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To my dad, for the Oresteia and so much else









‘Vice, in its true light, is so deformed, that it shocks us at first sight; and would hardly ever seduce us, if it did not at first wear the mask of some virtue.’


Lord Chesterfield, Letters to His Son on the Art of Becoming a Man of the World and a Gentleman, 1748









In Attendance
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THE CORSHAM HOUSEHOLD


Caroline Corsham (Caro) – ‘Known for her opinions’ Captain Henry Corsham (Harry) – her husband, a Member of Parliament, presently in France


Gabriel Corsham – Harry and Caro’s infant son


Miles – a footman


PEREGRINE CHILD’S LODGINGS


Peregrine Child – a thief-taker, formerly magistrate of Deptford


Sophie Hardcastle – a sailor’s wife, mother of two children, sometimes shares Child’s bed


THE BEAU MONDE


Octavius, Lord March – heir to the Earl of Amberley, a poet


Lieutenant Edward Dodd-Bellingham (Neddy) – a war hero


Simon Dodd-Bellingham – the lieutenant’s half-brother, an antiquarian and dealer in classical artefacts


Jonathan Stone – moneylender to the beau monde


Nicholas Cavill-Lawrence – Under-Secretary of State for the Home Office


THE WHORES’ CLUB


Lucy Loveless – a five-guinea prostitute


Kitty Carefree – a ten-guinea prostitute, friend of Lucy Loveless


Hector – a link-boy, Secretary to the Whores’ Club


THE AGNETTI HOUSEHOLD


Jacobus Agnetti – a painter of portraits and classical scenes


Theresa Agnetti – his estranged wife


Cassandra Willoughby – his assistant


THE TABLEAUX HOUSE ON COMPTON STREET


Maria Havilland – the owner


Pamela – ‘The Virtuous Maid’


Cecily – ‘Artemis, Goddess of Virgins’


THE CRAVEN HOUSEHOLD


Mordechai Craven – Caro’s younger brother, a banker


Louisa Craven – his wife, mother of his children


Ambrose Craven – Caro’s elder brother, a banker


BOW STREET


Sir Amos Fox – the Bow Street magistrate


Orin Black – a Bow Street Runner, friend of Peregrine Child


THE STREET


Jenny Wren – a prostitute and thief, an informant of Peregrine Child


Finn Daley – a moneylender


Nelly Diver, formerly known as Annie Yearley – a prostitute and thief, a friend of Lucy Loveless from the old days


MISC.


Ezra Von Siegel – a lamplighter at the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens


Solomon Loredo – a jeweller in the Jewish Quarter


Erasmus Knox – Jonathan Stone’s man of business


Richmond Baird – agent of the Home Office


Hester Rainwood – matron of the Magdalen Hospital for Penitent Prostitutes


Ansell Ward – a merchant and alderman of the City of London, a former client of Simon Dodd-Bellingham


Humphrey Sillerton – a Clapham merchant
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BOOK ONE
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30 AUGUST–4 SEPTEMBER 1782




‘She looked just like a painting, dying to speak.’


Aeschylus, the Oresteia, 458 BC












CHAPTER ONE
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IN THE WRONG hands a secret is a weapon.


Caroline Corsham was alive to the danger, to the vulnerability of her position – she had thought of little else since last night’s disaster. Yet now that the truth was known – her secret guessed, the blade honed sharp – what choice did she have left, except to believe? A last roll of the dice. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. These banalities spurred her on. God grant me courage.


Taking a ginger comfit from her enamelled pillbox, Caro slipped it into her mouth, her nausea rising. Muslin, lace and brocade hemmed her in on every side; jewelled buttons flashing on embroidered waistcoats; pastel shades of periwig and kid glove; silver buckles glinting in the light of a thousand beeswax candles that filled the domed roof of the Rotunda with their honeyed scent. It was the opening night of Jacobus Agnetti’s exhibition of classical scenes, and half of London society had turned out for the wretched man. Distractedly, she greeted people she knew: allies of her husband in the House of Commons; clients of the Craven Bank; rival beauties, solicitous matrons, admiring gentlemen. Their laughter was shrill, pink faces merged in a smear of complacency. They smile to bare their teeth, before they rip you apart.


A young baronet was explaining some technical aspect of the paintings to her, though she doubted he’d ever held a brush in his life. Gazing around the Rotunda, the canvases encircled her in one endless, bloody spectacle. Men in helmets killing one another, killing monsters, killing women. The rape of Lucretia. Medea slaughtering her infant children. It’s how history remembers the lady, she thought. By our death or our dishonour or our sins.


Her skin was hot as Hades. Her fears clamoured at her like a Greek chorus. She glanced at the clock on the Rotunda wall.


It was time.


*


Outside, the music had picked up tempo as night had fallen. Before Caro stretched a fantasy-land: ten thousand lights adorning the trees and the supper boxes and the Chinese pavilion. The Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens were busy even for a warm August night, ladies and gentlemen perambulating the lime walks under the stars. Drawing the hood of her sable cloak up over her piled hair, Caro headed for one of the gardens’ perimeter paths, where her peacock-blue satin and lack of servant would attract less attention.


The air was rich with the smells of Vauxhall: heady perfumes of flowers, hot pies, gunpowder. The fireworks startled like pistol shots, the revellers’ faces flashing green and red and gold. A party of young bucks in carnival masks were swaggering around by a statue of Venus. They tried to waylay her with wine, but she hurried on.


The path grew darker as she progressed deeper into the gardens. Couples giggled in the shadows: young gentlemen sweet-talking shop girls into parting with their dubious virtue; clerks and apprentices fallen prey to Vauxhall’s whores. Caro herself was not unfamiliar with this part of the gardens. God might see everything, but husbands didn’t – especially when they were sojourned in France, neglecting their wife and child. Nevertheless, her pulse was erratic. Every danger was heightened now, and anyone who saw her down here would presume she was meeting a lover.


Curls of river fog drifted towards her. The fireworks boomed like a salvo of cannon. On either side, the trees pressed in, the path deserted. Caro turned into the Dark Walk that ran alongside the eastern wall of the gardens, nearly colliding with a man coming the other way. She cried out in horror, drawing back. Two bulging eyes loomed at her over a long grotesque beak, a broad-brimmed hat casting the rest of the face into shadow. Caro backed up against the trees, half-paralysed with terror, but the man in the mask brushed past her without a word.


Collecting herself, a little shaken by the incident, she pressed on. Abutting the gardens’ wall were the bowers: a dozen or more little chambers carved into the greenery, invisible from the path. Soft laughter drifted on the breeze, and a voice murmured faint endearments. People hung hats or tied handkerchiefs to the lamps outside each bower, and Caro looked for their agreed signal: an ostrich feather. Spotting it tied to a lamp up ahead, she glanced around herself. Danger upon danger – but she’d come too far to turn back now.


Hurrying into the bower, she stopped, drawing up short. A lantern, a stone bench, willows stirring in the breeze. These were the things she expected to see. Not a woman lying on the ground – her body curled like a question mark, the stomacher of her pink gown stained a shocking dark red. One of her gloved hands clawed at a wound in her throat, the other lay limp next to a bloodstained document on the grass. Caro stared, confused, half expecting the woman to rise and laugh at the joke. It was as if she’d stepped into one of Jacobus Agnetti’s paintings.


The woman groaned, a raw, inhuman sound, and more details lodged in Caro’s mind: blood in the woman’s chestnut hair; one slipper on, one slipper off; her bone-white face, at once alien and familiar. Oh Lord. Oh no. Oh Lucia.


Still she stared – at Lucia’s contorted mouth, at the blood, so much blood. Don’t just stand there. You have to help her. Move. Dropping to her knees, the soil wet with blood beneath them, she pulled off her cloak. More blood pumped from several deep, dark wounds in Lucia’s stomach. Caro tried to staunch the flow, but her cloak was soon heavy and sodden in her hands. ‘Who did this to you?’ she cried helplessly. ‘Who did this?’


Lucia’s fingers found her own. She gazed at Caro as if from a distance. Her lips parted, her words a whisper: ‘He knows.’









CHAPTER TWO



[image: image]


WALK AWAY AND do it like you mean it.


Peregrine Child rose from the table and crossed the tavern floor. Eyes focused on the sawdust-strewn floorboards, he counted the seconds as he walked. One . . . two . . . three . . .


‘Thirteen guineas,’ Jenny Wren said.


Better than fifteen, but still too much. Child paused, but didn’t turn. ‘The watch is only worth twenty. My client might as well buy himself a new one.’


‘Seven guineas is a lot of money, Perry.’


Now Child turned, but only so she could see the seriousness of his intent. ‘Not to him. If I go to him with thirteen, he’ll laugh in my face. There’s pride at stake here. He was robbed.’


Jenny scowled, and a beauty spot wobbled on her cheek like a wart on a toad. Her wig was two feet high, powdered a delicate shade of violet; a convenient repository for stolen goods, Child supposed. Two of her matted-haired swains sat beside her, matching Child stare for stare. Anywhere else, they’d have stood out as singular-looking villains, but here at the Red Lion, the customers were all of a piece. The place had been a thieves’ tavern for as long as anyone could remember: a warren of crooked rooms, hidden trapdoors and secret escape routes. The ripe stench of the Fleet Ditch pervaded the cracked plaster walls.


‘I’ll tell you what’s robbery,’ Jenny said. ‘Ten, that’s what.’


‘Eleven, but it causes me pain, Jenny.’


‘By the time I pay the cove what robbed your client, there’ll be arse all left for me. A little goodwill, Perry. That’s all I ask.’


They both knew there was no cove. Jenny knew the location of the watch because she’d stolen it herself, probably in the course of undressing his client. Still, negotiating with thieves was a damn sight less arduous than arresting them, and the only sure way of getting his client’s property back.


Four . . . five . . . six . . . Child reached the tavern stairs and started to descend.


‘Twelve,’ Jenny called.


‘One for each disciple.’ Child was already striding back to shake her hand. ‘This is voluntatem dei, Jenny. The will of God.’


*


Child should have left it there. After he’d paid Jenny, he should have drained his pot, paid his bill, and gone to find his client. Walk away and do it like you mean it. Instead, he chose to celebrate.


Four hours later, he was still celebrating, having collected a little group of admirers, anxious to share in his good fortune.


‘It true you used to be a magistrate?’ one asked, eyeing Child’s old wig of office with a smirk. It was long and full with thick sausage curls. He couldn’t bring himself to replace it, though it had seen better times.


‘If I’d known you in my Deptford days,’ Child told him, ‘you’d have been creeping from chapel to church, praying the eye of Peregrine Child didn’t fall on you.’


‘So what happened?’ The villain asking these questions had a single brown eyebrow that ran across the bridge of his nose, and teeth of a similar number and hue.


‘Politics,’ Child said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. ‘The mayor lost his re-election and the new fellow had another man in mind for my job.’


Admittedly, it was a little more complicated than that. The election had turned nasty amid allegations of dirty tricks. Whores and vagrants had kept disrupting the meetings of the mayor’s opponent, because somebody had told them they were handing out free gin. The opponent’s import business had also received an implausibly high number of customs inspections – that much Child didn’t deny. The missing ballot boxes found under a hedge, on the other hand, had nothing to do with him, but hadn’t stopped the blame coming his way. The new mayor’s first act, on attaining office, had been to dismiss Child as magistrate. His second had been to issue an unwritten decree: no one was to offer Child employment, no one was to take his business; even his favourite taverns had barred their doors to him.


‘Magistrates.’ The villain spat an oyster of phlegm on the table. ‘Thief-taker’s a step up in the world in my book.’


Your book and no one else’s, Child thought sourly. It was enough to make a man weep. In Deptford, he’d had status and respect, not to mention a steady stream of income, much of it honest. Now he was reduced to grubbing around after stolen property, arresting the odd thief who tried his patience, and spending too much time in dog-hole taverns like the Red Lion.


The tap-boy returned, carrying another jug. As he set it down, Child felt the lad’s hand slide inside his shabby blue greatcoat, reaching for his purse. He moved fast for a man of forty-five, especially one who carried a belly like his. Fist connected with skull, knocking the lad into the wall. As he slid down it, people laughed.


Child shook his head sorrowfully. ‘I’d choose a different vocation, son, if I were you. Or you’ll end up on a hangman’s rope.’


The boy rubbed his ear, pride plainly piqued. ‘Thought you was cup-shot, didn’t I?’


‘I might be drunk,’ Child said, ‘but I’ve thirty years’ practice. Diligence in what you do, lad. That’s the key.’


An hour later, moonlight casting a pewter glow onto the slick cobbles of the Fleetside streets, Child strolled out of the Red Lion, obliviously content, straight into the arms of Finn Daley and two of his thick-necked henchmen. Child reached for his flintlock pistol, but one of them punched him in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. They dragged him to the edge of the Fleet, grabbing his arms and shoving him forward, so that he leaned precariously out over the murky waters.


Daley, a muscular gnome, his face pocked as a cribbage board, edged in close so that Child could smell his tobacco breath. ‘Can you swim, Perry?’ he asked, in his soft Dublin brogue.


Craning his neck, Child searched the street for help – but this was a thieves’ district, and people hurried on by.


‘I’m from Deptford,’ he said. ‘Of course I can bloody swim.’


Daley produced an axe from beneath his coat. ‘Not without arms you can’t.’


‘Wait,’ Child cried. ‘I’ll have your money soon. I’m serious. I will.’


Daley smiled. ‘I’ve heard it all before, Perry. It’s getting tiresome.’


Child’s lies came thick and fast. ‘I’m working a job worth fifty guineas. I only owe you forty. By next week you’ll have the lot. Christ, Daley. I swear it.’


‘What kind of job?’


‘Something special. Just give me a week and the money’s yours. The only reason I haven’t been to see you is because I’ve been so busy.’


Indecision worked its way across Daley’s face. His axe-hand twitched – but at the end of the day he was a businessman, and head ruled heart.


‘Seven days,’ he said. ‘At a guinea a day. Then there’s all the trouble I had to go to, trying to find you.’ He reached into Child’s coat and plucked his purse from his pocket, emptying the contents into his hand, tucking it back. ‘This will cover the latter. Which leaves us forty-seven guineas apart. Don’t even think about running. I’ll make it my life’s work to track you down. I’m starting to take you mighty personal, Perry, and no one wants that.’









CHAPTER THREE
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SIR AMOS FOX, the Bow Street magistrate, was a long-limbed, cadaverous man with long white hair and irritated pink skin that clashed with his red waistcoat. He kept clasping his hands together and smiling at Caro over the top of them, in a manner he presumably believed to be reassuring.


Caro forestalled his apologies with a tight smile. ‘Please, Sir Amos, it is no inconvenience at all. I have hardly been able to think of anything other than poor Lucia.’


The memory of those moments in the bower still haunted her. She had spent her waking hours reliving them, recalling Lucia’s moans and the stench of slaughter. The Bow Street constables had questioned her at the scene, but she’d hardly managed to get the words out. Eventually, Lord March had intervened and told them to leave her alone. Even once she was home, the blood beneath her fingernails had taken an hour of scrubbing to dislodge. Two days later, she was still convinced they smelled of it.


They were sitting around the magistrate’s mahogany desk. Many portraits adorned the study walls: King George the Third and his queen; the Prince of Wales; prominent politicians, both Whig and Tory, for Sir Amos trimmed his political allegiance to the prevailing wind.


Mordechai had insisted on accompanying her here. He sat perfectly erect, both hands on the pommel of his walking cane, his knuckles white around his gold signet ring. His profile was slowly becoming their father’s: the same hooded eyes and long nose protruding from the gunmetal rolls of his periwig, even the same fleshy growth in the middle of his forehead. He glanced at her unsmiling, still furious.


‘My sister would like to know if you have apprehended the murderer, Sir Amos?’ he said. ‘There has been nothing in the newspapers to that effect.’


Sir Amos offered them another of his solicitous smiles. ‘Not as yet, Mr Craven, Mrs Corsham. But I am issuing a reward for ten guineas. I hope it will prompt someone to come forward.’


Caro frowned. She had thought the magistrate’s household would be a bustle of activity – a lady of consequence had been murdered after all. Yet she had seen only two of Sir Amos’s servants, who hadn’t seemed exercised at all, and the magistrate’s paltry reward perplexed her.


‘Ten guineas? You do know that Lucia was a cousin of the King of Naples? Has a letter been dispatched to her family? I must write myself.’


Sir Amos shifted slightly in his chair, regarding her sympathetically. ‘I am seeing to all the formalities, madam, do not fret upon that score. Now I’d like to ask you, if I may, a few questions about your acquaintance with the dead woman. I believe you told my constables that you considered her a friend?’


‘Not a close friend. Our acquaintance was rather scant.’ Caro sighed. ‘But I liked her enormously. We first met about two years ago at a supper party. Lucia was visiting England for the first time. Her husband had died a few months earlier, and she was seeking distraction from her grief in travel. We rather hit it off. I am sure we would have seen one another again, but she was forced to return home to Naples unexpectedly.’


Wine, wit and laughter. That gay spring night when she’d thought she and Lucia were going to become firm friends. The same heady rush as a new amour, followed by a crushing sense of abandonment when Lucia had left London without saying farewell.


‘Can I ask who made the introduction?’


‘My brother, Ambrose. He knew Lucia’s family from his Grand Tour, when he visited the ruins at Pompeii. What does any of this have to do with Lucia’s murder?’


‘Bear with me, please, Mrs Corsham. You met her again recently, I understand?’


‘Three days ago – at a masquerade ball at Carlisle House. Lucia apologized for not having written, and I forgave her. We conversed for a time about trifling matters, until I was taken ill by a bad oyster and returned home. I felt better the following day, and attended the exhibition at Vauxhall as I’d planned. I was walking past the bowers, when I heard a woman groaning in distress. You cannot imagine my horror when I realized it was Lucia.’


Caro’s throat was dry. She had anticipated these questions, and had prepared her answers accordingly, but she was conscious of the magistrate’s beady eye and Mordechai’s glare. Yet she wished to tell the truth, in as much as it was possible.


The magistrate paused delicately. ‘May I ask why you were in the vicinity in the first place?’


‘I felt a little nauseous and went to take the air. It turned out I wasn’t quite so recovered from that oyster as I’d first thought.’


Her lie came more smoothly than it had last night. Mordechai had questioned her for hours, peering at her like a bloody witchfinder: I am not a fool, Caro, and your husband isn’t either. Who were you meeting in the bowers?


Sir Amos grunted, equally sceptical, doubtless jumping to the same wrong conclusion. At least their suspicions were better than the truth.


‘My sister was quite innocent as to the nature of that part of the gardens,’ Mordechai said – family closing ranks, his greatest talent. ‘I imagine Lucia was too, being Italian.’


‘On that latter score,’ Sir Amos said, ‘I regret not. That is the principal reason I asked you to come down here today. I have no wish to compound your distress further, Mrs Corsham, but I fear I must. The woman you found dying was not an Italian noblewoman. Nor was her name Lucia di Caracciolo. She was no stranger to the bowers at Vauxhall, nor indeed to the London taverns and coffeehouses. You understand my meaning, I am sure.’


They stared at him aghast, Caro’s astonishment quite genuine.


‘You mean she was a prostitute?’ Mordechai spoke each syllable heavily to underscore the depth of his displeasure.


Sir Amos bowed his head. ‘I wanted to tell you in person, out of respect for your family, sir. To have you read it first in the newspapers would never do.’


Caro shook her head. ‘I think I would know if I’d been conversing with a prostitute, Sir Amos. Lucia spoke knowledgeably about Naples. We talked of politics and art and fashion.’


The magistrate spoke kindly, but firmly: ‘You must not blame yourself for having been taken in by this meretrix. Doubtless your brother, Ambrose, was too. These women learn from an early age how to emulate ladies of fashion. Many have been upon the stage. Their tricks are legion.’


‘But her gowns were fine,’ Caro said, still unwilling to accept it. ‘She wore ostrich feathers. Silks. Her gloves were kid.’


‘Do you imagine your average doxy is starving in a doorway? Allow me to disillusion you, Mrs Corsham. Satan’s harvest reaps rich rewards, I’m sorry to say. A pretty jezebel can earn five, ten guineas a night from her gentleman callers. They dine out on the town, take boxes in the theatre, some even ride there in their own carriages with their own footmen.’


Mordechai glowered. ‘These are not matters for my sister’s ear, sir.’


‘I saw a woman die before my eyes,’ Caro said. ‘I assure you that was rather more indelicate. Sir Amos, if it is so hard to tell a woman of the town from a lady, then how can you be certain in this instance?’


‘After we removed her gloves, we discovered that at some point in the past, she had been branded upon the hand for thievery. She wore no wedding ring, but she had the marks of childbirth upon her body. By then I was fairly certain what we were dealing with. I had my men take a look at the corpse, and sure enough, some of them recognized her. Lucy Loveless was her name – at least the one she was known by in the taverns. Her landlord identified her this morning.’


Caro was silent a moment, taking it all in. It seemed so implausible, and yet it would go some way to explaining a few discrepancies that had troubled her about Lucia: her sudden disappearance last year, her circumspection about where she was staying, her knowledge of certain matters that should lie far outside the experience of an Italian contessa.


‘By all accounts,’ Sir Amos said, ‘Lucy was the toast of the town for a time, though she was nearing thirty and her star had faded somewhat. The landlord says that artist fellow – Agnetti – liked to paint her. Do you know if Mr Ambrose Craven also met her again recently?’


Caro glanced up. ‘Our brother has been abroad travelling for almost a year.’


He made a note. ‘And you had no other dealings with the dead woman other than those you’ve described?’


The magistrate’s eyes were searching, and a warmth suffused her skin. ‘No, Sir Amos. None at all.’


He inclined his head. ‘Then I see no reason to trouble you further. The evening newspapers will report the dead woman’s true identity. My reward may entice someone to come forward, it may not. The death of a whore’ – he made a gesture – ‘doesn’t prompt much pity.’


Caro was still trying to reconcile the magistrate’s revelation with her memories of Lucia. For the past two days, she’d been consumed by grief and guilt. Despite Lucia’s deceptions – Lucy, she supposed she must call her now – those emotions couldn’t simply be snipped away like a loose thread. She imagined the magistrate’s Bow Street Runners lining up to look at the corpse. Coarse rough men, of the bantering sort, jostling, laughing, their relentless gaze.


‘How old is the child?’ she asked. ‘Losing a mother is a terrible tragedy, whatever the circumstances. I’d like to help in some small way if I can.’


‘Your compassion does you credit, Mrs Corsham,’ the magistrate said. ‘Alas, no child was found to be living at Lucy’s lodgings, and her landlord says she never mentioned one in his hearing. I imagine it was given away as a foundling or died in infancy. Some prostitutes even starve their own children at nurse, I’m sorry to say.’


‘Then they should hang,’ Mordechai said, with a shudder of feeling.


Caro glanced at him in irritation, wishing Ambrose was here instead of him. The thought made her eyes smart and she looked away.


‘I suppose she was in the bower to meet a client,’ Mordechai said. ‘Do you think he killed her?’


‘Lucy’s clients were men of wealth and status,’ Sir Amos said. ‘Considering the savage nature of the crime, the number of wounds and so forth, I think it highly improbable a gentleman was responsible. I suspect she was awaiting such a client, when she took the fancy of a passing villain. He desired to sample the goods without paying up, and things took a turn for the worse, as you saw.’


‘No,’ Caro said, looking up. ‘I’m sure she knew her killer. Lucy spoke to me, you see. She said: “He knows.” ’


The magistrate pondered it a moment. ‘He knows. She might have been talking about anyone. God, perhaps. Her sins would have weighed heavily upon her mind at such a time.’


‘So would her murderer. Did the constables tell you about the man I saw in the mask?’


The magistrate sifted through his documents and drew one out. ‘Long black coat, black hat, average height, perhaps taller. A plague doctor’s mask. Unfortunately, there are many stalls selling such masks and costumes operating within the confines of Vauxhall. It might have been an innocent reveller you saw. And if it was the murderer, then he could have been any one of three thousand men enjoying the gardens that night.’ He licked his palm and smoothed his hair, trying to cover one of his bald patches with little success.


‘Have you talked to Lord March? He heard me scream and came to my assistance. And there was another man too. Short and shabby, with a beard. Lord March ordered him to fetch the garden constables, I think.’


‘I have spoken to Lord March. He doesn’t remember seeing anything suspicious.’ Again Sir Amos consulted his notes. ‘The other man you mention is named Ezra Von Siegel. A Jew. He is a lamplighter employed in the gardens. Did Von Siegel give you cause for suspicion at any time?’


‘No. He was shocked, but kind.’ Caro remembered Von Siegel procuring blankets to cover the body and to keep her warm. She hadn’t been able to stop shaking.


‘Do you suspect the Jew of involvement?’ Mordechai asked.


‘There was no blood on Von Siegel’s clothes,’ Sir Amos said. ‘I’m keeping an open mind. He is a foreign subject, a German.’


‘What about the letter?’ Caro said. ‘I wondered if it might have been dropped by the killer.’


‘The letter, Mrs Corsham?’


‘It was lying next to Lucy in the bower. At least, it looked like a letter. A document, anyway. I saw a wax seal. It was stained with blood.’


Sir Amos glanced out of the window. He’d done his duty by the Cravens, handling a delicate matter with tact and discretion. Now Caro sensed he was tiring of the conversation. ‘We found no letter, madam. Perhaps you imagined it? It would be easy to do so in the moment.’


Had she imagined it? She didn’t think so.


‘Is the murder inquiry to be handled by Guildford?’ Mordechai asked.


‘Vauxhall, as you say, rightly falls under the jurisdiction of the Surrey magistrates, but given the sensational nature of the crime and the distances involved, I have offered to look after it myself.’


Mordechai reached inside his frock coat. ‘My sister’s husband, Captain Corsham, is in France at present, serving on Mr Hartley’s diplomatic mission to Versailles. Yet I know I speak for him when I ask that you do whatever you can to keep Mrs Corsham’s name out of the newspapers.’


Sir Amos bowed his head. ‘Rest assured, Mr Craven, I will do everything in my power to prevent a scandal.’


They shook hands, and Caro saw a folded banknote pass between them.


‘What will happen to Lucy’s body?’ she asked. ‘If no one claims her?’


‘Her landlord attests that she left considerable debts. These women might earn a good living, but they spend their money like water. I’ve authorized her landlord to dispose of her possessions to settle her account, but I doubt there’ll be much left by the time he’s done. Which will mean a pauper’s grave, I’m afraid to say. A sad story, all told, but one of the victim’s own authorship. Let us hope it gives the young women of this kingdom pause.’ Rising to his feet, he held out an arm to assist Caro from her chair. ‘I do hope you can put this matter behind you.’


Caro summoned a faint smile, thinking of Lucy’s final moments. Her fingers entwined in Caro’s own. That bone-white, pleading stare. He knows.


She blinked to dispel the image. ‘I hope so too.’









PAMELA
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5 January 1782


Eight months before the murder of Lucy Loveless


Twelfth Night. The bells of St Anne’s striking four of the afternoon. Soho under snow, as though an ermine cloak had been laid across it. Icicles clinging to the leaden guttering of the shops and houses, bright as diamonds in the dishwater light.


The girl’s arms ached under the weight of her heavy carpet bag. Her stockings were soaked inside her boots. The cold raked through her thin cloak, her flesh stippled like orange peel beneath her cotton dress. She took the scrap of paper from her pocket and studied the direction upon it, glancing up at the number on the black door in front of her.


For many months she had imagined this moment. On the walk across London, she’d hardly dared accept she was finally doing it. Yet now that the moment had arrived, all the misgivings she’d wrestled with over the preceding weeks assailed her in the voice of Rachel, the cook: It’s all lies, you little fool. There’s no feather beds or fancy clothes. Just tricks to cozen vain, lazy baggages like you.


She could still go back. Nothing was done that couldn’t be undone. Then she thought of her thin horsehair mattress, the ice that froze inside the windowpane. The chill of the flagstones when she was kneeling to lay the kitchen fire. Washing dishes with chapped fingers. Trimming cabbages if she was lucky. Emptying chamber pots.


With sudden resolve, she lifted the heavy iron knocker.


*


The owner of the house was named Mrs Maria Havilland. She was about sixty years old, the girl judged, still thin as a marrow spoon. Her movements were languid and considered, as was her speech. She was seated upon a gold-and-lime divan, wearing a demi-train gown of green watered satin and a choker of emeralds – all of which the girl took to be promising signs. Her hair was a towering edifice of lard, pomade and powder, three silver spiders creeping their way up it. Her rings glittered in the lamplight, as did her narrow eyes.


The girl was naked. Her nipples hard as hailstones, despite the warmth of the fire and the curtains of indigo velvet. She hoped her breasts didn’t look too small as a result, and resisted the urge to cover them. Instead she focused on the richness of the parlour’s furnishings: the harpsichord between the windows, and the number of candles burning brightly in silver sconces. Over the fire hung a portrait of a much younger Mrs Havilland: bold of eye, a budding mouth, and a creamy complexion that the woman on the divan had attempted to recreate with lead paint and rouge. She was assessing the girl the way men did when you passed them on the street: face first, then bubbies, then legs, then face again, then finally they turned to see your arse.


The parquet floor was smooth against the girl’s bare feet. Hannah, the first housemaid, hadn’t passed inspection when she’d come here a month ago, but then Hannah had a birthmark on her breast and a missing tooth.


‘What trade are you in?’ Mrs Havilland asked. ‘A milliner? A maid?’


‘Maid, madam.’


‘Here in London?’


‘Yes, madam. In Cheapside.’


‘Do you have family nearby?’


‘I have no family, madam. At least, none I ever knew.’


Mrs Havilland smiled. ‘Oh, we like orphans here. How about your employer? Is he the sort who would come looking? Cause us trouble?’


‘No, madam. I don’t think he’d care.’


Mrs Havilland had been toying with a long silver hook. Now she pushed it into her hair to scratch her scalp. The girl wondered if it was lice or mice that troubled her.


‘How old are you, child?’


‘Fifteen, madam.’


‘You could pass for thirteen, maybe even twelve. Never younger. We want no trouble from Bow Street, you understand?’


‘Yes, madam.’ Did the question mean she had passed muster? ‘The men say I have a bold tongue, madam. I know how to serve a drop of sauce.’


‘No.’ Mrs Havilland’s tone was sharp. ‘I don’t want sauce. As you were. Yes, madam. No, madam.’ She took another long, assessing look at the girl’s body. ‘Do you know what it is we do here?’


‘Yes, madam. I think so.’


‘Do you think you could do that?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Then we will try you out. But your name won’t do. Let us see if we can’t come up with something better.’ Mrs Havilland’s eye fell on a book that lay on the marquetry table at her elbow. ‘Can you read?’


‘Yes, madam. They taught me at the orphanage. I was good at my books.’


Mrs Havilland pointed to the volume with her scratcher. ‘Have you read it?’


‘No, madam, but I have heard of it. She is a maidservant too? The girl in the book?’


‘Pamela Andrews. Her master was a country squire. He wanted her, but she wouldn’t let him have her.’ Her manicured finger underscored the book’s secondary title. ‘Virtue Rewarded. Are you virtuous, child?’


Utterly confused – wasn’t a lack of virtue the point? – the girl tripped over her answer: ‘Yes, madam. No. I’m not sure, madam.’


Mrs Havilland smiled, as if the girl had said something clever. ‘Take this book. Learn your part. Play it to perfection. And you’ll answer to no other name but Pamela. Not while you’re here.’









CHAPTER FOUR
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‘AMBROSE KNEW,’ MORDECHAI said. ‘Back then, when he introduced you to the prostitute. He must have done. Gad, what was he thinking?’


They were seated in his glossy red coach-and-six heading home from the magistrate’s house to Mayfair. Mordechai had lit a pipe, and Caro pulled the window down with a bang. Her ginger comfits were doing nothing to settle her stomach. She leaned against the leather seat, fanning herself.


‘Of course Ambrose knew,’ she said. ‘It probably amused him. To introduce one of his harlots as a lady of quality. Watch us fawn over her.’


‘It is unconscionable. His own sister.’


The carriage rocked as they rounded a sedan chair. The Strand was busy with traffic, the foot pavement jostling with pedestrians. From the windows of the milliners and glovers, pretty shop girls eyed the passing gentlemen. Now and then, between the shops, loomed a vast survivor of the old brick palaces that had once lined this stretch of the river. Just now they were passing Amberley House, home to Lord March and his parents, the Earl and Countess of Amberley.


‘You didn’t mention Lord March was there when we talked before,’ Mordechai said. ‘Was it him? The gentleman you were meeting in the bower?’


‘I wasn’t meeting anyone. I was taking the air, as I told you.’


‘Harry will hear of it. I might keep it out of the newspapers, but word will get around regardless. When they learn the murdered woman was a whore, the comparisons will invite themselves. You’re not to visit Vauxhall again until Harry comes home.’


She stared at her brother, outraged. ‘I’m not going to shut myself away. I haven’t done anything wrong. It’s time you believed me.’


He grunted. ‘We can only hope they don’t think you were meeting that Jewish lamplighter.’


If only you knew, she thought – and by God, you may do yet. Then you’ll understand the meaning of a family scandal.


She turned to watch the bustle around Charing Cross. St Martin’s striking three, the whores already out in force. They dipped plumed hats at the cavalry officers coming and going from the Royal Mews, flashing their ankles. Caro thought about her encounter with Lucia at Carlisle House, just three days ago. Her small brown eyes, wide and sincere. ‘I can help you, dearest Caro. If you’ll only let me.’


Caro had taken that offer in good faith. Somehow, despite their scant acquaintance, she’d trusted Lucia. Except Lucia wasn’t Lucia, she was Lucy Loveless, a prostitute – so why had she offered Caro her help at all? Caro could come up with no answer other than human kindness, and somehow that troubled her most of all. If it hadn’t been for that act of kindness, then Lucy Loveless would never have set foot in that bower. Try as she might, Caro felt in some part responsible.


‘Did anybody ask about Ambrose at the exhibition?’ Mordechai asked, breaking in upon her thoughts.


‘Of course they asked. Nobody’s seen him in over a year. Everyone wants to know where he is.’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘Switzerland, as we agreed. I implied he was chasing a woman.’


‘More gossip,’ Mordechai said darkly.


‘It is hardly the same. Ambrose is a man. His conduct need not be beyond reproach. More importantly, knowing our brother, people will believe it.’ A thought struck her then. ‘Sir Amos said Lucy Loveless sat for Jacobus Agnetti. Do you think that’s where Ambrose met her – at Agnetti’s house?’


‘It hardly matters now.’


‘Do you think the magistrate has talked to him? To Agnetti?’


‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’


‘I suspect he hasn’t. He didn’t seem to care at all. If Lucy had really been a contessa, he’d be out there now scouring the streets.’


Mordechai closed his eyes to signal his limited patience for the topic. ‘I suppose dead prostitutes are ten a penny.’


‘They still deserve justice, do they not?’


He didn’t reply and Caro mused fretfully: ‘I know I saw a letter in the bower. And Lucy knew her killer, I am sure of it. She was trying to tell me something, but she died before she could.’


‘Caroline,’ Mordechai said, in his patriarch’s voice, another act stolen from their father, ‘your little night in the bowers nearly cost your family dear. You risked making a laughing stock of your husband, and something altogether worse of yourself. If you mean to sit here worrying about something, let it be that.’


*


Gabriel hurled himself at her almost as soon as she’d walked in through the door of her Mayfair townhouse. Laughing, despite her mood, she swung him into the air, holding him close.


‘Dog, Mama.’ He barked. ‘Cat, Mama.’ He meowed.


‘Oh, aren’t you clever.’ Ignoring the hovering servants in the hall, she kissed him once, twice, three times to keep him safe. Not liking the kisses, he wriggled in her arms, squirming to get free, until she set him down. He ran off into the morning room, calling for his nursemaid, Mrs Graves.


Caro removed her cloak and gloves and handed them to her butler. ‘Where are the mails, Pomfret?’


‘On your escritoire, Mrs Corsham. May Anna bring you a pot of tea?’


‘I’ll take tea with Gabriel in the nursery in just a moment.’


Walking into the drawing room, she closed the door. Alone for the first time that day, she breathed deeply, battling her nausea. Everything felt turned on its head. Lucia di Caracciolo, Lucy Loveless. All the emotions running amok inside of her – she struggled to make sense of them. You can’t afford to think of the murder now, she chided herself. You have problems enough of your own.


Hastening to her escritoire, she picked up the little stack of letters that awaited her attention, identifying missives from friends, bills from tradesmen, invitations. Her despair mounted, as it had done every day for the past two weeks. No letter in her husband’s hand, saying he was on his way home. Why didn’t he write?


It had been five months since Harry had packed his bags for the Continent, saying he’d be gone three months at most. They had parted on cordial terms, and he’d written regularly enough at first. Now there was only silence and she didn’t know why.


Could he be ill? It was a possibility to which she kept returning, and yet if that was the case, then why hadn’t she been told? She’d made inquiries with Harry’s patron in the ministry, Nicholas Cavill-Lawrence, and had the distinct impression that she was being fobbed off. ‘The Americans are resting on their laurels.’ ‘The French are being stubborn.’ ‘Peace wasn’t built in a day, Caro, these things take time.’


Except time was the one thing she didn’t have.


She closed her eyes, refusing to give way to her tears, and the murder at Vauxhall edged back into her thoughts. All the troubling details wormed at her: the letter in the bower, the plague doctor’s mask, Lucy’s last words.


Pressing a hand to her mouth, she suppressed a wrenching sob. ‘Harry,’ she whispered. ‘Please come home.’









CHAPTER FIVE
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PEREGRINE CHILD’S LAMB stew was pale and watery, the meat glistening with pearls of fat and gristle. He stirred it around listlessly, before pushing it aside.


‘I’m sorry, love,’ he said for the tenth time.


‘I told you. It’s fine.’


Sophie Hardcastle gave him a tight smile. One of her abundant brown curls had sprung free, and she reached into the top of her stays where she kept her pins, stabbing one into her hair with forceful intent. Child reached out a hand to stroke her cheek, but she pulled away. It was definitely not fine.


He’d planned to take her to a chophouse in Covent Garden which had a new French cook, and then on to the playhouse in Drury Lane. Finn Daley had put paid to that, and so they were sitting in a greasy Holborn watering hole, surrounded by drunk soldiers and penny-fuck whores. Child resisted the urge to put his head in his hands. The watch he’d retrieved from Jenny Wren had been hidden in his shoe, and thus had escaped Daley’s greedy clutches. He’d returned it to his client yesterday, for a commission of two and a half guineas, but that was dwindling fast, and he had no other jobs in the offing. Then there was the problem of Finn Daley’s forty-seven guineas. Two days had already passed. Only five left.


He’d tried manoeuvring his apostles, borrowing from Peter to pay Paul, but he had so many creditors no one else would touch him. It was why he’d been forced to turn to Finn Daley in the first place. He’d ask Sophie for a loan, but she’d turned him down in the past. ‘Money is how lovers fall out, Perry. I’ve been there before.’


None of it was his fault; that was the worst part. It had all gone so well when he’d first started out in London. He’d taken on a little debt, just to set himself up on his feet, but it was nothing he wouldn’t have been able to repay in time. His London connections had sent a few clients his way and, slowly, word had got around that Child was the thief-taker to go to when a gentleman was in a fix. Lost some compromising letters? Had a diamond necklace stolen? Want to trace an eloped daughter? Perry Child was your man. Little wonder his competitors had been so upset. Child was an interloper on their turf, and they’d clubbed together to work against him. Spreading rumours about his drunkenness and his murkier activities in Deptford. Soon his clients dwindled to a trickle and his debts had become a problem he could no longer ignore.


Five days. And then Finn Daley would come looking for him again.


He gave Sophie a wan smile. ‘As soon as I’m back in the game, I’ll take you to Drury Lane, I promise.’


‘No, Perry, that’s not going to work.’ Sophie tugged her silk shawl tighter around her ample bosom, and he gazed at her, concerned. It wasn’t like her to hold a grudge.


‘Then tell me what I can do to make it up to you.’


‘It’s not that.’ She sighed. ‘I was going to tell you later, but I didn’t want to spoil our night. I had word of my Sam’s ship yesterday. She’s been sighted off Southampton.’


Sophie’s husband was First Officer of an Indiaman, gone for years at a time. The money was good, but Sophie got lonely. Hence Peregrine Child.


‘How long will he be in London?’


‘Six months, perhaps longer.’ She pressed her knuckles against his arm. ‘Don’t look like that. You knew the way it was.’


He couldn’t deny that. It might even have been part of the attraction. They sat there a while longer, making stilted attempts at conversation, but the heart had gone out of their evening, and eventually Sophie rose, gathering her cloak.


‘I’d better be getting back to the children. You look after yourself, Perry.’ She tied her bonnet under her chin, while he mustered a smile. ‘And ease off on the wine, hey? The way you drink, you’ll be dead before you’re fifty.’


Walk away and do it like you mean it. Child watched her go, and then called the tap-man over. Taking Sophie’s advice to heart, he swapped to gin. As he drank, he thought of his dead wife, Liz, wondering what she’d make of him if she could see him now. Not much, was his best bet, but then at least he wouldn’t be confounding her expectations. Liz had used to tell him to stop drinking too, but it wasn’t like he didn’t know. Why did women have to carp on so much about the bloody obvious?


Much later, he walked home through the streets of Holborn. Drunken soldiers’ songs drifted up to him from the Fetter Lane taverns: Fuck the Americans! Fuck the French! Which was all very well, except everyone knew the war was lost, the colonies gone for good, the British broke and humiliated by their enemies. Child decided he was a fitting metaphor for his once-proud nation.


He lived in a little court off Gray’s Inn Lane, on the first floor of a tall, narrow timber house with covered balconies sitting uneasily upon rusting brackets. A carriage was idling at the entrance to the court, and the coachman gave Child a contemptuous look as he fumbled for his key. His neighbours – legal clerks and other scriveners – kept respectable hours, and the landlord was too parsimonious to light the lamps in the halls after ten. So Child was forced to grope his way up the implausibly steep staircase, drawing to an abrupt halt when he made the turn on the landing and spotted two shadowy figures outside his door.


In his time as magistrate, Child had sent many men to the gallows. He never knew who might step out of his past seeking a reckoning. His hand dropped to the pistol in the pocket of his greatcoat. ‘What do you want?’


‘Mr Child?’ A woman’s voice, one that bespoke breeding and money and everything else Child resented at that moment.


‘I’m Child,’ he said. ‘You have the advantage of me, madam.’ As she came forward, he caught a waft of expensive scent. In the half-light he could see she was very beautiful. She was looking at Child with a faint trace of disappointment. You and all, love, he thought. You and all.


‘My name is Caroline Corsham,’ she said. ‘I believe you know my husband, Captain Henry Corsham. A woman has been murdered, Mr Child, and I need your help.’









CHAPTER SIX
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CHILD WATCHED MRS Corsham cast a dubious eye around his lodgings: at the threadbare furniture, the empty bottles, the cobwebs on the beams, the dirty plates. He’d opened a window to give the place an airing, but it just meant the odours of old sweat and liquor mingled with the rising stench of the Fleet Ditch. They were sitting at Child’s small round dining table, hastily cleared of the remnants of a kidney pudding from three nights ago. Mrs Corsham’s strapping ginger footman lurked near the door, incongruous as a beggar at a ball. He didn’t take his eye off Child for a moment.


Mrs Corsham had just finished telling him about the prostitute she’d unwittingly befriended, and later found dying at Vauxhall Gardens. Child had read about the murder in the newspapers. The revelation in the evening editions that the victim had been a celebrated harlot had prompted a shift in tone. A carnal motive was implied, people could rest easy in their beds; no respectable woman was at risk.


‘My husband says you are good at what you do.’ Mrs Corsham sounded as though she was trying to convince herself. ‘He said that in his absence, if I needed help with any delicate matter, I should come to you.’


Her cold, blue eyes travelled over his yellowed stockings and stained coat. Child longed for a drink to steady his thinking, but all he had was gin, which he didn’t think would convey the right impression. As she took his measure, so he took hers.


Not yet thirty, but not far off. Her mahogany hair implausibly glossy and coiled. A rose silk gown stitched with seed-pearls and yards of golden lace that probably cost more than all Child’s debts combined. A narrow waist and a delicate, angular face gave the impression of fragility, belied by about three seconds in her company. Child had a natural distrust of beautiful women. His instinct was to please them, which was what they anticipated – and experience had taught him that they could turn nasty if you did not. They also had a way of looking at a man, reducing him to the sum of his inadequate parts. Yet the Corshams were rich, and whatever this woman’s arcane motives for giving a damn about this dead whore, if some of that money was to find its way into Peregrine Child’s pocket, then he wasn’t one to look a pretty mare in the mouth.


‘I was magistrate of Deptford for over ten years,’ he said. ‘By comparison, your London villains are a stroll around the garden.’


‘Does that include murderers?’


Child inclined his head. ‘Murder is a more complicated proposition than theft, but I’ve caught my share of killers.’


‘Can you find whomever killed Lucy Loveless? See him hang?’


‘I can try. If she knew her killer, as you suspect, it will prove an easier task. I simply need to find out who had sufficient cause.’


‘The magistrate says it cannot be one of her clients, because the crime was too savage to be committed by a gentleman. Is that also your view?’


‘I think monsters who wear the masks of men are as likely to be found in the clubs of St James’s as they are in the slum-rookeries of St Giles. Whether this is the former or the latter, I cannot yet say.’


She nodded, apparently satisfied by his response. ‘How would you proceed?’


‘I’d visit her home, talk to her friends, her clients, if I can find them. Go to Vauxhall, talk to Bow Street, and anyone who was in the bowers at the time. Yet without the force of the law behind me, I must offer sufficient incentive for people to talk.’


Her reply was as direct as any Turk in a bazaar. ‘How much do you want?’


Enough to get Finn Daley off his back for good – plus a little something to console himself in Sophie’s absence. ‘A hundred guineas for an arrest, twenty up front.’


‘Do you take me for a fool, sir? You can have ten up front, and sixty upon conviction.’


Christ, she was as bad as Jenny Wren. Her kid gloves must cost more than ten guineas. Dimly he recalled that her father had founded the Craven Bank. The old man had certainly taught her to wring the value out of a sou.


‘Fifteen and eighty,’ he countered.


‘Then we have no more business to discuss.’ She rose from the table, gesturing to her footman. Child was tempted to tell her to sod off and take her imperious tone with her, but there were other thief-takers out there, and none so desperate.


‘Twelve and seventy-five,’ he said. ‘But upon arrest, not conviction. The cost of taking the case through the courts must be yours alone.’


‘Very well.’ Unsmiling, she took a purse from her panniers and counted out a stack of guineas on the table as if they were pennies.


Five days to find the killer. Five days before Finn Daley came looking for blood. A murder with no witnesses and few promising paths of inquiry, only a glimpse of a man in a plague doctor’s mask who might simply have been a passing reveller. Child reached for his ledger and inkpot to make notes, trying to summon an appearance of confidence.


‘Do you remember anyone else in the vicinity of the bowers other than the lamplighter and Lord March?’


‘None who waited around for the constables – and they seemed more interested in that poor lamplighter than anyone else. He told them he saw nothing suspicious.’


‘And Lord March?’


‘The same.’


‘I should speak to them both. Your brother too – the one who first introduced you to Lucy.’


‘No,’ Caro said sharply. ‘The lamplighter you can talk to all you like. But I cannot have you speaking to gentlemen of my acquaintance – questioning their movements, their motives.’


‘If you want the murderer caught, I cannot afford to be so fastidious. These men are witnesses.’


‘My brother, Ambrose, witnessed nothing. He is in Switzerland and has been abroad for almost a year.’


‘And Lord March? If he was in the bowers for an assignation, it would give him every reason to lie to the magistrate.’ Child could imagine how Sir Amos would have questioned a rich, young nobleman. With every deference and courtesy. ‘He might even have committed the crime himself, moments before.’


‘Impossible. I have known Lord March since I was in ringlets.’


Child wondered if her attitude was coloured by whatever it was she’d been up to in the bowers. The state of Corsham’s marriage was no business of his, but it could complicate matters. ‘I am not entirely without subtlety, madam. I have questioned gentlemen before. Even assuming he is innocent, Lord March might have information that is important to my investigation.’


‘Then I will talk to him. Find out what, if anything, he saw.’


Did she think this was to be a collaborative enterprise? ‘Madam, that is not the way I work. This is a murder inquiry, not some drawing-room riddle.’


‘Lord March is a peer of the realm. Heir to the earldom of Amberley. Do you imagine you could walk in off the street to Amberley House and put him to the question? His footmen would slam the door in your face. Whereas I know him. He will talk to me.’


‘Men lie, madam. It is a skill to divine those lies.’


She gave a hollow laugh. ‘I assure you it’s one I’ve learned.’


Child muttered beneath his breath: ‘Barba non facit philosophum.’


‘A beard doesn’t make one a philosopher,’ Mrs Corsham said sharply. ‘Nor does a little Latin make you Cicero, Mr Child. We will do it my way, or not at all.’


‘Fine,’ Child said, which reminded him of Sophie Hardcastle, and he experienced a sudden pang of loss. To mitigate it, he rose from the table and went to the dresser where he kept his books and papers. Taking a pamphlet down from the shelf, he flicked through it until he found what he was looking for.


‘Here,’ he said, handing it to Mrs Corsham. ‘Lucy Loveless.’


She studied the page, and then turned the pamphlet to see the cover. ‘What is this?’


‘Harris’s List. A guide to London’s leading prostitutes.’


Frowning, she read the entry aloud:




Miss L––e––s, No. 9 Harley Street


Artful ways beguile the implicit rake


The above line is highly descriptive of Miss L—y L—e––s, who is a fine, brown-haired, lively girl of about twenty-nine. Her beauty is by no means inconsiderable: clear skin, full breasted, and an agreeable rasp to her speech; her eyes, however, are of no great advantage, as they are small and brown and unremarkable. A small mole mars her upper lip, which she does not trouble to disguise, though her smile is fine enough and, we concede, can prove infectious.


She has little education, but much sharpness of wit, which her company will easily discover. She understands a great deal of her business, and rarely fails to please, though her principal defect is a lack of care in hiding her displeasure should it occur. Just as a lady of the town should be conscientious to paint and patch her face, so she should disguise her imperfections of temper, namely boredom and dismay. How such a piece of goods came to our market, we struggle to guess, for she likes to cultivate an enigmatic air. She will partake in all but the Grecian vice. As such, not less than five guineas will content her.





‘It’s like a review of a play,’ Mrs Corsham said, with a grimace. ‘Or as if she is a piece of furniture in a cabinetmaker’s catalogue.’


‘I’ll make Harley Street my first port of call,’ Child said. ‘Followed by Bow Street to talk to my man there.’


‘Her child,’ Caro said. ‘The magistrate said there wasn’t one living at her rooms. He said he thought it must have died or been adopted. I’d like to be certain.’


Child studied his client cautiously, as though she was some new and exotic species, trying to fit her into his study of people. Haughty, spoilt, and too clever by half, was his conclusion, and yet there were some discordant notes, not least the question of her motives.


‘Is that why you’re doing this? Because there is a child involved?’


‘Does it matter why?’


‘I like to understand my client’s purpose. You met her, you liked her. I understand that. But she lied to you.’


For a moment, she didn’t respond, staring down at the pamphlet in her hand. ‘I won’t deny it hurt. For two days I mourned Lucia di Caracciolo, and now I find no such person ever existed. The magistrate, my brother, the newspapers . . . they see only a harlot now and harlots matter not. Yet a woman still died in that bower. I held Lucy’s hand as she breathed her last. They’d like me to forget that I ever met her, but I find I cannot.’


Child examined her sceptically, wondering if there was more to it than that. Then he thought of Finn Daley’s axe and Mrs Corsham’s seventy-five guineas, and decided to let the matter drop.









CHAPTER SEVEN
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CHILD BREAKFASTED AT a little after midday, and then walked across the city to shake off his headache. The skies over north London threatened rain, but Harley Street was always busy whatever the weather. Porters and servants on errands mingled with residents taking the air, and clients calling on the barristers, architects and society physicians who made the streets of Marylebone their home. Child surveyed the women he passed, trying to pick the harlots out from the wives. It was no easy task. They bought their silks and satins from the same mantua-makers, their plumed hats from the same milliners, and, of course, they fucked the same men.


Number nine was five storeys high, the bricks shiny and yellow in their newness. Child had to knock several times before he heard a step in the hall. The door was thrown open to reveal a man of middling years, wearing a nightcap and banyan robe that showed off his brawny chest. His chin bristled with white stubble, his face round and red as a pickling cabbage.


Child introduced himself. ‘Are you the owner of this property?’


The man whipped a horn trumpet from his pocket and held it to his ear. ‘What’s that, sir?’ he asked in a Cornish accent.


‘The owner,’ Child repeated more loudly.


‘You’re looking at him. Boscastle, at your service.’


‘I’d like to talk to you about Lucy Loveless.’


Boscastle gave a heavy sigh. ‘I’m afraid she’s dead, sir. Up there in Saint Peter’s bordello. Though her memory will live on in the minds of many a young gentleman.’ He ran his eye over Child, sizing him up. ‘And many an older one too. I’ve another girl upstairs who could inspire just as fine memories.’


Child guessed that as well as Lucy’s landlord, this man had been her ‘bully’: doorkeeper, protector and ejector of unwelcome clients – all in exchange for a cut of the profit.


‘I don’t want a girl. I’m a thief-taker, here about Lucy’s murder.’ Child gave him his card. ‘I’d like to ask you a few questions, if I may?’


‘I already told Bow Street everything I know.’


‘My client doesn’t find Bow Street as conscientious as they could be. I’d also like to take a look inside her rooms.’


Boscastle gave him a pitying smile. ‘Perhaps you confuse this establishment with a philanthropic enterprise, sir?’


‘Don’t you want the man who killed your tenant caught?’


‘Aye, sir, I do. But if you’re making a profit from this dreadful business, I don’t see why some of it shouldn’t be mine.’


It was hard to argue with that logic. A silver crown proved enough to satisfy him, and then Boscastle ushered Child into a hall hung with a dusty chandelier, and up a flight of stairs painted with Bacchanalian murals. The landlord unlocked a door on the first-floor landing, and Child followed him into a large bed-sitting room with three arched windows overlooking the street. The place was furnished ostentatiously: a four-poster bed with silk curtains; a chinoiserie screen; a French-style dressing table with a swing looking-glass; two plush armchairs before the fireplace; and a separate dressing room fitted out with painted armoires and drawers. When lit by candles, the ivory silk wallpaper must sparkle, and the heavy yellow curtains would give the room a lustrous glow. A stage set for love, or the facsimile of it.


‘How long had Lucy lived here?’ he asked.


‘About three years,’ Boscastle said. ‘Though she’d been in London long before that. She came from Norfolk originally. Used to send the boy out for flounder and samphire when it was in season, because it reminded her of home.’


‘And she never had a child living here?’


‘No dogs, no children. I make that very plain. Lucy never even mentioned a child in my hearing.’


‘She had been branded upon the hand for thievery at some point in her life. Do you know anything about that?’


‘Aye, she said she got taken up years ago, not long after she came to London. A lot of girls mix whoring and picking pockets before they find their feet. As long as they’re prompt with the rent and cause no trouble, I don’t judge.’


Lucy had certainly found her feet. The shelves of the presses and armoires held a rainbow of satin bodices, brocaded skirts, lace petticoats, silk stockings, soft woollen cloaks and fur-trimmed capes, each carefully pressed, folded and laid in tissue-paper. The linens were white, the stays were whalebone, and the parasols were painted silk with ivory handles. Hat-and wig-boxes were stacked on top of the armoires, and a japanned chest was packed with fans, indispensables, and feathers.


‘She loved her clothes, Lucy did,’ Boscastle said. ‘She was selling off her things to pay the bills, but I think these would have been the last to go. They’ll have to go now. I’m owed three months’ rent, and there’s a lot of unhappy tradesmen need paying.’


‘Wasn’t she making good money? Harris’s List says she charged five guineas a night.’


‘Aye, but that was before all the trouble.’


Child looked up. ‘What trouble?’


‘First, someone gave her a hiding – beat her all shades of blue. Next, she got the boot from that artist fellow she sat for, Jacobus Agnetti. Then she fell foul of the Whores’ Club – they threw her out. She’d already lost half her clients by then, because someone had put it about town that she had the pox. This was another nail in the coffin – if you’ll pardon the phrase. She lived off her savings until they ran out, then she was forced to sell her things.’


‘When was she attacked?’


‘Back in March. Poor girl was laid up for two weeks. She wouldn’t tell me who done it. It’s my job to protect my tenants, and I pressed her. All she would say was that it wasn’t one of her clients. It was personal, not business.’


‘If not a client, then who? A lover?’


‘Maybe, but I don’t think so. Lucy didn’t seem interested in men that way. She didn’t want a keeper, nor a husband. That’s how she got her name: Lucy Loveless. “Men like to tell you what to do, Boscastle, and I cannot be told.” She just wanted to get rich and retire.’


‘Do you think it was the same person? The one who beat her and the one spreading these rumours?’


‘Don’t ask me. I only know the rent was late.’


Child closed the final drawer in the dressing room, and walked back into the bedroom. He spent the next ten minutes poking about while they talked. A washstand held a porcelain jug and bowl, sponges, ointments, soap, and a chamber pot. The drawers of the dressing table held a curling iron; jars of lard, powder, red pomatum, whitening paint, and rouge; a patch-box; perfume; and cosmetic water. To Child, who found washing a chore best avoided, being a celebrated harlot looked like hard work.


‘Can you give me a list of her clients’ names?’


‘Are you mad, sir? This is a confidential house. I won’t have you pestering my customers, not without some evidence of wrongdoing.’


‘How can I get evidence, if I don’t know who they are?’


‘That’s your job, sir, not mine. In any event, I think you’re whistling at the wrong dog. I told you the man who beat her wasn’t one of her clients. Well, I think he came back for a second go.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Only a few days before she was killed, my other tenant saw her arguing with a soldier in the street. Not a man she recognized from this house. Not a client.’


‘Can I talk to her?’


‘As long as you make it worth her while, you can do what you like.’


Here and there, during his search, Child caught glimpses of the woman behind the cosmetics and the stage set. A watercolour painting of the Norfolk Broads – her home, Boscastle had said. A memento mori locket containing a lock of soft brown hair. Child wondered if that was proof that Lucy’s child was indeed dead.


In one of the bedside cupboards he found a box of almonds in caramel and several rolled pig intestines with ribbon ties, to guard against pregnancy and disease. Also a small glass bottle. Child uncorked it and took a sniff. A waft of old cheese greeted him, instantly recognizable: valerian, a sleeping draught.


‘Did Lucy have other visitors? Friends? Family?’


‘These girls don’t see their families, sir. Not unless they’re paying the bills. I got the impression Lucy broke with hers long ago.’


‘Friends, then?’


‘Her dearest was a girl called Kitty Carefree, a lovely redhead from the Whores’ Club. Thick as thieves, she and Lucy were, but there must have been a falling out, because she stopped coming a few months back.’


‘Do you think their quarrel was related to her other troubles?’


‘Maybe. You should ask them at the Whores’ Club.’


‘Did she have any other friends that you remember?’


‘The wife of the artist, Mrs Agnetti, used to call sometimes on her husband’s business. Her and Lucy – sometimes Kitty too – they’d talk, and I often heard them laughing. But you know the story about the Agnettis, I’m sure. It wasn’t long after Mrs Agnetti left town that Lucy and Kitty had their falling out. I think Lucy was lonely, truth be told. She took up with an old friend – not the sort you’d find in the Whores’ Club, that’s for sure.’


‘Go on.’


‘I never caught the woman’s name, but she called several times in the last few months – until I had words. She conveyed the wrong impression for a house like this. My tenants’ clients expect the best, not to encounter some rookery moll on the stairs.’


‘Can you describe her?’


‘Not quite a penny bunter, but she wasn’t far off it. Dark curly hair, wild as a gypsy. Scrawny, her cheeks all pox-scarred, yellow teeth. She’d been branded upon the hand too, which made me wonder if she was a friend from Lucy’s thieving days. Walked with a limp – no wonder Bow Street caught up with her. After I had words, she stopped coming. I presume they met elsewhere. Lucy was out until all hours in the weeks before she was killed. Sometimes she was dropped off in a hired carriage. Still spending, despite her debts. I had words about that too.’


A shelf next to the bed held writing implements and books: Richardson, Smollet, a few romances, some pornographic pamphlets, and – somewhat to Child’s surprise – a volume of the plays of Aeschylus in translation. A walnut writing box was empty, save for a folded map of the environs of London.


‘Didn’t she have any papers? Letters? That sort of thing?’


‘Bow Street took all those. Her drawings too.’


‘Drawings?’


‘By Jacobus Agnetti.’


Child leafed through the books to see if any papers were concealed between the pages. He found only a few pressed flowers and a card advertising the services of the Magdalen Hospital for Penitent Prostitutes. He showed it to Boscastle.


‘Was Lucy thinking about turning her back on this business? Given all her trouble?’


‘Lucy? Not on your life. She said: “They mean to stop me, Boscastle, but I’ll make them pay.” ’


‘They?’


‘That’s what she said. I assumed she meant whoever had been trying to ruin her life. I believed her too – that she’d make them pay, I mean. Lucy knew how to hold a grudge.’


On the reverse of the Magdalen card was a jotting in an elegant ladylike script: 50–60 pineapples, 2s 1d.


Child frowned. It couldn’t be a receipt. Pineapples cost a small fortune, eighty or ninety pounds apiece, not two shillings, one pence. Nor, given their expense and rarity, did fifty to sixty seem a plausible number. Child didn’t think he had seen more than half a dozen pineapples in his entire life.


‘Does this look like Lucy’s hand?’


Boscastle squinted, then nodded.


‘Can I keep this?’


‘If you’ve a shilling you can.’


Sighing, Child reached into his pocket. He took a final look around that room where Lucy’s clients had enjoyed her favours, wishing the walls could talk. Then Boscastle showed him up a second flight of stairs to see his other tenant.


The girl was named Emma and she looked as if they’d just roused her out of bed. Young, with big white teeth, her fashionably brown hair was showing yellow at the roots. For four shillings she agreed to tell Child what she’d seen.


‘I was coming home from shopping one afternoon, a week or so ago. Lucy came out of the house, about to get into a hired carriage, when someone called out to her. A redcoat soldier – he had a woman with him, I presumed another whore. He and Lucy exchanged words and then he pushed her.’


‘Did you hear what they were arguing about?’


‘No, I called over to her, asked if I should fetch Boscastle, and the redcoat and his harlot walked off.’


‘Can you remember what he looked like? It could be important.’


‘Tall. Short fair hair. Side whiskers. It was an officer’s redcoat, with gold epaulettes. He came close to me when he walked past. Gave me a real look of hate. I saw he had a scar just here.’ The girl touched her temple. ‘Looked like a duelling cut to me.’


‘How about the girl?’


‘I don’t remember. I was looking at Lucy and the soldier.’


‘Had you ever seen him before? With Lucy or elsewhere?’


‘Not with Lucy, but I think I’d seen him around Covent Garden. He’s handsome, see, the sort who draws a lady’s eye. If it was the same gentleman, he’s one of those who likes to drink too much with his friends and cause trouble for the taverners.’


‘There you are, sir,’ Boscastle said. ‘Not a client.’


Child questioned her a little more, but she and Lucy had had only a passing acquaintance. He thanked her, and Boscastle walked him down the stairs to the street.


Mrs Corsham’s theory that Lucy’s murder wasn’t the product of a chance encounter in the bowers was gaining credence in Child’s eyes. The man who’d assaulted her. The person who’d set out to destroy her livelihood. The soldier who’d accosted her in the street. Her killer. Were they one and the same person, or had Lucy possessed a gift for making enemies? At least Child now had several lines of inquiry. He walked with purpose in the direction of Covent Garden.









PAMELA
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10 January 1782


The drums rolled like thunder, interrupting the dance of the dryads. The girls froze, hands cupped to their ears in a variety of poses, amidst a glade of wooden trees with paper leaves. Artfully positioned silk garlands adorned the otherwise naked nymphs, their hair crowned with artificial flowers.


Pamela watched from the wings, heart beating, a little breathless. It was her sixth night in Mrs Havilland’s establishment, and already she knew the acts by heart. The brightly lit stage occupied one end of the ballroom. Beyond it, in the darkness, Pamela could see the glow of the gentlemen’s pipes, the flash of their pocket watches. Smell their scent.


From between the trees, a girl in a goatskin strolled, holding a bow, a quiver of arrows on her back. Cecily was a little older than Pamela, from a village to the east of London called Dagenham. Her hair was yellow as quince, her limbs long, dusted with gold. The nymphs ran to flank her, crouching on either side.


Next to Pamela in the wings stood George, a former town crier. ‘Behold the goddess Artemis,’ he bellowed.


Cecily made a show of bending to pluck a silk flower, giving the men a view that set them cheering. She aimed her bow at several members of the audience in turn, and they cried ribald compliments.


When the cheering died, Mrs Havilland walked onto the stage. Regally tall in rich purple silk, with petticoats of yellow crêpe trimmed with fine black lace, her piled hair was adorned tonight with a golden chain of enamelled flowers.


‘Gentlemen, I ask that you pay homage to Artemis, huntress of the forest.’ She waited again until the applause had quietened. ‘Many have attempted to storm Fortress Artemis, yet she stands before you inviolate, untouched by man. In three weeks’ time, we shall discover whether there is a stag among you worthy of this skittish fawn.’


Cecily ducked into a defensive crouch, her expression startled, bow ready. An appreciative chuckle arose from the audience.


George gave Pamela a nudge. ‘Ready?’


Oh, she was ready. Not that her costume had required much preparation. Her face scrubbed so her skin shone, cheeks pinched to a healthy glow. Her dress thin, made of brown cotton, not unlike the one she’d worn on her arrival. Bare feet. Her ebony hair unwashed and tangled.


On the first night, she’d thought she’d be a laughing stock. She looked like a drudge. Why couldn’t she be the goddess Artemis? She’d complained to Mrs Havilland and received a sharp response. Yet at the end of her performance, much to her astonishment, the ballroom had resounded to the gentlemen’s cheers.


Even Mrs Havilland had softened: ‘You made a good start, child, but there is room for improvement. Put in the work required, and by the end of next month, they’ll be queuing all the way to Ealing Common.’


Since then, she had only got better. Pamela stood back as Cecily hurried past her, off to the audience room, a swift pat for luck. The curtain had come down, and the orchestra played a rousing refrain. On stage, Mrs Havilland’s footmen were hastily rearranging the tableaux. A stove, an oaken table, a chopping board, a chair. The floor sprinkled with flour and vegetable peelings. In need of a maid.


The curtain rose and the room filled with an expectant hush.


‘Behold,’ George bellowed, ‘the maidservant, Pamela Andrews. Her beauty matched only by her virtue.’


She stepped out onto the stage, and applause swelled like a choir. Taking up her broom, she swept the floor, while the fiddler played a jaunty tune and the men clapped along. The oddness of it all still tickled her. To leave the house in Cheapside to perform a facsimile of her chores here for a paying crowd? Yet she’d never been appreciated at the house in Cheapside like this.


George gave a signal in the wings, and she walked to the table. The music took on an ominous note.


‘Behold, the rakish squire, Mr B.’


The ballroom echoed with hoots and hisses. Peter Jakes would be creeping towards her from behind, wearing an oversized periwig and a suit of maroon velvet, a pillow strung under his coat to plump him out. Pamela chopped a carrot as the hoots increased in volume.


He was directly behind her now. Pamela could smell onion and porter on his breath. She tensed as he seized hold of her, pressing his lips against hers, sliding his tongue into her mouth, though she’d told him not to. Her arms flailed, and she pricked him with the knife, a little harder than she was supposed to. He released her with a shout, and she staggered to the front of the stage.


For a moment her mind went blank, though she’d sat up late learning her lines. Relief washed over her as it all flooded back.


‘Sir, you are Lucifer himself in the shape of my master, or you could not use me thus.’


Jakes gripped her by the arm, digging in his fingers so it would bruise. ‘Since you take me for the Devil, how can you expect any good from me?’


She hung her head. ‘I will bear anything you can inflict on me with patience even to the laying down of my life. But I cannot be patient, I cannot be passive, when my virtue is at stake!’


Applause, the loudest she’d had yet. Jakes grimaced and seized hold of her dress with both hands. The bodice had a false seam secured with pins, and the garment rent in artful tatters, exposing her bubbies.


A collective intake of breath. A cymbal crashed. Then she pulled her dress together, so they’d have no more than that one tantalizing glimpse. Gazing out at the gentlemen from beneath her eyelashes, summoning a tear, she made her appeal: ‘I am truly sorry for my boldness, but indeed he doesn’t use me like a gentleman. I trust that God will deliver me from this Philistine.’


Stamping their feet, the room vibrated to the sound of their acclaim. She basked in their desire, holding the gaze of the gentlemen who looked the richest, as Cecily had taught her. Then she caught sight of another man, and though he had few outward signs of wealth, found she could not look away.


His scarlet redcoat marked him out as a soldier. She knew about them, but this one couldn’t be more different to the coarse infantrymen on leave she’d encountered around Cheapside. Sleek. Well groomed. An officer. A gentleman.


He grinned at her, a flash of white teeth. His blond hair cropped short, in the new style she rather liked. A long lean body and a long lean face to match. What looked like a duelling scar cut through the outer edge of one of his eyebrows. A handsome devil, and he knows it. It was a favourite phrase of Rachel the cook’s. She said it like it was a bad thing, and yet somehow him knowing, and Pamela knowing that he knew, only made her pulse beat a little faster.


Mrs Havilland walked on stage to list her virtues, and Pamela’s task was to stand mutely, gazing at the floor. But she couldn’t resist another glance at the soldier, and this time when he grinned, she smiled back. As she walked meekly off the stage, to another round of heady applause, she sent up a prayer to Artemis, goddess of virgins: Let it be him.









CHAPTER EIGHT
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RAIN BLURRED THE vibrant colours of Vauxhall Gardens. Fat drops pitted the paths, washing away the puddles of wine and vomit, flowing in waterfalls off the waxed-cloth roofs of the supper boxes. By daylight the place had lost its magic. Without the lights and the music, it had a squalid, tawdry air.


‘Officious little guardsman, isn’t he?’ Caro murmured to her footman, Miles, nodding at the back of the gatehouse porter who strode in front of them.


She had come here intending to go directly to the bowers, to look for the document she was certain she’d seen next to Lucy’s body. Yet the gardens were closed until that evening, and the porter hadn’t wanted to let them in. Spotting Jacobus Agnetti’s distinctive yellow phaeton tied up in the carriage-park, she’d claimed an appointment. Even then, the porter had insisted on accompanying them to the Rotunda.


‘I heard the Prince of Wales is due to visit Vauxhall soon,’ Miles said, angling the oilskin umbrella over her head. ‘I suppose they have to be careful.’


His broad, freckled face was unusually sullen, his Welsh lilt absent all levity. Caro guessed he still blamed her for giving him the slip here the other night. Mordechai must have torn him off a strip.


He probably also resented her for making him stand so long last night in Mr Child’s dingy rooms with their foul odours. Had it been a mistake to hire the thief-taker? She wasn’t sure. Mr Child was an unprepossessing creature in his ill-fitting coat and ridiculous wig, his nose bulging with so many veins it resembled a damson. Yet he had spoken with confidence about the case, and his beady black eyes were sharp. She kept reminding herself that Harry had valued his talents.


The Rotunda’s roof resonated to the low drum of rain. The place seemed deserted, and yet someone had clearly been at work. A trestle table stood beneath the dome, with several paintings laid out on it, not all of them framed. Sketchbooks, folders, knives, pencils and other clutter lay between them. More paintings and empty frames leaned against the table.


‘I’ll wait for Mr Agnetti to return,’ Caro said.


The porter squinted at her suspiciously. ‘Then I’ll wait too.’


Caro paced the Rotunda, footsteps echoing on the tiles. She had never been an admirer of Agnetti’s work, though there was no denying his talent, nor his eye for a commercial opportunity. Ever since the controversy over his Rape of Europa, everyone wanted an Agnetti for their drawing room – murder and defilement sitting tolerably well with a glass of brandy. The painting before her seemed a case in point.


It depicted a verdant landscape scattered with broken pillars. In the foreground stood an altar of carved stone. A dark-haired girl, little more than a child, lay struggling upon this altar, held down by an older man, a soldier. The girl’s robe had slipped to expose one milk-white breast, against which the tip of the man’s sword rested, drawing blood. Her face was twisted in terror, imploring eyes gazing into death’s abyss. The Sacrifice of Iphigenia. It made Caro think of the scene in the bower. Swiftly she moved on to the next canvas.


She was still staring at it a minute later, when Jacobus Agnetti walked into the Rotunda. He stopped when he saw Caro, black eyebrows drawn together over his hawkish nose. ‘Mrs Corsham, good day to you, madam.’


He spoke with a rich Italian inflexion, which was known to drive the society matrons wild. A large, dishevelled bear of a man, his greying black hair was swept back from his forehead in suitably dramatic fashion, his cravat unknotted, worn loose around his neck. In the cathedral light of the Rotunda, his frayed plum-velvet frock coat put Caro in mind of a cardinal’s cape: a moth-eaten Medici, which seemed an appropriate analogy, for scandal attached itself to Mr Agnetti like burrs.


He bowed. ‘I trust you are well. And your brother Ambrose? It has been some time since I last saw him out on the town.’


Caro murmured her usual story about Switzerland and the hunting season, waiting for Agnetti to smile, as if he could well imagine the manner of feathered game Ambrose Craven was chasing. But Agnetti only said – a little impatiently, she felt: ‘What can I do for you, madam?’


‘This lady said she had an appointment with you, sir,’ the porter said.


‘Not an appointment precisely. I should like to talk to you about a private matter.’


Agnetti turned to the porter. ‘You heard the lady, sir.’


Muttering beneath his breath, the porter left the Rotunda. Miles retreated to the door.


‘A private matter,’ Agnetti said. ‘I am intrigued.’


Caro turned back to the painting. ‘That’s her, isn’t it? The woman who was murdered? Lucy Loveless.’


The scene depicted another murder: a woman standing over a naked, dying man, axe in hand. He had crawled from a stone bath, his lifeblood streaked across the mosaic floor. The woman’s chestnut hair was unpinned, her robes dishevelled, her flesh pliant. She had a high, arched forehead, blazing eyes, and a small mole on her upper lip. Caro imagined her dark hair coiled beneath a black lace headdress adorned with ostrich feathers, her face flushed with the heat of the crowd, enlivened by a puckish smile: Lucia di Caracciolo, dazzling at Carlisle House. She imagined the skin drained of all colour, the lips grey, desperate to speak: Lucy Loveless, dying in the bowers at Vauxhall Gardens.
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