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London in 1781 is a ravenous behemoth, swallowing forest and field, outlying villages, entire towns. The city is the centre of a fledgling empire, the capital of a country at war. Political and commercial deals are struck in her elegant drawing rooms, washed down by bowls of sweetened tea: the product of Britain’s mercantile power.


Five miles to the east, on the banks of the River Thames, lies Deptford: gateway port to distant oceans and untold riches. A town where fortunes in sugar and slaves are made and lost, thieves and prostitutes roam the streets by night, and sailors lose themselves in drink, trying to forget the things they did and saw upon the Middle Passage.


Here are some of the people to be found there …


IN LONDON


Captain Henry Corsham (Harry) –  a war hero with political ambitions.


Caroline Corsham (Caro) – Harry’s wife, a society beauty.


Gabriel Corsham – Harry and Caro’s infant son.


Thaddeus Archer (Tad) – a barrister and campaigner for the abolition of slavery. Harry’s oldest friend.


Amelia Bradstreet – Tad’s sister, a widow with a scandalous past.


Moses Graham – a former slave. A gentleman painter of watercolours. Also an author and campaigner against the slave trade. Friend to Thaddeus Archer.


Ephraim Proudlock – a former slave. Assistant to Moses Graham in matters of art and abolition. Also a friend to Thaddeus Archer.


Caesar John – a former slave turned villain.


Jupiter – a former slave. A member of Caesar John’s gang.


Nicholas Cavill-Lawrence – Under-Secretary of State for War. Harry’s patron.


Napier Smith – owner of sugar plantations. Chairman of the West India lobby. Probably the richest man in the kingdom. Not yet twenty-five.


Pomfret – Harry’s butler, a former navy man.


Sam – Harry’s coachman.


Bronze – a former slave. Tapwoman at the Yorkshire Stingo tavern.


IN DEPTFORD


Lucius Stokes – a slave merchant. Mayor of Deptford.


Scipio – a former slave. Secretary to Lucius Stokes.


Cinnamon – a beautiful mulatto slave girl owned by Lucius Stokes.


Peregrine Child – the Deptford magistrate.


John Monday – a slave merchant with a religious calling.


Eleanor Monday – his wife, mother of two children.


Evan Vaughan – a slave ship captain.


James Brabazon – a slave ship surgeon.


Frank Drake – a slave ship officer.


Daniel Waterman – a slave ship cabin boy.


Nathaniel Grimshaw – a young nightwatchman, soon to take his late father’s place as a slave ship officer.


Marilyn Grimshaw – Nathaniel’s mother, a grieving widow. Landlady of the Noah’s Ark tavern.


Jamaica Mary – a former slave turned prostitute.


Alice – a prostitute.


Abraham – footman to Lucius Stokes. A slave.


Isaac Fairweather – a sailor. Friend of Frank Drake.


Rosy and her husband – owners of the coaching inn at Deptford Broadway.


[image: A map featuring the River Thames in the north. The following locations are marked below the river: Noah’s Ark, Fisherman’s Hook, James Brabazon’s Rooms, Coaching Inn, Lucius Stokes’s House, Blackamoor’s Head, Atlantic Trading and Partners, John Monday’s House, Garraway Warehouse, The Red House, The Bathhouse, and The Watchhouse. The Isle of Dogs is marked above the River Thames, and the Naval Dockyard is marked below it.]









PROLOGUE
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Deptford Dock, June 1781


The fog hung thick and low over the Thames. It rolled in off the water and along the quays, filling the squalid courts and dockside alleys of lower Deptford. The local name for a fog like this was the Devil’s Breath. It stank of the river’s foul miasma.


Now and then the fog lifted, and Nathaniel Grimshaw caught a glimpse of the Guineamen anchored out on Deptford Reach: spectral lines of mast and rigging against the dawn sky. His greatcoat was heavy with damp and his horsehair wig smelled of wet animal. He had been pacing in that spot for nearly half an hour. Each time he pivoted, Jago growled. The dog’s black fur stood up in spikes and his eyes shone like tiny yellow fog-lamps in the gloom.


Nathaniel could hear the fishermen talking, and he could taste their tobacco on the wind. He wanted a pipe himself, but he wasn’t sure he could hold it down. He didn’t know how they could stand there, in such close proximity. A figure loomed out of the mist, and Jago growled again, though he quietened when he recognized the stocky, square frame of the Deptford magistrate, Peregrine Child. A pair of bleary eyes peered at Nathaniel between the wet folds of the magistrate’s long wig of office. ‘Where is it, lad?’


Nathaniel led him through the fog to the wall that divided the Public Dock from the Navy Yard. The fishermen parted to let them through, each man turning to observe Child’s reaction.


On the quayside stood a ten-foot pole topped by a riveted iron hook, where the fishermen liked to hang their largest catches. Lately it had displayed a shark that had washed up here last month. Now the shark was gone and in its place hung a man. He was naked, turning on a rope in the wind, secured under the arms, with his hands tied behind him. Nathaniel didn’t like blood and there was a lot of it – dried on the dead man’s chest and back, smeared across his thighs, in his ears, in his nose, in his mouth. He had seen murdered men before – washed up on the mudflats, or dumped in the dockside alleys where he worked as a nightwatchman. None of them had prepared him for this. This one was more than a corpse. He was a spectacle, like the boneless man at the Greenwich Fair.


Steeling himself, he studied the man again. He was about thirty years of age, very thin, with long black hair. His eyes wide open, staring accusingly. His lips were pulled back in a frozen rictus, white skin stretched taut over angled cheekbones. Beneath the first mouth was a second: a gaping, scarlet maw where the throat had been slashed.


Child stepped forward, his face inches from the body. ‘Jesu.’


He was staring at a spot just above the dead man’s left nipple. The lines seared into the pale, hairless skin were smooth and deep. The flesh around them was puckered and blistered. From where he stood, Nathaniel could just make out the design: a crescent moon on its side surmounted by a crown.


‘It’s a slave brand,’ he said. ‘Someone’s marked him like a Negro.’


‘I know what it is.’ Child stepped back, still staring at the body.


Jago’s growling rose in pitch, and Nathaniel made soothing noises, though his heart was in full sympathy with his dog.


‘You recognize him, don’t you, sir? It’s that gentleman, Thomas Valentine. You met him, didn’t you, sir, before?’


‘I met him.’ Child’s abrupt tone discouraged further discussion upon this point.


Nathaniel studied the magistrate surreptitiously, trying to understand his mood, trying to work out if he himself was under suspicion. But Child seemed to have forgotten that he was even there. He mouthed something beneath his breath that Nathaniel didn’t catch, only a waft of sour brandy fumes on the chill dawn air.


‘Cut him down,’ Child said at last. ‘Not a word to anyone. Understand?’


Nathaniel dragged an old shipping crate over to the hook, and clambered onto it. The dead man’s eyes gazed unseeing at the still, brown river. Out on the Reach, the Guineamen creaked, and the fishermen muttered sullen, riverine prayers. On every side of them, the Devil’s Breath coiled and smoked.


[image: A map of London in 1781 shows the River Thames flowing from west to east through the city. The Isle of Dogs is marked in the east, while Buckingham Palace and surrounding prominent parks are marked in the west. Various sections along the river are labelled, along with significant historical landmarks.]
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21 – 24 JUNE 1781


That thing is said to be free (liber ) which exists solely from the necessity of its own nature, and is determined to action by itself alone. A thing is said to be necessary (necessarius ) or rather, constrained (coactus ), if it is determined by another thing to act in a definite and determinate way.


I. Of God, Ethics, Baruch Spinoza







CHAPTER ONE
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THE WORST SURPRISES are those we think we see coming.


Amelia Bradstreet called at my London townhouse at a little after nine in the evening on the 21st day of June 1781. I was playing with Gabriel at the time, lining up rows of lead soldiers on the Turkey rug in my bookroom, so that he could knock them down with a stick. My infant son’s delight in this simple activity was matched only by my own, yet the rap at the front door extinguished all such pleasure in a moment. A week ago, at around this hour of the evening, a young gentleman had called at the house without invitation, and I feared that this same troublesome individual had now returned. Yet when my butler knocked and entered, he swiftly disabused me of that notion.


‘There is a lady to see you, Captain Corsham.’ Pomfret handed me the card on his tray.


‘Mrs Bradstreet,’ I read.


‘She says that you knew her once as Amelia Archer.’


I stared at him in surprise. Tad’s sister. It must have been over ten years since I’d seen her last. Dimly I recalled a thin, bookish, birdlike girl, with her brother’s large grey eyes and pale skin. I’d been in America when she’d left England and had consequently missed much of the scandal that had attended her departure. She had returned last year after the death of her husband, and Caro had been adamant that we should not receive her. As far as I was aware, nobody did.


I hesitated, pondering her motives. Had Tad sent her here? What could she want?


‘She came in a hired carriage, sir. No servant to speak of. Shall I tell her that you are indisposed?’


Pomfret, like my wife, was a stickler for the proprieties. Not the fact of the thing, but the look of the thing. Some call it hypocrisy, others society. For my part, I had seen men entangled in their own entrails upon the battlefields of the American rebellion, and the crimes of the drawing room seemed small by comparison. Nor was I minded, at that moment, to please my wife. Call it my own act of rebellion, if you will.


‘Show her into the drawing room, would you, Pomfret, please?’


I dispatched Gabriel into the care of his nursemaid, and went to the console mirror in the hall to retie my cravat and straighten my periwig. Then I walked into the drawing room, where Amelia Bradstreet was waiting.


She did not look like a widow, was my first thought. She was standing in the centre of the room, gazing about – at the furniture and the silver and the portrait of Caro by Thomas Gainsborough over the fire. My eyes were drawn at once to her gown, which was close-fitting with bared shoulders, the silk a rich and vibrant shade of indigo. She had matched it with a Kashmir shawl embroidered with golden flowers, and an amethyst necklace.


She turned, and we appraised one another. I recalled that Amelia was three years younger than Tad and I, which would make her twenty-seven years old.


‘Captain Corsham,’ she said faintly, holding out her hand for me to kiss. ‘How long it has been since those happy days down in Devon. I hope you can forgive my intrusion at this late hour.’


Her eyes were silver in the candlelight, her hair a dark, lustrous brown. She had curled and pinned it high, and I admired the curve of her throat and the rich glow of the amethysts against her skin. Her features were all angles: high cheekbones, a pointed chin, a sharp little nose. When she spoke, I caught a glimpse of tiny white teeth.


I caught other things too. Agitation, in her movements and the way she spoke. Poverty, in her cheap perfume – a sickly wash of jasmine – and the shabby slippers I spied beneath the hoops of her skirts. Finally, I sensed resilience in her gaze and in her bearing.


‘It is no intrusion,’ I said. ‘Won’t you sit down, Mrs Bradstreet? Some Madeira perhaps?’


While we waited for the wine, she examined Gainsborough’s portrait. ‘Caroline is not at home?’


‘At Carlisle House.’ I smiled to reassure her. ‘Taking on all comers at the faro table.’


Her relief was palpable and she sank onto the sofa, her fingers tugging at the sleeves of her dress. The footman knocked and entered, bearing the Madeira, and I noticed his eyes slide over Mrs Bradstreet as he served her, alive with carnal interest and contempt.


‘You carry off the redcoat,’ she said, as the door closed behind him. ‘Not all men do.’


‘It isn’t vanity.’ I felt an unaccountable need to explain myself. ‘The War Office likes us to wear it.’


‘You have earned the right to wear it, have you not?’ She regarded me solemnly. ‘I read about you in the newspapers. Captain Henry Corsham, scourge of the American rebels. They say even the King knows your name.’


‘They exaggerate,’ I said, and there was an awkward pause, while I tried again to divine why she had come. To borrow money, perhaps? To lay claim to a connection on the grounds of our long acquaintance? Or did Tad hope to mend the rupture in our friendship? The thought made my scalp crawl as if with lice, and in my mind I juggled words of polite refusal.


Amelia leaned forward, her eyebrows knotted. ‘I hope I do not embarrass you and Caroline by coming here tonight, but I’m afraid my business was far too pressing for a letter.’


I frowned. ‘Mrs Bradstreet, forgive me for asking, but are you in some kind of trouble?’


‘Not I, but I fear that Tad might be.’


‘I see.’ I tried to mask my anxiety with irritation. ‘Is he in a debtors’ prison? Is it money that you need?’


She blanched a little at my tone. ‘He is missing. He called at my cottage nearly a week ago now, on his way out of the city on business. He said that he would call again on his return to London, but he never came. I have tried at his rooms, but he’s not there. The porter hasn’t seen him since he left town. Neither has anyone else.’


‘When were you expecting him?’


‘This Thursday past.’


‘That’s only four days,’ I pointed out. ‘Tad never was the most reliable fellow.’


She touched her necklace and the stones flashed in the candlelight. ‘Tad told me he was on his way to Deptford,’ she said quietly. ‘Deptford is a slaving town, is it not?’


Tad and slavery. I remembered our pamphlets and our essays and our speeches. The unfashionable cause of abolition had once fired our youthful souls. We had nearly been sent down from Oxford because of it. Since my return from the war, I had turned my mind to more orthodox political matters, but Tad had only grown angrier and more determined over the years.


I spoke gently to assuage her fears – and my own. ‘I am sure there is no cause for undue concern. They might not like abolitionists in Deptford, but the worst they’d do is run him out of town.’


She was silent a moment. ‘I am worried for him. It isn’t just Deptford. Tad was mixed up in something dangerous. He told me that he had made some powerful enemies.’


‘He was always prone to grandiose language. And he used to see enemies everywhere.’


‘That doesn’t mean they didn’t exist. He was afraid. I could see it.’ Her voice caught. ‘He said that people had been following him and that someone in Deptford had tried to kill him. I told him to go to the authorities, but he said the authorities were in league with the slavers.’


You know what he’s like, I told myself. He’s probably locked in some Deptford sponging house after running up debts, or hiding from his creditors in London. Yet a little knot of fear flagellated these more cynical thoughts. What if someone really had tried to kill him? What if that person had tried again, and this time succeeded?


‘Did he say anything else about these powerful enemies?’


‘He said he’d lit a fire under the slave traders. He said he was going to burn their house to the ground.’


‘I presume he meant it metaphorically?’ With Tad you could never quite tell.


‘I think so. He said that after he had finished with them, the slave trade would never recover.’


I didn’t smile, though in other circumstances I might have done. It was the kind of thing we used to say when we were students together at Oxford. ‘We’ll end child labour. End bearbaiting. End slavery.’ Childish dreams, as impossible as they were laudable.


Amelia was waiting for my reaction, and when none came, she pressed on: ‘I told him that was ridiculous. The trade in Africans is worth many millions of pounds. It spans three continents. How could one man hope to end all that?’


‘What did he say?’


‘Only that he was going to Deptford to collect something that his enemies would want, something he could use against the slavers. If anything happened to him while he was there, then I should go to Harry Corsham. He said that you would know what to do.’


I stared at her. ‘He said that? I haven’t seen him in over three years.’


‘I think you are the only person he truly trusts.’ She held my gaze with those grey eyes that were so like Tad’s. ‘I do not pretend to understand what happened between you and my brother, Captain Corsham, but there was a time when he was your dearest friend in all the world. Will you go to Deptford and see if you can find him?’


Still I hesitated. I had no wish to see Tad again and open up old wounds. Yet how could I not?


‘Of course I will go. First thing tomorrow morning. In the meantime, do try not to worry.’


Her eyes were bright with emotion, but I did not want her gratitude. I only needed to know that Tad was safe. For that brief moment, when I’d imagined his death, I’d felt cold as marble in a crypt. It was as if a shadow had passed across my soul.




CHAPTER TWO
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I SLEPT FITFULLY, and woke before six. For over an hour I lay there, thinking about Amelia’s visit. Many times I told myself that my fears of the night before were unfounded. By the time I was washed and dressed, I had managed to convince myself that I would find Tad in Deptford, doggedly trying to change the world, blithely unconcerned at all the trouble he had caused.


Caro’s bedroom door was closed. I’d heard her come in last night, sometime after three, and I decided not to wake her. I went downstairs, where I asked Pomfret to have Sam ready the carriage. In my bookroom, I scribbled a quick note to Nicholas Cavill-Lawrence, the Under-Secretary of State for War, explaining that I had been called away from London on urgent business. Since I had been invalided home from America, I had been attached to the War Office, and was shortly due to enter Parliament myself. I made a difference there, I felt, though increasingly I found all the factions and the committees and the administrative labyrinth rather wearisome. I told myself that a day away from the intrigues of Whitehall would do me good.


I gave my note to one of the footmen to deliver, and then took breakfast with Gabriel in the nursery. We made castles out of kedgeree, which we stormed with soldiers made from toast. My son’s laughter had the power to drive all anxiety from my thoughts, and I left the house with my spirits much restored.


Sam took the road south out of the city, over London Bridge. The streets jostled with carts and carriages and gigs; the drivers smoking or swearing or flicking their whips to startle the horses of rival carters. We made slow progress, held up by barrowmen and farmers driving their flocks of sheep and cows to the Smithfield market. On the outskirts of Southwark, scaffolding covered the buildings, and labourers swarmed over them like ants. London was gobbling up the countryside in all directions, but at last we left the traffic and the bustle behind us. The wheels gave a long low note of protest against the turnpike as the horses picked up speed, and I settled to the swaying rhythm of the carriage.


I had never visited Deptford before, though I was familiar with Greenwich, which lay only a little way along the river. Yet I knew from my work at the War Office that the town comprised two separate settlements, joined by a road which cut through open field. Deptford Broadway was where the town’s merchant class lived, near to the toll-bridge where the Old Kent Road crossed Deptford Creek. Deptford Strand lay nearly a mile to the north, on the banks of the River Thames, and comprised the Public and Private Docks, the Navy Yard, and workers’ housing.


Perhaps an hour after our departure from my house in Mayfair, we rattled into Deptford Broadway. I glimpsed large stone houses and a street of elegant shops with curved windows. Gentlemen and ladies with parasols promenaded in the sun, followed by little black pageboys and towering African footmen. My intention was to find the town magistrate, who would be the best-placed person to know if a gentleman from out of town had fallen ill, or suffered an injury here in Deptford. I had Sam stop at the coaching inn, where I learned that the man I sought was named Peregrine Child. At this hour, I was informed, he would be down in Deptford Strand, taking stock of all the crimes that had been committed in that place overnight.


Soon the gentility of the Broadway was but a distant memory, and we were jolting along the rough dirt road towards the Thames. The carriage steadily filled with noxious air: pitch and sulphur, brick kiln and tannery, the stench of the slaughterhouse, sewage from the river. My apprehension at seeing Tad again had grown with every mile we’d travelled from London. Now it was sitting like a stone in my gullet. Why the devil had he told Amelia to seek me out? I had seen him only once since I had returned from America, over three years ago, and the memory of that meeting grated often upon my conscience. I regretted the hurt I had caused him, but I had no wish to revisit my decision. Our shared past was a dark and dangerous place.


We clattered into Deptford Strand a few minutes later, passing dingy brick houses and a large flint church. My bad leg was stiff after the journey and I was eager to walk it off. I rapped on the roof, and we halted next to a wide field of mud, which appeared to pass as the town green. This dismal patch of ground was surrounded by crooked rows of houses and shops, and a number of stalls perched on the mud were selling fish. Sam climbed down from his box, and fitted the steps for me to descend.


‘Have a drink in one of the taverns,’ I told him, ‘but make sure that you are back here by midday.’


There were a great many taverns for Sam to choose from. Men were already staggering along the street, though it was not yet eleven o’clock. Many wore sailors’ slops and had the wide-hipped gait men acquire after years at sea. A cacophony of whores were soliciting for custom, and I proved a magnet for their attentions as I walked in the direction of the river.


‘Feel its olive skin.’ One ageing Delilah touched my face. ‘Soft brown eyes like my daughter’s. Oh, I’ll take you to Paradise, my handsome soldier.’


Looking around myself at the rag shops and the pawnbrokers and the gaunt, grubby prostitutes, I struggled to imagine a more distant destination. I disentangled myself from her embrace, gave her a penny, and asked her for directions to the Deptford watchhouse.


‘You looking for Perry Child?’ she asked, showing me a mouthful of blackened teeth. ‘He’ll be having his breakfast. Try the Noah’s Ark.’


This establishment proved to be an old half-timbered inn on the north-west corner of the Green, the upper storeys leaning so far over the cobbles, I was half afraid the entire edifice would come crashing down on top of me. The road carried on to the river, and I paused to admire the vast brown sweep of Deptford Reach. The docks jostled with vessels of every conceivable size, a forest of masts pricking the cloudless sky.


Perhaps a dozen men sat drinking in the taproom, and they turned to stare as I walked in. The place smelled of fried fish; the conversation punctuated by the rattle of dice. A young man in a horsehair wig was cleaning tankards behind the bar, and I asked him to point out Peregrine Child. He directed me to one of the wooden booths in the tavern’s dining room, where a man of middling years was eating alone.


‘Mr Child?’ The man looked up from his fish pie. ‘Captain Henry Corsham.’ I bowed and he gave me a curt nod. ‘Forgive me for interrupting your breakfast, but I require a few minutes of your time.’


Child ran a sceptical eye over my uniform: from my black bicorne hat to my leather boots, by way of my scarlet coat, buff breeches and silk stockings. ‘What’s it regarding?’ he asked through a mouthful of pie. His accent was local, devoid of gentlemanly inflection, and he didn’t try to hide it.


‘A friend of mine is missing. He was last believed to be in Deptford. I would like your assistance in locating him.’


Child wore a shabby blue coat, and his cravat was stained with grease. He was about forty-five, I guessed, though his double chin and the full dress wig made it hard to be certain. His eyes were swift and button-black, his mouth was small and cynical, and his bulbous nose was a filigree of broken veins. A bottle of red wine, almost empty, stood beside his elbow.


He stifled a sigh, and gestured me to the seat opposite. ‘What’s your friend’s name?’


‘Thaddeus Archer, though most people call him Tad. He is thirty years old and he travelled here from London.’


‘A gentleman?’


‘A barrister. Lincoln’s Inn.’


‘Lawyers. My father used to say they were put on this earth to make excise men look good. I’ve never heard of your friend, Captain, I’m sorry to say.’


‘Mr Archer should have returned home five days ago now,’ I persisted, ‘but no one has seen him since he left London. His sister is concerned for his—’ I broke off as he started to shovel more pie into his face. ‘Perhaps I could wait for you to finish your breakfast, sir, and then accompany you back to the watchhouse? That way you could make notes.’


Child tapped his skull with the tines of his fork. ‘It lodges here, I assure you, sir. Lawyer. Archer. Sister. Do go on.’


I found Child’s manners to be as coarse as his costume, but I restrained my impatience. ‘As I was saying, Mr Archer’s sister is concerned for his welfare.’


Child took a long pull on his wine. ‘Look, I would like to help you, sir, but we have many visitors here in Deptford. They come and they go, and accidents happen. Men get drunk and fall in the river, or someone helps them fall. The Reach gives them up eventually, though there’s often not much left of them when it does. If that’s the way your friend’s gone, it could be weeks until we find him.’


It was plain that Mr Child had taken a dislike to me, probably based on my appearance and my class. Perhaps he also disliked me as a military man. I knew there were tensions between the town and the Navy Yard. It was time to dispense with good manners.


‘A gentleman has disappeared in your town and on your watch, sir. I have no desire to make trouble for you in Whitehall but, believe me, I will if you won’t help me.’


At last Child looked up from his breakfast. ‘Whitehall, is it, sir?’


‘I am attached to the War Office.’ I handed him my card. ‘Now which is it to be, sir, friend or foe?’


Child moistened his lips with his wine-stained tongue and regarded my card with a baleful stare. ‘Was your friend here on business, do you know? A lot of London lawyers have dealings with the merchants and the wholesalers in Deptford Strand.’


‘I don’t think his visit was connected to his legal affairs at all. Mr Archer had political interests too, the radical kind. One of his principal passions was the abolition of slavery.’


I anticipated further hostility on the part of Mr Child – I could well imagine his opinion of abolitionists. Yet when he spoke, it was with urgency rather than malevolence.


‘Describe him, will you, Captain, please?’


His bearing had stiffened and his eyes burned into me like coals. I was alarmed by the change in him, and a sensation of foreboding crept over my skin.


‘He is about five feet seven inches tall. Very thin, rather pale. Long black hair. People will remember him – they always do. He dresses like a lawyer, but he talks like a priest.’


‘An apt description,’ Child said heavily.


‘Apt?’ I frowned. ‘I thought you said you didn’t know him?’


‘Mutato nomine de te fabula narrator. Change but the name and the tale is told of you.’ Child pushed his plate away and wiped his mouth with his napkin. ‘Captain Corsham, you’d better come with me.’




CHAPTER THREE
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It WAS THE size and shape of a man, and covered by a sheet. Tad’s size. Tad’s shape. Acid flooded my mouth. Peregrine Child was talking, but I barely heard him.


‘Our corpse here called himself Thomas Valentine, and this wasn’t the first time he’d stayed in town. We found him four days ago, down at the dock. I have been making inquiries with the London magistrates, trying to locate his kin. If Valentine was an assumed name, that would explain my lack of success.’


We were back in Deptford Broadway, in the apartment of a surgeon named James Brabazon, on the first floor of the town’s apothecary shop. The room was fitted out with shelves of glass bottles and jars, and wooden racks of saws, knives and scissors. A dreadful smell hung in the air, not quite of putrefaction, but a powerful stench of overripe game that mingled with the surgeon’s cologne. I noted all these facts peripherally, for I only had eyes for the thing upon the table.


‘As I said,’ Child went on, ‘the description fits, but maybe you’d prefer to send for someone else? A servant who knew him, perhaps? The body is not a wreath of roses.’


I raised my head. ‘And I am not a flower girl. Please proceed.’


Child gestured to Brabazon, who pulled aside the sheet.


My world swam. I stood motionless, absorbing the shock. I had been expecting it, but still it hit me like a team of oxen. Tad’s fine-boned features were swollen, but still painfully recognizable. My eyes travelled over the gaping chasm in his neck, the countless cuts and abrasions that covered his body. The injuries seemed unreal, like a painting of a tortured saint.


I stared at him dumbly, wanting to shake life back into his body. I wanted to drop to my knees and pray to a God I was no longer sure existed. My ears buzzed, as they sometimes did at times of stress, damaged by proximity to the artillery cannon at Bunker Hill.


‘It’s him,’ I heard myself say. ‘That’s Thaddeus Archer.’


Brabazon offered me a sympathetic smile. He had a gaunt, narrow face and wore his own dark brown hair long, tied back with a ribbon. His eyes were quite startling: one blue in colour, one brown. Each stared back at me, brimming with concern.


‘Had you known him long, Captain Corsham?’ he asked in a soft Scottish brogue.


‘For over ten years. We were up at Oxford together.’ The words came distantly and didn’t sound like my own.


‘He died when the throat was cut,’ Brabazon said. ‘At the end, at least, it was mercifully quick.’


‘Brabazon believes he died not long before we found him,’ Child said. ‘Sometime during the early hours of June eighteenth.’


‘The timing of rigor mortis suggests it.’ Brabazon peered at me. ‘Captain, would you like to sit down?’


In my worst imaginings last night, I had contemplated his death – but never this butchery, this savagery. ‘Dear God, but he was tortured.’ I stared at a grotesque mark upon his chest. The flesh had been burned and some sort of design seared into it: a crescent moon turned on its side, so that the horns pointed south, surmounted by a band with points, like a crown. ‘What devilry is that?’


‘Whoever killed him saw fit to brand him like a Negro,’ Brabazon said. ‘It is extraordinary. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


‘Turn him over,’ Child said.


I swallowed as I took in the raw mess of Tad’s back. ‘This was done with a whip,’ Brabazon said. ‘I’d guess fifty lashes. He was probably tied to a post for it. You can see the rope abrasions here – around his wrists and ankles.’


‘Show him the hands,’ Child said.


I’d already noticed them. How could I not? Each was grotesquely swollen, the knuckles puffed and purple. Some of the fingers stuck out at odd angles.


‘I fear a thumbscrew was used on him,’ Brabazon said.


‘A thumbscrew?’ I stared at him, appalled. ‘Where would a man obtain such a thing in this day and age?’


‘Oh, they are in regular use aboard the slaving ships. It’s not a pleasant aspect of the trade, I grant you, but sometimes their application proves necessary. If a cargo of Negroes are suspected of plotting a rebellion, for instance, the thumbscrew can force their plans out of them. I take a voyage as a slave ship surgeon every other year, and I have applied the device myself. Mr Archer’s injuries are entirely consistent.’


Dear God, these people. This town.


‘As I said, this wasn’t the first time that the man we knew as Valentine came to Deptford,’ Child said. ‘I had dealings with him myself. He’d been harassing one of the slave merchants here in the Broadway, and stirring things up with the local Negroes. I advised him to get out of town and not come back.’ He moved to stand over the corpse, pointing at Tad’s injuries as he spoke. ‘The whip. The brand. The thumbscrew. Slaving punishments. Your friend came here looking for trouble and he found it.’


Brabazon rolled Tad onto his back and stepped away. I knew this scene would be etched upon my memory forever. ‘Do you have the man who did this in custody?’


‘Not at present,’ Child said.


‘What are you doing to find him?’


‘What I usually do when I have a corpse and no witnesses. Issue a reward and see if anyone comes to claim it.’


‘In London many magistrates also investigate crimes.’


Child regarded me evenly. ‘This isn’t London.’


My gaze kept returning to the mark on Tad’s chest, imagining the smell as the hot iron burned his skin, his screams. ‘If the killer is familiar with slaving punishments, doesn’t it stand to reason that he is a slaving man?’


‘Doubtless he is, but half the men in town have worked the Guineamen at one time or another. That’s near three thousand suspects. I asked around the slaving taverns, but I didn’t find any answers. Nor did I expect to. Slaving men look after their own.’


‘What about the brand? The design is quite distinctive, wouldn’t you say?’


Brabazon had his back to us, tidying away some apparatus. Now he turned. ‘Oh, there are countless old slave brands to be found around Deptford, sir. I wouldn’t set too much store by it.’


‘The way I see it,’ Child said, ‘your friend picked an argument over slavery with the wrong man. He was followed to some quiet place where the killer overpowered him. The villain had his sport  – ’ Child grasped his index finger and made a violent, wrenching motion  – ‘and once he got bored, he cut Mr Archer’s throat.’


‘You cannot think he was tortured to death merely over a political disagreement?’


‘What else could it be?’


A curious stillness had descended over the room. Both men turned, waiting for my answer.


‘Mr Archer told his sister that people had been following him. He said that someone in Deptford had tried to kill him. Perhaps that’s why he used a false name – because he feared for his life?’


‘Did he say anything else about this person who tried to kill him?’


‘Only that his enemies were powerful. Slave merchants, I think. Archer was mixed up in some sort of scheme to bring an end to the African trade.’ It sounded so foolish, and yet I couldn’t escape the evidence of my eyes. Tad had said that people wanted him dead, and now he was.


Child raised his eyebrows. ‘End slavery, sir? How exactly did he propose to do that?’


I frowned, trying to remember what Amelia had told me. I needed to talk to her again. ‘He said he was coming here to collect something that his enemies would want.’


Again I sensed their interest. ‘What sort of something?’ Child said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘I found nothing out of the ordinary in his room at the Noah’s Ark.’


‘Where are his things? I’d like to examine them myself.’


Child hesitated. ‘They’re at the mayor’s house.’


‘Why would the mayor have them?’


‘A gentleman was murdered in his town. Mr Stokes takes an interest.’


‘Then I’ll need to see Mr Stokes.’


‘If you think it necessary. I don’t hold with conspiracies myself. Ockham’s Razor is my watchword. Lex Parsimoniae. Give me two explanations, one simple, one complicated, and I’ll take the straightforward answer every time.’ Child gestured at the corpse. ‘Cover him up, will you, Brabazon? We’re done.’


My eyes pricking, I stared into the bright shaft of sunlight that penetrated through the open window. I was no longer in that room, no longer in the presence of the ravaged corpse upon the table. I was walking along the banks of the Cherwell on a bright September morning twelve years earlier. I turned a bend in the river and there he was.


We had never spoken before, though I had often seen him around Wadham College, where he was already accounted quite the eccentric. A small, slight young man, I guessed he weighed significantly less than the large sack he was struggling to lift. He was dressed all in black, and he wore no hat or wig. Later I discovered that he’d mislaid the former in a gin shop, and that he never wore wigs because he considered them undemocratic. His hair was tied back into a queue, one black forelock tumbling over an eye. Prominent cheekbones, pale skin, a wide mouth and large grey eyes. Less a student of law than a romantic poet come to duel.


He thrust his arms into the sack, bringing out handfuls of white powder, which he cast into the water like a farmer from a parable. This action he repeated several times, and I divined that he was trying to lighten the sack so that he could lift it. I stood watching, shielding my eyes against the glare of the sun on the water, until he happened to glance up and notice me.


‘West Indian sugar,’ he cried, by way of explanation. ‘They ground the loaves for the month yesterday. I stole it from the college kitchens last night – for it is polluted with the blood of African slaves.’


‘Then the river is the best place for it.’ I grinned, and he grinned back.


‘I’ve been looking for you,’ I said, as he cast more sugar into the water. ‘Those things you said about slavery in the refectory last night. I agreed with every word. The trade in Africans is an abomination, a canker on the body politic.’


His expression grew more sombre. ‘That slave merchant on the dean’s table left without making a donation. I fear the provost means to send me down.’


My voice rose, as my courage mounted. ‘I’ll stand with you, if you like, against the dean and the provost. They can’t send us both down just for having an opinion.’


He paused to catch his breath, looking me up and down, and his face lit up again with that broad smile. ‘It seems the Lord has sent me a Heracles to help me lift this sack. Don’t just stand there staring, sir. Come and help.’


That was the beginning. Just as this was the end.




CHAPTER FOUR
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BRABAZON WALKED US down the stairs to the street. My chest hurt, as it hadn’t since the day my mother died. I wanted the years back. All that time in America, when I’d put an ocean between us. The London years, when we’d lived so near, yet strangers.


Brabazon drew back the bolts and opened the door to let us out, but pulled back with an exclamation of annoyance.


‘Forgive me, gentlemen, there is a dead bird outside my door. Take care to step over it.’


We did as he advised, and I saw that the bird was a white dove, its wings outstretched as if in posthumous flight. The belly had been slit open, and the innards were spread around the carcass, almost in a circle. Even to my distracted eye, the bird did not look as if it had been placed there by some furred or feathered predator, but rather by human hand.


Child and Brabazon exchanged a glance, and they looked up and down the street. A boy was herding geese along with a stick. Three young ladies were giggling over a bonnet outside a shop window. A pair of black footmen walked past, deep in conversation. Brabazon kicked the bird aside and called for his manservant to come and clean it up. He apologized again, we exchanged bows, and made our departure.


My carriage was idling outside the coaching inn, where Sam had doubtless slaked his thirst once more. Child gave him directions to the mayor’s house and we climbed inside. I watched from the carriage window, as the world without Tad passed by.


*


The mayor lived on the outskirts of Deptford Broadway, in a white, Italianate villa surrounded by lush gardens. A whitehaired African porter opened the gates for us, and the horses crunched up the drive to a turning circle with a fountain in front of the house.


A black manservant in footman’s livery met us at the door. A tall, thickset fellow with protruding eyes and a squashed nose, he seemed to know Child well. After a short wait in an anteroom, we were shown into a spacious parlour with large glazed doors opening onto the gardens. Chinoiserie cabinets displayed collections of ivory and jade, and yet it was the elaborate plasterwork that held my attention. Instead of the usual key motif or acanthus leaves, the cornicing was embellished with the sculpted heads of submissive Africans.


Child made the introductions. The mayor, Lucius Stokes, was a man of my father’s generation, and in many respects he resembled him, too. Tall, with a strong chin and patrician good looks, his black velvet coat was embroidered with silver thread, and his indigo cravat carelessly knotted. He wore his own hair short and powdered, with side-whiskers over the ears – a young man’s fashion. Unlike Father, whose trembling handshake had betrayed his dissolution, Stokes had a firm grip and a politician’s smile. Sitting on the sofa by his side was a very beautiful mulatto woman.


‘Tea, gentlemen? See to it, Abraham.’


I bowed to the woman, unsure of her position in the household. Her glossy black hair was piled and pinned in imitation of an English lady. She was dressed like one too, in a close-fitted gown of canary-yellow silk, cut low in the bodice. My bow elicited a faint smile from Mayor Stokes.


‘Captain Corsham is here about Valentine’s murder,’ Child said.


I sensed movement across the parlour, and for the first time I noticed another African, sitting writing at a secretary desk in a corner of the room. He was dressed as a gentleman, wearing a periwig. I judged him to be about my own age. His quill had frozen on the page, and he was gazing at me with a peculiar intensity.


Child explained to Stokes that the man who had come to Deptford calling himself Valentine had been identified as a London barrister named Thaddeus Archer. ‘Captain Corsham was a friend of his.’ He handed Stokes my card.


‘A distressing business.’ Stokes gave a regretful smile. A gentle aroma of civet scent and Virginia tobacco surrounded him. ‘Some said when Valentine first came here, that I should have had him run out of town. Perhaps, all things considered, that might have been best. Yet I pride myself that Deptford is a liberal, tolerant place. Every man has a right to speak his mind here, even an abolitionist.’


‘Evidently not everyone felt the same way,’ I said.


‘Indeed, and I regret it most profoundly. Yet your friend – Mr Archer, was it? – bears some responsibility for what occurred. Just as a wise man does not walk into a bear’s cave and poke him with a stick, nor does he stride into a slaving town crying liberty. Mr Child did try to warn him, the first time he encountered trouble here. Had he listened, he might be alive today.’


‘What trouble was this?’


I sensed Child’s reluctance to speak of the incident. ‘About a month or so back, Archer had a fracas with a slave ship sailor down at the dock.’


‘This could be the attempt on his life that he spoke about.’


Child waved a dismissive hand. ‘A bout of fisticuffs, that’s all.’


‘Is this sailor a suspect?’


‘He had an alibi. A good one. I checked.’


The woman rose from the sofa and crossed the room to look out at the garden. Every man present, even the black gentleman at the desk, turned to follow her progress. She was much younger than I had first realized, perhaps sixteen years old. Her skin was the colour of honey, her features a glorious marriage of the European and the black. When she moved, it was like watching sunlight glide across the parquet floor.


Abraham, the thickset footman, returned with the tea tray, and I smiled my thanks as he poured me a bowl. His eyes met mine, blank and hostile. I couldn’t bring myself to add sugar – the memory of Tad on the river lay too nearly upon me – and the bitterness of the leaves was a fitting companion for the grief and the guilt confounding my thoughts.


‘Mr Stokes, perhaps we might talk about Mr Child’s investigation.’ Or lack of it, I thought grimly. ‘I cannot help thinking that a more active inquiry, one less reliant upon rewards for information, would be more likely to apprehend the killer.’


‘Mr Child does not have the resources available to magistrates of the London bench,’ Stokes said firmly. ‘I am quite sure he is doing his best under the circumstances.’


‘He needs to do more. This is no ordinary murder, sir. The torture. The brand. Archer told his sister that he had made powerful enemies in your town. I think he meant slave merchants. He was frightened for his safety, and I imagine that was why he used an assumed name. This was not some argument over abolition gone too far.’


‘Captain Corsham has a theory about the murder,’ Child said. ‘He believes Archer was killed because he’d found the means to end slavery.’


‘Does he, by Jove?’


‘I am aware that it sounds foolish,’ I said, ‘but that’s what he told his sister. However unlikely, if this scheme is what brought him here to town, then it is surely pertinent. Archer said he was coming here to collect something that his enemies would want. If we can find out what it was, then it might shed some light upon his murder.’


‘End slavery,’ Stokes mused. ‘I’m struggling to think. A genie’s lamp? A magic wand? Forgive my bluntness, sir, but you’d need to work a spell upon the English people if you ever hoped to end slavery. They like cheap sugar in their tea and cheap tobacco in their pipes. No amount of handwringing will ever change that.’


‘I’ve told Captain Corsham that we found nothing out of the ordinary in Archer’s room at the inn, yet he feels the need to examine his effects for himself.’ Child gave Stokes a pointed glance.


‘I’d like to take his things with me.’ I didn’t want to examine them here under Child’s beady eye. ‘Mr Archer’s sister will want to have them. I am on my way there now to break the news.’


‘I don’t see why not. By rights they belong to his kin. Mr Child?’


The magistrate shrugged.


Stokes turned to the African at the desk. ‘Scipio, there is a black valise in the closet of my bedroom. Go and get it.’


Why were Tad’s things even here in the first place? I recalled that he had told Amelia that the Deptford authorities were in league with the slavers. I thought it likely that Mayor Stokes was a slave trader himself. As for Mr Child, I had met Covent Garden cardsharps I trusted better. There had to be more to Tad’s murder than these men claimed.


‘Are there many slave merchants living here in Deptford?’ I asked, while we waited for Scipio to return.


‘Several dozen,’ Stokes said. ‘This town was built upon the African trade. This country too, in many respects. I tried to help Mr Archer understand this, but he had a child’s way of looking at the world. He refused to acknowledge our contribution to the nation’s finances, or the history of slavery in Africa itself, or the civilizing effect European slavery has on the blacks themselves. He had a lot to say about profiting from human misery, but had he troubled to take a proper look around this town, he would have discovered the profits of slavery for himself. Philanthropic enterprise, schools for the poor, donations to the church.’


So Stokes had met Tad too. ‘What is the name of the slave merchant Archer stood accused of harassing?’


Child frowned. ‘I don’t see the relevance, sir.’


‘Isn’t it possible he was one of the enemies Archer mentioned?’


‘There is no evidence of wrongdoing on the merchant’s part. On the contrary, Archer made several unwanted visits to his home and pestered his wife and servants in the street. The merchant was the victim of the piece, not Mr Archer.’


‘The merchant is not the one on Brabazon’s table. Why did Archer single out this particular man for special attention? We must understand his purpose in coming here to Deptford.’


The girl had walked back across the room to retake her seat next to Stokes on the sofa. This time we’d been too busy looking at one another to look at her. Now she leaned forward in a waft of rose perfume.


‘He came here to see his dark angel,’ she said.


Her accent was faint, her English precise. Stokes glanced at her, and then struck her very hard across the face. She fell sideways onto the sofa with a faint cry.


I was already halfway out of my chair, ready to intervene, but the girl caught my eye, and gave a swift shake of her head. Not wanting to make things worse for her, I kept my seat.


Scipio came through the door with the bag in his hand, and seemed to take in the situation at a glance. He shot his master a malevolent look.


Child stared out of the window. Abraham took up the teapot and refilled his master’s bowl. I studied the mark Stokes’s hand had left on the girl’s skin and fought the urge to take him by the lapels and throw him through one of his glazed garden doors.


‘There now.’ Stokes massaged his hand. ‘All your bowing and scraping has made my pretty nigger forget her place.’ He smiled to rob his words of offence.


I had no desire to share such a joke with him. ‘A gentleman does not strike a lady, sir.’


‘Miss Cinnamon is my property,’ Stokes said mildly. ‘I can see you own no Africans yourself. They need a firm hand, especially when one dresses them up like this. Now is there anything else that I can help you with, Captain Corsham?’


I could see there was little more to be gained here. For all his urbane manners, Stokes was as obdurate as the magistrate, Child. The girl was holding her face, gazing blankly at the floor. As I took the bag from Scipio, I shot her a last look of concern. He came here to see his dark angel. I only wished that I could ask her what she’d meant.




CHAPTER FIVE
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AMELIA BRADSTREET LIVED only five miles from Deptford, but north of the river. It consequently took us over two hours to drive there, crossing the Thames by means of the horseferry at Rotherhithe. The hamlet of Bethnal Green was a jumble of dilapidated houses and pig farms, surrounded by moorland and beanfields. A lunatic asylum loomed, grey and forbidding, over the green. Unkind voices – Caro’s friends in the Mayfair salons – said that Amelia Bradstreet must fit in rather well.


I followed the directions she had given me, discovering that her cottage lay a few streets back from the green. It had a sagging, thatched roof covered in bird droppings and appeared to have been built on the garden of a much larger house. A sow was suckling her piglets in an adjoining vegetable patch, and the air was rich with the yeasty tang of a brewery.


An elderly Indian maidservant answered my knock. She gazed at me blankly while I explained my business, but Amelia called indistinctly from some other part of the house and the maid stood back to let me enter. She showed me into a tiny parlour where Amelia, pale and pensive, came forward to greet me.


She saw I was alone and her expression fell. ‘I so hoped you would find him.’


I struggled to find the right words – could there be any right words? ‘Please, Mrs Bradstreet, won’t you sit down?’


She read my expression. ‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’


I made a hopeless gesture. ‘I’m so sorry.’


I was ready to catch her if she swooned, but she only sat down on the sofa and raised a hand to her temple. I admired her fortitude. She had lost three children in the cholera epidemic that had also claimed her husband. Now she had no one.


I drew up one of the battered armchairs. The room was cramped and cold, with whitewashed walls. The furniture was old and riddled with worm. A faded carpet of Indian design covered the bare boards, and a few pieces of painted oriental porcelain were the only ornaments of note.


Amelia listened without interruption as I told her about my time in Deptford. I sought to spare her many of the details. The thumbscrew. The lashes. The brand. I wished I had the power to erase them from my own memory. I kept thinking of Tad, lying there on Brabazon’s table. At times it overwhelmed my resolve.


‘So his enemies killed him,’ she said. ‘Just as he feared they would.’


‘I think that’s what we must presume. Can you recall anything else Tad said about them? Or that first attempt on his life?’


‘I have been trying to remember. He talked very fast – the way he always did when he was excited – and some of it seemed so far-fetched. He mentioned enemies in Deptford, but he also talked about a cabal of wealthy slave traders. They controlled Parliament, he said, and their power ran deeper in this country than most people would ever know.’


‘The West India lobby.’ During our time at Oxford we had often described them in such terms.


‘You have heard of them then? I wasn’t sure if they really existed.’


‘They are a group of the wealthiest plantation owners and slave merchants who act in concert to protect their interests. Like the East India Company. Or the wool merchants. Their trade might be unsavoury, but there’s nothing sinister about them.’


‘Are you sure? If Tad really thought he could end slavery, then wouldn’t they have a motive for wanting him dead?’


‘But how on earth did he expect to do that? You said it yourself, slavery is a vast commercial enterprise. Many of the richest men in the kingdom invest in slaving voyages, and ordinary people like the cheap commodities it allows them to buy. The trade can’t just disappear overnight.’


‘Tad seemed to think it could – or at least that he could deliver it a mortal blow. Did you tell the magistrate he’d gone to Deptford to collect something?’


‘He didn’t seem interested. Or rather he pretended not to be. Neither he nor the mayor would answer my questions. It made me wonder if they’re protecting someone in the town. Tad had rancorous dealings with one of the local slave merchants and he was attacked by a slave ship sailor at the dock.’


‘Have you looked to see if the thing he went to collect is in his bag?’


I hadn’t been able to bring myself to examine it in the carriage. The realization that Tad was dead kept hitting me again and again. Each time was worse than the time before.


‘I think it unlikely. Mayor Stokes and the magistrate, Child, were quite content for me to take it.’


We laid Tad’s possessions out on Amelia’s tea table. A dirty shirt and stockings, a half-empty bottle of gin, a volume of the writings of the radical thinker Thomas Paine, a bundle of abolitionist pamphlets, Tad’s mahogany writing box, a ring of keys. Amelia opened the writing box and we spent a few minutes looking through the letters inside. They were mainly bills and angry missives from creditors, along with a few items of legal correspondence. As Child had said, nothing seemed relevant to his murder.


Amelia picked up one of the pamphlets.


‘F is for freedom,’ she read,




‘In England all men shall be


Released from chains of bondage


In equal liberty.’





An engraving beneath the verse depicted a muscular African breaking the shackles that bound him. Below, in bold black capitals, was a proclamation: SLAVES OF ENGLAND, FREEDOM IS YOURS TO WREST. THE CHILDREN OF LIBERTY WILL PROTECT YOU.


‘Tad fought for the rights of slaves in the London courts,’ she said. ‘Many dozens of them are free because of him.’


‘Mr Child said he had been stirring up trouble with the slaves in Deptford. Did Tad ever mention these people in the pamphlet, the Children of Liberty?’


‘Not that I recall. Might they know more about his scheme to end slavery?’


‘It’s possible, though I don’t know how we’d find them.’


She stared at the pamphlet disconsolately. ‘I am so fixed upon my own struggles I confess I barely give the plight of Africans a thought. Tad had his troubles too, yet he cared only for the enslaved, the dispossessed.’


‘He saw the world as a sculptor sees a block of stone. Not how it is. How it could be.’


‘You cared too, as I recall? About slavery, I mean. Most young men don’t.’


I gazed at the engraving, remembering. ‘When I was a child, my mother had a black pageboy named Ben. We played together often – when Father wasn’t there to see it. I had been raised to believe that Africans were inferior as a race, but I discovered that Ben saw and felt and thought much the same as I. Once I knew it, slavery just seemed wrong to me.’


‘Where is Ben now? Still a slave?’


‘Father sold him after Mother died. I was nine years old, Ben only a little older. I begged Father not to do it, but his debts were mounting, and Ben was worth thirty guineas. I remember watching as the carriage drove away, knowing I’d never see him again. His new owner took him to the Caribbean to work on a plantation.’


‘Do you still believe in abolition?’


I hesitated. In Whitehall, West Indian revenues were spoken of in hallowed tones. A young placeman countenancing abolition could wish farewell to his political prospects. In time, when I had more influence, I hoped to own my true convictions. For the moment, I judged it prudent to hold my tongue. Yet here, with Amelia, I felt compelled to speak the truth.


‘I think slavery the most abhorrent design ever conceived by man. How we can call ourselves a Christian nation, I don’t know. But abolition will never happen. Not in my lifetime anyway. The trade’s too lucrative. And people just don’t care enough about Africans on the other side of the world.’


She smiled. ‘Tad would have said you needed faith.’


Her words made me think of Miss Cinnamon’s curious statement. ‘Someone at the mayor’s house told me that Tad went to Deptford to see his dark angel. Does that mean anything to you?’


‘A woman, do you mean?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Tad had women, I do know that.’ A wash of colour flooded her cheeks. ‘A lot of women, by all accounts, though not the sort you’d introduce to your sister. Maybe this woman – his dark angel – will know what Tad was doing in Deptford?’


My attention had wandered, disjointed thoughts racing through my mind. All the events of the day. All the unanswered questions. He’d told Amelia to go to me if anything happened to him. He’d said Harry Corsham would know what to do. Except I didn’t.


I picked up the ring of keys. ‘These must be Tad’s. I think I should take a look inside his rooms and see if anything there will tell us more.’


Amelia gave me a wan smile. ‘Thank you, Captain Corsham.’


She had found a leather pouch in one of the side pockets of the valise, and she opened it and shook it over her palm. A small package of red waxed paper fell out. She unwrapped the paper, which was inked with oriental characters. Inside was a brown lump about the size of a damson. Amelia sniffed it and passed it to me without comment. The lump was malleable between my fingers, like glazier’s putty. It held an aroma of fresh-mown hay.


‘It’s opium,’ I said. ‘Men like to eat the smoke of it. It fills their heads with wild dreams and delusions.’


‘I know what it is. I lived in India, remember.’


‘Did you ever see Tad smoke it? It was not a vice he had before I went to America.’


‘Never.’ She dropped the opium onto the table, and studied me intently. ‘Why did you go to America? One minute you were here, and the next gone without a word. You and Tad argued, I do know that. Was that why you left?’


‘Is that what he said?’


‘He said it was over a girl. That you loved the same woman. Is that true?’


For a moment I couldn’t speak, as the events of the day hit me once again. Tad was dead and things could never be put right.


‘It was a long time ago,’ I said.


Still she wouldn’t let the matter drop. ‘Just know that he loved you – whatever wrong you might have done him, or the reverse. He was never the same after you left. He missed you, Captain Corsham.’


Each word was a stiletto thrust into my conscience. I bowed my head, trying not to listen.


‘So many of my memories of him are memories of you. The pair of you down from Oxford. Days on the river. Papa and his dogs. You were as much an Archer as any of us who bore the name. Mama wept when you left. She loved you like a son. But then you would hardly be one of us, would you, if you had not disappointed her?’ She smiled at me sadly. ‘And now you and I are the only ones left.’




CHAPTER SIX
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WE REACHED THE LIMITS of London at a little after eight o’clock. The great dome of St Paul’s was gilded by the evening sun, the City bustling with clerks and stockjobbers heading home or in search of their dinner. As we wended our way west to Soho, the streets grew livelier, spilling with gentleman revellers and their whores. I watched distractedly, absorbed by memories of Tad. London looked the same and yet everything was different.


We pulled up outside Carlisle House, and I jumped down from the carriage, without waiting for Sam to fit the steps. The doormen knew me and waved me through, to cries of protest from those queuing to get inside. I hurried through a series of gilded anterooms into the ballroom.


Light and music and colours whirled past me: satin gowns, embroidered waistcoats, silk fans. I searched the room for my wife, dazzled by the play of light upon crystal and mirror. I couldn’t see her in the ballroom and I hurried on. Over the Chinese Bridge, through the courtyard garden, into the Star Room where faro and hazard were played. The newspapers likened Carlisle House to the Fall of Rome. Caro called it Eden without the innocence. Tad, who had objected more to the people than to the pleasure, had called it the tenth circle of hell.


Tonight it felt like it. My uniform was suffocating and my cravat felt like a noose, though the players at the gaming tables seemed oblivious to the heat. I passed men I knew and they wished me luck in the by-election. They weren’t to know that nothing was further from my mind. I thought only of Tad. Tad and Caro. There she was.


She was laughing, one hand raised to her piled chestnut hair, adorned tonight with a spray of ostrich feathers. In the candlelight her features held a misleading fragility: delicate bones, the softest mouth. She was wearing a robe en chemise of oyster satin, the bodice gathered with turquoise ribbons. Her diamond bracelets cast rainbows as she shook the dice.


The gentlemen surrounding her wore white dress suits and attentive smiles. I looked for the young viscount who had called at the house last week, but I couldn’t see him. Perhaps he had been banished from her circle. To turn up at her house, drunk, trying to provoke her husband into a duel, was surely in breach of whatever rules she made them play by. Not the fact of the thing, but the look of the thing. Even love was constrained by the iron laws of Caro’s drawing room.


I pushed my way through to her side, and drew her away from the group. ‘Ho there, Corsham,’ someone called after us. ‘Bring her back soon, old man. She’s luck.’


I pulled her into one of the little alcoves garlanded with leaves that were supposed to resemble lovers’ bowers in a pleasure garden. ‘Harry?’ she said. ‘Whatever is the matter?’


‘Thaddeus Archer is dead.’


She stared at me. ‘Good Lord. How very shocking.’


‘He was murdered.’ My voice broke. ‘They tortured him first and then they cut his throat.’


I had spared Amelia Bradstreet those details, but Caro was her father’s daughter. She had the old bastard’s mettle and fixity of purpose. Her only reaction was a slight intake of breath.


‘I’ve been in Deptford. That’s where his body was found.’


‘Deptford?’ She said it as though it were China or Hades. ‘Whatever was he doing there?’


‘Some scheme to do with slavery. Amelia and I are trying to find out.’


She frowned at the name. ‘Surely that is down to the Deptford authorities?’


‘The authorities can’t be trusted. Tad told Amelia as much, and today I saw what they were like myself. I’m on my way to his rooms now. I hope to find something there. I didn’t want you to worry.’


I was aware that I was babbling. My face wore a sheen of sweat, and I could feel a pulse beating in my neck. Caro was looking at me as one might regard a patient at the Bedlam Hospital, concerned and cautious all at once.


‘I cannot think it right to get involved.’


‘Tad told Amelia to come to me if anything happened to him. Nothing about this feels right, Caro. He said there was a conspiracy against him, slave merchants and politicians. He said they wanted him dead.’


‘All the more reason to leave it well alone.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You are about to enter Parliament, Harry. If there ever was a time to be caught up in a sensational murder, this isn’t it. Just think of the constituency. Some of the freeholders are slave merchants themselves.’


‘The freeholders will vote the way the ministry bribes them to vote. Cavill-Lawrence assures me that I needn’t worry on that score.’


‘Even so. Why take the chance?’ Again I saw the late Charles Craven in his daughter’s eyes, the banker’s mind swift to calculate risk and reward.


‘Because he asked for me. Because Amelia has no one else.’


She tipped her head on one side to look at me, a Whitechapel prize-fighter’s jut of the jaw. ‘If Amelia’s friends have deserted her, then whose fault is that?’
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