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      For the Owl and the Pussycat
and all those other heroic lovers
who went to sea

      






      

      

      INK


      

      

      

      It is an old story, an allegory of power if you like, of the tragedy that happens when two men overreach themselves, or the

         terror that fills a creator when he realises his creation has become more gifted than himself. It is one that even I, the

         most successful writer of my times, knows well, for we must all, eventually, give way to the young. And this story involves

         a very young writer, a passionate individual with the gifts of both beauty and rhetoric – blazing in his ambition. The now

         infamous D’Arcy Hammer. Perhaps you have heard of him?

      


      

      D’Arcy Hammer put down his pen and slumped over his writing desk. It was a temporary submission, a nod to the gargantuan nature

         of the enterprise that the ambitious thirty-two year old had begun six years ago, when time seemed infinite and his future

         a mirage full of extraordinary possibilities. Now it was 1843, a hundred years after his subject – Joseph Banks – was born,

         and the biography D’Arcy had laboured over lay annotated in sections before him. By his feverish calculations he was only

         weeks away from delivering to his publisher, which meant they would have his opus to display in bookshop windows before Christmas.

      


      

      

      ‘And God knows, I need the money,’ D’Arcy spoke out loud, addressing the bust of the botanist he’d placed in one corner of

         the large study in the faint hope that by writing under the gaze of Sir Joseph he might gain his posthumous approval.

      


      

      When D’Arcy Hammer had been a mere twenty-one-year-old student in his last year at Oxford, under the tutorship of his then

         mentor the eminent biographer Horace Tuttle, he had garnered an international literary reputation for a slim biographical

         volume charting the scandalous and sexually ambiguous life of the eighteenth-century Lord Hervey, himself, like D’Arcy, a

         one-time scholar of Westminster School.

      


      

      The reviews had been generous and the dapper young biographer had become a regular attraction on the lecture circuit where

         he courted both infamy and an adoring (mainly female) public. But his success had come at a price. Horace Tuttle, a man he

         both intensely admired and sought to emulate, had grown to resent his protégé’s easy acclaim and began an insidious campaign

         to undermine the young man’s reputation. The two men fell out and overnight mentor became nemesis. However, the acrimony hadn’t

         stopped D’Arcy from falling in love with Horace Tuttle’s young niece, Clementine Jane Murray, the daughter of an influential

         aristocrat.

      


      

      But over time the royalties and fame of his first book had evaporated. D’Arcy needed this new biography to be successful –

         hugely successful. He’d finally got engaged to the seemingly unobtainable Clementine and he knew it would fall upon him to

         keep her in the manner in which she had always lived. Then there was the unavoidable issue of his own father – Lord Hammer,

         a successful shipping entrepreneur and member of the House of Lords. Unfortunately the aristocrat regarded his son’s literary ambitions as a folly bordering on social suicide. An understandable

         attitude I, as a working author, can only condone, after all so few of us are commercially successful, and certainly, in my

         case, I was compelled by the dire circumstances of my family to make money from my art, whereas at least D’Arcy had had a

         choice.

      


      

      Lord Hammer, an esteemed and august gentleman, had agreed to provide D’Arcy with a monthly stipend on the proviso that it

         should be regarded as a loan with a ceiling of five thousand pounds, a ceiling, at the telling of this story, that would be

         reached on the fourth of next month after which D’Arcy would be penniless.

      


      

      The young biographer was near despair – he had thought he’d timed the writing of the biography to the very minute but he had

         run into debt months before. It was imperative he deliver the manuscript before his father’s stipulated date in order to receive

         his publishing advance and stave off his creditors – of which there were now many. Despite all these irritating challenges

         he was confident of success. Defeatism and humility had never been part of D’Arcy Hammer’s emotional repartee and as he glanced

         over at the neat piles of chapters – each containing episodes of vivid adventure and professional intrigue as well as graphic

         descriptions of Joseph Banks’s libertine and rather salacious philosophies – D’Arcy had never felt surer of commercial potential.

         He even imagined it could be a subject for serialisation in a newspaper – a little like my own literary forays that were proving

         so successful.

      


      

      He lit a cigar and walked to the window. The elegant townhouse belonged to his aunt – an unmarried gentlewoman who doted upon her nephew. Luckily for him she was only in London for the season; the rest of the year she joined Lord Hammer,

         her brother, on his country estate in Shrewsbury, leaving D’Arcy to run the house to his liking. The Georgian mansion was

         situated in Mayfair, just off St James’s Square, and D’Arcy’s rooms (a study, bedroom and small sitting room) were situated

         on the second storey. When his aunt was not in situ, the staff was reduced to one old butler and his wife, the housekeeper.

         The solitude and arrangement suited the young biographer perfectly. It enabled him to entertain in some style that was still

         affordable, and the infrequency with which the butler and his wife actually climbed the stairs to his rooms allowed him the

         peace and isolation required to write.

      


      

      D’Arcy pulled open a window. The park in the centre of the square was luxuriant with foliage and flowers in full blossom.

         Lilac trees, their boughs heavy with white and purple blossom, were scattered between the flowering pink chestnut trees. Luckily

         the wind was blowing towards the Thames and the obnoxious ever-present odour of sewage did not undercut the scent of the lilac

         caught up in the breeze. It was early summer and already it promised to be an unseasonably hot month. D’Arcy exhaled a feathery

         plume of cigar smoke into the air where it hung suspended for a moment before drifting down towards the street. For once it

         felt wonderful to be both young and literary, and now that the completion of the manuscript was within sight – powerful. Sinking

         into the sweet reverie that comes with intellectual achievement, D’Arcy gazed down at the lilac trees, his mind drawn back

         to the last paragraph he’d written – a depiction of a particularly beautiful Polynesian beach Joseph Banks had described in

         his journals.

      


      

      

      D’Arcy’s initial attraction to the botanist was one of empathy, an imagined understanding between the biographer and his subject

         that, given half a chance, and the bottomless economic resources Joseph Banks had had at his disposal, plus the added advantage

         of being orphaned before he was twenty-two, D’Arcy himself might have lived such a life. The liberal nature of Banks’s early

         years was a source of admiration for D’Arcy, particularly the open way he’d lived with his mistress despite society’s disapproval.

         Such actions, D’Arcy had decided, depicted a man of both great courage and intense intellectual curiosity with little to no

         regard for how others thought of him – if only he himself had the courage to live in such a manner! These were the characteristics

         that had drawn D’Arcy to the gentleman explorer. And then there was Joseph Banks’s account of his first visit to Polynesia,

         an account that portrayed the country as a utopia filled with uninhibited beautiful natives – both men and women. The diaries

         had fascinated D’Arcy and he had drawn liberally upon them for his biography, imagining his own portrait of the great man

         to be a source of simultaneous condemnation, secret envy and great curiosity to his own Victorian peers. The biography promised

         to be one of those irresistibly titillating books, condemned by the critics, bought openly by men and secretly by women. It

         would be a commercial success.

      


      

      The ringing of church bells from nearby disturbed his meditations. D’Arcy pulled out his large gold fob watch – it was already

         two in the afternoon. He was then interrupted by a knock on the door. It was John Henries, the butler, a tall stooped man

         in his late sixties with the lingering dignity of a once-handsome man. He stood politely just outside the study, accustomed

         as he was to the biographer’s explosive nature when writing.

      


      

      

      ‘Sir, there is a young man outside, an employee of your publishers, I believe. He informs me that you are to visit them immediately,

         on an urgent matter,’ he announced in a quavering baritone.

      


      

      ‘Did the young man describe the nature of the matter?’


      

      ‘No sir, he only reported it to be most urgent.’


      

      D’Arcy’s imagination spun wildly as he contemplated the myriad of requests, demands and dismissals that might be the reason

         behind such a summoning. But, as I explained before, our young biographer was both a narcissist and an optimist, and finally

         he concluded it was merely one of those fortuitous moments of synchronicity – he had almost completed his book and with whom

         else but his publisher to share the good news?

      


      

      ‘Excellent. I have to see them anyhow. I shall be down momentarily.’


      

      The offices of Bingham and Crosby Esquire might have been considered the rooms of an affluent and successful publishing house

         twenty years earlier – which indeed they were – but now they had the appearance of a fading courtesan ravaged by age and bad

         judgement in her choice of patron. True, the waiting parlour had both a well-stuffed French sofa covered in red velvet with

         two matching chairs in the Georgian style, but the velvet was worn to a thin sheen and the gold trimming frayed. And, for

         the first time, D’Arcy noticed that the secretary, whom he remembered as a young eager student of literature given to monologues

         expounding the literary virtues of whomever his employers had just published, was no longer young, no longer eager and indeed

         now exuded a positively sullen air. In fact, D’Arcy realised as he waited, perched uncomfortably on one of the threadbare chairs, it must have been years since he’d last

         visited the publishers.

      


      

      ‘Mr Crosby will now see you, Mr Hammer,’ the secretary announced in a lugubrious tone before opening the door. Mr Crosby,

         a bewhiskered gentleman imbued with an elegance that had always reminded D’Arcy of a Renaissance statesman, sat behind his

         desk. An air of grim determination hovered about his person. His assistant, the younger Clarence Dingle, leapt up to shake

         D’Arcy’s hand while Crosby stayed noticeably seated.

      


      

      ‘Wonderful to see you, truly, and we are so excited …’ Dingle’s words spilled out like a cascade of flat piano notes – his

         enthusiasm seemed utterly perfunctory and mechanical, D’Arcy observed. The biographer, now a little nervous, flicked his jacket

         tails clear and sat down in a lone chair standing in the centre of the room.

      


      

      ‘Dingle, cease your inane mumblings! You’re not fooling anyone, least of all Hammer here, who’s a very sharp young puppy!’

         the elder publisher barked from his leather-backed throne. Startled, the assistant sat down abruptly.

      


      

      Mr Crosby leant forward, his halitosis drifting towards D’Arcy like a bad omen. The young biographer steeled himself. ‘The

         truth is, Mr Hammer, we have called you here to discuss the import of a very grave rumour …’

      


      

      ‘A very grave rumour indeed,’ Dingle echoed for emphasis.


      

      D’Arcy’s face tightened in anticipation. This was not the reception he had expected. What had gone wrong? He had informed

         them that the manuscript would be in by the end of the month, and Crosby had replied, conveying the company’s enthusiasm, by telegram. ‘A grave rumour?’ he queried, a break in his voice betraying his agitation. Crosby’s hand crept across

         the marble-topped desk, his fingers curling around a paperweight that appeared to be a skull carved out of quartz crystal.

      


      

      ‘It has been suggested that an associate of yours, the eminent Horace Tuttle, is also working on the definitive biography

         of the botanist Joseph Banks.’

      


      

      Shocked, D’Arcy inhaled sharply. The animosity between Tuttle and himself was well known, but Tuttle was older by a good fifteen

         years and excelled in literary reputation by three more critically acclaimed biographies. If there were to be a rival biography

         by Tuttle, he would have the upper hand. The idea was unthinkable.

      


      

      ‘That simply isn’t possible. Tuttle has been wrestling with Lord Nelson for the past two years.’


      

      ‘In that case Lord Nelson must have won,’ Crosby replied cryptically, then reached into a large snuffbox and, after laying

         out two large rust-coloured pinches of tobacco upon the crook of his thumb, snorted them both up vigorously, staining his

         nostrils a dark red. He looked like a melancholic dragon, D’Arcy couldn’t help noting. It was a distracting sight. Crosby

         coughed then continued: ‘No, I’m afraid I have it on good authority that Tuttle has lodged the notion with Doubleday and Sons,

         and has promised a manuscript by next Easter. Heard it from the dog’s mouth myself, in the gentlemen’s cloakroom at The Garrick.

         Naturally this is of great concern to both myself and Bingham …’

      


      

      For a moment D’Arcy thought he’d misheard. As far as he knew, Bingham, Crosby’s business partner, had been dead for at least

         five years. The elderly publisher’s expression suddenly changed as he shifted his gaze beyond D’Arcy’s shoulder. Unable to contain his curiosity D’Arcy swung around. A portrait of

         the esteemed but deceased Mr Bingham – in life, a man far more affable than Crosby – hung on the wall directly behind him.

         D’Arcy had the distinct impression that the shining jovial face in the portrait had suddenly winked at him. Dingle coughed

         politely and Crosby was immediately drawn back into the moment. ‘… and calls for a review of your own proposal and publishing

         timetable,’ Crosby concluded gruffly. D’Arcy sank back into his chair, his fiscal strategies sunk. How could he afford to

         marry Clementine now? And how on earth would he be able to both pay off his creditors and avoid being pushed into his father’s

         shipping business if his next book was a publishing disaster? But more than anything, how had Tuttle arrived at the idea of

         the very same biography as his own? D’Arcy’s own venture was a well-kept secret between himself and the publisher. And even

         if Tuttle had heard of the project, it could only have been spite or perversity that inspired his rival to undertake the very

         same subject so late in the development of D’Arcy’s own manuscript. But there was something else that filled him with a nauseating

         disquiet. Had his fiancée, who was an intelligent but frivolous young woman far younger than him, accidentally blurted out

         the topic of his labours to her uncle? Or even worse, had she unwittingly shown his rival some of his pages? The young author’s

         imagination swirled up into paranoia – if this was true, it was even more of a horrible betrayal. Either way he had to save

         his biography and his own reputation.

      


      

      ‘This is just ugly coincidence,’ D’Arcy exclaimed more passionately than he’d intended. ‘Besides, my manuscript is merely days away from completion. We will beat him to the shelves, I promise you!’

      


      

      In the silence that followed, Crosby, in lieu of an answer, solemnly packed a pipe while D’Arcy fidgeted anxiously, convinced

         he was facing a verdict that would either make or condemn the rest of his literary career. Finally the tension was broken

         by Dingle striking a match dramatically. The assistant leant solemnly forward to light the pipe for his employer. Then, like

         Vesuvius, after exhaling a large plume of white smoke Crosby rumbled, ‘Bingham and Crosby are not only men of the letter but

         also of our word. We will still publish, and we will publish ahead of Tuttle and Doubleday. However, you must guarantee that

         your biography will contain some new and hopefully salacious insights into Banks’s early, morally dubious forays that will

         create enough hysteria amongst the scandalmongers and newspaper gentlemen to sell the godforsaken book!’ He swung around to

         the portrait of his deceased partner: ‘Forgive me, Bingham, but if we are to survive and become a “modern” publishing house,

         then we must surrender to the bestial demands of the Gods of Commerce,’ he said before wiping his brow with a large purple

         silk handkerchief as if he had himself been sullied by such a declaration.

      


      

      D’Arcy stared at him aghast. ‘But every such event and proclivity is already embedded in the manuscript, sir!’


      

      ‘Then find something else!’ Crosby thumped the desk for emphasis, one precariously balanced manuscript falling with a bang

         to the floor. No one dared to pick it up. Softening, the publisher turned back to D’Arcy. ‘My dear young man, research is

         the portal, but imagination the messenger,’ he concluded with an air of pompous sagacity – an impenetrable remark that left the young biographer even more perplexed.

      


      

      Crosby rose with a dramatic scraping of his chair against the floor then balanced his portly front against the edge of the

         desk. He had, D’Arcy noticed, become considerably plumper since last time D’Arcy had seen him. The publisher was again staring

         reverently at his deceased partner’s portrait as if he were engaged in some kind of preternatural communication. ‘And Mr Bingham

         tells me to tell you he expects the delivery of the completed and … enhanced … manuscript by the end of this month. Thank you, young Hammer, that will be all.’

      


      

      The young biographer walked straight to his fiancée’s townhouse. As he marched down Great Marlborough Street an intense fury

         began to build from the soles of his fashionable buttoned boots to the crown of his high top hat. Had Clementine betrayed

         him? Could she have been so foolish as to reveal to her uncle the subject of his secret dedication? He had to discover the

         truth. All the previous trust, the confessed intimacies of his ambition whispered to the young girl, seemed cheapened. As

         he examined the nature of their courtship – her passive yet delightfully innocent amazement at his passionate enthusiasm for

         the eighteenth-century botanist and his exotic adventures – D’Arcy could not envisage that Clementine would be capable of

         such disloyalty. As I have said, D’Arcy was young and still in the naive throes of the kind of egotism we all fall victim

         to at the beginning of our careers, and to D’Arcy’s great disservice, Clementine had convinced him of his own genius. Any

         man would have fallen in love.

      


      

      At twenty, Clementine was twelve years younger than him and utterly without guile, or at least he had thought so up until

         then. D’Arcy had been smitten the first time he’d laid eyes upon her – at her uncle’s table seven years earlier when she was

         a mere thirteen years old and he a cynical twenty-five year old – the year in which he later fell out with Horace Tuttle.

         At the time he was in the middle of a protracted love affair with a married woman (who shall remain nameless on these pages

         at least, but suffice to say that the woman specialised in the seduction of gullible writers and I am shamed to confess that

         I was one amongst many). An erotically charged relationship involving complicated liaisons in obscure and extremely dangerous

         places (she was rather good), the love affair had exhausted D’Arcy both emotionally and existentially. Three tortured years

         later he encountered Clementine at her coming-out ball. Then sixteen, she seemed to embody all the virtues his older lover

         did not: virginal, uncomplicated and delightfully candid. At the time D’Arcy had despaired of the possibility of marriage,

         having come to the conclusion that he was now too jaded to experience the emotion of love. However, he broke off his affair

         with the married woman and took to pursuing the young girl, a pursuit further fired by her uncle’s objections. A year later

         they were engaged.

      


      

      Clementine’s innocence had swept through his life like a scented breeze over a barren landscape, a metaphor he clung to as

         strongly as his cologne-infused handkerchief, now pressed to his face as he turned into the dense and pungent chaos that was

         Soho. The daily sewage-laden miasma of the Thames was now blowing in from the south, and in the unusually hot summer the stench

         in this densely populated borough was particularly disgusting.

      


      

      Despite living in the comparative luxury of spacious, green and quiet Mayfair, D’Arcy was constantly drawn to the vibrancy

         of Soho, the bustling narrow streets with their tailors, leather-curing factories, coffee houses and inns as well as the once-grand

         mansions of Golden Square, now reduced to cheap housing in which whole families often lived in one room. But there was a warmth

         and rhythm to the place that the promenades of Mayfair lacked – a borough controlled and austere in its wealth. This seething

         mass of striving humanity was exotic to D’Arcy. And as a member of the titled classes, he could afford to indulge in its corrupt

         pleasures and, most importantly, get out when he wanted.

      


      

      Indeed there was one particular prostitute he was fond of visiting who lived on Golden Square – a practical Irish wench who

         had scraped together the flimsy trappings of respectability. It was to here that D’Arcy, after a spiritually uplifting but

         frustrating evening with his fiancée, would often return, if only to enact upon the lady’s rented body fantasies he knew he

         would never be able to execute upon Clementine’s slender, lily-white frame. And it was at this very harlot’s window that D’Arcy

         now found himself staring, his feet having guided him there by pure instinct. ‘No, I shall resist,’ he told himself, knowing

         that taking out his anger or frustration upon the prostitute would be counterproductive and, knowing her rates and his purse,

         economically disastrous.

      


      

      ‘I really will confront Clementine. As suspicious as I am, I’m sure there is a completely innocent explanation – pure coincidence,

         for example.’ It was an argument that failed to convince even himself.

      


      

      Nevertheless he glanced wistfully back up at the window – the ironically named Prudence O’Malley was a comely girl with an

         earthy sensuality matched by an earthy laugh. She was also very good at the amusing but erotic scenarios D’Arcy found entertaining. In short, despite the heat of the afternoon, it would have been a very pleasant distraction from the young biographer’s

         current troubles. The memory of their last encounter, during which D’Arcy had donned a leather saddle at her command so that

         she could ride him and whip him, made him harden. He waited until his tumescence had lessened into some semblance of decency

         then walked on – ah, the glorious dictatorship of a young body, I remember it well!

      


      

      ‘What exactly are you trying to say, my love?’


      

      Clementine, wearing a rose-coloured day dress, was perched very becomingly on the edge of a chaise longue, fingering the beaded

         fringes of her shawl; her escort, an ever-present maiden aunt, sat at a discreet distance in a window seat, theoretically

         absorbed in her embroidery. It was not an atmosphere conducive to either whispered confessions or confrontation. D’Arcy cleared

         his throat nervously. ‘I find that I now face potential professional catastrophe, one that could prevent me from being able

         to support you in the manner to which you are accustomed once we are married.’

      


      

      ‘Oh goodness,’ Clementine yawned prettily, displaying rows of pearly white little teeth, ‘it does sound tiresome. What kind

         of catastrophe? I thought you had finally finished with the great heroic literary tome you had embarked upon?’

      


      

      For a moment it occurred to D’Arcy that if his fiancée hadn’t been so imbued with both beauty and youth, he might care for

         her personality a little less, but like a cloud passing over the sun this observation was quickly lost and forgotten. ‘I have

         told you the subject of my biography, have I not?’ he inquired dryly.

      


      

      ‘You have, the extraordinary adventures and life of one Joseph Hanks, I believe,’ she replied, now fanning herself. ‘The heat today is quite remarkable, remarkable and tiresome.

         But my love, you’d think if Mr Hanks was so extraordinary he would have had at least two surnames and a title.’

      


      

      Really, D’Arcy thought to himself, if her lips weren’t quite as red, her skin quite as pale and if those blonde tendrils that

         framed that cat-like face not quite so perfect, he might have taken her for being petulant and perhaps even a little stupid.

         On the other hand, he was comforted by the observation that if she couldn’t even remember the name correctly, she was surely

         unlikely to have passed on the subject of his biography to her uncle.

      


      

      ‘His name was Banks, Sir Joseph Banks, and he was, by the time of his death, one of the most significant English figures in

         science of his times, my dear. But I’m sure such details will only give your pretty head an ache, insignificant as he is in

         your delightfully girlish world, Clementine.’ Indeed, it was the seeming purity of the trivia of this world that had attracted

         D’Arcy to Clementine in the first place. Although lately, to his faint amazement, he’d been finding her lack of intellectual

         curiosity an irritant. ‘However, you wouldn’t by any possible chance have told your uncle Horace about my biography? Mentioned

         Joseph Banks and my name in the same sentence, for example?’ he asked, studying his fiancée’s face closely. Clementine’s expression

         appeared unchanged, although if our young biographer had been a little less infatuated and a little more astute, he might

         have noticed her fingers tightening around the handle of her lace fan.

      


      

      ‘Now, why would I do that? I hardly see my uncle, and certainly not alone,’ she protested, now waving her fan furiously at

         one flushed cheek.

      


      

      

      ‘But you mentioned he escorted you to Ascot only last week!’


      

      ‘He did? I had quite forgotten.’


      

      ‘Just as you might have forgotten mentioning to him that I was writing the definitive biography of Sir Joseph Banks!’ D’Arcy,

         unable to contain his frustration any longer, exploded. Behind him he heard the sound of Clementine’s aged escort dropping

         her embroidery: it hit the parquet floor with a clatter.

      


      

      Clementine’s large blue eyes seemed to magnify as they filled with tears. ‘I am sure I have not!’ she protested. It was the

         first time in their two years of official engagement that either of them had raised their voices to each other and already

         D’Arcy was filled with remorse.

      


      

      He edged forward and took her trembling hands in his own. ‘You have to understand, Clementine, that not everyone is as innocent

         and without guile as yourself. Your uncle and I have a history that I have tried to explain before. We are in commercial competition.

         I am Brutus to his Caesar.’

      


      

      ‘You mean to kill him?’ Clementine’s eyes widened even further and one tear, welling over the edge of her thick eyelashes,

         splashed down her cheek.

      


      

      The sight gave D’Arcy a secret erotic thrill. Appalled to discover he found such power so exciting, he cursed his tight breeches

         as he crossed his legs. ‘I mean that if your uncle has discovered I am writing about Joseph Banks, he might take it upon himself

         to match me with a biography of the gentleman himself.’

      


      

      ‘He would not. Uncle Horace is a perfect sweetheart, and he knows I am engaged to you.’


      

      ‘But, Clementine, he has! This was the professional setback I have been trying to explain to you. My publisher has received

         rumour that your uncle is also writing a biography of Banks! It is a calamity!’

      


      

      ‘So there will be two books about the same man; how can this be so terrible?’


      

      ‘Because your uncle is far more established than myself, his biography will have precedence over mine, with both the newspapers

         and with the reader. Six years, Clementine, six years of my life – and it is ruined! Are you absolutely sure you didn’t, by

         accident, mention something to your uncle?’

      


      

      Furious, the young woman rose, one hand worrying the emerald engagement ring he had given her. For a moment D’Arcy grew terrified

         that she might be about to pull it off to throw at his feet. In perfect synchronicity, her aged aunt also rose. The two women

         stood poised like figures from a Greek tragedy in the centre of the large Regency drawing room, until Clementine held out

         her hand imperiously to D’Arcy. He kissed it formally.

      


      

      ‘At this moment I have nothing more to say to you,’ she announced then, with a small nod, dismissed him.


      

      D’Arcy strode down Regent Street, the tails of his morning coat flying behind him. Normally its wide promenade and sweeping

         elegance never failed to elevate his spirits, functioning, as it were, as a lodestone of wealth for the struggling writer.

         But today was different. Today he felt as if the mannequins and the displayed luxurious fabrics and dresses, the objets d’art,

         the tailored suits, the gold fob watches glinting through the shop-front windows, all represented a club whose membership

         had just been cruelly and unjustly snatched away from him, snatched away by one man and one man alone. Horace Tuttle.

      


      

      

      The name resonated over and over, drumming its way through the heels of D’Arcy’s polished boots as he walked the pavement,

         underscored by the rhythm of the clattering hooves of horses pulling carriages as they jostled their way down the thoroughfare,

         eating its way up through his fear, into his very soul. To be thwarted on the brink of such success – all kinds of tragic

         scenarios unfolded in D’Arcy’s imagination: Tuttle triumphantly waving laudatory reviews in his face, the vision of a bookshop

         window displaying Tuttle’s biography while his own book lingered neglected on some obscure back shelf. It was all too horrible

         to contemplate and yet, the harder D’Arcy tried to dismiss it, the more obsessed he became.

      


      

      By the time he had descended back into the theatrical vulgarities of Piccadilly Circus, he felt as if he’d already lived out

         the appalling mortification of such a possibility. Tortured, he collapsed at the edge of the Eros statue and stared grimly

         out at the parade of humanity that streamed past – even the poorest beggar and rag picker seemed enviable. They, at least,

         did not have a rival prominent author about to publish a biography on the very same topic they’d given six good years of their

         miserable lives writing. It was a writer’s worst nightmare, to have his subject stolen from under him – an insidious crime

         even harder to prove.

      


      

      There only seemed two courses of action. He had to have access to Tuttle’s biography and he had to discover an element of

         Sir Joseph Banks’s life that was totally unique, scandalous and guaranteed to propel D’Arcy’s biography above Tuttle’s. As

         the reader no doubt knows, indecision is far more crucifying than decisiveness and so, cheered by his own resolve, D’Arcy

         leapt to his feet and decided that a brief sojourn at his club, the Athenaeum, for a consoling drink before returning to the desk newly inspired would be in order.

      


      

      The reading room at the Athenaeum boasted a high ceiling, unobtrusive waiters who served a good sherry to your very chair,

         a number of private alcoves in which it was possible to both hold court and hide out, and a selection of cigars a pasha would

         have been proud to serve. It was our protagonist’s favourite place to daydream, a place where he had germinated many an idea

         for a novelette, essay or speech, and it was where he had now retreated, bathed in that warm glow of male exclusivity that

         every gentleman knew was guaranteed to restore world order and self-worth.

      


      

      And thus, lounging in a leather chair, D’Arcy, hidden from his peers and elders by an overgrown aspidistra, ran through all

         the facts of Joseph Banks’s early life, from his preparation for the memorable expedition on the Endeavour to his broken engagement to Harriet Blosset. All the salacious material was already in the book; to introduce anything else

         without hard proof would not only be a lie, it would also be doing the great man a huge disservice. And having lived with

         Banks for over six years, D’Arcy truly felt that he could not compromise either his reputation or the explorer’s unless there

         was undeniable evidence. He had reached an impasse. This circuitous inner argument seemed to build and build when suddenly

         a voice booming out from another booth on the far side of the reading room jolted him violently back to the present.

      


      

      ‘… I was just telling Thackeray the other day, never trust a pedant or an editor unless they are one and the same person!

         Eh, what?’ The bellicose voice, laced with the kind of elitism D’Arcy loathed yet desperately wanted to be a part of, was instantly

         recognisable. D’Arcy froze in his seat, but the voice, oblivious of the young biographer and the disapproval of several other

         tutting members, continued bellowing through the rarefied atmosphere. ‘… Another wonderful occurrence, old friends, the drought

         is broken, Lady Fecundity is mistress again and I am writing! Yes, a veritable deluge of prose. A biography – one that will,

         like the last one no doubt, soar on the wings of literary excellence and land firmly on the footnote of posterity …’

      


      

      D’Arcy could contain himself no longer and, after swinging around, peeked through the leaves of the aspidistra. His nemesis,

         clad in a red smoking jacket and matching necktie, sat in a far booth, surrounded by a group of three friends. Horace Tuttle,

         bolstered by shameless enthusiasm for his own talent, waved his large hands about as if inscribing upon the air in invisible

         hieroglyphics declarations of great profundity. He was, indeed, a most tiresomely pretentious individual. Meanwhile the three

         friends – one minor publisher, one unimportant poet and a rather more important critic – leant forward enraptured.

      


      

      ‘A biography!’ the critic exclaimed. ‘Do tell, Horry, The Times would be happy to print a teaser.’

      


      

      ‘Let me guess,’ the poet interjected eagerly. ‘Robert Browning? He’s terribly fashionable now, all the clever people love

         him.’

      


      

      ‘Far too modern, no, this is someone who was a true Romantic scientist, a man who has defined our times …’


      

      ‘James Watt?’ the publisher suggested hopefully.


      

      ‘Vulgar commerce, no, no, my subject is … Joseph Banks,’ Horace Tuttle concluded, pronouncing the name as if by doing so he himself was summoning the man back into existence.

      


      

      D’Arcy could stand it no longer. Leaping to his feet he marched over. ‘Tuttle …’ He stood before the seated group, his voice

         trailing away, his nerves having failed him at the last moment.

      


      

      Horace Tuttle, an imposing, handsome man in his early forties, his hair as black as his niece’s was blonde, drew himself up

         to his full height (which was over six foot and certainly taller than our hero) and extended his hand. D’Arcy’s own arms remained

         conspicuously glued to his sides. The slight was noted and hung upon the rarefied air like a great fat question mark suspended

         precariously above them.

      


      

      ‘Hammer, it is a pleasure to see you again, particularly as we are nearly family.’


      

      D’Arcy still did not shake the proffered hand, which stayed frozen in mid-air. Before him he could see intrigue bleeding into

         the puzzled expressions of Tuttle’s entourage. He had to say something, and swiftly.

      


      

      ‘I’m afraid both our friendship and professional relationship is now at an end. I believe you to have deliberately and maliciously

         embarked upon the same biography I, myself, have dedicated the past six years of my life to, an endeavour you no doubt heard

         of from my fiancée, your niece. In fact, sir, if I were a lesser man I might even suspect you of stealing or accessing my

         manuscript in some form …’

      


      

      Horace Tuttle’s hand curled into a fist as his smile transformed into a snarl. Startled, his face flushing with the vicarious

         excitement of the spectator, the minor publisher sprung to his feet and lay his hand rather limply upon Tuttle’s wrist, as

         if to restrain him from any rash action. It was a symbolic gesture D’Arcy, if he had been less incensed (and a little more mature), might

         have heeded but, swept away by the conviction of his grievance, D’Arcy’s diatribe knew no bounds.

      


      

      ‘Indeed, of all the plethora and riches this country has to offer in terms of geniuses, poets and prophets to immortalise,

         is it not extraordinary that you, sir, should alight upon the very one I have chosen?’

      


      

      ‘Are you, Hammer, accusing me of the heinous sin of plagiarism?’ Tuttle’s voice echoed around the reading room. Several newspapers

         and one slim volume of poetry were dropped as eminent members of the Athenaeum Club rose to their feet. There had not been

         such an accusation heard within those four walls since Thackeray had argued with myself and, trust me, that argument was not

         forgotten.

      


      

      An icy silence descended upon the large chamber as D’Arcy became acutely aware of the unfurling drama he had initiated; a

         drama he realised, with a great swoop of his heart, he was now utterly powerless to stop. ‘I am, sir, indeed I am. I charge

         you with having deliberately stolen the theme of my own biography, a manuscript well gone in its development, and I do suspect

         you of having read those very pages …’ But by now his voice was drowned out by the cries of outrage as literary men, now incensed

         in turn, sprung into action. The uproar in the reading room was unacceptably loud, and I should know, dear reader, for I was

         there.

      


      

      Suddenly the two men found themselves surrounded by an audience. Tuttle’s face darkened. He started towards D’Arcy, who was

         forced to jump aside, but the older biographer was firmly held back by the critic and the poet now flanking him. ‘This is intolerable!’ Tuttle announced, then, grabbing his

         gloves from the table, swung them in D’Arcy’s direction in an attempt to hit his cheek. To his deep shame D’Arcy dodged the

         insult.

      


      

      ‘Enough!’ I shouted, my melodious voice instantly recognisable to all. Immediately the crowding men parted to reveal the source

         of the command. I stood at the far end of the chamber. Now, how to describe myself? I would like to say tall, charismatic,

         the embodiment of charm, but, perhaps for the sake of modesty, an elegant portly man in his forties will suffice. I was, at

         the time, arguably the most well-known author in the country so naturally I held some authority in the circumstances. Moving

         swiftly through the chamber I approached the two biographers who remained head to head, like a pair of fighting stags about

         to charge.

      


      

      ‘Horace.’ I nodded to Tuttle, who nodded back but did not remove his gaze from D’Arcy nor drop the hand that held the white

         gloves at the ready. Then, with the careful but exquisite focus of a consummate observer, I walked around them as if examining

         an interesting tableau or statue.

      


      

      ‘Hammer, is it not? I did enjoy your first book.’


      

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ D’Arcy stammered, awed despite his anger, but he still dared not move for fear those white gloves might

         again come flying in his direction.

      


      

      ‘The accusation is plagiarism, is it not?’ I deliberately kept my voice mild, indeed, perhaps too mild – my very tone made

         the accusation sound absurd.

      


      

      ‘It is, and a flagitious one at that,’ Tuttle thundered while D’Arcy wisely remained silent.


      

      

      ‘A duel would resolve nothing and would quite possibly result in a great literary loss for England,’ I announced, passing

         my verdict. The men surrounding the two biographers murmured in agreement. D’Arcy, still transfixed by Tuttle’s dangling glove,

         appeared vaguely aware that I’d been both diplomatic and strategic enough not to clarify the death of which biographer might

         be considered a great literary loss. Then to D’Arcy’s visible relief, Tuttle dropped his glove. The younger biographer turned

         back to me.

      


      

      ‘What do you suggest then, sir?’


      

      ‘I suggest that such a duel is really Posterity herself and it is the one duel we writers all engage in whether consciously

         or unconsciously, willingly or unwillingly. Let both biographies be published. The reading public and history will decide

         which is the better book,’ I concluded a little grandly. After which the whole of the reading room burst into spontaneous

         applause and D’Arcy was left with the vague but uncomfortable sensation of having lost. However, I couldn’t help noticing

         that it was he and not Tuttle who retrieved the dropped white glove – the property of his nemesis. Intrigued by the possibility

         of a further twist of plot I said nothing.

      


      

      That night D’Arcy dreamt he was attacked by copies of Tuttle’s manuscript raining down upon him like a fatal hail only to

         be rescued by myself, the epitome of the successful Victorian novelist, smiling banally down upon him; apparently I opened

         an umbrella to protect him. It was not a good dream and he awoke with a frightful headache.

      


      

      On arising, D’Arcy forfeited breakfast and went straight to the library of the Royal Institute, determined to discover in

         Joseph Banks’s archives some missed piece of research that might elevate his own biography. After greeting the librarian he retrieved

         the well-thumbed collection of journals, sketchbooks, essays and general reportage Sir Joseph Banks himself had bequeathed

         to the library. Fighting a strong sense of hopelessness he laid out the collection in order of events and scanned it mournfully.

         After six years of study the collection was so well known to him that if he closed his eyes and placed his finger down blindly

         upon a page he would have been able to recite the paragraph from memory. In fact the travel diary of the young Joseph Banks,

         written during his trip on the Endeavour to Polynesia, was so vivid to D’Arcy that sometimes he became confused between his own memories and that of the naturalist

         himself.

      


      

      Resigned to a fruitless search he flicked through a hundred or so more pages then, as the study clock chimed three, closed

         the journal. There was nothing he’d missed, no new scandalous titbit of behaviour, anthropological observation, love affair

         or even a base sexual liaison between those well-worn pages. It was futile. His biography would have to stand as it was written

         thus far. He was condemned. No doubt Horace Tuttle’s biography, whether superior or not, would eclipse his own by mere dint

         of Mr Tuttle’s reputation. It was an unfair world, he reflected, and now one in which he was convinced he was about to lose

         reputation, hearth and possibly his engagement. He might even be reduced to working for his father. Deeply depressed, the

         young biographer stared out of the window. As if in response the sky was darkening with a summer storm. He would have to run

         home to avoid the downpour.

      


      

      He arrived half an hour later at his aunt’s house, half drenched from the deluge (which he hadn’t managed to avoid). He shook himself dry in the entrance hall, only to be informed by the housekeeper that there was a gentleman waiting for him.

         ‘A financial gentleman judging by his frock coat and miserable demeanour, sir,’ she added in a lowered voice.

      


      

      Convinced his life was about to engender further misery as well as a possible new creditor, D’Arcy contemplated climbing out

         a side window and escaping to Calais, but as he turned back his father’s lawyer confronted him in the entrance hall. The lawyer

         – an austere, humourless individual whose face wore an expression of perpetual disappointment, as if life had cheated him

         of some great prominence despite his professional success – snorted in disapproval.

      


      

      ‘Master Hammer. Going somewhere?’ D’Arcy winced; he hated the way all of his father’s employees still addressed him as ‘master’.


      

      ‘I had just remembered I had forgotten something …’


      

      ‘It can wait; we are due for a little talk.’ With a notable lack of decorum, the lawyer pulled him into the drawing room.

         They stood in uncomfortable silence until the lawyer, realising no hospitality would be offered voluntarily, took it upon

         himself to help himself to a small glass of port from a bottle sitting on a side table. ‘As you are aware, your father has,

         for some time now, expressed considerable unhappiness at your choice of profession, eager as he was to have his only son join

         him in partnership at the shipping company.’

      


      

      ‘Come to the point, Stanley, I am damp and there is supper waiting,’ D’Arcy interrupted rudely, eager to avoid one of the

         longiloquent monologues the lawyer was prone to.

      


      

      ‘The “point”, Master Hammer, is simply that your stipend will cease altogether by the fourth of next month after which your

         father expects you to be able to support both yourself and your future wife through the profits of your profession. He also

         expects your stipend to be paid back in total by the time you are thirty-five. There is a biography due to be published, is

         there not?’

      


      

      ‘There is, but …’


      

      ‘There are no buts, Master Hammer, not this time. Your father’s decision is final,’ the lawyer concluded, and then, after

         reading the young man’s expression, placed a clammy hand on his arm. He was not a cruel man and, having known the writer since

         he was a child, was rather fonder of D’Arcy than the writer was of him. ‘I am sorry, Master Hammer.’

      


      

      Overwhelmed by this latest turn of events, D’Arcy sat down abruptly. Then, in a feeble attempt to conceal his reaction, covered

         his brow with his hand. It felt as if the whole world was conspiring to cause his downfall. How could he possibly afford to

         marry Clementine now, never mind keep her as a wife, without his father’s financial support? And how could he possibly rely

         on his biography being a success now that his rival planned to publish the same biography? And as for the stipend to be repaid

         within three years – the only way he could imagine that to be possible would be to sell his very soul, an option that would

         not, in any case, bring him any great fortune as he suspected he might have sold it already, thanks to his extra-curricular

         activities with Prudence O’Malley. Life looked very bleak indeed. ‘I do not blame my father, Stanley, he has been generous

         to have supported me thus far.’ D’Arcy’s voice was small, broken, as he now wallowed in self-pity.

      


      

      ‘Indeed,’ the lawyer added, then subtly placed a banknote on a side table. ‘This should see you through until then, D’Arcy.’

         And then, to avoid further humiliation for our now penniless author, he left, closing the door silently behind him.

      


      

      Later that afternoon D’Arcy, still dazed by the reversal of fortune that had left him unable to recognise the confident writer

         of some twenty-four hours earlier, sat at his desk staring blankly out of the window in a manner young writers are so often

         apt to do. Outside the storm had cleared and late afternoon sunshine now streamed across the town square, transforming the

         tall, leaf-covered chestnut tree branches into luminous green giants, comforting in their optimistic beauty.

      


      

      ‘I am defeated,’ he said out loud, glancing across at his manuscript, untouched since the previous morning. ‘I cannot even

         muster the enthusiasm to finish. I have been pipped at the post even before publication.’ He finished his address to the bust

         of Joseph Banks; it sounded depressingly like an apology. His gloomy reverie was interrupted by a knock at the door, which

         he had intended to ignore, except that it occurred twice and then thrice. ‘Come in!’ he yelled, a little more bad-tempered

         than he intended. A chimneysweep bearing brushes entered. He tipped his cap politely.

      


      

      ‘Sorry, Gov, the housekeeper told me you wouldn’t be in. Should I leave, sir? Seeing you’re working and all …’


      

      ‘No, please continue with your task. The chimney does need cleaning …’ Despite his anxiety D’Arcy welcomed the distraction.

         The sweep, a handsome lad of about twenty, appeared to be somewhat of a dandy within the confines of his uniform. His cap

         was set at a rakish angle, there was a yellow carnation in the buttonhole of his worn overalls and his moustache was groomed.

         There was an intelligence in his gaze and he seemed blessed with that particular optimism found in the working classes, D’Arcy noted, envying the simplicity of both the man’s

         life and profession. After all, in that moment, cleaning chimneys appeared an honest day’s work from D’Arcy’s jaded perspective.

         Whistling, the sweep began to unpack his brushes. ‘You a writer then, sir?’ he asked after glancing at the pile of papers.

      


      

      ‘A biographer. I write about other people’s lives.’


      

      ‘Sounds like a pretty living.’


      

      ‘It is precarious like all others.’


      

      ‘You’re not wrong there, sir. Course it must help arriving at a life worth telling – wouldn’t be much in me own, that’s for

         sure. I’d be quite boring to read. Although what I’ve seen of others – now that would be worth telling.’ The sweep laughed,

         a salacious chuckle that made D’Arcy a little uncomfortable, as if he too had unwittingly partaken in the workman’s voyeurism.

      


      

      ‘I only write about great men, men that have inspired and made a contribution to our great nation,’ D’Arcy replied haughtily,

         then immediately regretted the sound of his own pompous voice. ‘Like Joseph Banks,’ he continued, ‘the subject of my current

         work – although I am somewhat stultified having arrived at an impasse.’ To his surprise the sweep immediately stopped unpacking

         his brushes and stood amazed.

      


      

      ‘Joseph Banks – Sir Joseph Banks?’ he asked, astonished.


      

      ‘The very same. You have heard of him?’


      

      ‘Heard of him? I sweep the chimneys over at the Royal Institute. I ’ave swept the very same chimney his honourable personage

         no doubt once toasted his honourable feet at, in what was once, I was told, his study. One could say I have stirred the embers

         of greatness.’

      


      

      

      ‘One could say,’ D’Arcy echoed, amused, ‘but it is not such a coincidence. Mayfair is a small world, and you are a local business.’


      

      ‘Indeed, sir. Perhaps you are right, but then I am a superstitious man,’ the sweep replied enigmatically before covering the

         hearth and its surrounds with a sheet and returning to his brushes. He began assembling a particularly long one. As he screwed

         one wooden pole into another, he kept glancing over at the manuscript while D’Arcy, having again sunk into despair, reached

         for his snuffbox and sniffed a pinch as a consolation. ‘Funny you should be writing about Sir Banks, sir, because I came,

         innocently mind you, upon a document I believe belonged to the man, when I was cleaning the very same ’forementioned chimney.’

      


      

      It was an extraordinary admission. Startled, D’Arcy spilled his snuff all over his left hand. In a futile attempt to appear

         calm and indifferent he carefully swept the expensive powder onto a glass-topped side table. ‘You did?’ He kept his tone level;

         he didn’t want the sweep to suspect that he might be in possession of something financially valuable.

      


      

      ‘I did, sir, concealed halfway up, wrapped carefully in an oiled canvas bag so it wouldn’t soil, a section of a diary, signed

         I believe by the knighted gentleman himself. Obviously it were something he didn’t want his public getting hold of, I believe,

         else why would he go to so much trouble hiding it?’ the sweep nonchalantly replied while vigorously inserting the long brush

         into D’Arcy’s own chimney. As he pushed the brush energetically up and down inside the chimney, dislodging a small cloud of

         soot down onto the sheets, D’Arcy watched him, transfixed. Could this be his Gabriel in disguise? His angel of deliverance?

      


      

      

      ‘Do you still have the section?’ A note of tremulous expectation entered the writer’s voice despite his feigned indifference.


      

      The sweep pulled his brush out dramatically, a cascade of soot blackening the hearth and grid. ‘I do indeed, sir, but I have

         it at my humble lodgings, in Soho.’ Now the sweep turned and looked at him frankly, his gaze travelling from the writer’s

         feet to his face. It was a gaze D’Arcy couldn’t quite fathom the meaning of, but found it disturbing nevertheless. The sweep

         smiled saucily. ‘Would you care to see it, sir?’ D’Arcy’s heart was now pounding so hard he was concerned its movement might

         have been visible through the cloth of his waistcoat. He slipped one hand into his trouser pocket to conceal his trembling

         fingers.

      


      

      ‘I would indeed. Is this evening convenient?’


      

      ‘You are eager, sir …’ the Sweep, still smiling, seemed almost provocative.


      

      Suddenly D’Arcy realised he was being provocative. The young biographer blushed furiously. Ignorant as he was of the behaviour of men who desire their own

         gender, he realised he had not been aware of any such signal until now. And yet he still needed to lay his hands on that secret

         section.

      


      

      ‘The diary, it does really exist? For that would be my only motivation for visiting you, you understand,’ D’Arcy added, abandoning

         all etiquette to make sure there would be no further misunderstanding.

      


      

      ‘Oh yes, sir, I can assure you of that.’ And if the sweep was disappointed he concealed it prettily. Instead he turned back

         to D’Arcy’s fireplace. ‘Your chimney was really filthy, sir. It must feel a lot better ’aving all that dirt pushed out of

         your pipes. I suppose that’s why some call me “the good time man”. After I’ve come they can breathe a whole lot easier,’ he concluded

         cheerfully and seemingly without nuance. He began to pack his brushes away.

      


      

      D’Arcy turned back to his desk, his heart still thumping. ‘I will get my hands on this secret diary. I will,’ he reassured

         himself, but sensing that both tact and strategy were required, he busied himself with some trivial footnotes as he waited

         for the sweep to broach the subject again. It felt like the workman was taking an eternity to gather his equipment. Finally

         the sweep turned to leave. Before he walked out whistling he placed a business card on D’Arcy’s desk.

      


      

      ‘Number ten, Golden Square. Ask for Harry. I’ll expect you at eight on the dot and I’ll have the desired object unpacked and

         waiting.’ And then, to D’Arcy’s disconsolation, he winked.

      


      

      Stepping over the rivulet of raw sewage that wound its way between the cobbled pavement and the front steps of the Georgian

         house with the number ten welded into its rickety iron gate, D’Arcy wondered whether he might have been a little rash – it

         might have been wiser to have asked the sweep to visit him again at his aunt’s mansion. But somehow it had felt safer and

         less conspicuous for him to visit the sweep. After all, he could not afford to be seen by any of his Mayfair or literary acquaintances

         and he wanted to be entirely confident the existence of the diary would not be leaked to Tuttle.

      


      

      And so it was, dressed suitably casually in a sack coat (which he now found to be unseasonably warm), checked trousers and

         soft-crowned brown hat, D’Arcy came once more to find himself unintentionally in the vicinity of Prudence O’Malley, his moral weakness and object of great sensual distraction. Although

         her dwelling was situated on the other side of the square, the young biographer could even now feel the pull of her upon him.

         Forcing himself back to the task at hand, he approached a small female child of about six years or so, playing marbles on

         the step.

      


      

      ‘Excuse me, young miss, I am after a Mr Harry – the chimneysweep?’


      

      The red-headed waif stared up at him, then thoughtfully picked her nose. ‘’Ow much is it worth to you?’


      

      Reluctantly D’Arcy handed her a penny. She bit it then, with practised expertise, slipped it into a pocket hidden in her dirty

         petticoat. ‘He’s on the top floor, is Harry. No doubt he’d be expecting a gentleman like you,’ she added with a lewd sort

         of sophistication that D’Arcy found momentarily repulsive.

      


      

      Ignoring the waif’s comment, he stepped over her and entered the Georgian townhouse. Once a grand residence, it had, like

         all of its neighbouring fellows, fallen into neglect and decay. The entrance hall was dark and dingy – a terrible stench rose

         up from the cellar below and somewhere beyond the darkened arch at the back of the house D’Arcy could hear the sound of a

         baby wailing.

      


      

      Holding a handkerchief to his face, determined not to catch some dreadful disease through inhaling the foul and polluted miasma,

         D’Arcy began climbing the stairs and the air became less foul as he ascended each landing. The sweep’s residence was at the

         fourth landing, in what might have served originally as the servants’ quarters. And Harry, out of uniform and dressed surprisingly

         in an elegant but obviously second-hand morning coat, was already waiting for him at the top.

      


      

      

      ‘Prompt, sir, that is indeed the mark of good breeding, is it not?’ There was a new shyness about the man, as if by removing

         the uniform he had removed some of the obvious social differences between them.

      


      

      ‘Indeed, it is, Harry.’ D’Arcy, winded by his climb, leant for a moment against the railings.


      

      ‘Please excuse my humble dwelling – isn’t a lot of money in soot,’ the sweep explained as, holding up a smouldering oil lamp,

         he led the young biographer through a narrow corridor with a repressively low wooden ceiling towards a set of double doors.

         The smell of boiling cabbage became progressively stronger as they approached. ‘Not until I own me own set of brushes and

         then I can employ some lads below me. See, I have ambition, sir, and in my position ambition is both a blessing and a curse,’

         he concluded as they reached the door. Behind him D’Arcy had silently begun calculating how much money he could afford to

         pay the sweep for the diary since it was now apparent that obtaining the diary would require commerce.

      


      

      Harry knocked three times and a tiny woman, her white hair hidden under a grimy bonnet, opened the door. She looked eighty

         but was probably not much more than fifty.

      


      

      ‘Mother, this is the eminent biographer we was expecting,’ Harry announced. After a demure curtsey, she silently let them

         pass. The large room contained two beds and a table placed in a low window alcove that looked as if it served both as kitchen

         and dining table. A copper cooking pot hung over the hearth and there was a small washstand in one corner. Despite being meagre

         it was spotlessly clean, much to D’Arcy’s relief.

      


      

      ‘I live here with my four sisters, but they are all out working. In the theatre. They are handsome girls and they do handsomely, don’t they, Mother?’ In response the old woman suddenly smiled

         – an expression that instantly transformed her face. To D’Arcy’s surprise, he could see where the son might have inherited

         some of his beauty. ‘Now to the diary, sir. Sit yourself down over there, Mother will bring you a mug of tea and I shall fetch

         it.’ D’Arcy, his head lowered to avoid bumping it on the ceiling, made his way over to the table. Through the grubby diamond-shaped

         windowpanes he could just see the skyline of London, with a large, sickly yellow full moon rising up over the high roofs of

         Mayfair. It looked ominous and, again, D’Arcy wondered about the turn of circumstances that now found him in such a situation.

         The old woman poured tea out of a saucepan that had been sitting over the fire-grate, then placed before him with a delicate

         grace a chipped china cup of the dark brew. On the other side of the room Harry reached under one of the beds and pulled out

         an old tea chest. At the rustle of paper, D’Arcy turned. Triumphantly the sweep held a small canvas bag aloft. ‘I knew I had

         it in here somewhere. I’ve not read it meself, out of respect for the great dead gentleman, but you, sir, are his official

         biographer so I’m sure he wouldn’t mind …’ Unable to contain himself D’Arcy snatched it from the sweep’s hands and stepped

         into the only pool of light in the room, cast from a single oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. He pulled open the bag with

         his trembling fingers. The canvas smelt and felt old, at least sixty or seventy years of age. Carefully D’Arcy slipped out

         the collection of pages it contained. It was a slim notebook of ten pages or so, held together by string. On the thick oiled

         cover were written the words: The pages of my journal kept only for myself to avoid condemnation from God, my fellow scientists and perhaps, even my future wife … D’Arcy recognised the handwriting immediately.

      


      

      The window was pushed as wide as it could go. Although it was past one in the morning, the temperature had not dropped and

         an oppressively humid heat rose from the pavements, seemingly mingling with the moon shadow that fell in broad blue-white

         bands, transforming the mundane into the mysterious. D’Arcy sat at his desk, the rest of the house hushed and sleeping. Before

         him lay the clandestine document. He held his hand an inch above the thick yellowed paper, fingers spread over the journal

         as if he were, through some feat of inverted gravity, absorbing the very soul of the great man up through the pages. It was

         an extraordinary intimacy, this communion, and the young biographer felt both the weight of responsibility and tremendous

         exhilaration. He was deeply conscious that the last person to have looked upon the manuscript was Banks and now he held it

         in his hands. It was undeniable; their lives were irretrievably woven together.

      


      

      D’Arcy glanced back down, his mind reeling between disbelief, complete fascination and, if he were frank with himself, a deluge

         of sexual fantasy that had made it hard to continue reading with the cold eye of the scientist; the bulge in his trousers

         an uncomfortable confirmation of this distraction. In front of him were several paragraphs he’d marked in pencil – these contained

         the description of the climax of the ritual Banks had reported in the journal, a secret religious ritual of the native Polynesians

         that, if executed, imbued the main participant with great powers. But this ritual differed from other ceremonies witnessed

         by Banks and documented in his published journals. This one involved sex magic and of such detailed intensity that the ritual was not only extraordinary but transgressive. Certainly perverse

         enough to outrage those esteemed guardians of high culture, the Church of England, but also the members of the Royal Institute.

         D’Arcy couldn’t have been more excited. The diary contained material guaranteed to compel all manner of reader to buy the

         biography. It was a writer’s gold mine, a treasure of controversy that would make him famous. For the hundredth time in the

         last two hours, D’Arcy began to read the marked paragraphs:

      


      

      



         It came about that Otheothea, my native ‘wife’, had a quarrel with one of her friends over some breadfruit and coconut crops

            she was convinced the friend had been stealing. And she needed evidence to prove her case before accusing the friend and seeking

            local justice. She explained to me that there was a secret ritual that if executed gave the truth-seeker the power, for a

            limited time, to see through the eyes of anyone they named. ‘Truth magic’ would be the nearest translation in our English

            tongue. She then asked me if I’d partake in the ritual, as it required two men, one of whom needed to be a Tupia (local priest),

            and two women, one of them a priestess. Eager to learn as much as I could about her culture and innocently thinking it would

            be a simple matter of the sacrifice of a few chickens and some chanting, I agreed. Never in the history of mankind has a man

            been so wrong …

         


         After insisting that I should bathe and groom my hair, Otheothea led me to a clearing in a small forest beyond which it was

            possible to hear the pounding of the ocean against the rocks. It was (judging by the position of the stars and the lights in the sky) about two hours before dawn, the

            time of which was significant to Otheothea as she kept indicating my fob watch. She herself had dressed in little more than

            a grass skirt with a garland of flowers about her neck and woven into her hair that she had loosened and wore down her back.

            Waiting in the clearing was a young girl (perhaps as young as sixteen), a girl Otheothea had noticed me watching – for the

            creature was as lovely and comely as the young Aphrodite herself. Instead of being consumed by jealousy (as would be the custom

            of the women of my country), Otheothea had smiled and asked if I desired the girl. At the time, fearing I might insult Otheothea,

            I had denied it. But now I could see that she’d read my emotions more faithfully than I had assumed. The other person waiting

            in the clearing was a native man, a Tupia, another magnificent specimen of humanity, standing over six foot tall. His oiled

            and muscular body gleamed in the light of the fire illuminating the grassy plateau. Both wore ceremonial dress – grass skirts,

            beads, and necklaces of scarlet feathers. There was a formal, almost religious atmosphere, as if both were there as participants

            in a solemn rite.

         


         On the ground was laid a blanket the pattern of which I recognised from the cloak of a man I had been introduced to as a priest:

            a distinctive design of strips and crosses. Upon our approach the young man lit a low burner of incense and began chanting,

            rocking backwards and forwards. The girl knelt slowly on the edge of the blanket, her knees placed carefully on two points of the pattern.

         


         Otheothea turned to me: ‘She is for you. She is part of the magic. The four of us will make a window of pleasure, and together

            our joy will join to wake the Earth Lizard and he will give me the eyes of my enemy for half a day.’

         


         At the time I thought I had misinterpreted her intention, a meaning lost in translation. But when she placed my hands on the

            oiled breasts of the young girl, and she herself had straddled the lap of the priest, the nature of this magic ritual was

            apparent.

         


      





      

      An ember suddenly crackled in the hearth, startling the young biographer, absorbed as he was by the detailed description of

         the ritual. It was almost as if Banks had written the account as a set of instructions left, if not for himself, for posterity.

         Even if he had hidden the journal it was evident to D’Arcy that some part of Banks must have assumed its discovery sooner

         or later, otherwise why had he not destroyed the pages, or even not written them at all? It was a moral argument the biographer

         allowed himself to be pursued by.

      


      

      D’Arcy stared into the fire. It was as if the four figures themselves danced amid the flames, bronze skin gleaming as buttock

         pounded into buttock, breast against breast, Banks’s pale figure embraced by both man and woman – all abandoned to an instinctive

         animal force greater than the conventions of both D’Arcy’s era and that of the late eighteenth century. This transcended the

         rationality of modern man. Gripped by inspiration, D’Arcy could hardly breathe. It was a powerful and seductive vision. He returned to his reading. The next two pages provided a detailed account of the ritual itself, involving

         an elaborate orgy the movement of which appeared to be so highly choreographed that the four participants would reach orgasm

         simultaneously, the intent being (as far as D’Arcy could ascertain) that the energy of this sexual climax would then channel

         directly into the truth-seeker, who had hung about his or her body objects belonging to the person she/he wished to see through

         the eyes of. In the ritual described by Banks it was locks of hair, and some beads that belonged to the woman his native ‘wife’

         had accused.

      


      

      Afterwards Banks wrote of his scepticism, but also of his intense pleasure in witnessing such a ritual. Then came the last

         paragraph, the content of which fascinated the young biographer almost as much as the sexual acts so beautifully and lyrically

         portrayed.

      


      

      



         I had dismissed the whole event as an excuse for the usual indulgence of the senses these people (as innocent as children)

            so delighted in, and had just decided to regard my involvement as a delightful memoir I might return to when age and infirmity

            had made such pleasures unobtainable when Otheothea who, up until that moment, had been lying quietly beside me, seemed to

            go into an apoplexy. Her eyes rolled up into her head and she began to shake wildly. I could not bring her to her senses.

            This went on for just under an hour until, as swiftly as it had begun, the paroxysms ceased. Sitting up and smiling peacefully

            the native girl appeared to have returned to her normal self. ‘I have been with her, Joseph, I have seen through her eyes

            and she is guilty.’

         

After these words she insisted I accompany her to the hut of her enemy, gathering witnesses along the way. Upon arrival, despite

            violent protests from the accused, Otheothea went straight to a wooden chest in the corner and opened it. Hidden inside were

            the stolen fruits and crops. The location of the chest was not obvious, and neither were the crops hidden within. And I could

            not find a rational explanation except to acknowledge that the sex magic had worked and Otheothea had seen through her enemy’s

            eyes in order to locate the stolen crops.

         


         Naturally the notion that such a ritual might indeed be empowering is deeply disturbing to me. I cannot afford such methods

            of promotion to become available to either my contemporaries or descendants. This kind of alchemy is not fit for either Christian

            or Englishman … and yet, it is mesmerising.

         


      





      

      By the time D’Arcy had finished reading dawn was already creeping in under the curtains and the fire in the hearth was reduced

         to smouldering embers. He closed the journal. Already he felt like an entirely different man to the one who had sat down to

         study the journal eight hours before. He had been transformed. He felt as if his notion of perception, the borders of reality,

         even his understanding of what religious worship might be, had been blown apart. The discovery of the journal was more than

         just an extraordinary piece of luck that would doubtless propel his biography into a league of its own. It had also stirred

         D’Arcy to new heights of aspiration: to control the gaze of your enemy, to actually leave your body and enter another? These

         adventures promised to be as much a thaumaturgy of the senses as the orgy itself. And what if the ritual actually worked? He sat there

         staring across the familiar planes and shapes of his study and yet he was in Polynesia, lying naked and satiated in a jungle

         clearing by the smouldering remains of a log fire, his spirit having flown from his body and then returned, restored, renewed,

         the doors of perception yawning open. If only he had that power – to be able to see through the eyes of anyone he liked for

         an hour, to experience what they were seeing. What would he do with such a gift?

      


      

      Just then his eye fell upon Tuttle’s white glove that he had placed at the base of Sir Joseph Banks’s marble bust as a kind

         of trophy or offering. Inspired by the sight, a small trickle of an idea started glinting in his consciousness, an idea of

         revenge, of empowerment, an idea that might reverse forever the calamitous set of circumstances he now found himself in. If

         D’Arcy had such a gift, even for an hour, he would be able to find out at exactly what stage Tuttle was in his book. He would

         be able to read the actual pages, gauge whether Tuttle’s biography would be a real threat to his own. He would triumph no

         matter what.

      


      

      Physically exhausted but with his mind racing with excitement, D’Arcy threw himself down on the daybed in a corner of the

         study. Strategies danced like dervishes about him. His plan would have to be extremely well executed. To conduct a ritual

         like that in London would not only be potentially ruinous (if it were ever discovered), it would also no doubt be illegal.

         And yet the advantage gained would be tenfold. Not only would he be able to thwart Tuttle’s publication (a concept that was

         as delicious to him as any fought duel) he would also have undergone the same experience as Joseph Banks himself, and the

         idea of being thus fused forever to his great idol was almost as irresistible.

      


      

      He lay there imagining all the consequences – himself basking in the fame of scandalous celebrity, the book sales, the sheer

         pleasure of trumping Tuttle in the reviews, the covert pleasure of being in his skin for an hour, perusing his notes … His

         mind was made up, he had no choice. It was as if the very discovery of the journal – the way it had organically arrived in

         his hands, the arbitrariness of Harry the sweep’s appearance, the coincidence of D’Arcy having stayed in that afternoon when

         the chimneys were being cleaned – was destined; he was compelled to commit body and soul to the journal. He had to perform

         the magic.

      


      

      But now, having persuaded himself, he was confronted with the bleak reality of planning the event. Who, if anyone, could he

         trust to take part in such a potentially dangerous ritual? Just then he was reminded of Prudence, his paramour at Golden Square.

         For the right price she would play a part. She had already proven herself a mistress of all kinds of salacious games – the

         kind of role-play found betwixt man and woman, games that turned nature on its head and always excited. She would be the perfect

         mistress of ceremonies for such an event. And it would be easy for her to recruit a young girl of her profession. But who

         could play the other man’s role? He had to be handsome, open-minded in his lovemaking and desirous of other men as well as

         women. Just then an early blackbird began whistling outside D’Arcy’s window. The birdsong immediately brought to mind the

         cheerful whistling of Harry the young chimneysweep.

      


      

      *


      

      

      ‘You want me to do what?’ Prudence, known as Mademoiselle Inferno amongst certain members of parliament, looked indignant;

         indignant as is possible clad in a corset, stockings, riding crop and short fur cape. D’Arcy had disturbed her at work, insisting

         that he needed to speak to her directly despite the fact that she was with one of her more particular gentleman friends (as

         her maid put it). The prostitute, although well fond of D’Arcy, who was one of her younger and certainly more handsome clients,

         was not happy at the interruption.

      


      

      ‘It is a magic rite, an ancient religious ritual, Prudence. We will be the first in England to have executed it,’ D’Arcy clarified

         enthusiastically, swept away by his own rhetoric.

      


      

      ‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that, Mr D’Arcy. I’ve had some very peculiar libertines in my time. I just never thought you were

         inclined that way.’

      


      

      ‘Prudence, this isn’t just some simple orgy, this is genuine magic-making – communion with the raw power of sex itself.’


      

      ‘Please, keep your voice down, Mr D’Arcy. I am a Catholic, I’ll have you know. I don’t hold stock with dancing with the devil

         nor doing anything else with him. I have my reputation to think of.’ Prudence, who liked to think of herself as a cut above

         other working girls, pursed her lips.

      


      

      ‘Trust me, Prudence. This isn’t devil worship or witchcraft. This ritual is from the South Sea Islands, from a land the French

         once described as La Nouvelle Cythere, an island where a woman with your skills would be considered a queen and welcomed in

         the highest realms of power.’

      


      

      Intrigued, the working girl looked up. ‘Nice island that would be – where did you say it was?’


      

      

      ‘Does it matter? Prudence, I am making you an offer of a lifetime. Who knows what might happen if it works? I’m also offering

         you twenty crowns.’

      


      

      For the first time in their conversation Prudence looked interested, her pretty face sharpening as she made some quick mental

         calculations. ‘Twenty-five … and ten for my … “assistant” …’

      


      

      D’Arcy inhaled sharply. Twenty crowns was double her usual fee and thirty-five was exorbitant. He simply didn’t have the money.

         Calculating wildly he realised he had no choice, he would have to visit at least two of his more sympathetic unmarried relatives

         to borrow the money and live off cockles and cheap beer for the rest of the month. But he was committed: he was determined

         to execute the ritual at any cost. ‘Done. There’s just one other point: there is another man involved.’

      


      

      ‘Oh saucy, Mr D’Arcy, but I suppose two men and two girls could have a lot of fun. And it’s lucky for you that I do like the

         occasional tryst with a pretty young girl. Still, servicing three is a lot more work. Is he a reasonable chap?’

      


      

      ‘I think you’ll like him. He’s young, handsome and clean enough.’


      

      ‘And you’ll be the master of ceremonies so to speak?’


      

      ‘I will be directing the movements of the ritual,’ D’Arcy replied cautiously, settling on the word ‘movements’ because of

         the musical connotation, and thinking of the ritual as a benign symphony somehow gave the whole notion a dignified legitimacy.

         Reaching into his pocket he pulled out his last ten crowns. ‘See this as a desposit.’ He held out the crowns. Finally Prudence’s

         fingers closed around the money. ‘The rest we get on the night?’

      


      

      

      ‘Gentleman’s word.’


      

      ‘Well,’ the prostitute said, sliding the money into the large purse she always kept hanging off her belt, ‘at the very least

         it will be an education. And I’m always looking for original ways to educate meself. I think this new girl Amelia has talent.

         She’s very pretty and has an enthusiasm for the theatrics. Just tell me the time and place and what we should be wearing and

         I promise prompt and professional service, as always, Mr D’Arcy,’ she concluded with a tiny flick of her very pink tongue.

      


      

      The young sweep glanced about the private garden square then slid closer to D’Arcy on the park bench. ‘You mean to say that

         we will all spoon together for the sake of … ’ow would you call it … magic?’ His voice was a tense mixture of incredulity

         and excitement.

      


      

      D’Arcy stared out at the small pond upon which a drake was strutting his prowess to a disinterested mate. If only his life

         was as uncomplicated as that of the lusty drake. Swallowing his own nervousness, he mustered up the last of his resolve. ‘It

         is more in the pursuit of a native science, young Harry, and I will be following the words of the diary to the last letter.’

      


      

      ‘And these are definitely the words of the great man himself?’


      

      ‘Absolutely, I have verified both the handwriting and Banks’s very turn of phrase. It is indisputably his reportage. You have

         made a great find, and I shall see to it that you are mentioned in my book.’

      


      

      ‘An honour, sir, but I was hoping for a more fiscal kind of reward …’


      

      ‘Indeed, and I will, naturally, pay you well for partaking in our little secret ritual.’


      

      

      ‘How well?’


      

      D’Arcy knew he would not be able to borrow more than the sum of sixty crowns and already his expenses were mounting up. Disheartened,

         he ran through a mental inventory of all his assets, attempting to calculate which he could more or less happily part with.

         Finally he arrived at an old set of pewter drinking mugs he had inherited from his grandfather. At least one hundred years

         old, it was safe to assume they might be of value to the pawnbroker. ‘I was thinking of the sum of fifteen crowns?’ he ventured,

         assuming the young man’s services might be worth less than the professional Prudence as, he reasoned, another man might actually

         be willing to pay as opposed to being paid to be included in such a venture.

      


      

      ‘I’m in. Harry is always one to mix pleasure with commerce,’ the chimneysweep retorted swiftly, winking and licking his lips

         as he broke into a broad smile. ‘As long as I’m back at the chimneys by nine the next morning.’

      


      

      ‘Nine? Oh, I can get you back to London well before nine – after all, the whole ritual climaxes at the crack of dawn. Then

         we all go our separate ways …’

      


      

      ‘I’m rather looking forward to it. Very titillating, Mr Hammer, even if I say so meself, making love and making history! Something

         to tell the grandchildren, I dare say.’

      


      

      ‘Something you cannot ever tell of, sir. Unless you wish to condemn both of us to both notoriety and prison,’ D’Arcy snapped

         back firmly.

      


      

      ‘I was joking, Mr Hammer. I am as discreet as a monk in a nunnery. As far as I’m concerned, as soon as it’s over it never

         ’appened.’

      


      

      

      D’Arcy studied the young sweep, who returned his gaze, steady and unflinching. The young biographer then held out his hand

         and the two men shook on the agreement. From a distance it all looked very innocuous.

      


      

      Later that day, D’Arcy visited two wealthy cousins and an uncle. He borrowed the total of sixty crowns then hocked his pewter

         mugs and received another forty crowns. After further study of Banks’s description of the ritual he went in search of a number

         of other essentials: a piglet (required as an animal sacrifice to Atanua, the Polynesian goddess of fertility and of the dawn;

         a sweet vegetable called a yam, which was also required as a ritual offering; a ground cloth, upon which the orgy was to take

         place, that had to be marked up with magical symbols and totems exactly as described in Banks’s notes; and, finally, a wooden

         bowl to be held up at the point of climax by the two male participants.

      


      

      The piglet he rescued from a slaughterhouse in Smithfields market. The small cowering beast appeared so grateful D’Arcy couldn’t

         help but feel a little guilty for the innocent adoration of the animal that had no idea that D’Arcy had merely substituted

         one nasty fate for another. The yam was harder to locate. After a lengthy search he remembered a shipping colleague of his

         father’s who imported vegetables and fruit from the colony of the West Indies. He visited the offices of the company at the

         London docks and, after paying a visit to the bemused gentleman, left an hour later with a box of the strange, twisted, yellow

         vegetable. As for the ground cloth, he left this task to his tailors with a drawing of exactly how it should look. Discreet

         as ever, the Savile Row tailors asked no questions. The wooden bowl he bought from an importer of exotic goods off a small arcade in Bond Street. It was, to his immense satisfaction, actually from Tahiti. Finally

         the last but most essential ingredient of the ritual – an object belonging to one’s nemesis, the person one wished to inhabit

         for an hour – was already in his possession: Tuttle’s white glove.

      


      

      And so, after an exhausting two days of hansom cabs and brisk walking, D’Arcy discovered himself one street away from his

         publisher and found he could not resist a spontaneous visit. Pushing past Dingle, the secretary, D’Arcy made his way straight

         into Mr Crosby’s office and caught the corpulent gentleman in the middle of a prolonged post–afternoon tea repose. He was

         accompanied by a snore that rattled around the room like a trapped djinn. Crumbs of Stilton cheese were still caught in the

         whiskers of his handlebar moustache, blowing, as they were, like snowflakes, abreast every exhalation.

      


      

      D’Arcy stood over the desk (with a dirty lunch plate ignobly placed over some poor fop’s manuscript) and coughed loudly. The

         publisher woke with a small shout, his flailing arms scattering pages in his surprise, his eyes finally focusing upon the

         young biographer. ‘Mr Hammer, you shocked me! I was deep in thought,’ he announced as he hurriedly plucked the soiled napkin

         from his shirtfront and placed the plate behind the desk. ‘You are audacious, sir, to interrupt a man from such a reverie.’

      


      

      ‘Forgive me, sir, but it was the excitement of the hunt.’


      

      ‘The hunt?’


      

      ‘The hunt,’ D’Arcy repeated.


      

      ‘I understand,’ the publisher replied gravely, when it was patent he did not. ‘The spontaneous vigour of young writers, not

         least their imagination, is, after a time, somewhat tiresome,’ he concluded philosophically, addressing the last observation to the portrait of the deceased Mr Bingham. D’Arcy, fearing another

         of Crosby’s soliloquies to the dead, interrupted: ‘You don’t understand: I have found it!’

      


      

      ‘It?’


      

      ‘The element that will propel my biography into a stratosphere Mr Tuttle can never possibly imagine, never mind actually achieve!

         A secret account of a magic ritual conducted by the young Joseph Banks on the island of Tahiti – the contents of which are

         so scandalous, so un-Christian in the most titillating way that it will assure huge sales of the book. Sir, you and I will

         both be rich!’

      


      

      The publisher studied the young man standing before him, taking into account his heightened colour, the feverish glaze of

         his eyes, the exhaustion that played across the taut cheekbones. He was fond of the young biographer, having nurtured him

         through his first manuscript, believed in him when others had not, nursed him through the bouts of insecurity and, on occasion,

         paranoia; why, he’d even been known to advance him money – but, most importantly of all, he had been at Harrow with D’Arcy

         Hammer’s father, Lord Hammer, and in England that, as we know, counted for an awful lot.

      


      

      ‘My dear young man, are you eating properly?’ he inquired, brushing the last of the Stilton from his face.


      

      ‘Did you not hear me? I tell you I have discovered the Holy Grail of biographies, the unpublishable heart of the great man.

         Why, the journal itself was hidden up a chimney in the Royal Institute – Joseph Banks’s old study.’

      


      

      ‘And you are absolutely positive it is genuine?’


      

      

      ‘I am positive it is written in the hand of Joseph Banks and much of the reportage correlates with his earlier journal. Also,

         from an anthropological perspective, the description of the ritual, the artefacts used, names of gods invoked, these are all

         correct. There is one last piece of research I intend to carry out tomorrow night which will prove one hundred per cent that

         the journal is authentic. Once that is completed I will insert an account of the ritual and a description of the discovery

         of the secret journal into the manuscript within the week.’

      


      

      ‘That alone will ensure an article in The Times.’ The publisher, now infected with D’Arcy’s enthusiasm, had already begun to embark upon a marketing strategy.

      


      

      ‘As well as a lecture series, perhaps starting in the very room which houses the chimney the journal was found in,’ D’Arcy

         added eagerly.

      


      

      ‘Brilliant, my young man! I shall have it typeset the very day you deliver the manuscript! Now, about this last piece of research,

         are we confident you can ensure the authenticity of the material?’

      


      

      D’Arcy smiled. He couldn’t help but imagine Crosby’s expression if he knew the exact nature of D’Arcy’s ‘research’. ‘Oh yes,

         that and a whole lot more,’ he concluded a little more mysteriously than he had intended.

      


      

      D’Arcy had chosen a small wood in Essex – a two-hour coach ride during which Prudence, Harry and young Amelia had, with the

         help of a few bottles of stout, become noisily acquainted. Secured to the roof of the swaying coach was a small crate containing

         the squealing piglet, the ground cloth (meticulously stitched, pressed and folded, with a silk label reading ‘Harringtons and Harringtons of Savile Row’ fixed neatly into one

         corner), a quantity of black candles, the wooden bowl, rubbing oil, a portable clock, some water and, of course, one large

         yam. He had the precious white glove tucked firmly into the pocket of his frock coat. As far as D’Arcy could tell, he’d not

         missed any of the elements needed – now all that was required was precise timing, the actual orgy and the rising of the sun,

         the one element he was confident of.

      


      

      By the time they had arrived at the entrance to the woodland, the others were quite tipsy with Harry the sweep entertaining

         the two women with bawdy jokes that had them roaring with laughter. D’Arcy wasn’t quite so amused. The seriousness of the

         venture had finally impressed itself upon his sensibility. He had to execute the ritual precisely and he feared that any deviation,

         any action that was not in the actual account of the ritual, might destroy the sorcery.

      


      

      As the coach entered the wood, D’Arcy was pleased to see that the clearing he’d chosen was as secluded as he remembered –

         a small plateau set slightly above a circle of oak and birch trees. It was a full moon and the canopy of branches and leaves

         threw a lattice of shadow and light upon the grassy carpet beneath. He glanced over at his companions, young, eager, uneducated

         and now drunk. They had no idea of the spiritual importance of the undertaking, and he worried they lacked the sophistication

         to understand. This disturbed him, taking, as he did, the anthropologist’s view of another’s culture: he felt it essential

         that they approach the experience with the same reverence they might approach a religious ceremony. ‘But for them it is a

         mere orgy, a ribald indecent good time,’ he observed silently to himself. ‘After all, you’ve hired two whores and a chimneysweep – it’s a far cry from an eighteenth-century

         Polynesian princess, a high priest and priestess. Would the ritual still work?’ These doubts and a multitude of others had

         plagued him the whole two hours of travel, and yet, now that they had arrived, he was condemned to carry out his plan.
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