broadwood or Erard could boast. Innovation, materials and the dexterity of a master combined with uncanny precision so that every grain and splinter, block and hammer, string and pad, screw and hinge was perfect. Cantabile had gilded the small rose in the middle of the sounding-board as tenderly as an artist paints roses in a woman’s cheek. He loved this instrument without reserve. It contained more of him than his child. It was, indeed, the child he should have had. He stroked it with spread fingers. Not a hint of the V&B should taint it.

      Drigg gave it no more than a glance, since it was brown and unattractive. Cantabile saw the dismissal and took umbrage. This beauty, this divinity, passed over as nothing by a V&B man! He reached for the pistol under the counter, but stopped himself. He had a better weapon at his disposal. ‘Annie, Annie!’ he thundered.

      His daughter materialised. Drigg was knocked backwards. Under her cap, Annie boasted lustrous chestnut hair. From wide forehead to sculpted nose, she was pretty. Below the nose, catastrophe. A hare lip created a whole new gummy feature in her chin, and Annie gave Drigg the full benefit.

      Cantabile grinned. Ah, Annie. She was beyond price. He had vomited when she was born and ordered her swilled away with the afterbirth. His wife objected. The baby was a baby, she said, her baby. In a moment he counted as cowardice, Cantabile gave in. He had had no peace since. He did not get over his daughter’s deformity as his wife had. The stabs of tenderness which caught him unawares mocked him when he looked at her face: a book with split pages, beauty above, monstrosity below. And ridiculously unstable. Annie’s mouth drifted. He could not stand the smudginess of it. It tore him up, what the girl was and what she might have been. When Annie was three, he had sought help, but surgeons were afraid of adding to the damage. A hare lip was not dangerous, they said. Dangerous? Of course it was not dangerous! It was horrible. Was that not as bad? Cantabile took her home again, a small, solemn, lisping child, forbidden to eat unless facing the wall.

      She did have her uses. With Annie in sight, Cantabile could leave a pot of money in full view; and as soon as she could sit at the keyboard unaided, he set her to play in the window, a display that had helped custom fall away so satisfactorily that it was soon no longer necessary. Instead Annie buried herself in the brick fortress, absorbing music and the craft of instrument-making as other children absorb fairy tales and the craft of pickpocketing. Her presence agitated Cantabile, yet he could not do without her. When her mother had taken ill, Annie had turned nurse, and she was a natural instrument maker. She worked harder than any apprentice and played better even than her father. Cantabile might have been jealous, but as she grew, the lip grew more prominent and kept her meek, so father and daughter lived like porcupines, prickles always up, Cantabile’s sharp with aggression and Annie’s blunter, for defence.

      The effect of Annie on Drigg, however, was not what Cantabile expected. The fool was too mannerly to stare and leave. At last, Cantabile was forced to say, ‘Annie, this – this gentleman wants to buy one of our instruments.’

      Annie stood boldly upright, tilting her chin, which, as anybody who got past her lip might have noticed, was dimpled. She did not smile – Annie’s smile made even her mother blench and draw up her sheets. Apart from not smiling, Annie faced the world head-on. Her mother thought this brave, but it was not. Despite everything, Annie was a dreamer. Some girls might have dreamed of physical correction, but Annie never dreamed of that. Her dream was far more intoxicating. In it, she played her father’s most sophisticated pianoforte to a public audience. This dream audience gawped at first, then it listened, marvelled and stood to applaud. In the audience was her father’s only friend, Monsieur Belladroit, met in Paris on Cantabile’s journey to London, a regular correspondent and occasional visitor. In her dream, when the concert was over Monsieur took both Annie’s hands in his, knelt at her feet and loved her. This was the intoxication, and this future audience was why she waited patiently for the man in their shop to find the words of farewell he was so politely seeking and why, when such words eluded him, she made herself pleasant. The man might buy a ticket to attend her recital. If he stared now, he would not stare then. Anyway, she did not share her father’s horror of sales. Something must pay the rent and for the medicine needed to ease her mother’s lesioned lungs. ‘Are you familiar with pianofortes, Mr… ?’ she asked, wiping grimy hands on a large cambric handkerchief tucked into her belt. She had been scraping wood.

      ‘Er, Drigg. Tobias Drigg.’ He could not look away.

      ‘Were you thinking square?’ Annie took a lamp and led Drigg from the dingy front showroom to dingier storage, where the heavy structural work was done. Bony frames and belly-rails clattered together. ‘Watch out!’ Drigg ducked too late. His hat and wig were swept off. He retrieved them and followed Annie more closely. There were no windows. Drigg had only fleeting impressions of ivory sheets, bunched quills and the dull sheen of half-polished lids. So many unfamiliar shapes. So much unsilent silence. His shoulder caught on an iron hook. He pulled free, overbalanced and stubbed his shoe on a pile of curing leather. ‘God’s teeth!’ he muttered. ‘Is there to be no light?’

      Annie lifted the lamp. Immediate transformation. The place was an ordinary workshop again, filled with ordinary instruments.

      ‘These are very popular,’ Annie said, pointing to three harpsichords. ‘Many people find them highly satisfactory. All have cypress soundboards – my father follows the Italian way – and two choirs of strings. Listen.’ She made her way to the nearest instrument and rippled out the scale of D major with her left hand. ‘Try one yourself.’

      ‘Pianoforte, not harpsichord,’ Drigg said at once. ‘That’s what we want.’

      ‘Really?’ Annie lowered the lamp and padded over to a bigger square instrument sitting on its own. Drigg followed. Annie raised the lamp. Drigg’s eyes locked back on to her lip. Annie kept the lamp high. Now he wished she would not. ‘Here’s a pianoforte,’ she said. ‘May I know the colour of the room in which your instrument will live?’

      ‘Colour? Green, I believe,’ said Drigg. He peeled his eyes away.

      ‘Well then,’ said Annie, her voice low and pleasant, her lisp not unattractive. ‘This maple would do very well. As you can see, we don’t go in for painted frames. Appearance should never take precedence over sound. You may like to know that we sold one of these only yesterday to the Duke of Granchester for his daughter Blanche to play.’ She lied easily. She was a good saleswoman.

      The mention of the duke had precisely the effect Annie sought. Drigg calmed himself. ‘The Duke of Granchester,’ he repeated.

      Annie put down the lamp and lit a bright candle. ‘Yes. Just look at the quality of the inlay.’ They both looked. ‘Lady Blanche is not a fine player,’ Annie confided, spitting slightly. Drigg curled his fists. ‘Your daughter will be more accomplished. If I’m not mistaken, your daughter is the person for whom the pianoforte’s intended?’

      ‘Two daughters,’ said Drigg, trying to move inconspicuously away without bumping into anything. ‘But not only for them. I’m purchasing a pianoforte for all our daughters – I mean to say my two, Marianne and Everina, and for the daughters of three friends – Alderman Frogmorton, Mr Brass and Mr Sawneyford. They have a daughter each.’ His sudden loss of colour had nothing to do with Annie and everything to do with the weight of his responsibility to these friends and all their daughters, this responsibility being the reason for his pursuit of a pianoforte in the first place. It was not an unusual responsibility. It came to every father with daughters, and with Marianne eighteen last birthday and the other girls close behind, these fathers’ turn had come. It was time to think about their daughters’ marriage prospects.

      Some things were already established. For example, all their daughters were financially well accounted for – and not just financially, since doggedness, talent and unswerving ambition had made their fathers more respectable than their parents (not all of them known for certain). The men’s trouble, much debated between them at the V&B, was that though commercial success offered easy acquaintance with the rank of people from whom they hoped to recruit sons-in-law – landed people, titled people – commercial gratitude was laced with social distaste, and no matter how large the profits engineered by Archibald Frogmorton, Gregory Brass, Sawney Sawneyford and Tobias Drigg himself – and the profits were substantial – there developed no deeper intimacy.

      The men were determined to prevail. To achieve success, they needed the girls to stand out. It was then that Drigg had suggested something might be made of the fashionable rivalry between the harpsichord and the new-fangled pianoforte, a rivalry, he had been told, hotly dividing opinion up and down St James’s Street. Since the pianoforte was currently the favourite, he had wondered aloud if their girls could be among the first to master this new instrument – soon, he had also been assured, to be a feature in every home – and whether this might not make them stand out very favourably. He had waxed quite lyrical. He had, in fact, gone on at some length. Even at the time Drigg knew he had been over-persuasive, allowing himself to be goaded by Brass’s habitual derision at any suggestion Drigg made. Frogmorton, though, had been quite taken with the picture Drigg painted, and somehow the notion of a concert party at which the girls would perform in front of potential husbands took shape. In the faecal fug of the V&B, they had envisaged a grand evening, their girls irresistible, the uninvited feeling the loss. The picture had been so beguiling that in the end Frogmorton had turned to Drigg and charged him with setting the wheel in motion by locating and purchasing the necessary instrument. That was when Drigg had got cold feet, but when he tried to demur, suggesting they should all witness the purchase, Frogmorton argued that if they went in a group, they would be fleeced. Drigg should go alone. Drigg had given in, as he always did. Why was it, he wondered, not for the first or last time, that although he had once saved Frogmorton’s life, it was always he, Drigg, who felt indebted?

      ‘Five girls,’ Annie said.

      Drigg jerked. ‘Er, yes. Five.’ He thought he had better explain. ‘They’re to play at a concert.’

      ‘A concert!’ Annie echoed. ‘My, sir, they must be accomplished.’ The candle dripped and Annie, shielding it, curtailed the light. Drigg felt Annie was a nice girl. She would help him do the right thing. ‘They are accomplished. They’re to play for husbands at a concert party. That is, the concert’s to attract husbands. After the concert, offers will be made for them, which is why we need a good pianoforte, one that can fill a large drawing room, or perhaps a saloon. We may have the concert at home, we may have it elsewhere, so we really need what I think is called a “grand”. We want our girls to have the best. Our girls deserve the best.’ His confidence grew as he spoke. Why shouldn’t his idea be a success?

      ‘Of course, sir,’ Annie said. Her voice grew wistful. ‘If your girls want love to flourish, what better way than through music?’ Annie did not usually betray her soul’s romance except at the keyboard, but she felt there was romance in what Drigg told her and was happy to encourage it.

      Drigg was happy to be encouraged. ‘Love?’ he confided. ‘Between you and me, I don’t think they know much about that. It’s not a consideration. Getting on’s the thing.’

      ‘Love’s a good way of getting on, at least in music,’ Annie said. ‘To make good music you must know about love.’ She believed this utterly.

      Drigg was indulgent. ‘My dear, I suppose girls like you set great store by love, since, as they say, love is blind. But you see, that’s not the way our girls look at love. They’ve no need.’ He closed the lid of the pianoforte with a thump.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Annie, her tone much colder. She could see the proposed concert now. This man’s satin-skinned daughters, their rosebud lips; the fluffy playing, the false adulation, the offers, the ring, the wedding party and the faultless children to follow. After a long moment, she said, ‘Come,’ in her shopkeeper’s voice. ‘I see now that you need quite a different sort of pianoforte.’ She blew out the candle, lowered the lamp and led into darkness.

      In an alcove apart was a large instrument. Annie swept off the covers. Its brutally handsome frame bore no trace of the experiments with detachable hitchpins, gut liftrails and skin-packed hammers to which her father had subjected it. Inside, although everything was fixed, nothing was quite mended, and as a result the pianoforte was unpredictable as a nervy carriage-horse. The keys, when depressed, sometimes clanged, sometimes made no noise at all. Strings were always bursting and scraping over their fellows. This pianoforte was destined for butchery. Even Cantabile agreed.

      ‘This, sir, is just the pianoforte for your purposes,’ Annie said. ‘We’ve been waiting for that very special customer. It was too expensive for the Duke of Granchester. But you, sir, with your marvellous girls so anxious to get on, won’t begrudge the money. Would you like to hear it?’ She did not wait for a reply.

      Annie knew this carriage-horse. She alone knew how to coax it, drive it, steady it and, more importantly, how to weave its percussive hiccups into the counterpoint. Under her fingers, it would bend its head and accept a rein meant for a harpsichord. This was the pianoforte this Mr Drigg and his dreadful girls deserved. Annie chose to play Maria Barthélemon’s sonatas, works that her father had come to admire after meeting the lady herself. He had sent Mrs Barthélemon his compliments. Mrs Barthélemon had sent these, with a dedication.

      To warm the instrument, she spread a chord and executed two quick runs in thirds and sixths. Drigg clapped his hands over his ears. ‘Mary have mercy! The noise! The clacking of those keys will bring the house down.’

      Annie paused. ‘You wanted a grand pianoforte,’ she said. ‘This is the sound they make.’ She half got up.

      ‘No – no,’ said Drigg, removing his hands. ‘Sit down. I was only surprised. I’ve never heard one’ – he did not want to confess to ‘ever’ – ‘so very close.’ He stepped back.

      Annie started again, the larghetto, not the allegro. She concentrated. If the music was to work its magic, she needed more from this pianoforte than a grudging acceptance of her instructions. She scolded; she flirted; she ordered; she cajoled. After fifteen bars, the pianoforte submitted. Together, they set to work on Drigg.

      Drigg had no idea of music. There was none in the foundling hospital in which he, usually snivelling, and Frogmorton, superior because his mother had left him with a name grander than her own, had been raised. There was no music on the lighters on which Drigg had spent five years coal-heaving before he pulled a drowning Frogmorton out of the low-tide slime of the Thames, a rescue that set him on the road to riches. His discerning expressions were entirely sham. Once he grew accustomed to the sound, dimmer and more clinging than the sharp pluck of the harpsichord, there was no sham in the trembling far beneath the skin, a trembling that increased to a nostalgic twitch as the music revived memories of Mrs Drigg on their wedding night. How shy she had been. The tone changed. Now he was reminded of Marianne’s childish ringlets – sadly long gone – and the tiny eyelashes of his poor dead son. His mouth opened slightly. Through some trick of memory, he could hear a mother sing. Perhaps it was his own. His eyes pricked.

      When the music stopped, he forced away the pricks and twitches and cleared his throat. One thing was clear: if Marianne and Everina could play this instrument as Annie had just done, so moving, so pure, there would be offers for them before the concert had finished. This was important. Drigg’s fatherly affection did not blind him to the fact that his daughters were too like their mother for complacency. Currently, both were soft and plump, but soon they would be tough and fleshy – more likely to pick up a butcher than a baronet. Once thought, this could not be unthought. He spoke as soon as he was able. ‘A glorious instrument, my dear, and after that first shock, how well it sounds. Shall we return to your father?’

      It was dark. Annie may have smiled.

       

      ‘I’ll have the large pianoforte in the back, Mr Cantabile,’ Drigg said, rhyming ‘Cantabile’ with ‘crocodile’. He took a part-printed banknote out of his pocket. ‘You know, the one too dear for the Duke of Granchester. Oh, and I’ll need the name of the person who taught your daughter. She plays with great skill. How much shall I write?’ He unfolded the note and picked up Cantabile’s quill. He was in a hurry now.

      Vittorio Cantabile ignored Drigg. He eyed Annie up and down. ‘That black piano, eh?’ Annie stared straight back at him. Cantabile thought, She’s a wily one, this Annie of mine. Why not let the black devil loose to do its worst? Annie thought, Don’t deny me this small revenge, Father. Surely even to you I’m worth more than this City creature. Cantabile offered the tiniest of nods. Annie felt as if he had embraced her.

      ‘And a teacher?’ Cantabile asked. ‘Can’t your girl play, Mr—?’ He did not care to remember the name. ‘Not much point in having a pianoforte, and certainly not that black one, if she can’t play.’

      Drigg bridled. ‘Of course my daughters – I have two – can play. All the girls can play. Naturally, they’ll need help moving from harpsichord to pianoforte, and I’ve heard that these instruments need to be well regulated. A teacher is skilled in that too, I believe.’

      ‘All the girls?’ Cantabile’s face turned to stone. Like Annie, he saw a parade of girlish perfection. Perfect daughters for this man! Where was the justice in that? ‘How many girls have you?’ He spat the word ‘girls’ as though it were a disease. Annie took Drigg’s note and removed the lid from the inkwell.

      ‘The instrument is to be shared,’ said Drigg, fiddling with his wig. ‘Although perhaps my Marianne and Everina could have special tuition, at home, on our present instrument, as well as on this one, just to – well, to help perfect their technique?’ He often forgot about Georgiana Brass, but Harriet Frogmorton’s trim beauty and Alathea Sawneyford’s disturbing charms loomed. Marianne and Everina must be best at something. ‘The girls are to give a concert, you see,’ he said in tones he thought commanding.

      Mr Cantabile watched Annie smoothing Drigg’s note. ‘If you want a good teacher, why not take Annie herself? There’s no better player, and she can keep a pianoforte up to scratch. Believe me, you’ll need her for the black demon she’s sold you. She could help your girls at home and direct the concert from the stage. What do you say to that?’

      Drigg dropped his wig-ends. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I’m not – I’m not sure… I’m not – you see, they’re – well, they’re – and your daughter is—’

      ‘My daughter’s what?’

      ‘She’s… ’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Well, you know what I mean. I mean – oh dear – I mean if she perhaps could cover herself up? Then, perhaps, it might be possible, Mr Cantabile?’ – again pronounced wrongly.

      ‘Why should she do that?’

      Drigg silently appealed to Annie. She was as stony-faced as her father. ‘Our name is Can-ta-bi-lé,’ she said. ‘The end does not rhyme with “vile”. It has two syllables: i and é.’

      Drigg felt he had doubly insulted her, but how could he apologise without saying rather more than he meant?

      ‘I’m willing to teach your daughters,’ Annie said. And how I’ll teach them, she thought. I’ll teach them their just deserts. Her eyes almost sparkled.

      ‘But we cannot have you,’ Drigg cried. ‘You must see.’ He could not look at Annie now.

      Cantabile was waving his hammer. ‘I don’t see at all. You’ll get no teacher as good as her, and you’ll get used to the lip.’ He cackled. ‘Useful thing, in fact! If you’ve sons, there’s no need to worry.’ He glanced slyly at Drigg’s crotch. ‘No one will ever want Annie in that way, eh!’ He lunged forward and poked Annie’s ribs. ‘Though I’m not sure she believes me. You don’t, do you, Annie? You sometimes dream of marriage in that bed of yours?’ He peered at her, suddenly realising he had hit a nerve. ‘Well, well! I think you do! I really think you do!’ He gave a little crow. ‘Annie a wife! Why not?’ He peered at her again. Yes, he was right. Well, he’d show her what he thought of that. ‘I suppose you’d be happy with a blind man?’ He threw this at her, then grinned at Drigg. ‘Do you agree, sir? I mean, if a blind man heard Annie play at a concert he might imagine that only a beautiful girl could create such a beautiful sound. But oh, the horror of a kiss!’ He could not resist. ‘He’d think he’d married a squid or an oyster! The sogginess! The slipperiness! Leave a mark on a man like a snail.’

      All sparkle was extinguished in the flood of Annie’s flush. That earlier silent communion with her father over Drigg had been a trap. She should have known. Her concert dream tottered. Her belief that her music could triumph over her deformity began to shrink, her vision of Monsieur kneeling before her to fragment. She tried to blot out her father and bolster her belief, reminding herself that when she was twelve, Monsieur Belladroit had arrived at the workshop worn out and sad and she had played from Herr Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. After, Monsieur had kissed her like a grown-up. Not on the lips, to be sure. Nearby. Eyes open. Certainly, Monsieur had not been back to London since then, but that did not matter. In the years of his absence, her dream concert had taken real shape. She knew what she would play and in what order. She knew what she would wear. She knew what she would say to Monsieur as he took her hands.

      But no matter how hard she fought to keep her dream clean and clear, her father, with his guess, had poisoned it. Even as she struggled, she knew she would never again dream without his tainting intrusion, never again imagine Monsieur’s words of love without hearing her father’s mockery. Monsieur would never kiss her. She stopped struggling and stood helpless as her dream darkened and soured.

      Drigg blustered into the silence. ‘Of course Annie is – of course such a girl would be – of course there’s no question… ’ He was out of his depth. ‘Now, look here. You must understand. Sorry as I am for your daughter, Can-ta-bi-lé, and really, her, er, her, her affliction is hardly that bad – I see worse, far worse almost every day. But we need everything to be perfect so we simply cannot have her.’

      ‘Well then, you cannot have the pianoforte!’ Cantabile twirled the hammer and shot Annie a bolt of pure malice.

      Annie leaned hard on the desk. She was hardly aware of making a decision, but a decision was made. She refused to cry. She refused to shake. There would be no tremor in the floor as she crumpled, because she would not crumple. She went straight to her father’s pride and joy. Cantabile, quick to understand, tried to slam the lid. Annie thwarted him with a shoulder strong enough to unbalance. She sat down. Haydn’s Capriccio in C Major sprang from her fingers, spirited, charming, ruthlessly in time. Cantabile righted himself and tried to push Annie off the stool. Drigg, emboldened by the music, was quick. He rushed forward and knocked the hammer from Cantabile’s hand. The men seized each other and rocked round the instruments, grappling and grunting. Drigg was short but strong. Cantabile, whose fighting method was the random flail and kick, wasted himself hurling abuse. In the end, and without much trouble, Drigg neatly crushed Cantabile’s arms together and they stood locked in a wrestler’s embrace.

      All the while, Annie played. It did not matter that Cantabile continued to shout. The music drowned the man. Through the grunts and groans, Drigg listened with new wonder. This sound, this particular sound, was exactly what he wanted. Brighter than the black pianoforte, less smoky, less troubling, this pianoforte caused shudders, yes, but nothing discomfiting – more like shudders of joy. What had he been thinking? He almost blushed. Compared to this instrument, the other was improper. He saw that now. A narrow escape. This pianoforte was the one. It sang like a bird, flowed like water, fortified like wine, and its virginal innocence was just the thing for virginal girls. How could two instruments called the same name be so different? No matter. As Annie drew everything from the brown pianoforte that it had to give, the pauses in the music tantalising and teasing, Drigg dismissed the black pianoforte out of hand. Forget that one. This was the ship sailing into harbour, the path up the splendid aisle, the investment paying out.

      He let go of Cantabile, who rushed at Annie and slammed the lid almost on her fingers. She got up and she and her father faced each other. Drigg said, thinking to be placating, ‘This is a pianoforte, a pianoforte indeed!’

      ‘Quite right, sir,’ Annie said as she slid past her father and returned to the desk. ‘It may not be as handsome as the other, which is why I thought it wouldn’t appeal. I apologise. This is the best pianoforte in London, possibly the world. With the other instrument, your girls would amaze. With this, they’ll astound.’

      Cantabile once again seized his hammer. ‘This pianoforte’s not for sale. You can’t have it.’ He poked the hammer at Drigg. ‘Nobody can have it.’

      Drigg ignored him. ‘We can pay,’ he said. His note had fluttered to the floor. He picked it up and imagined himself telling Frogmorton, Brass and Sawneyford that he had secured the best pianoforte in the world. ‘We’ll pay top price.’

      ‘And so you should,’ Annie said, picking up the quill. ‘You’ll not get such a chance again. This pianoforte has six octaves and the pedals – well… ’

      ‘Six what? Never mind. How much?’ Drigg blew sawdust from the note.

      Cantabile was a dervish between them. ‘I’ve told you, it’s not for sale!’

      Annie opened the inkpot. ‘A small deposit, sir. You take the pianoforte and I’ll send you my mother’s doctor’s bills.’

      Drigg balked. He did not want that kind of a bargain. It was not what he was used to.

      Cantabile was beside himself. ‘The girl has no authority. The pianoforte’s not hers to sell! If you lay a finger on it, I’ll have you for theft.’

      ‘The best pianoforte for your concert; the best husbands for your daughters; the best treatment for my mother. Is that not fair?’ Annie asked, the quill held out.

      ‘I’d rather just pay.’ Drigg tried not to hear the increasing violence of Cantabile’s threats.

      ‘That’s the bargain. Take it or leave it.’ Annie laid the quill down.

      ‘Well, I’m—’

      ‘You’ll not have it! You won’t!’ Cantabile’s hammer whistled passed Drigg’s nose.

      Drigg suddenly hated him. ‘We’ll have it,’ he said to Annie. ‘We’ll damned well have it on any terms.’

      ‘You won’t,’ shouted Cantabile. ‘This pianoforte goes nowhere.’

      Annie locked eyes with her father. His were burning. Hers were cool. ‘My father speaks ill of the King,’ she said, enunciating each word carefully.

      ‘What?’ said Drigg. ‘Everybody speaks ill of—’

      Annie interrupted. ‘My father has French pamphlets. Here in London there are groups of foreigners who are no friends to England—’

      ‘Be quiet!’ shouted Cantabile. ‘I’m not French. I’ve no sympathy with the chicanery going on over the sea.’

      Annie leaned forward and whispered into Drigg’s ear. For the first time in his life, Cantabile was afraid. Annie straightened up. Her father was silent. ‘The pianoforte goes with you,’ Annie said to Drigg.

      ‘Shall we say next week for delivery?’ Drigg crammed his hat on. He had heard not a word of Annie’s whisper, if indeed she had whispered anything. He just wanted to get out.

      ‘Certainly,’ Annie said.

      ‘And I’ll pay a lump sum.’ Drigg seized the quill and scribbled an amount on to his banknote, then, for want of more paper, turned the note over and scribbled down Frogmorton’s Manchester Square address. He did not want Cantabile turning up at the Drigg establishment in Stratton Street. He blotted the ink firmly and made for the door. With his hand already on the doorknob, a noise caused him to turn. Cantabile had his mouth open. For a moment, Drigg wondered if the man was having some kind of seizure. Then he realised Cantabile was laughing. Drigg shook his fist. Cantabile held up his hands in mock-surrender. ‘I won’t have my pianoforte played badly at your concert. You do need a teacher.’

      ‘We’ve been through that.’

      ‘Not Annie. Forget her. You need a true master. I know just the man.’

      The door was already open. Escape! Drigg tossed caution to the wind. ‘I accept your offer, Mr Cantabile. We’ll pay your man so long as he produces the desired result. Now, if our business is concluded I really must go. Good-day to you both.’ He threw the door wide and was assaulted by the scrum of the street and a chorus of ‘Wotcha, Frenchie! Fuzzy-wig! Fuzzy-wig!’ He walked fast, without looking back. Thank God that was over. He took a cab straight to the V&B and sat at the long trestle with a bowl of coffee, treacle-thick. He felt cold and hot, then hot and cold. When Mrs W’s tabby cat pushed against his leg, he pushed her away. The cat leapt on to the lid of the great water urn that swung and hissed above the fire. Drigg drank his coffee and, to steady himself, watched the cat pad round the lid before settling down to warm her behind. Swing, gurgle, purr. Swing, gurgle, purr. Gradually, Drigg felt more at ease. He got up and stroked the cat. Her life contained no pianofortes, no daughters, no Annie, no Cantabile. ‘Just at this moment, I envy you,’ he said before swallowing the last of his coffee, straightening his wig and heading back to the City to make up for lost time.

       

      The second Drigg closed the door of the workshop, Cantabile slapped Annie hard across the cheek. ‘What did you whisper to that man?’ Annie said nothing. Cantabile slapped her again. ‘Blackmail is not pretty in a woman.’ He spun away from her, opened the lid of the pianoforte and blew gently over the keys. He closed the lid. He would not look at it again.

      Grabbing a bottle from one shelf and a dirty glass from another, he poured wine and set the bottle on the desk with a thump. ‘I’m going to send them Claude Belladroit as teacher,’ he threw out. Annie still said nothing. ‘I’ll write to him today. He appreciates beautiful girls, fully appreciates them’ – his lip curled – ‘and even ugly girls if they’re rich.’ He gulped his wine. ‘Do you know, I believe I might persuade him it’s time he settled down with a wife. Why shouldn’t he marry one of these concert puffballs, then leave her when the money runs out?’ He drank some more. ‘Wait! Why doesn’t Claude seduce them all while he’s about it? That would be a pleasant task for him, and the girls’ ruin would be some revenge for my pianoforte.’ He finished his wine and crunched the glass until it splintered, a favourite trick. Annie braced herself against the rough finger he scraped down the back of her neck. ‘Claude Belladroit with those girls. Dream about that, Annie.’ He laughed as he headed for the stairs, but Annie knew he would sob for his darling pianoforte tonight. Once in her own bed, she did not dream about the girls: she thought about them, wide awake, and when at last she closed her eyes she dreamed of nothing at all.
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      The girls were taking tea at Stratton Street, Everina Drigg their giggling hostess, Marianne glowering from double chin to thick eyebrows because she, as the elder sister, should have been in charge of the tea kettle. All five girls had been singing. Music was strewn on and between tables with barley-twist legs and sofas almost too plump for comfort. When the five girls sang together, the picture reflected in the long mirror was pleasing, mainly because all were young – only Marianne had reached eighteen – and when they sang, the pleasure in their eyes, the stretching of their necks and the rise and fall of silk-covered breasts softened their defects. This softening was particularly necessary for Everina, whose teeth had been expensively and unsubtly replaced when her real ones became painful and discoloured. But Everina was not alone in needing help. No amount of ribbon or skill could fatten Marianne’s disappointing hair, and although it would probably do no good, Harriet Frogmorton, who by age came between the Drigg sisters, was right to clip her nose with a clothes-peg every night since its roundness spoiled an otherwise lively face atop a neat, trim body. Of the other two girls, Georgiana Brass’s defects were difficult to pinpoint – since she had given up eating, it was difficult to see much of her at all – and Alathea Sawneyford was, as Mrs Frogmorton and Mrs Drigg often remarked, an astonishment. It was hard to pick out a single extraordinary characteristic. Her dark hair was remarkable only because it was cut short, and her skin, compared to Harriet’s and Georgiana’s, was sallow. Yet one thing was certain: men saw Alathea and wanted her, as men eating eggs want salt. In the eyes of Mrs Frogmorton and Mrs Drigg, this was a defect nothing could soften.

      Harriet was not thinking of anybody’s defects now, and certainly not her own. She wanted a cup of tea and Everina was being particularly slow. ‘The tea is ready, Alathea. Come and sit with us,’ Harriet said, aiming her remark straight at Everina. Alathea left the harpsichord from which she had been accompanying the singing and settled herself on a chair. ‘Now we’re all set,’ Harriet said, and was relieved to see Everina pick up the tea strainer and begin to pour.

      At once Marianne was on her feet. ‘For goodness’ sake! You shouldn’t be in charge of the kettle! You don’t even make tea properly,’ she complained loudly, curling her lip. ‘Just look at it. Slop-water.’

      Everina, unabashed, carried on pouring. ‘That’s all tea is, expensive slop-water. You said so yourself when Mamma told us how much it cost.’

      ‘At least I manage to pour it properly. Look at the mess you’ve made.’ Marianne pointed at extensive puddles and drips.

      ‘I’d pour much better if you’d leave me alone,’ said Everina, still unabashed, ‘and we don’t have to clear it up.’

      ‘Oh, do be quiet, both of you,’ said Harriet, her patience giving out. ‘Are you going to give us some of this tea? I don’t care if it’s slop-water.’

      Marianne, still glowering, sat down again, and Everina began to distribute dripping saucers. As soon as she’d had her tea, Harriet felt better. She turned to Georgiana Brass, sitting next to her on a sofa. ‘I’ve brought a shade I think suits me.’

      Along with her nose, Harriet had recently begun to worry about her lips. She found them too thin and was a keen experimenter with lip colour, sometimes to comical effect that she was not above acknowledging. She had at her feet a basket filled with powder and paste as entertainment after the music until the carriage should call to take her home. ‘I know it’s bright, but lips should be bright.’ She put down her cup, picked a pot from her basket, smoothed on some grease, made a large o and laughed at her reflection.

      Sulky Marianne offered an opinion without looking. ‘You look like a doll. Lips should be natural.’ Marianne disapproved of Harriet’s new interest although she herself used rouge every day, Everina, with sisterly slyness, assuring her that whatever their mother’s warnings, the look was sophisticated.

      ‘I think our dolls always looked very fine,’ Harriet said, frowning. She knew it was silly, but she could never shake off her childish notion that dolls could hear, and the girls were not so grown-up that all remnants of their childhoods had been tidied away. Behind the harpsichord, a large dolls’ house was still installed in the corner where it had been unwrapped ten Christmases ago, Marianne ruling its miniature household until Everina kidnapped her favourite doll and refused to release her until Marianne’s bossy grip was relaxed. The dolls, too, were still present, stacked in a painted chest next to the house. When Mrs Drigg, thinking to please, had tried to banish them, declaring the girls too old for nursery distractions, Georgiana Brass had begged her to leave them, or, if they must be banished, to be allowed to take them home with her. This set up an immediate clamour from both Marianne and Everina who, though they had lost interest in the dolls themselves, certainly did not want Georgiana to have them.

      Even as she dipped her little finger into the pot of red paste Harriet held out, Georgiana Brass looked longingly at the chest. ‘I wonder how they are,’ she said and, unsure what to do with the paste, wiped it over the palm of her hand. Rouge would have improved Georgiana. In repose, she comprised only a wave of corn-coloured hair and a pair of empty eyes. There were bones inside her clothes, but little else. She could not remember why she had given up eating, or when. She knew only that she must not start again because if she did she would solidify into a person, and she had no idea what kind of person she could possibly be. When the girls were together, she always chose to be near Harriet because Harriet’s stance on everything, from allocating singing parts to cutting fingernails, was reassuringly practical. Harriet was sometimes impatient with Georgiana’s inability to decide even the best way out of a door. Nevertheless, she always made room for her, for which Georgiana was grateful.

      ‘Do you remember the day we dressed your doll like the Duchess of Devonshire, Everina?’ Harriet asked.

      Everina laughed. ‘The feathers Alathea stole from the draper are still in the box.’

      Harriet put away her pots, went to the chest and opened it. ‘Yes, look,’ she said, kneeling down and secretly apologising to the dolls if their feelings had been hurt. ‘She’s still wearing them. Oh! And’ – she delved right in and brought out a tiny wooden rocking horse – ‘look, Georgiana! You gave this to Marianne the birthday she had scarlet fever.’

      Memories, even for girls not yet old enough to have many, are irresistible. Heads were soon bent over the chest, pulling things out and correcting each other’s ‘I’m sure this was mine’ with an ‘I’m sure it wasn’t’. The dolls’ clothes, tight-bodiced and square-necked, were declared hopelessly out of fashion and it was decided that new clothes would be made, although only Georgiana actually meant it.

      Alathea held back. For a month or two she had coveted that little rocking horse, but she had never liked dolls. They had been given to her, of course, and were now in the chest with the others. She did not wish to reclaim or even look at them. Instead, she wondered how Mrs Drigg had ever imagined maroon velvet, lime-green silk, pink brocade and ochre paint would create a room in which it was pleasing to entertain. She flicked through a much-thumbed romantic novella that Everina had left lying about.

      At last the girls closed up the chest and Everina called for more tea. ‘Bring cake, too, Sam,’ she said to the mulatto waiting-boy. ‘The vanilla one with the cherries.’ The boy vanished and came back laden.

      ‘I’ll make the tea this time,’ said Marianne.

      ‘Oh, do,’ said Everina. ‘I’ll be counting the drips.’

      Harriet settled back next to Georgiana. ‘Look,’ she said, twitching up her skirt. She had been waiting for the right moment to show off a pair of new shoes. To Harriet’s disappointment, Georgiana appeared not to hear, and indeed Georgiana did not. Since Sam had arrived with more tea, Georgiana saw only the cake and heard only the imploring of her stomach. She could attend to nothing else. Food was the enemy. She must not give in. No cake. No cake. Why had Everina called for it? She waved away the plate Sam offered, and he took it to Alathea, who plucked out a cherry, held it between two fingers and licked it.
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