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Author’s Notes and Acknowledgments


The story of black people in Britain did not, contrary to popular belief, begin with the docking of the Empire Windrush in 1948. The ship’s arrival from Jamaica, bringing 492 passengers to settle in the country, is widely seen as a landmark in the history of modern Britain. Yet almost two hundred years earlier there were an estimated 20,000 black people out of a population of 676,250 living in London alone. Most of these were living as free men and women. Their number was swelled in 1783 by Black Loyalists, those slaves who, in return for their freedom, had sided with the British in the American Revolutionary War and been given passage to British shores.


Unsurprisingly when I decided that the story of these displaced Africans should form the backdrop of my fourth Dr. Thomas Silkstone mystery, I found research material quite hard to come by. While there were a few prominent black people in eighteenth-century England—the concert violinist George Bridge-tower and Francis Williams, who studied at Cambridge University, for example—there were hundreds more who lived as servants or beggars. One of the most famous manservants of the day was Francis Barber, who was in the employ of none other than Dr. Samuel Johnson, the great lexicographer.


The British attitude to those of color has been far from exemplary. As far back as 1731 the Lord Mayor of London issued an edict forbidding “negroes” to learn a trade, thus effectively sentencing them to servitude and poverty. Look hard enough and you will see these people everywhere, in the paintings of Hogarth and of Reynolds, in the caricatures of Rawlings and Gillray, and in poems and plays of the period. As Gretchen Gerzina put it in her excellent book Black England, eighteenth-century Africans occupied “a parallel world . . . working and living alongside the English.”


My own foray into this parallel plane was prompted by the remarkable story of a young African slave by the name of Jonathan Strong. Cruelly beaten by his master and left for dead on the street, he was found by a kind surgeon, William Sharp, who nursed him back to health. Two years later, however, Strong was recaptured by his master, who promptly sold him back into slavery. He was due to return to the slave plantations of Barbados when, in a last-ditch attempt to evade his terrible fate, he appealed to the surgeon’s brother, the abolitionist Granville Sharp, for help and was eventually freed. In 1772, Sharp was instrumental in securing the famous ruling by Lord Chief Justice William Mansfield that reluctantly concluded that slaves could not legally be forced to return to the colonies by their owners once they were in Britain. The judgment was widely seen as abolishing slavery in Britain, although the law was not necessarily practiced by all citizens. Nevertheless, the case elevated Granville Sharp to his rightful place as one of the most influential men in the British abolition movement.


Crossing the Atlantic to the West Indies, a number of fascinating but disturbing accounts of life in the colonies threw up more background material for this novel. A compelling collection of original documents was drawn together in an online project edited by Dr. Katherine Hann, called Slavery and the Natural World, and carried out at the Natural History Museum, London, between 2006 and 2008. The information is based on documents held in the museum’s libraries, and explores the links between nature (especially the knowledge, and transfer, of plants), people with an interest in natural history (mainly European writers from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries), and the history and legacies of the transatlantic slave trade.


Firsthand accounts from slave owners and overseers as well as botanists, naturalists, and physicians painted pictures of life with devastating and often brutal clarity that shock and appall our twenty-first-century sensibilities and, indeed, went some way to helping the abolitionist cause at the time. William Blake’s barbaric image of a woman being whipped, Flagellation of a Female Samboe Slave, 1796, had a huge impact on public opinion in Britain.


When calling African slaves “Negroes” I am using the terminology that was employed widely in contemporary accounts from the eighteenth century. While the backdrop to this novel is based on fact, all the characters are fictitious apart from Granville Sharp and Thomas Clarkson.


In my research I am indebted to the Natural History Museum, London, The Old Operating Theatre, Southwark, and to The Museum of London, Docklands. For her medical expertise I must thank Dr. Kate Dyerson. As ever I am also grateful to my agent, Melissa Jeglinski, my editor, John Scognamiglio, and to the rest of the team at Kensington, to John and Alicia Makin, and to Katy Eachus and Liz Fisher. Last but not least, my thanks go to my family, without whose love and support I could not write these novels.


—England 2014




Chapter 1


The Elizabeth, somewhere in the English Channel November in the Year of Our Lord 1783


As he lay in his hammock, the young man dreamed he was back on the island. In the black of a jungle night the drums began. Low and throbbing, they drowned out the sound of his heartbeat. The rhythm was slow and steady at first, like the relentless turn of a rack wheel. Each beat was a footstep in the darkness, each pause a breath held fast.


In his mind’s eye he saw himself and the rest of the party make their way toward the sound, slashing through the thick stems and waxy leaves, as the beat grew louder and louder. Reaching the clearing, they saw them: a circle of Negroes and at their centre a man gyrating madly, his head ablaze with bird plumes, dancing around a fire. In his hand he grasped a long bone at its heft, shaking it as he pranced wildly in the ring.


The victim, little more than a child, was brought to him struggling, flanked on either side by men. They held him in the centre of the circle, his cries for mercy drowned out by the sound of the drums.


The onlookers were shouting, cheering on the priest, as he whirled ’round like a demented dog. From time to time he would take a pipe made from hollowed-out sugar cane and blow a cloud of powder into the face of his victim. The drumbeats gathered momentum and the cries and caterwauls grew louder.


Someone in the crowd handed the magic man a skull; it looked like a human’s. It was lined and filled with some sort of potion. To a great roar, he thrust it up to the victim’s lips, forcing him to drink the contents. Seconds later the hapless boy was being whirled ’round rapidly like a spinning top until he finally lost his senses and fell to the ground, clutching his belly in agony.


As the victim writhed in the dirt, the sorcerer also began to judder violently. While the youth’s body convulsed and shuddered, the magic man mirrored his actions as if the very ground beneath him were quaking. Then, when the boy’s juddering lessened, so, too, did the priest’s until he stopped as suddenly as he had started. The crowd was hushed, and watched as he examined the motionless victim until, with a triumphant whoop, he raised his arms aloft and pronounced him dead.


In his hammock, the young man, his dark brows knitted across his forehead, sat upright. His heart was pounding as violently as the jungle drums and his hands were clammy with fear. He looked down at the skeletal frame he hardly recognized as his own. He was safe on board the ship. Glancing to his left, he made out a circle of inky sky that was visible through the porthole. Dark clouds scudded across the moon, making the stars blink. He shivered with cold, but sighed with relief. It was the finest cold that had ever pricked his skin. It was English cold and after the steaming jungles of the West Indies it felt as sweet and as thrilling as the touch of a maiden.


There had been three of them on the expedition. It had been their mission to gather specimens of flora and fauna of potential interest to the medical fraternity. Dr. Frederick Welton, his assistant, Dr. John Perrick, and himself, Matthew Bartlett, were accompanied by ten porters and a guide. Battling through swamps and under endless attack from vicious mosquitoes, it had taken them two days to reach the Maroon encampment. Their reception was hostile at first. Indeed, they had feared for their lives, but, after much negotiation, they had managed to convince the priest, or obeah-man, and the rest of the elders that they meant no harm; that they were not spies. They were there to observe and learn. In return they gave them clothes and trinkets, beads and mirrors. Through smiles and slow gestures, the initial suspicion turned to mutual respect. They were fed and watered and in exchange the doctors were able to use iodine or sundry physic to treat some minor infections that native medicine had not been able to ease. Indeed, Dr. Welton managed to win the Negroes’ confidence to such an extent that the priest allowed his myal men to show them how they treated various ailments with bark and sap from the plants of the forest.


Even though several days had passed since they set sail for England, the fear of what he had seen lingered. In his nightmares Matthew Bartlett relived his experience during his time in Jamaica a thousand times. The memories would stay with him forever. He dreaded closing his eyes for fear of seeing the horror replayed once more.


This time he remembered seeing the child lifted into a nearby hut, an open-sided shelter made of cut palm leaves, and laid on a reed mat. The women—there were four of them as he recalled—sat by the dead boy. They murmured low chants throughout the night, calling upon the spirits of their ancestors to help him.


At sunrise the following morning, the whole of the village was summoned by the blowing of a conch shell to watch once more. The boy’s body was placed in the circle and the men began dancing around it, their feet stamping in time to the drumbeat. The mad priest’s throaty bawl began again and so, too, did his dance, punctuated by obscene gestures and a frantic scrabbling around in the dirt. After what must have been an hour at least, someone handed him a bunch of herbs. The leaves were large and flat and he called for the boy’s lips to be opened. Standing over the corpse he squeezed some juice into the child’s open mouth and anointed his eyes and stained his fingertips. All the while the men sang and chanted around him in a circle.


It did not happen quickly. Another hour, maybe two, elapsed until it came to pass. And when it did, the crowd watched in stunned silence as slowly the boy’s eyes opened. Another few moments and his fingers moved, then his toes, until finally the priest took his hand and he rose from his reed mat. The youth had been raised from the dead by the magic man.


“Like Lazarus,” muttered Dr. Perrick, his eyes wide in awe.


“Fascinating,” said Dr. Welton, looking up from his journal. He was recording everything he saw in detail, his pencil moving furiously across the page. Turning to the young man at his side he asked, “Mr. Bartlett, you have a sketch of this remarkable plant?”


Matthew Bartlett recalled nodding. He was a botanical artist and for the past two days he had been making detailed sketches of all the various plants that the obeah-men used in their medicine that appeared particularly efficacious in the treatment of native disorders and ailments. But this plant, the plant used by the sorcerer to raise the youth from the dead, was special, unique. It was the real reason for their mission.


Dr. Welton had been allowed to examine the victim the next time the ritual was performed, this occasion on a woman. He was able to confirm that there was no pulse, no breath, no heartbeat; that she was, medically, dead. And yet the following day she had been revived. She had stood up and walked, but there was something strange in the way she moved. He was allowed to check her vital signs once more and in her eyes he saw a faraway look. When he had inquired of the obeah-man whether she could speak, the priest smiled and shook his head. Pointing to his own head, he told the doctor that the woman’s mind had been altered so that she would now obey her husband. Apparently her sin had been that of idleness. From now on, the obeah-man assured Dr. Welton, she would do whatever her husband told her, without question.


Now easing himself up on his elbows, the young artist shook the memory from his head. He needed to reassure himself that the expedition was over; that he and Dr. Welton and Dr. Perrick and the others were safe once more. But then reality hit him like a round of shot and he recalled that the doctors were not with him on the return voyage. Their legacy was on his shoulders. Everything they had seen and heard, learned and discovered in those few momentous weeks in Jamaica now rested with him.


He surveyed the deck. They were still there, the precious treasures; more than two hundred plants, insects, reptiles, and small mammals had been collected and stored in a variety of pots, jars, barrels, and crates.


Of all of the plants, however, the branched calalue bush, the Lazarus herb, as Dr. Welton dubbed it after Dr. Perrick’s remark, was most prized. Hundreds of cuttings had been taken and bedded in pots that were regularly watered. The Elizabeth’s captain, a Scotsman by the name of McCoy, had even vacated his cabin for the containers so that the tender shoots would receive the correct amount of sunlight. Yet just as the bloody flux had wreaked havoc among the sailors on the outward voyage, so too did pestilence and flies and salty sea spray cause the plants to wither and die. Finding himself in sole charge of the cuttings, the young man had tried his best to nurture them, protecting them from intense heat when the mercury rose or fixing them down in the storms. Yet despite his efforts, out of the scores of plant specimens, only a few survived.


Yet as important as the plants were, the real prize was Dr. Welton’s journal, containing the formula for the extraordinary narcotic. And that was safe. Of that he could be sure. He patted the leather satchel emblazoned with the crest of the Royal Society that lay next to him in the hammock, containing his sketchbook and pencils.


The Elizabeth must now be in the Channel, he reassured himself. A few more hours and she would dock in London. The thought of treading on dry land brought a smile to the face of a young man who had had very little to smile about for the past three months. He settled back in his hammock, the very hammock that could so easily have become his shroud. Too often on the voyage they had wrapped a seaman’s corpse in his own rectangle of canvas, pierced his nose with a darning needle to make sure he was dead, then with a few glib words had lowered him over the side. Why he had been spared the ravages of disease he did not know. Mercifully the flux had not returned with them. Yellow fever, too, had wrought havoc among the white men on the island, but had chosen to stay ashore. The seamen who died on the homeward journey had been taken by other ills or accidents.


The drumbeats in his nightmare soon turned into the jangle of the spars as they flayed the ship’s masts frantically in the prevailing westerly. They were rising and falling in the swell, cresting waves with ease in the lee of the land. The salt tang of the spray filled his mouth and nostrils and up above he heard a lone gull cry. Closing his eyes, he felt the rhythm of the water rock him like a babe in his hammock and he willed the wind to strengthen, the quicker to blow them ashore, the quicker to dispel his lingering terror and further his purpose.




Chapter 2


The knife men were assembled at the operating theatre at the anatomy school in London’s Brewer Street. Before the sheet was pulled back, they had gathered ’round the table. The soles of their shoes rasped across the sand scattered on the floor to soak up the blood and other bodily fluids. The large window in the roof allowed the light to flood in, bathing the covered corpse in a bright halo. The men set their features appropriately, nonchalant yet sufficiently sombre as befitted the occasion. All of them had seen more corpses than a plague pit in an epidemic. They were hardened, self-assured. Somewhere in the cavernous room, a fly buzzed; its high-pitched drone a minor irritation that chaffed at the composure of the moment.


The men were all there at the invitation of Mr. Hubert Izzard, an eminent figure of the chirurgical establishment with a stature that matched his lofty ambition. Those minded to be cruel, and there were many, said he had the face of a prize fighter. His nose had been broken when he was young and it was flattened and skewed to the left.


At Izzard’s sign, the beadle whipped away a cloth with all the flourish of a fairground conjuror to reveal the face that lay beneath on the table. The spectacle solicited the desired effect. In an instant, the men’s expressions changed. Gone was the blasé air, the quiet cynicism, and in its place veneration. Like shepherds ’round the holy manger, they stared at the woman full of amazement.


Dr. Thomas Silkstone, a Philadelphian anatomist and surgeon, was among them. He had no particular regard for the men around him. He had even crossed swords, or rather scalpels, with some of them and his dealings with others in the medical profession left a bitter taste in his mouth. Most of the practitioners were old enough to be his grandfather. Most were set in their ways, convinced that bloodletting was a cure-all and that the possession of healthy bowels was the key to longevity. He, on the other hand, had different ideas and found his respect for his fellow anatomists and surgeons regularly tested. This, he feared, would be another such occasion.


After a moment’s awe-filled silence, one of the surgeons standing next to Mr. Izzard managed to express the thoughts of the others.


“But how did you lay your hands on such a one?” he asked in wonderment.


Izzard’s large mouth widened into a smirk. “Apparently the blacks are more prone to chills. They come to our inclement clime from the plantations, take cold and fever and die,” he informed them, adding cheerfully: “Their great misfortune is our gain, gentlemen.” A ripple of polite amusement circulated around the room like a gentle breeze.


The anatomist’s eyes dwelt on the woman and he touched her head lightly, almost reverentially. “Is she not magnificent?” he said in a hushed tone, neither expecting nor receiving a reply.


The woman’s beauty was beyond question. There was a Madonna-like serenity in her attitude, thought Thomas. She was clearly of African origin, her skin black as ebony and her features fulsome, yet angular. Her hair was cropped close against her skull and her lips were slightly parted, so that she gave the appearance of being merely asleep. Indeed, several of those gathered did secretly think that she might open her eye lids at any moment, so uncorrupted and perfect did she appear.


“But wait! There is more.” Mr. Izzard raised up a long finger in the air and again the beadle rushed forward. With even greater theatrical flair he pulled back the sheet that covered the woman’s torso. A collective gasp arose. She had been pregnant and her belly was as rounded as a whale. Glistening in the sunlight thanks to an application of teak oil, the sacred mound encasing an infant drew admiration from every quarter.


“Full term, gentlemen,” announced Izzard over the din. The anatomists quietened down to listen. “She was fully dilated.”


Walking over to a nearby table, he pointed to a large, leather-bound atlas. “You will all be familiar with the late, lamented Dr. William Hunter’s epic work The Gravid Uterus,” he said in a reverential tone. A murmur of acknowledgement rippled around the theatre. “And I know that a few of our older brethren will have witnessed Monsieur Desnoues’s most extraordinary waxwork of a woman who died in labor with the child’s head pushing through the cervix.” One or two more senior members nodded. “But I aim to venture even further into the field of obstetrics and I can guarantee that you have not seen anything of this quality and this”—he fumbled for a word—“this freshness.” Heads were shaken in agreement.


“What I propose to do today, gentlemen, is to dissect the abdomen, but initially leave the uterus intact,” he announced. There was a chorus of approval.


Izzard, confident he had his audience enthralled, strolled back to the operating table with the air of a man on a Sunday promenade. The corpse now lay fully exposed. Thomas felt uncomfortable, not because of the public dissection that was about to take place, but because of the nature of the cadaver. Corpses were so rarely available these days that the motley specimens that made their way into the theatre were very often on the turn. It was usually obvious, too, how they had met their end, from some fatal injury or debilitating disease. It was also usually obvious that they had been interred for several days before being landed on the dissecting table, courtesy of unscrupulous grave robbers. Thomas had even been offered bodies where the sack-’em-up men had not even bothered to clean the soil from their skin. The cadavers were either very young or very old. Pregnant women were a rarity and, by the very nature of their circumstance, often very poor and always alone.


Edging his way toward the corpse, and seeing his fellow anatomists’ attention taken by Mr. Izzard, Thomas studied the body more closely. It was then that he saw it: a raised silver scar on the top of the left breast in the shape of two letters, possibly a B and a C, although tissue had grown around it, making it harder to decipher. He put out a hand to touch the woman’s skin. It was cold, but not as cold as one might expect. He pushed the flesh lightly with the tips of his fingers. There was still a telltale elasticity in it that deepened his concern. It was also clear from the way her arm rested on the table that rigor mortis had not yet set in. Quickly he felt her fingers for signs of stiffening. They were still malleable. He estimated she had not been dead three hours.


“Ah, Dr. Silkstone!” called Izzard. All eyes turned on Thomas. “I see you cannot wait to get your hands on my corpse!” he said with a laugh.


Thomas, embarrassed that his surreptitious prodding had been uncovered, gave a polite bow. “It is, indeed, a magnificent specimen, sir,” he replied. His heart was beating fast, but he knew he had to make his point. “You obviously have a new supplier, sir,” he said with an assurance that belied his nervousness.


The smile that had been hovering around Izzard’s lips all morning suddenly disappeared. He pulled back his shoulders in shock. “A new and most discreet supplier, sir,” he retorted, obviously insulted by Thomas’s insinuation.


“I expect they drive a hard bargain,” he persisted.


The color rose in Izzard’s cheeks. “I pay a good price, but,” he said, looking around him at his peers for support, “I believe it is entirely worth it.”


Some of the others in the room shouted, “Hear! Hear!” A few glared at Thomas, dismayed that anyone, especially a youngster from the Colonies, would dare to question the great Hubert Izzard.


The disapproving gathering parted as Izzard made his way toward the young anatomist who remained near the dissecting table. On another small table at the side, an array of surgical instruments was laid out on an oiled cloth. Izzard gazed upon them, then picked out a scalpel. Walking up to Thomas, he presented him with the sharp blade.


“In that case, Dr. Silkstone,” he said with a smile tight as a tourniquet, “I am sure you would be honored to make the first cut.”


Thomas could not leave the stifling atmosphere of the operating theatre soon enough. Usually his eagerness to quit such a place was caused by the sickly sweet smell of corruption as the dead flesh started to putrefy. But the Negro woman’s corpse he had just been compelled to dissect was far too new for that. Had the outside temperature not been so cold, he would have taken off his shoes and shaken the sand from them as he departed Hubert Izzard’s anatomy school.


Ridding himself of the company he could not abide, Thomas took a lungful of air. The late afternoon grew colder, wreathing him in his own breath as he walked. He plunged his hands into his pockets and quickened his pace. Past a chestnut seller he went, where three or four unfortunates huddled simply to keep warm, the brazier glowing red like a beacon in the street. Some shopkeepers were already locking up for the day. A peascod hawker cried forlornly, her breath catching on the icy chill.


Thomas was just passing a coffeehouse, its pungent aroma wafting from its open door, when a man appeared. In his hand he held a large poster and he started hammering it onto a noticeboard outside. Stopping a few feet away, the doctor registered that a reward was being offered for the return of a runaway slave.


His thoughts flashed to the dead Negro woman and the brand on her breast. If, as he suspected, she was enslaved, then her baby would have been born the property of another. Little wonder that pregnant slave women so often resorted to drinking concoctions that forced their menstrua and aborted their unborns. Rather that than let their children enter the world bound to white masters. He paused for a moment, still gazing at the poster and trying to recall the words of Rousseau, the French philosopher. Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. Even he, that very afternoon, had been forced by convention into carrying out a postmortem that he found distasteful. And yet he had felt bound to do so. His profession demanded it. He turned away from the poster and shook his head before continuing on his way back home to Hollen Street.


So preoccupied had he been that he did not notice a young man slipping into the back entrance of the anatomy school. He was pushing a handcart with a load covered in sacking. There was no reason to mark him out as being anything other than an ordinary lackey running an errand, save for one thing: anyone who drew near could clearly have seen a black toe sticking out from beneath the hessian.




Chapter 3


The Negro girl picked her way through the dank streets toward the river. It was the end of a day that had not seen light and the lamps had been lit awhile. With a shawl covering her head, she threaded in and out of alleys and under arches as easily as black silk through cotton. Her eyes were kept to the ground, not so much as to sidestep the slushy ruts or frozen pools of waste, but to avoid eye contact. She had no wish to be noticed, no desire to be singled out.


A sudden squall blew up as she ventured down one of the side streets off the Strand. It sent the trade signs creaking on their hinges. The few citizens who were abroad hurried to shelter in shop doorways from the sudden icy rain. The street women on the corners feared they were in for a lean night, a night when the sleet would douse all but the most fervent ardor. Still the girl carried on, all the while clutching a small drawstring bag under her shawl.


It was almost nine o’clock when she reached the tavern near the waterside. The windowpanes were frosted over, but she could see the warm glow of lanterns from within. It was as cold a November as anyone could remember and it was not yet the time Christian men called Advent. Even she, who’d only heard stories of English winters from the older household slaves, knew that this weather was out of the ordinary.


She paused for a moment, nervously fingering the silver collar about her neck while listening to the music coming from in side the tavern. There were voices raised in a sad song, an old lament from the plantations. A lone baritone made a sound as rich as hot chocolate. He was answered by a chorus of notes as sweet as sugarcane itself. The girl smiled, not through happiness or nostalgia, but to reaffirm her resolve. She patted the bag and as soon as the voices had died down and given way to applause, she entered the inn.


The place was full of her own kind: Gold Coast Negroes, Coromantees, sold to the white traders by the Ashanti at the great slave market at Mansu. They were the best sort, the noblest, prized above others for their superior physique and courage. These were the men and women who had been wrenched away from their African homeland and doomed to a life in chains. Under their thick frockcoats or their shifts most of them still carried the scars of the lashes or the marks where the manacles cut their flesh. Some still walked with the stoop of slaves kept in a yoke so long that their spines bowed.


On benches and pews, they sat around tables drinking rum and ale and listening to the songs. Tobacco smoke curled in the air; tobacco from the very plants that profited their white masters. A parrot, its feathers red and gold and blue, perched on one man’s shoulder as a girl fed it scraps. And there was a man sporting a hat modeled on a ship. These were the fortunate ones, the ones who had bought their own freedom or fought for King George against America in the war and been given passage to London to forge new lives for themselves. They could not learn a trade—a Lord Mayor’s edict had put paid to that fifty years before—but at least those present had all broken their slave bonds. She could join them. She could run away. But not tonight.


In this strange country that was colder than stone, slavery was not permitted. All Englishmen were free and yet because she was only staying a short while, she still had to wear her collar. Her master regarded her as little more than a trinket and certainly of less value than his thoroughbred horse. So, for now, she would content herself with slipping out of his mansion after dark, unseen.


Amid the cheering that night, as the singers returned to their seats, nobody noticed the girl, no one apart from the landlord at the pump, a mulatto, a large hoop piercing his ear lobe and a gold front tooth in his mouth. She caught his eye and, with a wordless greeting, he gestured her to a low door at the back of the bar. She felt a flutter in her stomach when it opened, as if a trapped bird was stirring inside her. The room was dimly lit with a single lantern dangling from the ceiling. The shutters were closed and the smell was earthy and damp. In the darkness she could make out bunches of dried herbs hanging from the beams. She narrowed her eyes and shivered, not with cold but fear. There were other objects, too; what looked like a snake was draped around a rafter and something round and white, a small skull, perhaps, sat next to it. On one wall there were shelves crammed with an assortment of oddities; lumps of coral, twisted animal horns, and jars of teeth.


From over in one corner came an odd cackling sound, then a sudden flurry. Startled, she let out a faint cry as her eyes followed the movement. In the darkness she could make out two white cockerels pecking among the rushes on the floor.


An old man sat at a table in the centre of the room, his head bowed. Around his bony shoulders he wore a goatskin, and a necklace of sharp teeth hung from his neck. His hair was grizzled and gray as pumice stone, but when he lifted his gaze a faint yelp escaped from her lips. Even in the half light she could make out his twisted features. She had heard this obeah-man was hideous, that his face looked as though it had been mauled by a lion—but still she could not hide her shock. One of his eyes was completely closed and where his nose should have been there was a small hole encrusted with pus. She had seen men like him before, blighted by the yaws. The disease had eaten into his flesh. He would have been banished from the plantation so that he could not infect the other slaves.


He lifted his hand—she noticed it was crabbed—and gestured to the chair in front of him. A strange grunt issued from his mouth. Part of his lips had been eaten away, too, so that the black stumps of his teeth showed. He seemed unable to form words properly, as if the disease had eaten into his soft palate, making his tongue flap loosely in his mouth.


Taking a piece of flint and a spill, he lit a candle in front of him. It cast a sickly light across the table. The girl sat down, but kept her eyes away from his face. They darted up to the rafters, or along the shelves, anywhere but on the old man’s grotesque features.


Sensing her unease he sought to allay her fears. He knew he was a hideous sight. For many years now he had been reviled. In his makeshift hut on the edge of the cane fields he had managed as best he could, fending for himself, grubbing for worms in the red earth, living on plantains and coconuts. Even the fierce Maroons who dwelt in the mountains and raided the plantations carrying off women and livestock had left him alone. They feared he would bring misfortune on them. He would have died alone in the humid heat, his own flesh becoming food for the leeches and mosquitoes, had not the great snake god, Ob, looked kindly upon him. One day news came that he had been sold, along with all the other slaves on the estate, and he was eventually given his freedom. In London, just as in Jamaica, he was forced to hide himself away. But his power had not faded with the strength of the sun. It may be cold and gray and damp in the white man’s land, but his special gifts had not deserted him.


The expressions of horror that his disfigured face prompted were the same, too, but he took no pleasure in frightening the young and vulnerable.


“You want?” he asked her, lifting up the bottle of rum from the table. There were two cups next to it. He filled one and pushed it toward her but she shook her head.


“Have na fear,” he said in a hoarse whisper. If he had been able to smile, he would have done so, but he could not, relying on his red-rimmed eye to reassure the girl. He guessed she was no more than fourteen full suns old and she was as nervous as a bride. They always were, those who sought him out. He downed his rum in one.


“You come for obeah?” he asked, his eye resting on the collar around her neck that bore her slave name, Phibbah.


Still unable to bring herself to look at the man’s face, the girl nodded. “Yes,” she replied, twisting her shawl between her fingers.


“Who has wronged you, child? Your massa?”


“My missa,” she hissed, a look of contempt tugging the corners of her mouth.


She shifted on her chair and straightened her back. As she did so, a silver scar above her right breast glinted like a fish in the candlelight. He could make out the letters of a white man’s brand: S. C.


“What she do? She hurt you?” They always did, he thought to himself. In England most Africans were no longer slaves in name, but many were treated as if they were still in shackles.


Slowly the girl turned, as if steeling herself to look at him. Her eyes lifted to meet his. “She kill my child.”


The obeah-man nodded sagely, as if he already knew what pained her. “She beat it out your womb?”


The girl’s gaze was steady now and he saw her eyes were weeping like juice from fresh-cut cane. “She was mad at me and threw a jug and I fell down de stairs.” Her breath juddered into a sob. “That night I was taken bad and de baby came away.”


The obeah-man paused a moment. It was a story he had heard before. “It was your massa’s child?”


She nodded, feeling the blood rushing to her face. The obeah-man understood. Not a month went by without he had a visit from a girl with a similar sad tale to tell. They all overcame their revulsion of him as their stories unfolded.


He tapped the table with his wizened hand. “You got money?” His tone seemed to bring her back from her dark place.


“Yes. Yes,” she replied. Delving into her apron pocket, she brought out two sixpences she had stolen, together with the drawstring bag.


The obeah-man swooped on the coins like an eagle and scooped them across the table and into a drawer. Satisfied he could do business with the girl, he poured rum into the other glass. This time she did not refuse it, but drank it in one gulp. Leaning back in his chair he watched her cough and splutter for a moment before eyeing the bag. It was made of sacking and was the width of a man’s foot. He lifted a gnarled finger and pointed at it.


“Your obeah?”


She stretched the neck of the bag and put her hand inside. First she brought out a small square of paper and unfolded it to reveal three or four fingernail clippings. The obeah-man inspected them, lightly touching the half-moon fragments with his own grubby stumps.


“Good,” he said. But it was the next object that seemed to lift his wizened face. From the bag the girl pulled out a length of kersey, a coarse woollen band of cloth stained dark brown with blood. Slowly she pushed it across the table and the obeah-man gave her a knowing look as he opened out the folds.


“You have done well,” he nodded.


The girl turned her head away, unable to look at the bloodied rag.


The man folded the linen, but laid his hand upon it.


“So, you want it quick or slow?” he asked. His words were rasping, as if his mouth were full of ashes, but he spoke with all the confidence of a priest.


She, however, was unable to answer. Her voice had deserted her, choked by her tears. Her hands flew up to her face and her shoulders heaved in sobs.


The obeah-man drew the cloth closer and nodded. “Either way,” he told her, “your missa be dead afore winter is out.”




Chapter 4


Thomas felt a mounting sense of excitement as his carriage swept into the great courtyard at Somerset House. It was an emotion that he rarely experienced. By nature he was a calm and reasoned man, not prone to mood swings. He liked to think that he handled the blows that life dealt him in a logical and ordered way and that if fortune smiled on him, he would be equally sanguine. Indeed, it seemed that after several months of hardship, providence might be a little more inclined to favor him. The Great Fogg that had covered the eastern half of the country over the summer had loosened its grip. The foul air had, however, been replaced by icy blasts that could prove almost as deadly to the poor and those of a weak constitution. His mentor, Dr. William Carruthers, had returned to rude health after a nasty bout of bronchitis brought on by the noxious haze, and then there was Lydia. Despite their enforced separation, they remained in touch.


Lady Lydia Farrell wrote to him twice a week, detailing her routine with her newfound young son. The child had been rescued from a terrible fate and found to have a crippled arm. Yet, under Thomas’s supervision, his muscles had strengthened and now seemed fully restored. At Boughton Hall, the Cricks’ country seat in Oxfordshire, each day brought a new discovery or achievement: “Richard tied a bow today” or “Richard went riding,” Lydia would write. Her mother’s pride was evident in every phrase. There were words for him, of course. She told him she loved him and missed him and her sweetness buoyed his spirits, but they were poor compensation for her absence. By making Lydia’s son a ward of court, the law had forbidden their longed-for marriage on the grounds that Thomas, as an American citizen, was a foreign enemy. His countrymen had triumphed in the revolutionary war, and hostilities had long ceased, but, until the Treaty of Paris was ratified, he would technically remain so.


Never one to wallow in his own misfortune, however, Thomas Silkstone had thrown himself into his work, teaching anatomy to eager students and operating on patients for whom surgery was the very last resort. All the while, however, he had been anticipating a call, a summons that would give his career a new impetus and his intellect a new challenge. That call had come the day before yesterday from the lips of one of the most revered living scientists and adventurers, Sir Joseph Banks.


The great man, who had accompanied Captain Cook on his famous voyages to the Pacific Ocean, was now president of the Royal Society. The aim of the august body was to push the limits of scientific knowledge and last year they had funded an expedition to the West Indies. Its aim was to collect flora and fauna and to catalogue it. There would undoubtedly be some specimens that would have medicinal uses. Tragically, the expedition’s leader, Dr. Frederick Welton, had been struck down by yellow fever and died two days before his ship, the Elizabeth, set sail for England. The expedition’s second in command, Dr. John Perrick, had succumbed the following day. Of the original scientific team of three, only the botanical artist, Matthew Bartlett, remained alive.


In the absence of any senior scientists to continue the team’s important work, the Royal Society needed to enlist the expertise of someone knowledgeable and reliable, someone who would work diligently and without conceit, someone committed and well-respected. There were many who put their names forward: after all, the work carried with it a generous fee, not to mention the prestige and a possible membership, subject to the usual terms, of the Royal Society itself. It was Sir Joseph himself who put forward Thomas’s name. And that is how the young American anatomist, surgeon, physician, and pioneer in the field of science came to be alighting from a rather grand carriage, helped down by a liveried footman and escorted by a clerk, into the inner sanctum of the Royal Society.


The room, vast and wood paneled, smelled of linseed oil. On its walls hung portraits of the great and the good, members of the Royal Society both alive and dead. Newton, Herschel, Pepys, and Sloane glared down at the young American from their gilded frames. Thomas noted there was no likeness of Benjamin Franklin, who had demonstrated the electrical nature of lightning using a kite and key some thirty years before. Perhaps, he considered, the Society felt it impolitic, at this delicate time before the ratification of the Treaty of Paris, to include a portrait of a former enemy.


Sir Joseph sat alone behind a large desk. He rose when Thomas was ushered in. Tall, trim, and wigless, he exuded an air of calm authority. He held out a hand. Thomas shook it. The two men looked each other in the eye. The handshake was firm.


“I have heard good reports about you, Silkstone,” said Sir Joseph, motioning Thomas to a chair. “Sir Tobias Charlesworth and Sir Peregrine Crisp both spoke highly of you. God rest their souls.”


There was a brief pause as both men acknowledged that Thomas’s supporters had been taken in untimely ways.


“I am most grateful for their confidence in me, sir,” replied the young doctor. He was feeling slightly less anxious, but nonetheless he remained on edge. As Thomas sat down, Sir Joseph walked over to a window where a large globe stood on a stand. He spun it playfully.


“The world is a vast place, Silkstone,” he mused. “And it is growing with every expedition on which we embark.”


“Thanks to men such as yourself, sir,” replied Thomas quickly, only to cringe immediately at his own sycophancy.


Sir Joseph brushed his remark aside with a smile. “I have been fortunate,” he said, gazing out of the window and onto the River Thames. “There are many who have sacrificed their lives in the pursuit of knowledge. Good men. Men of great intellect and determination,” he said. He switched his gaze to Thomas. “Men such as yourself, Silkstone.”


The young doctor shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with such praise, but before he could reply, Sir Joseph continued. “I’ll be plain with you. There were those in the Society who were a little reluctant to employ an American in the light of recent”—he searched for an appropriate word—“er . . . circumstances. However, I don’t hold with such stuff and nonsense. Knowledge needs to be shared. It has no borders or boundaries; no politics or prejudice. And we need the best men. That is why I have decided”—he paused briefly to correct himself—“the Royal Society has decided, to ask you, Dr. Silkstone, to take charge of cataloguing the manifest of the West Indies expedition.”


Thomas had, unconsciously, been holding his breath as he listened to Sir Joseph. Now he breathed deeply with relief and his face broke into a smile.


“You honor me, sir.”


“It was not easy, mind.” Sir Joseph wagged his finger. “The applicants were falling over themselves for the post. But I believe you show such promise.” He nodded his head, as if to reassure himself as much as Thomas that he had made the right decision, before he went on. “There are many great discoveries to be made,” he said. “The expedition’s collections will no doubt contain treasures beyond compare; new flora, new fauna, new cures, new treatments.”


Thomas pictured the array of exotic specimens in his mind’s eye as the Elizabeth breasted the waves on her homeward voyage, a sort of Noah’s Ark of all the weird and wonderful creations that the Lord had bestowed upon the islands of the Caribbean Sea. It would be his task to classify them all, from the tiniest seed to the tallest tree fern, from the humblest insect to the most magnificent reptile. He was well aware that Sir Joseph and the late botanist Daniel Solander had invented a new method of plant classification while on the Endeavour expedition with Captain Cook. The learning curve would not merely be steep, but strewn with many unexpected hazards. There would be unavoidable errors, misidentifications, and false dawns. His face betrayed his anxiety at the enormity of the venture.


“I see you have doubts, Dr. Silkstone,” remarked Sir Joseph, settling back behind his desk.


“I . . .” Thomas found himself fumbling awkwardly. “I am sure your trust in me will not be misplaced, sir.”


Sir Joseph’s dark brows dipped slightly. “Your humility is a good thing. I cannot abide arrogance in a man, but you are right to feel burdened by the weight we are placing on your shoulders.”


Thomas frowned. He anticipated there was more.


Sir Joseph’s lips curled into a smile. “Have no fear, Silkstone. I have arranged assistance.”


A look of puzzlement slid across Thomas’s face.


“Mr. Bartlett will be helping you,” continued the great man. “He is the excellent botanical artist who accompanied the expedition. I trained him personally in the new method of classification. He will be invaluable to you.”


Thomas nodded. “I am most grateful to you, sir.”


“It is Mr. Bartlett who is deserving of your gratitude,” came the reply. “He has endured great torments in the name of science. In the last dispatch I had from Dr. Welton before he died, he informed me they spent an uncomfortable few days in the company of the Maroons.”


Thomas was unfamiliar with the term. He frowned.


“Runaway slaves,” explained Sir Joseph. “At one point the expedition members feared for their lives; however, by some means they managed to befriend the natives and, I believe, became privy to some of their cures. The Maroons even assisted them in their collection. As a result almost two hundred specimens were gathered.” He was nodding enthusiastically as he spoke. “Welton instructed Bartlett in how they should be drawn and which parts were to be depicted. He knew it was imperative to capture the plants’ forms while they were still fresh, so Bartlett made brief outline drawings, coloring specific areas so they could be finished later.” Sir Joseph’s long fingers held an imaginary paintbrush which he flourished in the air.


Thomas recalled the botanical drawings of Sydney Parkinson from the Endeavour. He had fallen prey to the bloody flux on the return voyage, but his superbly detailed sketches were as brilliant in their execution as Leonardo’s anatomical images. He managed a nervous smile across the desk.


“Then, sir, I accept your gracious commission,” Thomas replied.


Sir Joseph leaned forward, slapping the palms of both his hands on the desk. “I know you will not disappoint, Silkstone.”


Thomas gave an elegant nod. “And when does the Elizabeth arrive?”


“She was spotted five days ago off The Lizard, so by the latest accounts she should be here on tomorrow’s afternoon tide.”


The young doctor had not expected such an early arrival. There was so much to do to prepare to take delivery of the hundreds of specimens. But as if Sir Joseph had read his mind he interjected, “I have arranged for the storage of the items at kew, so that you can work on them in batches in your own premises.”


Thomas felt immense relief. “I am most grateful, sir,” he replied as Sir Joseph rose.


“I know you are the man for the job, Silkstone,” he said, extending his hand. “I have great faith in you. Play your cards right and you will go far.”


Thomas smiled, broadly this time, as he shook the great man’s hand. “I will not disappoint, Sir Joseph.”




Chapter 5


Mistress Cordelia Carfax shivered and gathered her silk shawl about her shoulders. The fire was lit but the heat that emanated did little to warm the air of her fashionable London drawing room. She could not decide which she loathed more: the languid Jamaican humidity or the insidious English cold. A small short-haired dog lay sprawled in front of the hearth, toasting its back. As soon as she reached for the bell, the animal sprang up and leapt onto her knee in a single bound, looking into her face with large brown eyes. She smiled. It was not something she did often. Whereas most women of her age bore the marks of expression at the corner of their lids, her temples were perfectly smooth. It was the space between her eyes that was furrowed with two parallel frown lines so deep that they were clearly planted by hatred and contempt. These lines creased a skin that was almost unnaturally pale. It was certainly very white for a woman who had spent the last thirty years of her life on a sugar plantation ten miles inland from Kingston. It was not that she painted her face with lead, as was the fashion, but that she steadfastly refused to allow the sun to touch her face, a slave shading her with a parasol every time she ventured outdoors.


Any shows of affection Mistress Carfax did display were usually reserved for her pedigree pug. In the absence of children, the dog was a substitute. She patted the creature’s head lovingly.


“Hello, Fino, my dear, sweet Fino.”


Phibbah, who came rushing to answer the bell, received no such welcome. Her sullen-faced mistress pointed to the fire as it blazed brightly.


“More coal. More logs. Anything!” she ordered. “I shall freeze to death before this winter’s out!”


Phibbah bobbed a curtsy and, looking slightly bemused, hurried over to the grate. Picking up the poker, she prodded the embers. They flared for a moment, then settled back into their steady blaze.


“More coal!” cried Mistress Carfax, only this time louder. The dog, sensing its mistress’s anger, jumped off her lap and sat at her feet.


The slave reached for the fire tongs and, opening them wide, grasped a large lump of coal from the scuttle. Quickly she dropped it onto the flames, followed by another black nugget and another. All the time she was being watched by her mistress, who was drumming her fingers impatiently on the arm of her chair. The flames were now leaping higher and the room grew brighter with the intense white light, but still Mistress Carfax was not content.


“More!” This time she screamed and, in her frustration, she reached out and grabbed the poker, bringing it down with a crack on the slave’s back.


Taken by surprise the girl was knocked off balance. Stumbling, she let out a yelp. Mistress Carfax jumped up from her seat, still clutching the poker, and hurried over to where she lay, crumpled in a heap by the hearth. As she did so, there was a loud hiss from the grate and a starburst of sparks. A shard of coal whizzed through the air like a bullet and pierced her voluminous skirts. In an instant the smell of scorched silk filled the room and, looking down, Mistress Carfax saw that her hem was on fire. She screamed and flung the poker to the floor. The pug began to bark.


“Fire! Fire!” she cried, rushing away from the hearth, but the flames pursued her. She flapped her shawl in the air like a crazed bird and whirled ’round as if she was dancing, knocking a china vase to the ground as she did so.


Hearing the commotion, another slave arrived on the scene and, thinking hastily, decanted an arrangement of evergreens and threw the remaining water over her mistress’s skirt. The silk made a noise like retreating snakes and the flames disappeared in a puff of acrid smoke.


“You all right, missa?” inquired the slave who had put out the fire.


Mistress Carfax, leaning against a high-backed chair, composed herself. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.


“Yes. Yes, Patience,” she replied breathlessly. Then, looking down to inspect her damaged skirts, she added: “Although I will need to change my gown.” She eyed the brown circle of scorched silk, then lifted her gaze across the room to where Phibbah remained crouching, terrified, by the hearth.


“This is your doing,” she snarled, spittle flecking her lips.


The girl shook her head, her eyes wide with fear.


“I could have been killed and ’tis your fault. I shall see to it that you are punished soundly. Now get up.” The girl began to whimper softly. “Get up, I say,” shouted Mistress Carfax.


This time the slave did as she was told. Her back still burned from the crack of the poker and she rose slowly, wiping the tears away from her cheeks. And as she did so, her own features loosened so that her pained expression disappeared. Her mistress must not see her anguish, nor delight in her humiliation. It was time for her obeah to give her a secret strength. As she drew herself to her full, yet still diminutive, height, the light from the fire that now burned more brightly than ever caught the scar on her right breast and flashed silver.




Chapter 6


Lady Lydia Farrell sat in her study at Boughton Hall, next to her son Richard, Lord Crick. His name had been changed from Farrell by order of the Court of Chancery. He was drawing two long lines and several short ones splaying from the top of the paper. His hand was shaky and awkward and his tongue protruded from his lips as he drew, concentrating wholeheartedly on his artistic efforts.


When he had finished what he proposed to do, he leaned back and looked up at his mother, awaiting her reaction. Lydia beamed with pride.


“A tree! Richard, you have drawn a tree,” she squealed excitedly, as if he were the first child in the world to do such a thing. “Look, Nurse Pring.” She seized the paper and held it up in front of the demure woman, of middling years, who sat opposite her, sewing.
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