
[image: cover]


[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


Also by Kate Pennington

Tread Softly

Brief Candle

Nightingale’s Song


Copyright © 2005 Kate Pennington



First published in Great Britain in 2005

by Hodder Children’s Books

This ebook edition published in 2011



The right of Kate Pennington to be identified as the Author of this Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form, or by any means with prior permission in writing of the publishers or in the case of reprographic production in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency and may not be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library



ISBN: 978 1 4449 0961 6



Hodder Children’s Books

A Division of Hachette Children’s Books

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

An Hachette UK company

www.hachette.co.uk


The Highwayman

He’d a French cocked hat on his forehead, a bunch of lace at his chin,

A coat of claret velvet, and breeches of brown doe-skin.

They fitted with never a wrinkle. His boots were up to the thigh.

And he rode with a jewelled twinkle,

His pistol butts a-twinkle

His rapier hilt a-twinkled, under the jewelled sky.

Alfred Noyes


Saturday 7 April, 1739

I’ve seen eight men hanged. Today will be my ninth.

They usually die game, confessing their sins before they’re turned off the ladder. Then they kick and struggle, they may foam at the mouth for a full half hour before they die.

And yet sometimes they cut the man down and find he has life in him yet; my friend, O’Neill, sprang up as they were nailing down his coffin and lives to this day. He’s one of the half-hanged – some would say the luckiest man alive.

No, don’t turn away. Life for we thieves (for that is what I am) is often brutal and short; our last gasp dangling on the end of a rope is done to please the crowd.



As I say before, I’ve seen eight men hanged, but none approach it like the great Dick Turpin. They call him the most famous highwayman in all England. And yet what was he, when all is said and done? A mere butcher by trade, and no gentleman stealing from the rich to give to the poor.

I’m standing in the cold rain on the edge of the Knavesmire, a mile outside the city of York, watching as Turpin is carried in a cart from the county gaol, up Micklegate, through Micklegate Bar.

‘Turpin is game!’ the crowd around me cry. He bows and waves as he passes. He wears a new green coat and pumps and has shared amongst his mourners three pounds and ten shillings.

It’s no less than you would expect.

Now the cart trundles into sight. There’s a great yell and much pushing, and, as I’ve not yet reached my full height, I’m shoved backwards, almost losing my hat. I jam it back on my head and find myself crushed against one of the legs of the gallows, squinting up at the noose.

It’s a prime spot, as it happens.

I see Turpin swagger down from the cart and control a trembling of his left leg by stamping his foot before he mounts the ladder. The hangman places the noose around his neck. Then Turpin gazes about him, head up, shoulders squared to face what he must. He speaks boldly with the executioner.

‘I leave a gold ring and two pairs of shoes to Mrs Ginny Jonson in the town of Brough,’ he declares. ‘And my hatbands and gloves to Charles Carr of York.’

This is good stuff. The crowd loves it.

I stand under the gallows in my boy’s breeches and waistcoat and my three-cornered hat. I feel the wind cut through me.

Turpin looks down and I fancy he catches my eye. My face may be the last thing on this cold earth that he sees as, suddenly and as though merely straddling a horse to go on a journey, he throws himself from the ladder.


One

In which Turpin’s body is conveyed to the tavern and I reflect upon man’s mortality. I beat a cold retreat to the Blue Boar and here you meet my confederates. But then more pressing matters intervene.



‘How was the hanging, Charley?’ Mary Brazier pounced on me the minute I entered the Blue Boar. She doesn’t attend these occasions herself, being superstitious.

I escaped her embrace and sat down all of a cold tremble by the fire. ‘The crowd hung on his legs to speed the matter. He croaked after five minutes,’ I said.

‘Blessed release,’ Mary muttered, crossing herself. ‘I wager he went with a swagger, though?’

I recalled those cold, dark eyes piercing me with his last gaze. Master Butcher. Lord of the Highways. ‘He put on a good show,’ I agreed, teeth chattering.

Mary stroked her plump, pink neck then shuddered. She stared hard at me in the light of the flickering flames. ‘You’re a cold fish, you are, Charley Feather.’

I shrugged. ‘The mare he stole was worth three pounds, and the foal twenty shillings. I wouldn’t risk my neck for less than twenty guineas.’

‘Heartless, considering your tender age.’ Mary sniffed, turning to O’Neill, my half-hanged friend. ‘Ain’t he, Patrick? I’m saying, ain’t young Charley an unfeeling swine, going up the Knavesmire to enjoy the spectacle of poor Dick Turpin dancing his final jig from the Three-legged Mare?’

Truth is, I’m not the cold fish that Mary makes me out to be. But I reckon that seeing a man hang sharpens my wits. I’ll think harder and run quicker in future, and make sure to avoid the drop.

Patrick O’Neill grunted into his pewter pot. His voice never recovered from his brush with the hangman’s noose. When he speaks, the words issue from his throat in a strangulated whisper.

It was Mary Brazier who paid the men to cut O’Neill down from the gallows before he had quite croaked. She’d met him first in Newgate Gaol and taken a shine to him, though God knows why. The man’s ugly, broad face is livid and scarred with the smallpox. He was once a farrier in Tadcaster, but turned to stealing horses, and from there went wholly to the bad. I know never to get on the wrong side of O’Neill, believe me.

‘Oh, Charley.’ Mary sighed, stroking my smooth cheek with the back of her hand. ‘And did you bring me back anything pleasant from your morning jaunt?’

I sighed back at her, rolling my eyes and looking to the heavens. ‘It was too cold and wet to work,’ I teased, then pulled out of my waistcoat pocket a fob watch on a heavy gold chain. I put it down on the oak board for Mary to examine.

A smile creased her face. ‘There was gentry at the Knavesmire, then?’

‘A knight, two baronets and a justice of the peace,’ I reported faithfully.

‘Why only the one watch, then?’ O’Neill hissed, glowering at me with his nasty, rheumy eyes.

I scowled and pulled out a silver pill-box and a couple of silk handkerchiefs.

‘That’s the lot!’ I vowed, keeping to myself the small gold locket I had slipped from around the pretty neck of a girl my own age.

I see you despise me, and in your shoes, who can blame you? But I was born to this, and know nothing else.

‘Charley, Charley …’ Mary sighed again.

Somebody called for more drink and Mary whipped up the watch, the pill-box and handkerchiefs, stuffed them down the bodice of her red dress and ran for ale.



It is Wild, the leader of more than one hundred gangs, who has called for drink.

I mean Thomas Wild, only son of Jonathan Wild – the great pickpocket, cutpurse, housebreaker, shoplifter, fraudster and general man of violence. There was no dark business that Wild Senior did not attempt and, as everyone knows, for two decades he escaped each time with a clean pair of heels.

Young Thomas spent his boyhood watching his father’s crooked empire grow. At the last, Jonathan was employing great gangs who lifted silver plates from churches, jewels from around the necks of court ladies, papers from bankers worth thousands of guineas.

Thomas’s job, when he grew to be a man, was to hide Jonathan’s ill-gotten gains in a great warehouse by the river, then ship it out to Holland where it was sold. Truly, Thomas had learned his craft from a master.

The old man’s luck finally ran out, though, and they hanged him at Tyburn. (I missed this particular hanging, for it was 1725 and I am, so far as I can tell, coming up fourteen years of age, though you would take me for less by my size and stature.)

Then Thomas came into his own.

The London gangs carried on bringing booty to the heir apparent from Charing Cross and St Pancras, Southwark and Holborn; watches, seals, snuff-boxes, rings. If men crossed Thomas Wild, he betrayed them to the justices, just like his father before him. For Thomas is a chip off the old block – an agent, a forger, a fence.

And what have I to do with Thomas Wild?

Well, it is through Mary Brazier and O’Neill that I come under Wild’s shadow. O’Neill is his longtime confederate, and I was taken up by Mary some three winters past, when she found me starving by the river and thought she might put me to some use by and by.

O’Neill and Mary have been married a year last January, she having carelessly lost two husbands before – one by hanging, one shot dead by a rival.

So chance, and starvation, put me in the way of my present trade, which is the same as the late, lamented Turpin. That is, I am a highwayman on the roads between York and London, a member of one of Wild’s gangs, and they named me Charley Feather for the great, curved plume of feathers I wear in my hat, and for the lightness of my touch.

I am nigh on fourteen years of age, as I said before, and carry with me a great secret, which I will share with no man.

But how came I to be starving on the bank of the great River Thames in the shadow of Westminster? Well, more of that after I tell you what took place when Wild called for ale at the Blue Boar Inn on Castlegate.

Wild doesn’t travel with us unless he has business in York. This is as well; his presence makes us edgy, and our gang leader, Claude Delamere – known as Frenchy – must sit in Wild’s shadow, lest the great man judge him too big for his supple boots.

‘Drink up, Delamere!’ Wild ordered while Mary hurried to top up supplies.

O’Neill kept his head down, intent on the playing cards he was dealing with his thick fingers. Frenchy drained his pot. He took his hand of cards from O’Neill with a quiet smile. Wild surveyed our fellow drinkers through a fug of smoke and steam. ‘Where’s that damned Hind?’ he cried out. ‘Why is he not here as arranged?’

‘Patience,’ Mary advised, putting fresh ale down in front of him.

But patience is not a virtue of Thomas Wild’s, as well we knew. I sat hugging the fire, keeping out of it.

‘Is it Jasper Hind you mean?’ a man by the door inquired. ‘I saw him at the Knavesmire, showing a keen interest in Turpin’s leavetaking.’

‘Aye, Jasper Hind,’ Wild snarled, snatching up his own hand of cards from the board. ‘I have business with him.’

The game continued, with Frenchy throwing down the queen of hearts and telling Mary with a grin that he had no need of that card, since she was already his very own queen of hearts, which naturally provoked O’Neill into a hissing growl. It’s Frenchy’s way with the women to be charming and shallow, and mean nothing. But Mary laughed and pulled her red bodice straight and twisted a lock of hair around her finger.

Then Hind arrived at last – a small man with stooping shoulders and hands too big for his twisted body.

‘Jasper, you’ve kept Mister Wild waiting!’ the man at the door hailed him. ‘He’s out of temper, you mark my words.’

And Wild’s face did indeed look dark, as if brooding over some serious wrong.

Some of the men in the room fell quiet as Hind took off his hat and advanced, saddlebag slung across his shoulder. But for some minutes Wild went on playing his game of cards, and Hind’s coat, wet from the rain storm which battered at the window of the Blue Boar, began to steam. His white scalp gleamed through the damp strands of dark hair.

‘You come straight from the Knavesmire?’ Frenchy asked him eventually, to break the mood.

‘Aye. The crowd was very great,’ Hind replied uneasily. ‘The corpse follows fast upon my heels.’

‘Does it indeed?’ Frenchy cried, looking up from the game. ‘They bring Turpin here, to the Blue Boar?’

Mary ran to the window. ‘’Tis true!’ she gasped. ‘The mourners bear the coffin into the courtyard and a great crowd gathers. Yes, they carry him into the back room of the inn!’

‘For laying out,’ Hind explained. ‘He’s to be buried tomorrow in St George’s churchyard.’

The information caused a clamour among the drinkers. Only Wild sat unmoved, the dark cloud over his head gathering. ‘Sit!’ he told Hind.

The York man’s legs folded under him and he sank into a seat opposite Wild, dropping his bag to the floor.

‘You have brought the letter?’ Wild asked, glancing at the bag.

‘Yes,’ Hind replied.

‘Good. And the money and the plate?’

‘A great deal of it,’ Hind replied, his large hands trembling as he fumbled with the buckle that fastened his bag.

‘And with the rest of the money you have paid artists to amend the hallmarks on the silverware?’ Wild laid down his cards and for the first time looked directly at the man who acted as his main fence in the city of York, and throughout that vast county.

‘Not yet,’ Hind admitted. It was sweat now, not rain, that trickled down his temples.

Wild thumped the table and the pewter pots jumped and rattled. The uproar caused by the arrival of Turpin’s corpse died down. All eyes were turned on Wild and Hind.

‘You think to cheat me and keep money back!’ Wild exclaimed, seizing Hind by the throat.

Time for me to sneak out, I judged, for ‘never linger where trouble brews’ is my motto. And what better diversion than to slip next door, into the room where the mourners worked?

I closed the door on the brawl, finding that the mourners had lifted Turpin out of the coffin and laid him on a plain board, then departed, probably to slake their thirst. The room was small – scarcely large enough to contain the coffin and the corpse – with lime-washed walls, a second door, a shuttered window and a single candle standing on the sill.

There’s nothing like the stillness given off by a dead man. A pale, waxy stillness – an absence, you would say. ’Tis the spirit that has departed, and may be hovering above us, looking down on our actions, for all I know. And yet often there’s an unnerving notion that your man isn’t dead, that he may spring up like O’Neill and stop your own heart dead with fright.

I shuddered and forced my attention on to Turpin’s green frock-coat. Its buttons were of brass, with a horse’s head design. The new pumps were of soft Spanish leather. I idly considered their value.

‘Damn your eyes for thinking of thieving from a dead man!’ The chief mourner – an old man grown fat on roast beef and ale, whose waistcoat buttons strained to contain his great belly – had returned, squeezing himself into the room and correctly reading my intention. ‘Charley Feather, you’d best make yourself scarce, or I’ll call the magistrate’s men down on you.’ I’m known in these parts, you see.

I backed off, hands up in surrender, out of the door through which I’d entered and straight into what can only be called a desperate situation.



Wild no longer had his hands around Hind’s neck, but instead had a gleaming knife at his throat, which showed that events had moved on somewhat and Wild meant business.

Other customers in the tavern had taken exception to the production of the knife and flown to the aid of the local man, to which O’Neill and Delamere had in turn objected and begun throwing Hind’s helpers to the floor and giving them a severe beating.

Mary too had played her part by seizing the hair of the landlord’s wife and demanding that the man did not make good his threat to call for the magistrate.

What I, Charley Feather, would give to be out of here, with a clean bed and a quiet pillow to lay my head upon, I lamented to myself.

Wild, when roused, is frightening to behold. Twice the size of Hind, and three times as strong, he backed the puny silversmith against a wall, pressing the blade to his Adam’s apple.

‘Put down the knife, or by God I will have you thrown in gaol!’ Sykes called from behind a keg of beer.

His wife squealed and screamed in the grip of Mary Brazier.

‘You are already in my debt to the tune of three hundred guineas!’ Wild cried, thumping Hind back against the wall.

I ducked as a wooden stool whizzed by my head, launched by the man O’Neill had attacked. Frenchy picked up his latest assailant and hurled him clean through the window.

And who can say that the blow Wild struck with his knife was deliberate? Perhaps he did not intend to fall upon poor Hind, but was pushed from behind. The brawl was confused enough, and involved twenty men. In any case, the silversmith slid to the floor with a low groan and a gush of blood from the wound in his throat.



‘Come!’ Mary grabbed me by the arm. ‘Charley, the game is up. You must make a run for it!’

But the sight of blood makes me faint; I lose power over my limbs.

Mary shook me from my torpor. ‘Charley, the rogue is dead. Sykes has called for the magistrate’s men!’

I took a deep breath and turned away from Hind lying in a pool of blood. Three strong Yorkshiremen held Wild with his arms pinned behind his back. O’Neill and Delamere still scrapped and brawled with their opponents.

‘We will get out of here!’ Mary promised. ‘We have been in worse scrapes by far. Now, Charley, run!’

So saying, she shoved me through the small door into the room where the corpse of the late Richard Turpin lay in cold, calm splendour.

Save for the body, the room was empty. The candle by the window was almost spent, its wick starting to smoke, the flame to gutter.

No more thoughts now for the pumps of Spanish leather, though the horse-head buttons still gave me pause for thought, until I heard the heavy, running step of the magistrate’s men enter the courtyard, and then my mind was set once again on escape.

I began to wrench and shove at the window shutter, bolted from the outside. I was in luck, for a rusty hinge gave way and the board fell to the ground with a clatter. But the fight had spilled out into the cobbled courtyard, and I must bide my time.

I glanced round at Turpin, musing that I had not thought to follow him so quick to the gallows when I watched him swing not three hours earlier. My breath came short, but I felt a swift, sharp determination that Charley Feather would not dance that same jig.

I heard shouts, some screams, then two shots from a pistol which soon cleared onlookers from the scene.

The courtyard emptied, as if by magic. People ran in all directions. Now was my chance. I climbed onto the window sill, knocking the candle to the floor. Glancing back, I saw the inner door fly open and Mary standing there, until two men seized her and a third came towards me. Quickly, I slipped my skinny frame through the narrow casement, felt a hand try to lay hold of my leg, then heard a voice cry, ‘The gap is too narrow to follow, confound it!’

Then I was in the empty courtyard; another pistol was fired. I was under the archway, past the sign of the Blue Boar swinging in the wind, on to Castlegate. I passed three armed men running towards the inn, darted down an alleyway, and came out on a broad, paved street which I knew would lead me all the way to Tadcaster and freedom.

But of Wild, O’Neill, Delamere and Mary I knew nothing and feared the worst.


Two

In which I find a poor billet for the night, reflect on my murky past and ponder my uncertain future.



Now this had unsettled my plans somewhat.

I never expected to be fleeing through the narrow streets of York late on a Saturday afternoon, with the wind whistling around my ears, nor to see two men die in one day; for I’m certain that Jasper Hind has breathed his last, there on the floor of the Blue Boar Inn.

I don’t like surprises. I like to measure my days. I am up when the cock crows, making a hearty breakfast at a friendly inn or farmhouse, fetching my horse from the ostler and taking to the road with Frenchy, Mary and O’Neill.

One or two small pieces of business later, during which no one is harmed, God willing, and our saddlebags are stuffed with plunder, we retire to a safe house, to wile away a pleasant evening playing cards.

No unexpected encounters with magistrates’ men or duels with travellers foolish enough to resist Delamere’s charming manner of parting them from their possessions. For me, that is a good day, and ones such as today amount to nothing short of disaster.

I was pausing for breath under the overhanging roof of a butcher’s shop, looking over my shoulder and wondering what best to do, when a woman rushed out from indoors and accosted me.

‘Here, boy, you will catch me a rat!’ she demands, dragging me into the shop. Whole pigs hang from hooks, heads hacked off, but complete with tails and trotters. Sides of beef lie stacked on a great wooden block.

‘I will do no such thing!’ I protest, escaping from her clutches. ‘I am no rat-catcher, mistress!’

‘Oh ho!’ she replies, lifting her skirts and giving me a hefty kick. ‘I see now your coat is too good and the feather in your hat too grand. And yet you lack a good meal and are skinny enough, so crawl under that bench and catch me the rat!’

I don’t argue further, not with the great, cruel meat hooks dangling from the rail, and the cleaver close at hand. So crawl I do.

The cornered rat peers at me with beady eyes, its pouchy body pressed against the wall. As I make as if to grab the creature, it shoots out into the open where Mistress Butcher waits with the cleaver. One whack and the rat is no more.

I emerge, my hat at a crooked angle, step over the rat and bolt.

‘’Tis Charley Feather!’ a neighbour cries. ‘There is a brawl at the Blue Boar. A man’s throat is cut, Charley’s confederates are taken!’

And this set off a fresh pursuit, in which I ducked down more alleyways, jumped ditches and open sewers, scattered sheep from their market pen and made good to vanish into a cellar during the uproar. I waited there an hour or two until the busybodies and bounty hunters drifted away.

I shook my head and sighed; I gritted my teeth and vowed to abandon this life. I’ll find myself a new guardian, I promised. One who will not be thrown into gaol, like Jem Rowden and Moll Mountjoy, or shipped off to the colonies, like Bess Ainsworth. As you see, I’ve had my share of guardians, but no memory of either father or mother.

Before Mary, Bess was my last guardian. Convicted of picking pockets, she was sent from Southwark to Southampton to be shipped off to the New World – lucky to escape the noose, as the judge told her plainly.

I was to sail with her to America, but jumped ship at the last minute and waved goodbye to my latest ‘mother’, for I preferred not to sail across the wide ocean to a land full of savages and cut-throats.

Bess shed no tears at my departure and hastily wished me luck. ‘You have a good head on young shoulders, Charley,’ said she. ‘May you rise above this low life and find happiness at last.’

I returned to the streets of London and discovered not happiness, but countless thousands – a whole tide of children such as I, orphaned and cut adrift. There were not enough pockets to pick nor rotten fruit to lift out of the gutter to feed us all, and so I lay starving on the wharf side, which is where Mary discovered me and nursed me back to health.

And that was when I decided upon continuing the great secret, which I keep to this day.



Up out of the cellar and dusting myself down, I started back on the open road, hoping this time to remain unaccosted, even considering taking off my feathered hat to keep myself from notice, until I remembered that my red curls were enough to invite curiosity and so kept my hat clamped to my head.

By now, evening was fast approaching and the light fading from a leaden sky. I had the Knavesmire within view on my left and could see the course laid out for the horses, where men gambled on a winner and riders flayed their flagging mounts to within an inch of their lives.

Beyond the green concourse, further west, the countryside opened out into fields of wheat and barley. It was at one of these farms that Wild and the rest of us had stabled our horses the night before, and it was to this place that I was now headed. With luck, I could creep into the barn, secure my own mount and ride away into the night without a by-your-leave.

But the sight of the Three-legged Mare, tall and dark against the sky, made me shudder afresh, and I grew tired. My legs ached, my belly was tight with fear. Besides, if I rode now, it would be through the thick night, and I was no Dick Turpin to ride the York to London road at midnight, and my horse was no Black Bess.

No – as I approached the farm, I formed another notion, which was to sneak into the barn where the horses were kept, climb unseen into the hayloft and there spend as peaceful a night as I could.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Kate Pennington





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Rl

Kate Pennington

RS





