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  To my parents




  





  PROLOGUE




  November, 1792




  ‘Who’s there?’




  Edward Digby heard the hoarseness of his shout as though watching himself from a distance. He felt his breath catch in his throat. For a moment there was no reply, and his right hand went

  instinctively to the hilt of his knife, feeling the reassuring texture of the cloth-bound handle beneath his fingers. Even in the open space of this elegant square, every dark corner was

  threatening. He was alone on the watch and it was past midnight: late, too late for anyone respectable to be hiding in the shadows.




  ‘Show yourself,’ he shouted.




  ‘It’s Bright Hemmings,’ came a familiar, plaintive voice. ‘I came to find you. Someone’s stolen my pig again.’




  Digby almost laughed out loud with relief, but instead began to cough. With every inhalation of cold air he felt a nagging pain grate in his lungs. He had caught a cold, and he knew he

  wouldn’t shift it until the sun broke through winter again and the daffodils were blooming in St James’s Park. If I live that long, he thought grimly. Predictably, the coughing fit

  brought little relief. Even as he caught his breath, he could feel the corruption, flickering and insistent, in the back of his throat. ‘Evening to you Bright,’ he croaked eventually,

  his voice splintering and dying. ‘Another one lost, eh?’




  Bright had emerged from the shadows: a slight figure, his black eyes shining in the lantern beam, with an exaggerated expression of outrage on his face. He was a local joke. Every time he

  acquired a new pig it was gone within a week, leaving only the reproach of its smell and a few handfuls of soiled straw fluttering in its empty stall. At the sight of Digby he launched himself into

  a litany of complaints about pig-stealing and the treachery of neighbours.




  ‘Foes are all around, Edward Digby, you mark my words. They’ve taken her: my Sunbeam. There’s not a person this side of Piccadilly I’d trust to leave my livestock

  be.’




  He was about to continue when Digby cut him off. ‘That’s enough,’ he croaked. ‘I don’t have Watkin with me tonight. I’ll make enquiries in the

  morning.’




  ‘No you won’t!’ cried Bright, his voice growing shriller. ‘You’ll leave me complaining to the air, just as you did before.’




  ‘I swear it,’ said Digby. As he walked away he swore under his breath. His heart was still hammering in his chest. ‘Stupid bastard,’ he muttered.




  He walked swiftly down Hays Mews. The smell of horseshit and hay didn’t disturb him, thanks to his blunted senses. Behind the grand terraces of Berkeley Square the mews buildings crouched

  in darkness and near-silence apart from the occasional shifting of one of the equine inhabitants, a faint nicker or the sound of a shod hoof on poorly covered stone. Their human attendants were

  still, probably lying in death-sleeps of fatigue. Digby wished he could join them. He hurried on, thinking of his bed. On Hill Street the pale moonlight picked out details here and there, like

  highlights on a watercolour.




  Normally Digby was glad of a full moon – at least he could see his way across the ground and identify potential hazards without hunching over his lantern beam. But tonight, patrolling

  alone without Watkin, the sight of it made him shiver. He felt there was something malevolent about it. The wind rustled through the trees to the north of the square. He put his collar up and

  hurried on, stopping once to succumb to another coughing fit. This was the only stretch he had to do alone tonight: he would meet with other members of the watch on Hay Hill. Damn Watkin and his

  pointless reading society; now, he would be poised over some volume of poetry, his lips moving. Digby knew the learning he got would be of no use to him on London’s streets.




  Candles were still burning in the tall town houses on Berkeley Square; Digby saw their soft glow beyond fanlights and windows as he passed alongside the facades of the houses. Some were tall

  rectangles of dark brick; others had frontages of chalk-white stucco. No one house was the same, as though the rich families contained within were asserting their individuality. The square had been

  built only fifty years before, raised out of the mud by prospectors with building leases and high hopes. Digby’s grandfather had told him stories of it as a child; he knew where the buildings

  had come from, and he knew what had been here before: Brick Close, a patch of land that had once been a farm, with a sewer at its south end. This knowledge, he fancied, gave him a kind of

  superiority to the grand ladies and gentlemen that lived there. He tried to remind himself of it. The houses were just bricks and mortar, even those set behind high walls like separate estates, and

  the people within, living souls, just as fragile as him. Yet the houses seemed as inviolable as churches, and as serene, as though they had always been there.




  As he walked, Digby felt his jaw tighten, the old familiar resentment. It was the same every night. He never considered how often he repeated himself; each night he picked at the scab of his

  hatred. Past his fortieth year, he hated with the intensity of a young man, just as he still yearned. The women who had come and gone in his life had all urged him to pray – strange, that,

  how he drew them to him, all these holy women – but he always ignored attempts to force serenity upon him. The only prayer he ever said was a line from the evening service: lighten our

  darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord; and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night.




  He felt it fitted him, for now he was a private watchman, paid by the wealthiest inhabitants of the square to keep watch over the hours of darkness. He was nothing to them, but he kept his sharp

  eyes trained on their lives. On a summer’s night he might pause, and try to see in their windows from a distance, as though by glimpsing a silk-covered wall, a candlestick or even – if

  he was lucky – a face, his curses might have more meat to feed on.




  But this night he had an overwhelming urge to huddle into his coat, to fold his arms and suffocate the infection out of himself, so he was denied the pleasure of watching the houses. He was in

  pain, and felt as if his bones were sewn together with threads of ice, crystals forming in their marrow. He wasn’t stopping for anyone.




  Stepping off the path he dodged a young man driving a phaeton too fast: it passed him with the clatter of hooves and wheels, heading for the mews. Digby stayed against the railings, glancing

  warily behind him at the dark heart of the square. They had planted young trees there, as though trying to create a country estate in the midst of the city of filth and ashes.




  At a quiet stretch on the square, where a house stood vacant, a faint cry made him stop and look about. A woman? He paused and listened. In the distance he could still hear the sound of Bright

  Hemmings wailing about his bloody pig, and wondered that his reedy voice could carry so far. He supposed it was for his benefit. Who else would listen to him at this time of night apart from

  thieves and vagabonds? He thought about going back and telling the man to be quiet if he valued his life.




  As he walked on a shiver ran through him, from the top of his head to the depths of his guts. He looked around. Something was wrong.




  Then he spotted it. There was a dark mound on the other side of the railings bordering Berkeley Square: an irregularity in the chill depths of the grass, the edge of something protruding from

  shadow. He marvelled that he should know his beat so well; that the moonlight sliding off one curved surface should draw his eye.




  ‘Who’s there?’ he said.




  There was no reply.




  He grasped the ring of keys in his pocket, wincing at the cold of them, and went to open the nearest gate into the square. It moved at his touch; it had been left unlocked. As it creaked open,

  his hand found the knife hilt again.




  The irregular shape was a man asleep, face down in the grass, beside one of the young plane trees. Digby relaxed a little. A drunk.




  ‘Come on, you,’ he said. He tried to inject some levity into his tone. The man did not move. Digby was faintly aware that in the distance Bright Hemmings had fallen silent. He and

  this man were alone in the heavy darkness of the London night. ‘Wake up,’ he said, giving the inert mass a sharp, practiced kick. It did not stir.




  He changed the details in the telling, of course, but that was how Edward Digby found Pierre Renard dead.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  28th April, 1792




  This book has been ordered special for me from Mr Laveen. The best marbled paper, the finest calfskin, although we had a dispute about the quality of the gilding; but it is

  well enough. One day, all of the things in my house will be as beautiful as this book.




  I wish to keep a record of my thoughts; not just for myself (for there are few persons I can confide in), but because the generations that follow me will wish to know of Pierre Renard.

  Founder of a dynasty of silversmiths. Gentleman. This is not mere intention, but resolution; I have my eyes set high. This precious record will serve as a reminder of the rough road I have

  travelled, when I one day come to write of my life. For now, I will keep it tucked away: as safe as silver.




  She did not know what prompted her to turn her eyes away from the full moon on that winter’s evening in 1781. She had waited, unmoving, for so long, her face cold against

  the windowpane.




  That was when she saw him. Even before she could make out his face, she recognized the way he moved, each step with a confident spring to it. Hope died in her, as quietly as a candle snuffed out

  by a draught. She had allowed herself to hope he would not come.




  All day she had listened for the sound of her brother Eli’s footsteps on the stairs; she kept forgetting that he had been taken to stay with her aunt. Without him the house seemed to have

  lost its soul, and the silence was heavy and charged, like the air when a storm is approaching. She longed to hear his laughter and his quick, lively footsteps. But Mary had been made to understand

  that Eli’s absence was absolutely necessary: the survival of her marriage prospects depended upon it. A clean, healthy bloodline, Pierre had said: strong, wholesome sons. Pierre Renard

  esteemed Mary, but the small brother who sat watching him, staring as though he could see into the very soul of a person: he was a problem.




  ‘Look at the silversmith’s moon, Marie,’ Mr Renard said that evening, her name becoming French under the influence of his voice. When they had first met, she had thought it was

  mere affectation, for though of French parentage, he had been born in England. But now she realized his accent strengthened by habit rather than will, when he was trying to make love to her, or

  persuade a stranger of his artistic heritage. She said nothing.




  ‘What do you see?’ he said.




  ‘The night sky,’ she said. He gave a little sigh: the wrong answer. She tried again. ‘The full moon?’ she said, and was relieved to feel his hands squeeze her arms, a

  gesture of approbation.




  ‘When you see the moon,’ he said, ‘I see silver. A blank disc of silver, waiting on my bench to be worked. It is the moment I love the most.’ His voice lowered to a

  whisper, as though he was telling her some profound secret. ‘The moment of potential.’




  After he had gone, she stood at the window, and thought: it is not too late, not yet. I must do something, now. I must end this.




  Mary came to with a start. The memory stayed with her, fading only as she looked around her, and she realized she had been dreaming of a time long ago, and of events that were

  fixed and irreversible. Eleven years had passed from that November night to this one – but still, the words moved through her mind, as slowly as a piece of cotton pulled through the eye of a

  needle.




  It is not too late. I must do something. I must end this.




  Dazed and half-asleep, she rubbed her eyes and breathed steadily, waiting for her heartbeat to slow. She was alone; in her little parlour, the fire was burning low, casting shadows on the wall

  behind her. She shifted in the hard chair: mahogany, with a shield-shaped back, chosen by her husband. She wondered if he wished her always to be uncomfortable. As she put her hand back to rub her

  neck she felt that her skin was damp with sweat.




  ‘Pierre?’ she called, and heard her voice falter. She was relieved when there was no response. But of course: after dinner he had left with the words ‘I may be late’, by

  which she knew that he would be gone for most of the evening, and possibly all night. She had said nothing and tried to keep her expression neutral, an approach that sometimes calmed Pierre, and

  sometimes maddened him. For a man who had made his way from obscurity to a goldsmith’s shop on Bond Street, he had a surprisingly thin skin.




  Mary glanced nervously at the clock: it was nearly one, and her hands went to her keys before she remembered that she had secured the doors straight after dinner. Some instinct had urged her to

  make the tour of the house then, locking the inhabitants into their rooms – customary in many houses, but strictly adhered to at Pierre Renard’s establishment on New Bond Street. Had

  she fallen asleep without doing it, she would have been culpable indeed.




  In the long evenings when he left her alone, she would step on to the street for a moment before locking the door, casting one brief look up and down, lest her husband was approaching. She could

  not recall doing it this evening, but her slippers were damp, so she must have done. She closed her eyes, and massaged her temples: two glasses of red wine at dinner had dulled her nerves, but now

  she could not remember the evening, only her intention to be safe, and her fear of her husband’s displeasure. It was the monotony of trying to please Pierre; each nerve strained in one

  direction, so that every other part of life was peripheral. Her husband’s approval was a thin line to walk, and she often stepped off it by accident. At the thought of it a cold, hard little

  bead of anger rolled in her stomach; every day she felt it sitting there, insoluble, like one of the pills her husband bade her take to help her breed, Dr Taylor’s scrawled writing on the

  label.




  A noise. She tensed.




  Someone was knocking on the front door.




  There was a short pause, and when the sound came again, it was harder. Soon it was joined by another noise – was someone calling? She sat, immobile with fear. The silver and gold plate

  were never far from her mind, and the house was vulnerable without its master. Her maid would be fast asleep; Grisa, the shop manager, was in his lodgings a street away; and though the apprentice

  slept in the shop downstairs he was merely a boy.




  ‘Marie.’




  She heard the shout; heard her name, indistinct, but pronounced as only he would. If he was shouting in the street he was in drink and in a vengeful mood. She ran downstairs and took to

  unlocking the door, her hands clumsy and fumbling in the near darkness. Luckily she had left the bar off, not feeling strong enough to lift it. When she finally opened the door the face that

  appeared out of the night was not that of her husband, but his friend, Dr Taylor, the physician.




  ‘Oh,’ she said, giving a little sigh of relief.




  He leaned against the doorframe, as though trying to diminish his height – six foot in his stockinged feet, as he was proud of saying. ‘Mrs Renard,’ he said. And his words,

  too, came out with a sigh, as though after all his knocking he was sorry she had come to the door.




  ‘Dr Taylor,’ she said, with a small curtsey. ‘It is very late, sir.’ She wondered whether he was in liquor; there was something not quite right about the expression on

  his face. He was always a plainer dresser than Pierre, but normally so fastidious that it was strange to see him in dishevelled clothes, and the wig he normally wore – a little old-fashioned,

  but elegant – left off. It made him look curiously vulnerable.




  They regarded each other in the moonlight. His eyes were shining, watery; he looked as though he was on the brink of tears.




  ‘Do you wish to come in?’ she suggested helpfully, then cautioned: ‘My husband is not at home.’




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘But it is for him that I am here.’




  Talking in riddles, she thought in her befuddled brain. Perhaps it is some game they have been playing again – she knew how Pierre and Taylor delighted each other with wordplay, though she

  often thought they sounded like overgrown children. She let him in, and directed him up to the parlour. If he was going to speak cryptically to her, they may as well be warm; and as for

  respectability – there was no one respectable out to know that she was receiving him without Pierre in the house. She followed him up the stairs wearily.




  She thought later how strange it was that he should make such a mess of it. Dear Dr Taylor, who was normally so authoritative; so used, as a doctor, to presiding over birth and death. Yet there

  he was, walking up and down her parlour, the floorboards protesting beneath his heavy feet, his hesitant speech fading to a mumble as he groped for words. He said her husband’s name several

  times, as though by saying it, it would give him the momentum to speak on, but each time his voice trailed off, and he muttered the name of Digby, and spoke of Berkeley Square, and of footpads.




  ‘Please tell me what has happened,’ she said, eventually. Taylor ceased his pacing. He stood over her. It was odd to see his face, which usually bore an expression of jovial

  kindness, twisted with sorrow, the shadows and the firelight laying contrasts on it, making him seem gargoyle-like.




  ‘He is dead,’ he said. ‘Someone has taken him from us. I am sorry. So very sorry.’ Then, hesitantly: ‘Marie.’ It was the use of her Christian name that most

  clearly showed his distress; until this night, he had never said it. A fat tear rolled down his cheek.




  Mary stared at the floorboards, and the Turkey rug that Pierre had made such a fuss over. ‘Make sure it is brushed, Ellen, and brushed properly,’ he had said to the maid before he

  left. There was a spot of dirt on it. She had to resist falling on to her knees and picking it up, pincering it between the nails of her thumb and forefinger, before Pierre came back and saw

  it.




  ‘Has the constable been called?’ she said.




  ‘The watchman will make his report to him, but – when he was found – there was no one nearby.’




  ‘How did he die?’ she said. She knew it was an unlady-like question, but she also knew that in his current state, Taylor would tell her; tomorrow, it would be too late, but for now,

  all delicacy and convention had flown.




  ‘They cut his throat,’ he said. His voice was barely a whisper.




  Tick, tock, went Pierre’s lantern clock, and as Mary’s eyes darted around the room, all she could see were things chosen by her husband, for he had crafted his home carefully. She

  gazed on the dull brass colour of the lantern clock; it was over a hundred years old, he had told her when he bought it. She would have preferred something else in this room: something made of

  wood, ‘something feminine’, he had scoffed. Everything in the house had been done to his liking. Except for the papers in this room: cream, with little scarlet fruits. They had agreed

  on the choice, startling each other with acquiescence.




  She heard the doctor pull a chair towards her, and felt him take her hands. They were unexpectedly rough. He was an accoucheur, and she had always assumed his hands would be soft, silken, for

  attending to a woman’s most delicate parts; but no, these were large paws, chapped, as though if you stroked them the wrong way the skin would rise up like scales.




  I never had a child, she thought. And I never will, now. In this, as in so many ways, I failed my husband and my family. She closed her eyes and thought: my poor, dead father, and his

  promises.




  The night he had proposed to her, Pierre had made her come to him on the front steps of her father’s house. He was standing just beyond the front step, looking up at the night sky. He

  seemed elaborately posed; had her father given him a few minutes to prepare himself? Beneath his cutaway coat she glimpsed the lilac satin waistcoat and the large watch he was so proud of, the gold

  case chased with putti and clouds, and bordered by thin slices of coloured hardstone. He treasured that watch; he never let anyone touch it but him, keeping them at a distance with one hand as he

  showed it to them. His shoe buckles were new additions, set with glittering white pastes, and were larger than any she had seen before. He stood as though he was acutely aware of them, and wanted

  to show them to their best advantage. Every movement said: you are lucky, madam. I have chosen you. Every movement had spoken of self-confidence, and his certainty that he would rise in the world.

  Now, someone had cut him down.




  She did not know how long she sat with Dr Taylor, only that her reverie was broken by the house itself, warning her of the people within. She heard footsteps on the wooden floors upstairs; the

  suggestion of her servant’s and lodgers’ voices. ‘I’d better unlock the doors. They’ll have heard you come in,’ she said. But instead of going up she went

  straight downstairs, to the door that divided the hall from the shop. Again, she had to fumble with the keys to get the door open.




  On the other side her husband’s apprentice was standing. He alone of the house’s inhabitants had stayed quiet, but he was dressed and awake. She had guessed he would be most afraid,

  and she could see he was trembling. She put a hand out to him in reassurance. He was still recognizable as the fifteen-year-old sent to them from the Welsh borders some five months before who had

  taken to following Pierre around with the grateful look of a rescued cur. The dim candlelight glanced off his blonde head, his blue eyes in their bruised hollows wide with misgiving. He did not

  take her hand.




  ‘Come on, Benjamin,’ she said. ‘There are bad tidings. Your master is dead.’ Her voice wavered only slightly on the word: dead. The boy looked at her dumbly. She gave him

  the keys. ‘Go upstairs. Unlock the others. I haven’t the strength.’




  It was unprecedented for her to hand over the keys, but Benjamin took them without a word and bolted past her. As she went back into the parlour, Mary heard the thumps and creaks as he ascended

  the upper stairs in his lumbering, heavy-footed way. She sat down again.




  ‘You may go, Dr Taylor,’ she said. ‘It is late. You must be needed at home.’




  The doctor stood up, but did not show any sign of going to the door. ‘He was a good man,’ he said. ‘He was my best friend, in all the world.’ At the sight of her face, he

  seemed to remember himself. ‘My sincere condolences. Are you sure you wish me to leave? Can I not be of assistance in some way?’ He stayed where he stood, looking her over as though she

  was one of his patients. She felt the piercing intensity of something just out of vision begin to strum at her nerves.




  ‘I am sure,’ she said. ‘Please go. If you would come again in the morning?’




  He bowed, and withdrew. ‘Ho, there!’ he called in the passage. Mary heard Benjamin descend the stairs and let him out; then the locking began again, concluded by the apprentice

  grunting slightly as he heaved the bar across the door, the bar she had left unhooked.




  She heard the voices of her servants and lodgers in the passageway. But Mary stayed still. She realized she had not asked Dr Taylor where her husband was now. He must be somewhere; they would

  not have left him out there, lying on the cold ground. She felt the weight of her incapability descend upon her. Her sister Mallory would have asked, and made sure things were dealt with

  properly.




  Her housemaid came in, dressed in her outside cloak over her nightgown. She crouched down beside Mary, and took her hands.




  ‘You are icy cold, ma’am,’ she said. ‘I thought you were walking again, when I heard the footsteps; but I was locked in, and could not come to you. I was afraid you would

  go out into the night, and have no one to bring you back.’




  Mary looked down, feeling the familiar shame. She had sleepwalked for years, and only once had her husband shaken her awake. At the memory of it she could feel the primal horror it had awakened

  in her: a seam of terror running from her throat to her breastbone. Her scream, like an animal, he said, had woken every inhabitant of the house. He had cursed her for it, and never woken her

  again, always rousing Ellen from her bed to talk Mary soothingly back to her room or to a chair in the parlour.




  ‘I am cold,’ said Mary. ‘My feet are damp, from standing on the doorstep. I wish my sister was here.’




  ‘But it’s too late to go out,’ said Ellen, and Mary saw the fear in her eyes. ‘Who did it, Mrs Renard?’




  Mary shook her head. ‘I do not know,’ she said, and covered her face with her hands.




  The girl slipped out and returned with a glass of red wine. Her hand trembled as she put it down on the table next to Mary. She banked the fire, then brought a shawl in, and wrapped it around

  her still mistress, gently pulling Mary’s reddish-brown hair free from it and smoothing it over her shoulders as one would to a child.




  The other inhabitants of the house did not go back to bed. Roused by the news of a sudden death they stood around, conferring, in low voices. Who could have done it? He was, they all agreed, a

  difficult man – but this?




  Mary watched the flames rise and fall. She was hardly aware when Benjamin came into the room, and put the keys by her with a clunk, scratching the flawless surface of Pierre’s tea

  table.




  She realized she was hunched tight, her arms folded around her body as though she sought to hold herself still. As her hand slid down she felt a dull pain, just above her wrist, and pulled back

  her sleeve. On the underside of her arm there were three bruises: three small perfect circles in a line. As she saw them, she heard her brother calling her, a voice from eleven years ago.




  Mare-lee. Mare-lee.




  A door slammed shut.




  ‘It’s a full moon,’ she heard the maid say in the passage. ‘It makes my flesh creep.’




  Mary began to laugh; and once she started, she found she could not stop.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  1st May, 1792




  I must begin by saying that my blood is French. It is a century since my mother’s family came to this country, silk weavers driven here by cruel religious intolerance,

  and though I may pass for an Englishman, the name of France is engraved on my heart: for it is the source of taste, of true art and of craftsmanship fit for kings. My father was descended from a

  goldsmith’s family, creators of some of the finest silver and gold plate this country has ever seen; but he died before I was born and my mother, denied by his family, gave me her name. She

  died when I was barely walking, and I knew only of a cousin living in some distant part of the country, only lately reconciled to me.




  From such sad beginnings, I have come, and my present circumstances, to some, would be enviable indeed. I own a fine shop on Bond Street, where I live with my wife, Mary, and our servants and

  lodgers. People of quality flock to my shop, for I know how to match each man with the piece of silver or gold plate that will appeal to him: for this man, beauty matters; for this man, utility. I

  am a master at it.




  Yesterday, a newly married couple came calling to the shop when I was not there. It sounds as though they are prepared to spend a good portion on plate, but Grisa – my shop manager, an

  emotional fellow – was apparently all of a fluster with them, and instead of serving them well, took the gentleman’s card, and said I would call upon them. Their names are Mr and Mrs

  Chichester, and I go to Berkeley Square to see them, this morning.




  In the morning light, Joanna Dunning laid out the pots on the satinwood veneer of her mistress’s dressing table, the silver cold beneath her hands. Here the powder pot;

  here the pin tray. Each piece had its place. After laying them out in their prescribed positions, she looked at them. Then she straightened them again: sometimes moving each box an inch or two,

  sometimes merely touching it, careful not to scratch the polished mirrored surface of the dressing table with the ornamented surfaces.




  It passed the time, she supposed. Which was the business of life.




  In such moments she would reflect on the journey she had taken, from the milliner’s shop where she had begun her working life to the coveted role of lady’s maid. Time in service had

  taught her that it was best not to look too closely at things. She saw evidence of life’s baseness everywhere; for all its grand furnishings, the air in the room was thick with the closeted

  fug of the bedroom, and for all her care the silver bore the traces of a hundred touches by her fingertips.




  She glanced over her shoulder at her mistress. Harriet Chichester lay propped up on a mound of pillows, her golden curls spread around her, sipping her chocolate lethargically. Joanna had hoped

  a young bride would be easy to work for – she had been engaged by Harriet’s mother only days before her wedding – but the new Mrs Chichester had rapidly disproved this notion by

  displaying a fierce temper. Just this morning she had lashed out at Joanna on waking. Luckily, Joanna had stepped back, so the pretty little claw met nothing but air; in servitude, as in life,

  anticipation was all.




  You have known nothing of suffering, Joanna thought, and thus nothing of life. To her, the girl’s face seemed unfinished; unlined skin set with moist, china-blue eyes across which thoughts

  moved as clearly as clouds across the sky. It was a countenance unmarked by experience. Joanna supposed it was this very blankness that had meant Harriet was referred to as a beauty. For the last

  seven months, she had searched that face with her gaze as she tended to it; but try as she might, she could not see anything beautiful there, and could see no trace of a soul behind the eyes. Mrs

  Chichester seemed to be merely the sum of her wants and desires, and a voracious seeker of novelty.




  I must have been muddle-headed to pursue this situation, she thought; I must have taken a thimble too much of gin with Mallory She moved the pin tray again and tilted her head to gauge whether

  she liked its new position.




  ‘Joanna?’ came the small, fretful voice from the bed.




  ‘Yes, madam?’




  ‘I want to wear the white muslin today.’




  ‘It’s rather cold for that, madam.’




  ‘I don’t care.’




  ‘Very good, madam.’




  The white, always the white. And in the midst of winter. Out she’d go, stepping out of the carriage and on to the filthy London streets, wandering around just long enough to cover the hem

  in mud. How in Christ’s name was she supposed to get it clean? How would the weak winter sun bleach that out?




  I am not the only one, she thought, who finds you hard to bear. For it was evident that Harriet’s husband, Nicholas Chichester, was growing more despairing by the day. He was only a year

  older than Harriet’s twenty years, and it was the opinion of the servants’ hall that he had married his wife for her father’s coal pits, and the money they brought him, under

  command from his own father. Joanna felt sorry for him; he seemed too young, and clever, to have been saddled with such a torment as Harriet. But there was something discomforting about him, too:

  he had the air of a person who preferred his books to people; and he had some odd notions. Like the silver-gilt toilet service she stood over now.




  Joanna had been there the day Mr Chichester had explained all to Harriet. His mother had had such a set, handed down from her mother, and they had been forced to be rid of it at some time (he

  had hinted at a mystery – but Joanna suspected it had been sold, for she had heard the family’s fortunes rose and fell like mercury). Never one to eschew a new purchase, Harriet had

  agreed to the commission with enthusiasm. Mr Renard of Bond Street had been called in to design and execute it.




  So far, all had been sweet between the newlyweds; or as sweet as could be, thought Joanna, for two strangers pushed together.




  But over the silver, their innate incompatibility had emerged. Harriet had insisted on choosing her own designs, on veering away from the restrained, classical direction her husband had

  favoured. No, smooth lines and elegant, plain surfaces were tedious to her; there were to be flowers, and perhaps a cherub or two? Mr Renard had been called to the house repeatedly. Designs had

  been drawn up, rejected, and drawn up again. He had trudged up and down the grand staircase, a self-approving, amused smile playing over his mouth, for he found her pettishness engaging, it seemed.

  Barely a week after agreement had been reached, Harriet had complained that it was not ready.




  Finally it had arrived. A set of sixteen pieces: boxes, trays, snuffers. Each box’s silver lid finely chased with flowers. The silver covered with a wash of gold, by her insistence, each

  surface glowing, so it seemed to light up the room, especially in the evening when the candles were burning. The mirror, set in an elaborate frame, was so large and heavy it had taken two men to

  carry it up the winding marble staircase. How they had grunted and sweated, rolling their eyes at the voluble directions of Mr Renard. And everywhere, Harriet’s initials. As Renard told Mr

  and Mrs Chichester, it was a toilet service fit for a duchess.




  Some bloody duchess, thought Joanna. Harriet had barely had it a month and already she was careless of it; dropping things, banging the boxes against each other. In the last day or so it had

  seemed as though she intentionally wanted to damage it. Joanna wanted to tell her to be careful of it; that she wouldn’t get another. This would be hers for her lifetime now, just like the

  husband that she treated as an amusing toy.




  You could tell Mr Chichester hadn’t wanted to have the initials engraved upon it. She had watched him when it was unveiled, he and Harriet standing awkwardly side by side like two children

  pushed together against their inclinations, his eyes veering away from the HCs everywhere. Joanna understood. He wanted the service to be passed down through his family, an heirloom unsullied by

  Harriet’s name. He had suggested that the initials be left off. But when he had said it, holding the designs in his pale, long-fingered hands, Harriet had made a fuss, her eyes brimming with

  tears. Mr Renard had looked askance at him: come on, indulge the lady, his expression had said, his fingers running over his elaborately embroidered waistcoat; gold thread, as gold as the dressing

  set. And Mr Chichester, so nearly a man, but still with something of the student about him, had allowed himself to be bowed down, and submitted. In a moment Harriet’s tears had been

  transformed to smiles, and Renard was laughing, looking at her face as though she enchanted him.




  Joanna pushed away the memory; it annoyed her, and what good did that do? In the past she had been able to dismiss her envy of those she served. But there was something about Harriet, and about

  the relationship between the Chichesters, which was creeping in under her defences. Some nerve had been found and pressed; and she did not know how to dissolve the irritation that welled up in her

  every day.




  ‘Joanna?’ Harriet had taken her place at the dressing table.




  Joanna started to tease out her hair. She did it carefully, as precisely as she arranged the pots and boxes on the tabletop, and as she did so she could not stop her thoughts from returning to

  her master.




  Mr Chichester had, at first, made nightly visits to his wife’s bedroom. As a paid confidante to a green young woman, Joanna was spared no detail. It was only in the last month or so that

  his visits had tailed off, and now ceased. Less laundry, she thought, which was good; then she realized that Harriet had not bled for some weeks, and the thought of a child halted her hands for a

  moment.




  She wished she didn’t know half the things she did. She wished she was still the innocent girl she had once been, before service forced her to know too much of others’ lives. Coming

  to this house on Berkeley Square had been a step too far on a long road. These days the experience weighed her down, hardening not just her heart but her face too: setting valleys and ravines into

  skin that had once been fresh and soft. Had he lived, she thought, Stephen would hardly recognize her now.




  Her hands moved; a little involuntary tug on Harriet’s hair. But, unusually, her mistress did not cry out.




  ‘What are you thinking of?’ said Harriet.




  ‘Only how I should do your hair,’ said Joanna.




  ‘You looked so thoughtful,’ said Harriet. Joanna opened the silver box that contained black pins.




  ‘I will tell you what I was thinking of,’ said Harriet. ‘I was thinking of how my servants lie to me.’




  Joanna looked up at their joint reflection in the huge mirror. Harriet’s blue eyes watched her, her lips compressed. Joanna saw her own face, and it looked strange to her: the dark hair

  drawn tightly back, her brown eyes, her features oddly passive and immobile. She thanked God for the lack of expression on her face: a cultivated inscrutability, worth the years of practice.




  ‘For example,’ said Harriet, ‘I know that my husband was not alone last night. That he was in the library with someone. And yet, you told me he had gone to his club.’




  Joanna’s mouth was dry. She continued to dress her mistress’s hair, turning her eyes to the task in hand. Let her talk, she thought, let her run the stream of her thoughts dry, and I

  will see what I am dealing with. It had not been a malicious falsehood; it had been a way of freeing herself from Harriet’s company. The master had dismissed his staff yesterday evening, for

  it suited him to have privacy. It was rare that the servants were all together, but they had played cards in the basement room known as the servants’ hall. Unusually, Joanna had enjoyed

  herself, even breaking through her brusque shyness to risk a remark or two. Now and then the butler had run upstairs and checked the silent staircase hall and the dim seam of light under the

  library door.




  ‘I heard something,’ said Harriet. ‘I suspected you had lied to me. I went to my window; and I saw a figure on the steps, all wrapped up in a cloak, so I went down. There was

  no one there. I could barely spend a moment on the steps. It was so cold.’




  Joanna imagined Harriet tiptoeing down the stairs; opening the front door, and stepping tentatively out on to the front steps, arms bare, her breath misting in the winter night. ‘Forgive

  me, but you should not go outside, madam,’ she said. ‘It is not right. What if someone had seen you? It would ruin your reputation.’




  They would know you are not a lady, she thought. That you are counterfeit, with the blood of a pit-owner flowing in your veins. She did not say it; for all her bitterness, she did not have the

  bent for deliberate malice.




  ‘no one saw me,’ said Harriet. The pettish tone had returned to her voice; her normal tone of a child, thwarted in her will.




  Joanna felt on safer ground. ‘It is for your health I worry the most,’ she said. ‘The cold is dangerous; what if you had caught a chill? I sought only to soothe you, madam. I

  believed Mr Chichester had gone to his club.’




  ‘Help me dress,’ said Harriet.




  Joanna laced her, and the knowledge that Harriet had not had her flux made her do it looser; there was no need for tight lacing with the current fashions, and she thought her mistress would not

  notice.




  ‘You lace as quickly as you sew,’ said Harriet, a little smile darting across her face. Joanna said nothing, but as she began to fasten up Harriet put her hand out, and took one of

  her wrists. ‘Tighter,’ she said. ‘I do not wish to be one of those fat old wives, neglected by her husband. I wish always to be a girl.’




  Joanna stared at her.




  ‘Go on,’ said Harriet.




  Joanna took a breath, and pulled. It was good the mistress couldn’t see it, she thought, her one chink of weakness. Because when she did it, she had to close her eyes.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  2nd May, 1792




  The Chichesters will do well for me, I think; they wish for a fine toilet service to be made. Such a quaint idea, but one that takes a good deal of bullion, and a good deal

  of fashioning, so I am satisfied. The husband asked me how I had come to be a silversmith, and I spoke lightly of it, but as I walked away I thought further on it, and of how no man knows the truth

  that lies in my heart.




  After my mother’s death I was taken in by a family she had known. They were prosperous, charitable people and the father, Mr Pelletier, took to me and thought me worthy of his time. In

  his company, I saw my first jeweller’s shop. How my heart leapt at the sight of such wealth: the precious stones glittering, and the silver plate casting light over the room. I decided,

  earnest beyond my years, that this was where my vocation lay, and begged him to help me find an apprenticeship. Before long, I was apprenticed to a goldsmith in Cheapside; Mr Pelletier paid my

  premium partly in furs and partly in money. I believe his children envied the affection he had for me, for when he left this world they did not send word to me. I felt that, and resent it still. It

  is strange, with life, for my resentments seem to pile on top of each other, so that they all together build into an anger that haunts me. Why should things that happened so long ago cause me to

  crumple up a sheet of good paper, or make me wish to snap the pen in my hand as I stare at my ledger?




  As she emerged on to New Bond Street, Mary bowed her head. She had often thought there was something cruel about the morning light, and now splinters of it seemed to be

  embedding themselves into the sensitive membranes of her eyes. She felt the delicate, papery skin around her eyes crease in discomfort. With a pang of guilt she thought it was lucky Pierre was not

  here to see her, and tell her that she was not the fresh young girl he had married, her outward disintegration the sign of her inward inferiority.




  She had been left alone in the parlour all night, and even as the sun began to shine her people did not want to come and stir her. She hadn’t noticed the glow of sunlight around the

  shutters until Ellen came and took the keys again. ‘Are we to open up the shop, Mrs Renard?’ she said. She had taken on the role of spokesperson, the men of the house shying away from

  the mistress’s unpredictable state. Mary opened her mouth, but couldn’t formulate a reply. She felt empty of all emotion; anaesthetized by a general numbness.




  She heard Ellen pad back to the passage and report to the others that the mistress was insensible. There was a short debate, and Mary decided not to go out there and interrupt it; she had the

  vague sense that they were enjoying it. Whatever they had to say, she was not interested in it. She was saved from further decision-making when Grisa, the shop manager, arrived noisily on the

  scene. She heard his voice, heavily accented as always in imitation of her husband, expressing his shock and alarm as Ellen told him the news. He was a theatrical man who always wished to be

  attired appropriately, so she wondered whether she might hear him beg leave to return to his lodgings to don full mourning. Instead he began to shape a response that the others could follow:

  ordering black cloth to drape the counters, chiding Benjamin for his uselessness, and weeping flamboyantly. All of these things he did loudly enough for her to hear from the parlour.




  As he gave directions for the others to rearrange the shop, Mary left quickly and quietly, unnoticed in the midst of diversion, like the most enterprising of prisoners. She ran down the stairs

  and out into the light, without even putting on her hat or cloak, still wearing the clothes of the night before. As she passed the window she saw Grisa waving his arms as he berated the apprentice.

  For all of his fastidiousness, she noticed that his wig was slightly askew.




  She had acclimatized to the light before she reached the end of Bond Street. She turned left along Piccadilly and walked without looking up until she came to Castle Street, where her sister

  lived. It had been months since she had last come to this door. There she knocked, persistently, until Mallory yanked the door open, cursing under her breath.




  The sight of Mary seemed to drain all of Mallory’s aggression away. She put her hand to her sister’s forehead. ‘Are you sick?’ she said.




  Mary shook her head. ‘It’s Pierre,’ she said. ‘Someone killed him. They wouldn’t bring you to me last night.’




  Her sister stared at her. Her brown eyes, so dark they seemed almost black even in the morning light, showed nothing. ‘You look like hell,’ she said, and taking Mary’s wrist,

  she pulled her into the house. Weakness wasn’t for the London streets, not at any time of day. ‘It’s a wonder you arrived here unmolested, looking like that.’




  Mary followed Mallory in and sank into a kitchen chair as her sister bellowed at her children and coerced them into going upstairs. The house, though tall enough to be impressive from without,

  was only two rooms deep, and much of its life revolved around the kitchen, its gloom only assuaged by the flickering of the fire. Mallory’s second husband had been dead a year and she often

  complained that her children’s noise swelled up and filled the space he had left behind. ‘Will you never give me any peace?’ she shouted after the retreating backs as they raced

  each other upstairs. Mary thought kindly of poor, complaining Francis Dunning; her brother-in-law had known her since childhood. Had he been here, he would have embraced her.




  Mallory did not; she moved around quickly, here and there, tidying things, as though at any moment she might start butting at the confines of the house. There had been no love lost between

  Mallory and Pierre. Even now Mary could sense that it was not grief agitating her sister, but rather the tension of words left unsaid. Mallory was so direct that she could sooner ignore the thrust

  of a knife than her own thoughts, always pushing to be spoken.




  Finally she sat down by the fire, opposite Mary.




  ‘How?’ she asked.




  ‘His throat was cut last night in Berkeley Square,’ said Mary.




  Mallory left a barely decent silence. ‘He ruffled too many feathers,’ she said. ‘He was bound to push someone too far, one day.’




  ‘You think someone killed him purposely?’ said Mary.




  ‘Drawing a knife across someone’s throat is hardly accidental,’ said Mallory. ‘Though for the number of enemies he had, it will not be worth you engaging the Runners to

  investigate. Unless there is someone they are thinking of for the crime?’




  Mary shook her head. ‘I thought footpads,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what I thought.’ It crossed her mind that she had not even considered a motive, in the same way

  that she did not question why the rain fell or the sun rose.




  ‘Look at the state of you.’ Mallory got up, took out her comb from her pocket, and began to untangle her sister’s hair, carefully but firmly, ignoring Mary’s intake of

  breath when she tackled a knot.




  ‘Dr Taylor will call a coroner’s meeting. I should go,’ said Mary.




  ‘No reason for you to be there, even if they let you.’




  ‘I feel I should. Perhaps it would be real for me, if I saw him.’




  ‘With your nature?’ said Mallory. As a child Mary had been plagued by nightmares; small traumas brushed off in moments by Mallory had lasted weeks for her. ‘It’s real

  enough as it is. No husband, no income.’ She finished the combing to her satisfaction, and sat back down.




  They looked at each other. ‘Can you be our plain old English Mary again, no more madame this, and madame that, now he is dead?’ said Mallory.




  ‘You’re glad of it, aren’t you?’ said Mary.




  Yes. The word appeared in her mind as if Mallory had spoken it aloud.




  ‘Don’t snap my head off,’ said Mallory sharply. Mary wondered how, on such a morning, she could still be rebuked. ‘It’s a terrible thing and I’m not saying

  it’s not. I just thought you could be an Englishwoman again. It’s probably his French mouth that got him into trouble. Someone fancied him a Jacobin, all the stuff he was fond of

  spouting. He’d say anything if he could vex someone.’




  Mary regarded her sister carefully; the way she had gathered her teeth together under tight lips, she was just about suppressing a tut. She was right, she supposed, in her remembrance of Pierre

  talking in that way: after the Revolution, he’d really laid it on.




  ‘Who’s at the shop?’ Always businesslike, Mallory was. ‘I hope you haven’t gone and left all the doors and windows open, in the care of that fool Grisa.’




  ‘Ellen and Benjamin are there,’ said Mary. ‘People will come. Everyone will have heard.’




  ‘Of course they will. What do you expect? They’re probably rummaging around in the plate chest as we speak.’




  ‘No they’re not. Grisa is a faithful guard. I trust him as I would a brother.’ She felt unbearably tired. She had come to Mallory for comfort, but now she could almost hear the

  chime of silver on silver, the greasy fingerprints left on valuables looked over. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ she snapped, irritation breaking through. ‘no one will touch my

  plate.’ Mallory tutted out loud this time, as though to indicate that, on a normal morning, she would have said more. She trusted no one; not even a theoretical brother. Mary took her

  arm.




  ‘Will you not ask me how I feel?’ she said.




  Mallory was stilled at last. She stood, and it seemed to Mary that her words had dissolved her sister’s rage. ‘No,’ she said, eventually. ‘No, I will not.’




  ‘I feel nothing,’ said Mary.




  Mallory put her hands on Mary’s shoulders. ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘It is over.’




  When she walked back to Bond Street, the crowds, the noise, the cold sunlight all made Mary feel giddy. She tried to hold her shoulders back, to walk as Mallory would, but the effort only lasted

  for a moment, before the fear came, overtaking everything. I said my silver, she thought. I said it was mine. She glanced over her shoulder. And for a moment it was as if Pierre walked beside

  her.




  ‘Everything,’ he said. ‘Everything you have, you owe to me.’




  There was almost nothing Edward Digby liked more than a good coroner’s meeting, and Pierre Renard’s was no exception. He arrived early at the tavern near St

  George’s, Hanover Square, and dallied around outside greeting some of the tradesmen he knew. It was a cool evening, but it had been a day of pale sunshine and a vein-blue sky, and the light

  had cheered him. When he’d amused himself for half an hour he went inside the tavern, the customary place for coroner’s meetings in the parish, and watched the men as they arrived. The

  constable did not come; he had told Digby he had a particularly profitable case to pursue that evening, and besides, Digby himself was the key witness.




  He’d felt better today, and not just because it was a bright day. When he’d got home after discovering Renard he had slept in the arms of a woman – a tart, but still a woman.

  He could not remember how long it had been since he had been held like that, but her embrace had imparted to him a liquid warmth that had clung to his skin, blood and bones. He felt happy. He

  thought if he had that warmth every night, he would soon be cured of his ills.




  In the chill of the evening the cold was finding him again and he was obliged to rub his hands together for warmth, cursing the innkeeper for his meagre fire. Though he stayed to the side,

  trying to disappear into the shadows and merely observe, his red hair and jiggling limbs made this almost impossible. Dr Taylor, the coroner, was first to arrive. He had been appointed as coroner

  only a year before, and Digby wondered how the well-connected Taylor found balancing the needs of the dead with those of the expectant mothers of Mayfair. The man certainly looked tired.




  After Taylor, the members of the jury followed. Most of them didn’t care to speak to Digby, of course; they had their own concerns, and merely glanced at him before looking for someone

  more useful to converse with. Before long the air in the room seemed thick with self-importance. The tone of their voices rankled with him, and he could feel his good mood slipping away.




  Henry Maynard, the foreman of the jury, was one of the last in, and the first to acknowledge the watchman. He had the relaxed demeanour of a man past fifty who had nothing to prove to his fellow

  men. Digby liked him: Maynard was a real gentleman; unobtrusive, not flashily rigged up, and always free with his coins.




  ‘My good man,’ Maynard said, by way of a salute. Digby managed a smile, although it didn’t quite reach his pale eyes.




  ‘What’s your business here today?’ said Maynard.




  ‘It was me who found him,’ said Digby, nodding to his right, where they were bringing the body in. He said it in the same voice he always used: emotionless. But he felt cheerful

  about his find. He was the talk of the watch. Long would Watkin regret staying in and reading poetry.




  ‘You did?’ said Maynard. ‘I thought perhaps you were an old acquaintance of his. You were a silversmith once, were you not?’




  A deep one, that Maynard, thought Digby. He remembered everything, even the things you didn’t want him to.




  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That is, apprenticed to one. But life don’t always take you the line you want to go, does it?’ In a brave attempt to change the subject, he again

  directed his gaze towards the bearers of the coffin. ‘I didn’t know him to speak to. Knew of him, of course.’




  ‘Yes, yes.’ Maynard nodded thoughtfully as though what Digby had to say was of special interest. ‘A strange character, Monsieur Renard. Shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,

  of course, but I have a feeling half of the people here have come to be sure they’ve seen the last of him.’ He smiled, and went to greet Dr Taylor, who, as coroner, was to preside over

  the meeting and report back to the magistrate, who was probably at home and on his second bottle of port by now.




  Digby noticed that Dr Taylor’s face was as green as unripe fruit. It wasn’t difficult to see how uncomfortable he was; and certainly not for someone like Digby, who liked watching

  people. Despite Taylor’s attempt to present a stoic expression, Digby’s sharp eyes noted the sickly distress on his face as the coffin scraped on to the table, wood on wood. He saw him

  take his handkerchief out to wipe his forehead and then hold it, clenched tight in his fist.




  Digby decided he wasn’t going to waste pity on Taylor, not after their disagreement the night before. The man was too puffed up for his own good. Digby had been proud of himself: it

  wasn’t as if Renard and Taylor were his own people, for they did not live on Berkeley Square. Yet he had remembered that they were connected, for he had often seen them coming home arm-in-arm

  in the hours of darkness, clearly having spent the night roistering – usually Renard was shouting about cards or women. Remembering their fellowship, Digby had called another member of the

  watch and told him to fetch Taylor, and the doctor had thanked him for it. Yet when other members of the watch had arrived to help move the body, and Digby had suggested carrying the body to the

  dead man’s house on New Bond Street, Taylor had spoken sharply to him as though the suggestion was disgusting.




  For Digby, it was simple, almost a matter of housekeeping; Renard was to be taken where he belonged. He couldn’t understand Taylor’s anger. He had also found it hard to shake off,

  and had been obliged to take home Cissie, who normally plied her trade on Piccadilly’s side streets, so that he might have a little company. She had been most disconcerted when he had asked

  her only to lie alongside him, and put her arms around him.




  Even now Digby found it hard to shrug off the look of angry disgust Taylor had cast him. In an attempt to divert himself he dwelt on Cissie’s embrace, and reflected on the fact that he

  could have told the good doctor a thing or two about women. Like: it was a bad idea, an exceptionally bad idea, to take the corpse to the Taylor house, and leave its blood darkening Mrs

  Taylor’s kitchen table. It was no excuse that he was seeking to spare Mrs Renard’s delicate nature. Just thinking of it made him chuckle under his breath. Mrs Taylor was the kind of

  woman who wrapped her hair in bindings then slept still, untouched, like an effigy on a tomb in one of the old churches. The idea of her stumbling across a corpse in her kitchen was the funniest

  thing he’d thought of all week.




  In its coffin the silversmith’s body looked as lifeless and sallow as wax, a model in a show. But Digby saw the coroner was avoiding looking at it. It had never happened before, but Taylor

  seemed to be acting like a squeamish old bird. Still, what could you expect from a man who turned a profit from dealing with ladies’ privates?




  Eventually the doctor called the other men to attention. An expectant silence fell on the company, which became tinged with embarrassment when he fought to control his voice, clearing his throat

  several times. Eventually, he began. ‘We are, gentlemen,’ he said, ‘called to enquire into the death of Pierre Renard, Esquire, of Bond Street, a fine Christian gentleman, who was

  regrettably killed in Berkeley Square.’




  A murmur passed through the company. Digby folded his arms and looked on with interest. Pierre Renard was no Esquire, he knew, despite his pretensions. Henry Maynard stepped forwards, hat in

  hand, but with a sour expression on his face. He gave his condolences to Dr Taylor ‘on the sad loss of his friend, Mister Renard. We should be exact, for the record.’




  Taylor nodded in acknowledgement of the correction. A suggestion of a smile flitted across his face. ‘He was rising in the world,’ he said to the other man, as though they were alone

  in the room. Maynard looked unimpressed, and Digby admired the sardonic way he raised his eyebrows in response. ‘As I say, exactness,’ he murmured.




  Regaining his composure, Taylor brusquely called Digby as a witness. Digby came forwards slowly, with measured steps. When he reached the table, he looked evenly around at the faces observing

  him. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said. The acoustics of the room made his voice resonate in a particularly agreeable way.




  ‘Will you tell us what you have to say?’ said Taylor. His voice had a harsh ring to it. Still angry, thought Digby, and for no reason. There, there, Doctor; calm your temper,

  now.




  Digby recounted his discovery of Renard, although he left out the kick he’d dealt the body. He concluded by saying that Renard’s watch chain had been hanging, loose and empty, when

  he turned the body over, and that his pockets had been emptied. ‘I think it must have been theft, Dr Taylor,’ he said, and murmurs broke from the circle of jurors. ‘Theft,’

  he said again, for good measure. ‘And a bloody job the killer made of it, for the gore had soaked the ground for several feet around.’




  ‘Enough,’ said Taylor harshly. There was an uncomfortable hiatus as the coroner stared at the floor. Digby felt the heat gathering in his cheeks. Eventually one of the younger men in

  the group stepped forwards and took control. ‘Thank you, Mr Digby,’ he said. ‘You have discharged your duty.’




  Digby looked him up and down suspiciously. It was beneath his dignity to be dismissed by someone just out of the nursery, but he wasn’t prepared to do battle over it. He nodded, and backed

  into the shadows, to continue watching.




  ‘Mr Digby may well be right,’ said the young man, with careful ambiguity. ‘And the watch will be advertised for, of course; but has anyone enquired as to why Mr Renard was in

  the vicinity of Berkeley Square at such a late hour? And what his business was there? Could he have been meeting somebody?’




  Taylor glared at him and gave a little shake of his head.




  ‘No?’ continued the man. ‘Perhaps enquiries should be made. Perhaps Mrs Renard—’




  ‘This is no place for a lady,’ said Taylor. Digby saw a little tremor of irritation move across the other man’s face at being cut off.




  ‘I agree with you there, Taylor,’ said Maynard, a smile briefly flickering across his face as he spoke up. ‘And if one were to look for a motive, you would be forced to cast

  your eye over the hopeless entanglements of Mr Renard’s life. I do not doubt there were many. He was ever where he had no business to be; and last night was obviously no exception. I

  understand the constable has no notion of who could have done this other than a thief; and if Mrs Renard were to be put to the expense of an investigation, those she hired would hardly know where

  to begin.’




  ‘Berkeley Square is but a stone’s throw from where Pierre lived,’ cried Taylor, his voice reaching an uncomfortably high pitch, as though it was being drawn painfully through

  his tight throat. ‘We have no way of knowing why he was there but no reason to taint his reputation by suspecting that he was involved in some kind of scandal or bad business – if that

  is what you are implying, sir; and I see from the look on your face that it is.’




  ‘I am implying nothing,’ said Maynard.




  ‘Now, gentlemen,’ said another of the men. ‘It is a cold evening, and the case seems clear enough to me. Mr Renard was murdered by some unknown person.’




  There were nods and muttered agreements. Digby saw Maynard look at Taylor, but the coroner did not want to meet the foreman’s gaze, and only nodded. ‘Then, sirs,’ Taylor said,

  ‘let us set our hands and seals to that.’




  In his pocket, Digby’s hand closed around the watch. It was a risk to carry it with him, but he couldn’t bear to be parted from it, and his landlady might find it if he left it in

  his rooms. It was the finest thing he had ever seen but, as he was discovering, it had a feel of its own too. His fingertips brushed over it: the chasing of clouds and cherubs, the smoothness of

  hardstone.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  10th May, 1792




  After my liking period with my master, I was bound over as his apprentice; there were three others in the same workshop, and I was the most junior of them. These three were

  all sons of gentlemen, and they lived very well, almost as if nothing counted on their completing the work. They were more in Covent Garden than at home, leaving me in the kitchen to eat the stale

  bread and rancid butter which it pleased my mistress to feed me. I worked hard to ingratiate myself with my master and his wife, and learned ways of pleasing them. Before long, I shared in the food

  from their table. The way the other apprentices lived still sat badly with me, and though Mr Pelletier gave me a coin or two as an allowance, there was no way I could partake of the same pleasures

  as my fellows. Yet I was the hardest-working of all of them.


  

  I learned of the injustice of life early, you see. Now I will never take a gentleman’s son as an apprentice; and to me, a

  so-called born gentleman is worthless, except for the money he pays me. It is the self-made man that I respect, and raise my glass to.




  Twenty-six hours on the mail coach, thought Alban Steele, was enough to kill a man. He felt as flattened and reduced to essentials as one of the letters he had travelled

  alongside. Longing to rest, to stretch, he looked out at the bustling crowds of Charing Cross, and wondered how he would fight his way through them to reach his cousin’s house.




  He had crossed the unimaginable gulf from his quiet world to this place, which had lived only in his memory for years. As the coach had slowed on the congested roads he’d looked out at the

  black night and seen the lights of the city glittering. It was true. He was in London. And if the view from the coach was anything to go by, she was just as he had left her.




  He climbed down carefully, clinging to his pack, ready for the onslaught. Seven in the evening at Charing Cross. In the winter’s darkness he felt the energy of London: the charged night.

  He was warier than he had ever been, for the newspapers talked of insurrection and riot, of fires lit all over, and coaches riding away from a burning city. Had he come here in time for

  revolution?




  Through the noise he picked out a voice calling his name. He looked around. The sound came again, a thread tying him to this place, preventing him from pushing through the chaos: consistent, a

  pause for breath, then again. Finally, he found the source, a boy whose mouth opened repetitively like a cuckoo’s. The child had pale flaxen hair, green eyes, and milk-white skin. Alban

  immediately saw the similarity to his cousin: the boy had to be Jesse’s. He waved, then fought his way through the crowd.




  ‘I’m your second cousin,’ he said, as he reached him.




  ‘I’m Grafton,’ said the boy, and held his hand out. ‘Pa says I’m to call you uncle.’




  Alban smiled, and shook his hand. The boy had been a baby when he visited last. Grafton: Duke of, he thought. He wished his cousin would stop naming his children after patrons. It wasn’t

  as if they would know or care. Had the Duke of Grafton been asked to recommend his silversmith, he would have said: Pierre Renard, at the sign of the Golden Acorn on Bond Street, for Renard liked

  to keep his sign as well as his number. His Grace the Duke had no knowledge of the man who had actually fashioned his favourite silver bread baskets. Alban had reasoned thus with his cousin years

  ago. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Jesse said. ‘The plate on their tabletop was made by me, not that bloody Frenchman.’ He refused to admit that the silver had Renard’s

  maker’s mark stamped all over it, obliterating Jesse’s own.




  Alban followed Grafton as he weaved his way through the crowds. He knew it was some way to Jesse’s house, but he was glad of the walk, and glad too that Grafton was taciturn.




  The action of walking helped him shake off the melancholy that had settled on him during the journey Everyone had agreed it would be best for him to come here, to help Jesse. After all, that was

  what kin was for. The family silversmith’s firm in Chester was doing well enough: his cousins there hardly needed him. But Jesse did. He was sickening, and there was talk of a large

  commission from Renard, which he wanted a part in. So Alban had come, with hardly any need of encouragement, back to the city he’d once cherished hopes of establishing himself in, but which

  he never had, kept to his place by habit and, he supposed, weakness of will. He had begun the journey electrified with hope and the knowledge that he was doing good.




  He had travelled under the light of the full moon. They had just left the city and reached the open road when the driver had to pull up for an obstruction to be cleared from the horses’

  path. As the coach swayed to a halt the three other passengers, all ladies travelling together, started murmuring to each other. Their eyes were wide with alarm and one even gave a little shriek.

  Alban hardly blamed her; the roads from Chester were notorious for footpads. ‘Be calm,’ he said. ‘Remember, we are armed; there is no need to stir yourselves.’ But his words

  had little effect and he turned aside with irritation. As they waited in the moonlight, Alban looked out at the fields he had walked as a child and watched the long grass ripple in the wind.
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