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          They have good ships and are greedy folk with more freedom than is good for them.




          Guzmán de Silva,


          Spanish ambassador to England, 1566
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  The ancient road began at the Tower and ran east to west along a terrace of gravel. To the east it disappeared into the flat treeless horizon of the estuary, merging into the

  earth just as the earth merged into the sea at the muddy edge of England.




  As it left London, this road, which in only a few years would become a highway, formed the northern boundary of a dreary region of swampy land. The great river, as it bent south then north

  again, formed the southern edge of this semicircle of marshland. It had been drained and flooded, drained and flooded half-a-dozen times in the previous fifty years, while England burned

  Protestants then Catholics and then Protestants again. This place could not seem to decide if it was of the river or of the earth. The ancient name for the misbegotten half-land was Wapping. No

  one could remember where the name came from.




  In recent years small wharves and little clusters of houses had appeared along the riverbank at Wapping. The rich men who funded the buildings decided that houses and wharves would do a better

  job of keeping out the river than the sea walls they’d been building for decades in their vain attempts to reclaim the land from the waters. And, more to the point, a wharf generated more

  profit than a wall.




  During the days men made themselves busy around the dozens of boats that moored up along the wharves, the vessels settling down into the riverbed when the tide went out and rising again as it

  flooded back in, washing up against the wood-and-brick pilings. The pickings were not rich. London’s most lucrative trade still headed further upstream towards the wharves that operated

  within the city walls, but a new grey economy was emerging here downstream at Wapping.




  Beyond this sliver of moneymaking and building, back behind the wharves, between the river and the road, were the marshes. The occasional flood still occurred, sweeping away families and

  livelihoods as well as the property of the men of business. This dank, oozing landscape, unpromising and undeveloped, was the result of the river’s inundations. The ground was low, lower than

  sea level in some places, rising up to the bluff along which the road ran to the north. A man could stand there in the marshes, his feet sinking into the mud, and look to the backs of the wharves

  and warehouses along the river and imagine that they were floating on water.




  There was a gap in the riverside development, and in this gap stood a group of gallows. The gallows lived on borrowed time – already there were complaints that this place of execution was

  dragging down the land value of investments. Could it not be moved downstream a bit, perhaps to Ratcliffe, somewhere benighted and undeveloped where men of business were not trying to attract

  custom? But for now the gallows still stood. On this midsummer’s eve there were six river pirates hanging there.




  The gallows were right at the water’s edge, set in amongst the wharves. The six unfortunates hanging from the ropes had been caught after leaping aboard a barge in the river. It had been

  their sixth attack in four weeks and it was to be their last. The local lightermen and watermen had banded together to bait a trap for them, putting out stories that a barge with wool intended for

  France and Spain would be travelling downstream that day. When the pirates had clambered onboard, a group of twenty river men hidden beneath sails had emerged and captured them, but sadly not

  before the pirates, or at least, reported most of the ambushers, the apparent captain of the pirates, whose knife had flashed more quickly and more viciously than those of his crew, had sent three

  of the Wapping lightermen into the embrace of the old river, their throats slashed and their eyes empty. Eventually the men overcame the pirates and after some cursory discussions with what passed

  for the authorities in this new outpost they decided upon a customary punishment. The pirates were hanged at Execution Dock, where they would be left for three tides as a signal to others (and

  perhaps an offering to the river) before being cut down and disposed of.




  The river was already rising for the first of these three tides when the leader of the pirates heard a clatter of hoofs on the mixture of mud and stones that constituted the main street here in

  Wapping, running along the curve of the river behind the wharves. A mighty carriage, it sounded like. The clatter stopped, and he heard the sound of a carriage door slamming. A few minutes later,

  some squelching footsteps as a man approached. The pirate kept his eyes prudently closed as the footsteps stopped, perhaps directly in front of him. Within two hours, the river would be up to the

  chins of the men on the gallows, before falling back again.




  Carefully, the pirate opened one eye halfway. He saw the swaying feet of his dead shipmates on either side of him, and opened the eye a little further. His visitor was standing on the foreshore,

  dressed in the Dutch style, all sombre black and white, the clothes effortlessly wealthier than the new gay and gaudy fashions that were rippling out from the English Queen’s court.




  The visitor cleared his throat and spat. The pirate heard a small splash in the water, and his careful eyes caught the sun as it glittered on a thick lump of green phlegm which appeared and spun

  around in the water as it commenced its journey down to Tilbury. The visitor glanced up and behind at the gallows, and the pirate closed his eyes quickly. He resolved to keep his eyes that way as

  the visitor started to speak, in rich aristocratic tones with just the hint of a clammy Dutch accent.




  ‘Quite a view they’ve given you. Desirable waterfront property, I’d say.’




  The pirate said nothing, obviously. The creaking of the gallows was the only sound as he and his men swung gently in the soft summer breeze. Miles and miles upstream, it was a beautiful evening

  among the willow trees and reeds at Runnymede and Richmond, where the aristocrats played at court and love and wrote poetry to each other. The sun was setting in the opulent west. But here, to the

  east of the metropolis, the dominant colours were greys and browns. Mud and water, not trees and flowers.




  The thought seemed to make the visitor positively cheerful. He put his hands behind his back and actually rose up on his toes at the vista before him. ‘Someday all this will be very

  desirable property, captain. When my father built his wall here, he had a vision of a new suburb, with the river kept out and the land turned into meadows and orchards. He wanted this to be the

  prettiest part of London. And all within sight of that dreadful Tower.’




  It occurred to the pirate to wonder why the Dutchman was speaking when, as far as the man knew, there was no one there alive to listen to him.




  The visitor spoke again, and even with his eyes closed the pirate captain had the impression that the Dutchman had turned his back on the river and was facing him. Almost as if he were speaking

  to him. Perhaps he was practising an address.




  ‘You’ll be the last, captain. The last crew to be hanged on this so-called Execution Dock. It’s keeping the developers away, this grisly habit, and this land is valuable. A

  hundred years, maybe two hundred, this’ll be the busiest port in the world. Trade is coming, captain. Trade. Not petty thievery or the ridiculous swapping of bits of unmade cloth for bits of

  food ’n’ drink. The world’s wealth is out there waiting to be bought and sold, and unlike most of my countrymen I predict that the buying and selling will happen here, in London,

  not in Antwerp or Rotterdam. Wapping’s going to flourish. It’s going to become the hub on which the world turns. You’ll go down in history, captain. The last pirate to be hanged

  at Wapping. My congratulations.’




  Another movement, and then the sound of the visitor walking back to his carriage. The slamming door, the ‘hai!’ of the coachman, and the snap of hoofs and wheels on the road back

  into London. And then only the sound of the creaking gallows again.




  The tide rose, and later it fell. It rose and it fell three times. When the locals came to cut them down, they were disconcerted to find only five pirates hanging from the gallows. The sixth

  – the captain – had gone.
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          As I was a-walking down Ratcliffe Highway




          A flash looking packet I chanced for to see




          I hailed her in English, she answered me clear




          I’m from the Blue Anchor bound for the Black Bear




          Sing too relye addie, sing too relye ay.




          She had up her colours, her masthead was low




          She was round in the counter and bluff in the bow




          She was blowing along with the wind blowing free




          She clewed up her courses and waited for me




          I tipped up my flipper, I took her in tow




          And yardarm to yardarm away we did go




          She lowered her topsail, t’gansail and all




          Her lily-white hand on my reef-tackle fall




          I said, ‘My fair maiden, it’s time to give o’er




          For twixt wind and water you’ve run me ashore




          My shot locker’s empty, my powder’s all spent




          I can’t fire a shot for it’s choked round the vent’




          Here’s luck to the girl with the black curly locks




          Here’s luck to the girl who run Jack on the rocks




          Here’s luck to the doctor who eased all his pain




          He’s squared his mainyards, he’s a-cruising again.




          (traditional, nineteenth century)
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  On a dark cloudy Saturday night in December, a young woman slams a freshly painted door on the front of number 29, a smart little house which faces north onto the old road from

  London, the Ratcliffe Highway. As the door crashes shut she can be heard to mutter a sharp, salty obscenity to herself, before looking around quickly to see if anyone is listening. Nobody is.




  The young woman, barely more than a girl, is called Margaret Jewell, and the house belongs to her employer Timothy Marr, a former sailor who has been busy making the beginnings of a name for

  himself as a linen draper and supplier to the great ships which pour in and out of the new dock, back down the hill behind the house below the high ground which supports the Highway.




  Margaret is a plain-looking sensible girl of seventeen years who is now blushing to herself, enlivened by the shocking language she has just used and savouring the privacy of the moment. She has

  been learning more and more of these choice words in the weeks since she joined the Marr household, just by listening to the men who roll around on the streets around the dock (and they do, she

  quickly realised, actually roll, their gait rocking from side to side even when they are sober). She has taken to mouthing these words silently, rolling the forbidden syllables around her

  teenage tongue to savour the taste. They are windswept and thrilling, as are many of the dirty, dishevelled, rolling men she carefully avoids while out walking on the pavements of Shadwell and

  Wapping.




  There is nothing windswept or thrilling about her employer, alas, despite his maritime history. Most of the time Timothy Marr simply exasperates Margaret. She finds his priggish fussiness

  annoying beyond words, and tonight is not the first time she has slammed his front door. Margaret has no father. The position with the Marrs was her escape route from her mother, whom she has left

  behind in a deserted little Essex cottage out towards the estuary, weeping into her washing. But now Margaret feels stifled again, and the truth is that she finds Timothy Marr ridiculous, a

  self-consciously upright paragon of virtue plying his trade among men who look like they would cut your throat as soon as speak to you. She cannot understand why Marr has not opened a little

  grocer’s shop somewhere genteel like St Albans or Richmond. He seems to spend a large part of his time bemoaning the lack of quality among the denizens of the Highway, displaying a strange

  kind of snobbishness which even Margaret’s young ears find discordant and vaguely comical.




  It has been a painfully long and hard Saturday. It is always the hardest day of the week, but something about today has been especially vicious. Marr started the day in a foul temper, shouting

  at his wife as Margaret emerged from her bed and then shouting at Margaret about some inconsequential nothing which she has already forgotten. He only got worse as the day wore on, despite the

  steady stream of customers into his shop. Normally, Marr’s moods rise and fall with the traffic through his shop’s door. A busy day will typically see him cheerful and raucous, trying (and failing) to make jokes with

  Margaret and the shop boy James Gowen. A quiet day will find him sullen, anxious and short-tempered. Margaret does not yet understand the pressures on a self-made man to make something more of

  himself, particularly a man like Marr, who is the first of his family to have anything resembling a social position.




  None of this matters to Margaret, who already considers herself as someone rather separate from the common herd. She is a girl capable of rich fantasies. Her mother gave her the gift of reading

  in the years after her father’s death, patiently taking her through the pages of the handful of books that were in their cottage, ignoring Margaret’s tantrums, wanting to give her

  daughter something unique and still rare. This gift has given Margaret access to the dreams of others, and like many secret female readers she has for some time been leading a double-life imagined

  from within the pages of a novel, in her case Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (her copy, dog-eared and fretted over, lies beneath her bed where Mrs Marr discovered it once,

  picking it up with a curious frown before smiling to herself and placing it back where she found it). Walking the streets during the day Margaret sometimes looks at a tall, disreputable man and

  imagines he is Valancourt, come to London to whisk Emily St Aubert (Margaret Jewell, as is) away to Toulouse. If the man looks back the vision creeps away in a cloud of excited shame, and she looks

  down at her feet and hurries on.




  Of course, these are childish visions, and there is an emerging part of Margaret that finds these visions ridiculous. It is this part of her which will carry out this infuriating midnight errand

  despite everything, which will not allow her to just walk back to the house after half an hour and pretend the oyster shop and the bakers are closed. But she is also still a girl, and it is this

  girl that swears elaborately as she turns away from the door and then blushes, the words hot on the tongue.




  Margaret heads westwards along the Ratcliffe Highway. At this end of the Highway, nearest to the city, the houses are tidy and newly built, and within them reside many respectable people who are

  already in bed, Saturday or no. Much of this housing sprang up after the fire of 1794, which swept through Wapping and Shadwell and was a national emergency, the government forced to provide

  temporary shelter in military tents even while they were needed for the Revolutionary Wars sweeping across Europe.




  London’s fires are like those in a forest, destroying the old and clearing the ground for the new. The property developers followed the fire and low, smart houses began to appear like new

  growth within a burned wood. This little wave of new housing reaches another few hundred yards further east down the Highway, away from the city, before crashing on the rocks of the old depravities

  at Wapping and St Paul’s, where the new grid-like streets give way to clusters of sinewy lanes crammed together between empty land owned by the London Dock Company. Guarding the boundary line

  between the new and the ancient is the stern white mountain of St George in the East. The church exerts a brooding presence on the local people, as if it had been dropped down into this place by

  angels with gigantic schemes.




  Walking along the straight pavement towards the city, Margaret sees the bird-like Olney, the parish watchman, come out of his ramshackle hutch on the pavement and begin walking towards her. His

  steps are uncertain, and as he gets closer her sensitive nose picks up his smell even over the odours of salt and tar and fish and rigging which blow over the wall from the dock.




  The man is drunk again. No surprise there. Almost all the watchmen she’s ever come across in her young life have been drunk from the moment the sun went down to the moment it came up

  again. After which time they were generally asleep.




  Olney raises his cap to her as he passes, and seems about to say something, but thankfully her momentum takes her past the confused old fool. She continues down the road.




  She has two errands – to buy some oysters from Taylor’s, and to settle the baker’s bill. The oysters were Celia Marr’s idea, something to please her husband and maybe

  coax him out of his foul mood. Celia tacked on the oysters as Margaret left the house, despatched by Mr Marr to pay the baker, which is a fool’s errand. Margaret knows the baker will be

  closed at this time of the evening. It is just an excuse to get her out of the house. Marr has made no secret about how very irritating he has found her all day. She’d overheard a

  conversation between Marr and his wife, some days before, in which Marr complained about there being ‘too many bloody children in this house’. She supposes she is one of the

  ‘children’. She is a year older than James, the shop boy, who is now helping the Marrs to close up. The new baby, a few months old, has seemingly been crying without stop since he

  emerged from his mother’s womb. Margaret is sick of the noise from the cellar, where the baby sleeps. The child is the most miserable excuse for an infant she’s ever come across.




  The creaking masts of the ships in the dock are quieter than normal tonight – there is no breeze to buffet them – and the moisture in the air dampens the occasional cry from behind

  the wall that divides the dock from Pennington Street, just behind the row of houses to her left. But the absence of other common noises only makes the sound of her footsteps ring out even more,

  and Margaret feels a familiar little stab of anxiety, so familiar that it passes almost without notice. Any young woman walking along the fringes of the dark heart of the Ratcliffe Highway would

  recognise it.




  She comes to Taylor’s, the oyster shop, and is surprised, despite herself, to find it closed. The shop would normally be open even at this late hour, selling Whitstable oysters to the

  shopkeepers and merchants of the surrounding streets, who typically don’t end their day until midnight on a Saturday. But now the shop is closed up and apparently empty, and looks like it has

  been so for some time. Muttering another little furtive obscenity to herself, Margaret turns around and walks back towards Timothy Marr’s shop. The baker’s is on the other side of

  number 29, eastwards along the Highway and then down John Hill towards the dock.




  She overtakes Olney the watchman as she approaches Marr’s shop again, but he doesn’t notice her. He is gazing, apparently awestruck but probably just confused, at the pale-white

  steeple of St George in the East which rises up ahead of him. Margaret slips by the watchman as quietly as possible, silently praying to whatever God is in residence in the church tonight to stop

  the drunk old watchman from conversing with her.




  She gets past him safely, and peers quickly into Marr’s shop as she walks past it in the other direction. Marr is still busy setting things straight, and she hears him bark an instruction

  at young James, whose shape hurries past the inside of the window carrying an enormous box. She smiles to herself. Maybe she won’t hurry back this evening. Without breaking step, she carries

  on down the Highway, and turns right into John Hill, which runs down the hill from the ridge of the Highway and ends against the wall of the dock.




  And, of course, the baker’s is closed. Like Taylor’s the oyster shop, it has an air of finality about it, as if it had never opened. Its shutters are closed and tight, like every

  shutter in the neighbourhood will be in an hour or so’s time. This area might be moderately respectable, but people aren’t stupid; this is the Ratcliffe Highway, after all, and the

  residents round here are only too aware of the unending disorder a few hundred yards further east, where the lunatics, the thieves, the drunks and the prostitutes congregate down towards Wapping

  and Old Gravel Lane, and are more than likely to chance their arm with a quick smash-and-grab on respectable households.




  But what to do? She feels a strong reluctance to return to number 29 with neither errand completed. She can imagine what the reaction will be to that. Suddenly, she remembers another oyster

  shop, around the corner on Pennington Street. She might even be able to gain some credit by finding oysters on her own initiative, at least with Mrs Marr. She walks down the remainder of John

  Hill.




  In front of her, running from left to right along the far side of Pennington Street, she can see the dark, hulking presence of the dock wall, a prison-like expanse protecting the wealth within

  the new London Dock on the other side. The dock is as full as ever, and the tops of the tallest masts are visible over the top of the wall and the warehouses within.




  It is not her night. The second oyster shop is as closed as the first. Feeling brave, she crosses the road to stand next to the wall of the dock. Underneath it the darkness is even deeper, and

  she places her hand on the new brickwork as she has done many times before, as if she could absorb some narrative from inside. She closes her eyes and imagines herself on the shore of a tropical

  country, sand beneath her naked feet and the sound of gulls screeching above.




  If you put your ear to the dock wall, you can hear the river. It is the bassnote to all the other noises of the dock – the shouting men, the creaking timber, the splashes and the crashes

  and the thunder of barrels rolling down planks and into cellars. This is the counterpoint to the bass of the river: the music of trade.




  Because here, in this dock, is where the chattels of a ravished, crushed world are poured out. Wine and brandy (even now it pours in, even while Boney bestrides Europe). Tobacco from the New

  World. Rice and tea from the Far East. All of it tumbles down into the vast vaults that encircle the dock, the most expansive man-made underground areas in the world. The Pyramids contain only a

  fraction of the volume of these massive capacities. Trade built them, trade fills them, and trade empties them.




  It is six years since the dock opened, nine years since men started digging out the damp marshy soil. Eleven acres of scrubby dwellings were cleared to make way for the clean lines of the new

  dock. The vaults take up another eighteen acres, creeping underneath the homes of Wapping and Shadwell and St Paul’s, where people go about their days only feet above casks, pipes, barrels,

  hogsheads and butts, containing tobacco, tea and enough wine to float a navy.




  Above the ground, the dock is a gleaming display of the finest English brickwork, and follows the brutal aesthetic of its architect, Daniel Alexander, who has also just given the country

  Dartmoor Gaol. Within its walls a mighty machine has been built, well run and ruthlessly protected. Every day lumpers and porters and sailors pour out of the dock to meet the grocers and innkeepers

  and boarding-house women and prostitutes who sate their thirsts, fill their stomachs and attend to their immortal souls and animal desires, while victuallers and chandlers and coopers and drapers

  sell the goods which will equip their ships for new voyages.




  For six years this economic organism has been spreading itself, pushing itself out northwards and eastwards. Its intensities have deepened and its sensibilities have coarsened. Only one language

  is understood, the language of trade, and even religion has had to give way against the tide. God has left Wapping, say many of the locals, and the Devil himself fancies his chances down here on

  the dock.




  Saturday night will be the Devil’s night, when idle minds and hands turn their thoughts to sin. Even innocents can feel this, and Margaret opens her eyes suddenly from her dreamy revelry

  of sun and sand, thinking she hears something new and discordant in the night air, above and beyond the mutterings of the dock.




  The quality of the night has changed. It has closed in, and her mind replays the sound she thought she’d heard, but she is unable to process it. A hum? The buzzing of bees? She takes her

  hand away from the wall, turns around, and begins to walk back to Marr’s shop, defeated in her errands but somehow anxious to be home.




  The watchman, Olney, is nowhere to be seen when she gets back to the door. The shop is in darkness, the shutters up. She pulls the bell, and hears it ring inside the shop, and waits. She pulls

  the bell again. And waits. She places her ear to the wood and can hear nothing, but it is a pregnant nothing, as if the house were waiting for something to happen. She bangs on the door and,

  despite herself, calls out.




  ‘Mr Marr! Mr Marr! It is Margaret!’




  She places her ear against the door once more, and from inside she hears a faint noise, the creak of a footstep on the stair. She pulls away, relieved that someone is coming. The strange fears

  that had momentarily surfaced in her mind start to ebb away. She waits for the sound of the bolt being pulled on the inside of the door. It doesn’t come. She leans towards the door again, and

  hears the faint, sharp cry of a baby. Something about the noise recalls the strange sound she’d thought she’d heard by the dock, and the wave of fear in her head (an authentic fear, not

  one learned from the gothic extremities of a novel) crashes in again, and she begins to strike the door.




  ‘Mr Marr! Mr Marr! Let me in please, Mr Marr! It is Margaret.’




  A hand falls on her shoulder, and she whirls around, the shout frozen in her throat. Behind her stands a short, stinking stranger who puts his toothless face into hers and yells at her:




  ‘Hear the noise, filly! Hear it in your head! It’ll wake us all!’




  He steps back, and Margaret leans away as well, her head brushing against Timothy Marr’s door. The drunk man falls backwards into the street, sprawled headlong, and apparently falls

  asleep. Margaret feels a rigid stiffness in her stomach and a growing softness in her knees. She puts her hand against the door and forces herself to stay upright. She takes several deep, slow

  breaths. She regains herself, and turns back to the door.




  Its solid, freshly painted surface intimidates her, and suddenly she feels hopeless and abandoned and exposed. She looks up and down the street, and sees, maybe a hundred yards away, old Olney

  emerging from a side street and beginning his slow, stumbling progress towards her. Then the panic breaks through and now she is striking the door with both hands, furiously and unthinkingly.




  ‘Mr Marr! Mr Marr! Mr Marr!’
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  Out on the edge of the dark moor, with winter coming on, a young man lay stretched out beneath an ancient leather coat, composing a letter in his mind.




  

    

      My sweet Kate




      Tomorrow, I will reach Plymouth. My travelling partner, the old Tin-Man, tells me we are only three miles away now, and I fancy I can already smell a change in the air. Perhaps it is the

      sea? It is certainly exciting. It smells of Opportunity.




      God willing, I will find a Room for the night and a Table on which I can write down these words to you. It still feels wonderfully strange to write. I have a good supply of quills to

      sharpen, and the jar of ink is nearly full. Can it really be less than a fortnight since I left you in Stanton St John? Even my daily Letter to you is not enough to make much difference to the

      supplies your Father gave me.




      Writing was a skill hard-earned, even with the help of you and your Father. But it is why I am here tonight, shivering by the side of this old Road with an ancient Tin-Man for company. He

      saw me writing, in an alehouse in Tavistock. He looked at me like I was some kind of Faery when he first saw me pull out the implements. I told him I was writing to my Wife and Beloved, but it

      did not take away the Wonder from his eyes. I believe he has never once seen another Person write something down for any other purpose than that of Commerce. I seem to him to have magical

      Powers.




      So, we fell to talking, and I told him of my destination and he offered to guide me, saying he knew the quickest way to Plymouth and would help me enter the town. And as I was so

      concerned with missing the Ship, I readily accepted. And now, tomorrow, I arrive in Plymouth, and the next part of my Journey begins.




      I believe I may not be able to write to you again for many weeks. Or perhaps I will write again tomorrow. Who knows? Who knows when the Ship leaves, or even if it has already left? Who

      knows if this is a Fool’s errand or the beginning of our lives together? I may come back with Money. I may come back with Nothing. But I am determined that I must at least try to provide

      the means for us to create our Future. Your Father is a generous, large-hearted man, and I think of him, indeed, as being the equal of the Father I lost. My Mother’s gratitude to him was

      a warmth which eased her passing. But Sons must grow beyond their Fathers, even when those Fathers are substitutes.




      Money, or Nothing. These are the two Destinations I head towards. I come back with one of these, or I do not come back at all.




      I know you are frightened by this Journey, my sweet. I am frightened too. But if all goes well, I will come back a Man, having left a Boy. A Man with Prospects and with the Resources to

      meet them. A Man, in short, with Money. Tomorrow, Plymouth welcomes me, and I welcome all that Plymouth may bring.




      I love you. Wherever in the wide World my Journey takes me, that love will be with me.




      Billy


    


  




  The next day was market day in Plymouth, and the gulls knew it. There were clouds of them hanging over the town ahead of him, and he had never seen such screeching raucous

  creatures in the sky before. The silent clouds of starlings over the woods of Stanton St John would soar away from such a racket. It was only the first of that day’s marvels.




  The old tin-man’s packhorse raised its sad eyes up to the gulls, but seemed incapable of surprise after so many years of trudging the ancient ridge road from Tavistock that fell down from

  the treeless edges of the moor into the punchy self-confident little town below. Half-a-dozen half-empty sacks of tin weighed down the spine of the old horse. The old man himself didn’t look

  up from the cold, damp dirt below him. He had kept his eyes on the road for much of the journey, unsteady on his ancient feet as he was, but he still fell down three or four times a day, in a

  flurry of pagan curses and foul-smelling clothes. He was too old to be doing this journey, it occurred to Billy. He was the oldest human Billy had ever seen. He was perhaps fifty, almost two

  decades older than Kate’s father.




  The road had been descending for some time, and below the gulls Billy could see the compact walled town, a church spire climbing up almost to touch the bellies of the birds which squawked their

  welcome. Although the ground remembered it was October, maintaining autumn’s damp, it was a dry day for so late in the year, essentially clear, and down the hill and over the roofs of the

  houses Billy could see the unfamiliar vertical sight of masts. The wind brought a new smell into his nostrils, a cold, fresh, salty smell. There had been a forewarning of that sharp tang the

  previous day, but now it came on hard and strong. Plymouth sat at the edge of the whole world, and the scent of it brought the world sharply into focus.




  He felt profoundly excited. He felt like crying. He felt sick.




  He touched the side of his face, again, the place where Kate had kissed him, two weeks before. ‘For luck,’ she’d said, and now he said it again as he walked past the first

  houses, on the edge of the town. ‘For luck.’




  Luck had been a constant companion these past few weeks. He’d travelled more than a hundred and fifty miles from Oxfordshire, sleeping in fields most evenings, occasionally taken in by a

  well-meaning farmer’s wife with perhaps the trace of an old sparkle in her eyes. Finally, he’d skirted the north side of the moor and had reached Tavistock, where he’d met the

  decrepit tin-man.




  Kate’s father had been adamant – stay away from the towns, and don’t go near Dartmoor on your own. If you do, you’ll die. And yet the only way into Plymouth from the

  north was along the edge of Dartmoor and through Tavistock, breaking both of Kate’s father’s admonitions. So Billy had been relieved when the tin-man had approached him in the inn and

  told him about ancient paths known only to farmers and tin-men. He spoke like that, too: ‘ancient paths known only to farmers, young ’un’, as if his every utterance was to be

  written down within a Celtic myth. Billy had grasped the chance, even though these ‘ancient ways’ turned out to be no more than the main north–south road into Plymouth which had

  been tramped up and down for centuries past.




  In any case, Plymouth hadn’t been designed for those arriving on foot. Plymouth sat on the water, and was only notionally attached to the rest of the country behind it. If you didn’t

  have a way of getting there by boat, well then Plymouth had little time for you. If you weren’t travelling by water, really, what sort of a person could you be? In recent decades, Plymouth

  had been the stage for dozens of epic encounters, between England and France, England and Spain, England and the Hanseatic League, England and anyone with a ship full of treasure who thought they

  could slip by the hungry chancers of Devon and Cornwall without at least a nibble of piracy. Fowey, westwards down the coast, was the home of a more vicious collection of thieves and smugglers. In

  Plymouth the chancers dressed well and cloaked themselves in mercantile respectability. Like London, the town was run by and for its merchants. Its aldermen were cut from a particular swashbuckling

  cloth, and looked longingly (and greedily) out across the ocean, out to where the Spaniards and Portuguese were busy carving out empires and hollowing out mountains of gold and silver. It was from

  Plymouth that the English followed them, and it was back to Plymouth that the plunder of countless acts of derring-do had begun to return.




  Billy and the tin-man (no boat, but a trusty packhorse) entered the town through Old North Gate. There were men at this gate writing down the names of those who entered and left, and he felt a

  momentary tug of fear (avoid the towns, said Kate’s father again urgently), but the old tin-man grunted at the men and Billy was waved through, apparently as someone the old man would

  vouch for.




  Once inside the walls of the town, everything changed. Rows of houses started to bunch up like young men in an alehouse, and the spaces between these rows of houses started to organise

  themselves into something like paved pathways. These are streets, Billy realised. Streets like they have in Oxford itself.




  And as these streets and rows of houses began to crowd in, Plymouth rose up to meet Billy’s eyes and ears and nose. It was a whirl of shouting voices, human and animal smells and

  blurry-bright magnificent colours. Having spent the last few days with only the sounds of the moor to keep him company, and the swaying rattling of the packhorse and the tin-man, the torrent of

  sensation was overwhelming. Now there were people everywhere, a river of humans scurrying down to the Market Cross to indulge in the passion of all Englishmen and Englishwomen: the buying and

  selling of stuff.




  Everywhere he looked, money was changing hands, and if not money some other item of exchange. People swirled around the street. If you sniffed the air, it smelled of deals.




  Billy turned towards the tin-man to ask directions, but the man was gone, along with his packhorse, and Billy whispered a farewell under his breath, along with a quiet Polish Ave Maria,

  like his mother had described his father doing.




  A woman heard him whisper the little prayer and glanced at him curiously. Plymouth-dwellers were notoriously alert to the presence of spies in their town, and with a fresh Protestant queen on

  the throne Roman Catholic homilies rather stood out. But he smiled his charming smile and her face melted, as faces (particularly female faces) generally did around young Billy Ablass. He was a

  fine-looking young man, tall with dark hair and pale, smooth skin. His teeth were whiter and straighter than they had any business being, and his blue eyes (inherited from his Slavic father) were

  crystal-clear.




  He’d now reached the Market Cross itself, and he stopped for a moment. His heart was still racing with the richness of the experience, but the Ave Maria and the woman’s smile

  had quietened his mind somewhat. He needed to get to the Mitre – that was the alehouse Kate’s father had told him about, the place where he’d find the captain. Normally, Billy

  would not have been remotely concerned about asking for directions, but the paradox of these crowds had already hit him: he felt alone and very obviously out of place, and for a moment imagined all

  the faces of the crowd turned to him, the stranger from far away.




  And there she was again, the woman he’d smiled at, coming back into view behind a horse, so he smiled again and approached her.




  ‘Excuse me, ma’am. I’m searching for the Mitre, if you would know where that would be.’




  Her smile remained, but it was puzzled – his accent was unplaceable. Not Devon, certainly. Somerset, perhaps? Dorchester? Surely not as far as Oxford!




  ‘And why would a handsome young thing like you be looking for the Mitre?’ she said, determined to keep him in conversation for a while. Her rich Devon vowels made her seem impossibly

  exotic to Billy, her accent even stronger than that of the farmer. Her seductive tone might have given him pause, but Billy didn’t hesitate to roll out his learned-by-heart story.




  ‘My uncle Jack is a brewer, from Abingdon. He wants to sell his beer in Plymouth, and has asked me to visit the local alehouses to see if they might be prepared to sell his fine ale.

  I’m to talk to them all. Starting with the Mitre,’ he added hurriedly, afraid she might direct him to another tavern.




  He’d remembered the fictional details, and felt a small lift of pride. The woman was smiling even more broadly now, as if he’d just told her the finest joke this side of the

  Tamar.




  ‘Well, quite the man of business, aren’t we?’ she said. ‘And all the way from Abingdon? Why, you must have been travelling for weeks, young fellow. The Mitre’s in

  the street down there, towards the harbour.’ She pointed to a gap in the buildings that surrounded the Market Cross. ‘But you’ll have no joy with your uncle’s fine ales,

  which I’m sure are the nectar of the gods themselves, judging by his fine nephew. The Mitre’s run by old Coakley, and that nasty old bugger will only sell ale from Devon. He makes a

  point of it.’




  He thanked the woman, who laughed again at his formality before continuing on her way.




  He looked at the houses she’d pointed at, and they were (again!) the most opulent things he’d ever seen, their leaded windows glittering in the unseasonal sun. In one of the open

  windows, a gorgeous young creature sat watching the crowds below and combing her long red hair. He took no joy in her appearance, because she reminded him of Kate, and of how long it would be

  before he saw her again. She noticed him, though, and for a moment she imagined eloping to Exeter and heading for the golden pavements of London with the gorgeous, serious-faced stranger.




  He struggled across the stream of market traders and visitors, and walked down the street the woman had indicated. It was a small, crooked place, smelling of shit and cows and, within and above

  the other smells, the mysterious scent of some foreign spice that lent all the other odours an impossible glamour. There were still people here, so many people, but in the shadows they stopped

  being faces and voices and turned into presences. Up ahead, a gaggle of shadowy men stood outside one of the buildings, and above them swung a childishly simple picture of a bishop’s

  mitre.




  The men outside the inn ignored him as he pushed through them, and Billy thought in passing that this was the first time he’d deliberately touched a stranger and been ignored by him in

  return. Half-a-dozen strangers, at that. Another new sliver of experience. Perhaps he was already a changed man, even after so little time.




  He passed through a low-arched doorway and, to his surprise, emerged into a small open courtyard with a cloister down one side and a staircase at the end, beneath which was a door. It

  didn’t look like any inn he had ever seen before, but he headed for the door and went inside.




  Within there was a genuine gloom, one that reminded him of the local alehouse back at home on a winter’s night when the fire was on and a few candles served to light the room. But this

  gloom was not particularly cosy; indeed, there was something church-like about it. In one corner a man sat on his own with a few candles and a massive pewter beer-jug, an open ledger in front of

  him. The man seemed to give off his own light, or rather to be reflecting and amplifying the light from the sturdy candles in front of him. He wore an amazingly impressive ruff on top of something

  possibly more alien than anything Billy had seen thus far – a purple doublet with gold stitching and brass studs, each the size of a sheep’s eye and each polished, so that the man

  looked like a map of the stars. He was the most impossibly exotic human Billy had ever seen.




  Billy approached what seemed in the gloom to be a bear cleaning a huge earthenware jug in front of a new-looking hatch in the wall. A man, of course, but a man so huge and so hairy that Billy

  could not get his first impression out of his mind, that the landlord of this place was a huge Russian bear with a thick mane on its head and a beard hanging down from its impressive jaw. The

  man’s massive fat hairy fingers moving surprisingly delicately over the jug. He didn’t look up at Billy.




  Billy found it took some courage to speak to him.




  ‘Excuse me, sir. I’m looking for someone, and was told I might find him here.’




  The hairy man said nothing, but something about the way he moved his head indicated that Billy could at least carry on speaking.




  ‘I’m looking for John Hawkyns.’




  At that, the hairy man looked directly at Billy. He was interested now, although Billy sensed this might not be for reasons entirely beneficial to him.




  ‘Yer lookin’ for John ’Awkyns, are ye?’ said the man. His accent grated on Billy’s ears. It was harder and harsher than the sandpapered-down warmth of Oxford.

  He’d not heard anything quite like it before. Even the old farmer hadn’t sounded like this. Letters were dropped from the beginnings and ends of words, and the whole thing sounded

  chopped and mangled and turned in on itself. Aggression seemed to be the cable that strung the words together.




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘And why would ye think Mr ’Awkyns would want ye to find ’im, eh?’




  Billy wondered if he would get anywhere with this beast of a man, but then another voice cut in.




  ‘Now, now, Coakley. Mr Hawkyns can decide such things for himself.’




  After the harsh rasping of Coakley, as Billy now guessed the hairy giant to be, this new voice was rich, elegantly polished and sardonic, and even without turning Billy knew it must come from

  the glamorous man with the candles and the ledger. Billy turned to look in that direction, and saw the stranger was smiling, almost rapturously, at him. He preceded his next utterance with a

  theatrical wink towards Billy.




  ‘Really, Coakley, I don’t know how they are wont to do things in London, but here in the Queen’s Harbour of Plymouth we like to make young strangers feel welcome. Particularly

  such well put-together young strangers. Pour the boy a drink and get him to come over here.’




  Coakley smirked as he poured beer into a pewter jug, and handed it to Billy with a leer. ‘Sip i’ slowly, stranger,’ he muttered as he handed it over. ‘Few too many of

  these and ye’ll find yourself tied to a mainmast. And no’ in’ the regular way, if you ge’ my meanin’.’




  Billy did not get his meaning, but didn’t say so, preferring instead to adopt his newly learned attitude of polite caution in the face of strangers saying inexplicable things. He took the

  ale and walked over to the man with the ledger and the splendid clothes, who was still smiling at him with an expansive, welcoming ease. Everything about the man oozed splendour and munificence,

  and something about him made Billy think of the young girl brushing her hair in the window of the expensive house.




  ‘Sit down, young fellow, sit down,’ said the rich man. ‘Now. I do know this John Hawkyns whom you are seeking. What would you have him speak to you about?’




  That smile remained in place, and the hands were folded on top of the thick, heavy leather ledger. The studs in the man’s doublet flickered like beacon fires on the hills above Plymouth,

  warning of encroaching danger.




  ‘I’ve a letter for him, sir.’




  ‘Really? How tremendously exciting. So let’s see this letter, my lad.’




  Billy reached inside his jerkin. For half a second he could not feel the letter and an impossible world of failure opened up, a world in which he returned to Stanton St John with nothing, with

  no money at all, and Kate’s father lost the tenancy of the manor farm and left the village, taking Kate with him, and Billy roamed the country, a worthless serf, away from Kate and away from

  his dreams of money and all that came with it. But then he felt the corner of the thick parchment, pulled out the letter, and stopped.




  The stranger was staring at Billy, his smile now smaller but still there, his head tipped back slightly and his eyes almost closed, like a cat waiting for a mouse to jump.




  ‘Can you smile, sir?’ the rich man asked, suddenly, before Billy had a chance to show him the letter.




  ‘Smile?’




  ‘Yes, dammit, smile. I’d like to see you smile. If I were to say that Coakley here was a London man and came here to avoid three different women who mystifyingly wanted to spend

  their lives with him, would that make you smile?’




  Despite himself, Billy did smile. The man’s easy, arrogant charm was so beautiful to observe, while being so patently lethal.




  ‘My God, you do smile, sir. Exceptionally so.’ But Billy stopped smiling immediately. He felt something cold in his gut, and found that he had some steel inside him when it came to

  matters of negotiation. He kept a hold on the letter.




  ‘If you please sir, I’d rather give the letter to Mr Hawkyns directly, sir. The man who gave it to me said specifically that I should give it to Mr Hawkyns and only Mr

  Hawkyns.’




  The man’s smile was still in place, but its personality had changed. The nose had pinched, the eyes compressed. He now looked like he might bite Billy’s head off and spit it into his

  beer.




  ‘You have a bloody nerve, boy. I say give me the letter and I’ll give it to Hawkyns.’




  ‘And if you please, sir, I say that in all conscience I cannot, having been instructed to give it to Mr Hawkyns directly.’




  The rich man leaned forward, the hands rising together and the index fingers pointing directly between Billy’s eyes. His eyes were flat and dangerous.




  ‘Young men from the country arrive in Plymouth all the time. And young men disappear as well . . .’




  ‘Now, now, enough, Tregarthen. Leave the lad alone.’




  Another man had emerged from the gloom of the inn and had placed his hand on the shoulder of the first. Although he spoke quietly, and had emerged as if from smoke, his presence changed the

  room. The atmosphere of threatening bonhomie disappeared. Undercurrents vanished. Billy relaxed, despite himself.




  ‘Get me a beer, Coakley. And another for this pillar of the community Tregarthen. Now, this letter, lad.’




  ‘Mr Hawkyns?’




  The man nodded as he sat down, and his natural authority was such that without a qualm Billy handed him the heavy precious letter which he’d husbanded so carefully on the journey from

  Oxfordshire. Billy watched Hawkyns as he read the letter. The man wore a doublet and a ruff like the man he’d called Tregarthen, but where the other’s clothes were all ostentation and

  show, Hawkyns’s outfit was relatively subdued but still, deliberately, very expensive. Even to Billy’s untrained bucolic eyes, his clothes were obviously much more costly than those

  worn by his comrade. This was a man who dressed not to influence or to impress, but to dominate and to control. His hair was dark and cut short, his dark beard pointed in the Spanish manner, his

  nose long and straight. Hawkyns’s eyes were almost black, as far as Billy could detect here in the gloom of the Mitre. The candle glittered in them as he read the letter.




  He finished reading.




  ‘The hand is barbaric, but I’d expect that from a man like White. You are his son-in-law, yes?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Well, lad, your father-in-law is a presumptuous rogue to have written a letter like this to one such as I. I’ve just returned from a private audience with Elizabeth herself.

  I’d like to know why I should grant the request of a bloody Oxfordshire farmer who seems to be under the impertinent impression that I owe him a favour.’




  ‘Yes, sir. He helped you with a horse, sir.’




  ‘Yes, he did. As he should have done for a superior.’




  ‘He said you’d say something like that, Mr Hawkyns.’




  ‘Did he now?’




  ‘Yes, sir. And he said to tell you that the horse he lent you came back lame, and is now good for nothing more than a Frenchman’s supper.’




  There was silence at that. Hawkyns did not laugh, smile or rage. He kept his eyes steadily on Billy’s, and Billy did not look away, and perhaps that more than anything meant he did not

  have to turn around and travel home with nothing. They glared at each other for five seconds, ten, fifteen, but Billy held on, grimly, until Hawkyns’s expression finally softened and he

  raised one well-groomed eyebrow.




  ‘Extraordinary. Well, one must admire the man’s backbone. Does it run in the family?’




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘You’re married to John White’s daughter?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘And who is your father?’




  ‘Now deceased, sir, as is my mother. My father I never knew. He was a Polish sailor.’




  ‘Polish? How does a Polish sailor end up siring a son in Oxfordshire? As far away from the sea as a man can get, I would imagine.’




  ‘He . . . Well, he performed some services for a powerful man in old King Henry’s court, sir. His reward was a small property in Stanton St John.’




  Billy stopped, unsure of how much more he should say on the subject of services and powerful men. Hawkyns caught his hesitation and weighed it up for a second, possibly intrigued.




  ‘No doubt, but a detail I didn’t request,’ he said, eventually. ‘You’ll learn to only respond to direct questions when speaking to a commander, lad.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Have you sailed before?’




  ‘No, sir.’




  ‘No, sir. Then what bloody use are you to me?’




  Billy said nothing. After not flinching from Hawkyns’s gaze earlier, it was the second good decision he’d made that day. Hawkyns sipped his beer, considered something, and then

  looked at Billy again as if he’d just arrived. The hard face now appeared almost friendly, and Billy once again realised that this man had a certain power to make people do what he wanted

  just by looking at them the right way.




  ‘You’ve come a long way, lad. And that on itself says something about you. You can join my crew as a seaman. We sail in three days. The Jesus of Lübeck. You can’t

  miss it.’




  Billy worried about this. He was pretty sure he could, actually, miss it.




  ‘If you please, sir, how might I be sure it’s the right ship?’




  Hawkyns laughed.




  ‘You’ll be sure because it’ll be the biggest fucking thing you’ve ever seen.’
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  Charles Horton, waterman-constable of the River Thames Police Office, takes almost a half-hour to walk from the Police Office building at Wapping Stairs to the Ratcliffe

  Highway. His errand is urgent, but there is nevertheless the not insignificant fact of the new dock lying between him and the most direct route to his destination.




  The shortest way now available thus takes him around the southeastern corner of the dock, through the heart of Wapping itself – along Old Gravel Lane, with its alehouses both respectable

  and dissolute. Despite the late hour there are still people mulling around on the street. Sunday may have begun, but most of those out are no respecters of religious tradition. Drunken sailors

  collide into equally drunken lumpers and watermen before collapsing into a thumping heap; prostitutes keep an eye on the alehouse exits in the hope of picking up a lone, lonely seaman who has still

  kept hold of some of his money; the occasional gentleman picks his way gingerly through the sodden lower orders on his way back from an evening roughing it on the waterfront. It is in most senses a

  normal Saturday night in Dockland.




  But there is something else too, and Horton, a Wapping man (but a Margate boy), can smell the difference as soon as he walks out into the street. He has been working a night shift at the Police

  Office, something he does rarely unless traffic is particularly heavy out on the river, so it was fortunate that he was there to receive the excitable boy who’d arrived with news from the

  Ratcliffe Highway. Horton, who has an easy way with children, employs a small network of excitable boys with open ears and watchful eyes throughout Wapping and Shadwell, and has lost count of the

  times a juicy nugget of intelligence has worked its way down to the riverside office from a back-street to the north or east.




  Now, out in the street, it’s clear to Horton’s finely tuned senses that the same news carried to him by his boy has already begun to work its way into the shared consciousness of

  Wapping, and soon some of these people (the ones who can still walk, at least) will be making their way in the same direction for a look-see. Only alcohol and the late hour are slowing them down,

  but before long raw human curiosity will overcome those obstacles. He walks fast to beat them to it.




  Horton is a tall man in his forties, dressed tonight for work on the river in a dark pea coat and even darker trousers, a dark shirt and woollen jumper beneath the coat, and a dark hat on his

  head. His eyes are dark, his skin pale, his hair as dark as his clothes. Despite his size, he has a near-invisible quality about him, the same near-invisible quality as a watchful excitable boy who

  wishes to make himself useful. He bumps into no one’s shoulders, trips over no one’s feet, and no one notices him as he flits through the common herd. He walks, and he listens, and he

  hears the sound of Wapping growling in its cups.




  At the end of Old Gravel Lane he turns left onto the Highway, and even from here he can see the beginnings of a small crowd mulling around the house at number 29. As he approaches, he sees that

  perhaps fifty people have already gathered outside. He starts to push his way through, shouting out who he is as the crowd gets thicker. The smell of gin and ale and unwashed clothes is heavy in

  the air. Even shouting he struggles to be heard, but still eases his way through.




  Finally he breaks through to a clearer space around the front door of the neat little house. The space is a respectful one, left intact by the growing crowd despite their excitement and their

  intoxication. A young girl is sitting on the pavement weeping in the almost silent, exhausted way of a woman who has been crying for some time and is almost worn out. A group of men is standing

  around her but somewhat away from her, as if embarrassed by her display. Horton recognises one of them: Olney, one of the local parish watchmen. He pulls the old man aside.




  Olney is drunk, as is to be expected of a watchman at this time of night, but seems to be relatively alert. Horton grabs his upper arm and speaks directly into his ear. The crowd becomes

  quieter, recognising the appearance of authority even when it dresses in a pea coat, trying to hear what he is saying.




  ‘Olney – what has happened here?’




  ‘Murder, Officer Horton. Foul, foul murder.’




  The watchman begins to weep, and not for the first time this evening, reckons Horton. He has seen the old man cry before. He becomes sentimental and maudlin when he has been drinking, and he

  drinks most of the time. It is the normal way for a Shadwell watchman to behave, and Horton does not judge him for it.




  ‘In the house?’ asks Horton, still gripping the old man’s arm, still whispering urgently.




  ‘Yes. Yes, sir.’




  ‘Witnesses?’




  ‘The girl. And him. Murray.’




  Olney, still weeping, points a shaky finger towards one of the men standing around the sobbing girl. The man is looking back over Horton’s shoulder, away from the girl, gazing at

  something. His lips are moving and Horton thinks he hears a fragment of prayer. Horton glances back behind himself, in the same direction as the man is looking, and sees the white tower of St

  George in the East. He had walked right by it on the way here and had not even glanced up at it, scurrying along underneath its pale gaze.




  He turns back to Olney. He is still gripping the old watchman’s arm.




  ‘Anyone inside?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘No constables or magistrates from Shadwell?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Have you been in?’




  The old man looks at him.




  ‘Not for all the world.’




  At that, Horton lets go of Olney’s arm, and walks up to the man the watchman has identified. The man’s lips stop moving as Horton steps towards him, but while they are speaking the

  man keeps his back turned to the house and his eyes keep flicking over Horton’s shoulders towards the unavoidable bulk of the church.




  ‘Murray?’




  ‘Yes. John Murray. I live nex’ door.’




  ‘You’ve seen what has happened?’




  ‘I’ve been . . . inside, is all.’




  ‘How did you get in?’




  ‘Back of the ’ouse. Through the back.’




  ‘Show me.’




  Murray’s eyes flicker and focus on Horton.




  ‘I’ll show ye. But I’m not goin’ in again.’




  He leads Horton away. As they pass the sobbing girl on the street, Horton sees her glance up at him. A young girl, maybe sixteen or seventeen. Long red curly hair. Her eyes almost as red as her

  hair with the crying, but at the same time full of a knowledge newly acquired. Her mouth opens in a small ‘o’ as if she is going to say something, ask for his help or his guidance

  perhaps, but she says nothing, and then the crowd closes around her, eager for a glimpse and perhaps a touch of the eyewitness.




  Some of the crowd break off and follow Murray and Horton down the street. A man shouts ‘Oi, you!’ but Horton ignores that. There will be more and more of it before long.




  The two men and their small accompanying flock come to a gate between two blocks of houses, which Murray opens and goes through. Horton turns to the small crowd as he passes through the gate and

  shuts it behind him.




  ‘No one is to follow me, on the authority of John Harriott, magistrate of the Thames River Police Office. Stay here.’




  The flock grumbles, with one male voice particularly vocal, the same one as before. But Horton shuts the gate behind him and no one attempts to follow. He and Murray are in the passageway

  between the two blocks. Murray is waiting for him, silhouetted by moonlight.




  ‘You’re with the River Office?’ Murray asks. ‘Not Shadwell?’




  ‘Shadwell will be here, I’m sure,’ Horton says. ‘Now show me where you got in.’




  The end of the passage opens into a semi-private, rather bleak little square, more of a yard really, onto which face the backs of perhaps twenty houses. Murray turns left and walks back past two

  or three of these trim little houses. He stops at one of them.




  ‘This is it. Timothy Marr’s ’ouse.’ He pronounces the name timoffee.




  A chest-high fence runs along the back of the Marrs’ yard, broken by a gate, which is open. Horton steps through it, and then pauses. He turns back to Murray.




  ‘Tell me what happened, as quickly as you can.’




  The man’s face is white but his voice is steady. A good witness, it occurs to Horton. Should one be needed.




  ‘I live coupla doors away. I ’eard noises from the ’ouse, some shoutin’ and furniture crashin’. It’s no’ uncommon, though. But then I ’eard the

  girl shoutin’ at the front door. She couldn’t ge’ in, no one was answ’rin’ ’er. The watchman, Olney, ’e came and started ringin’ at the door too. I

  come round the back ’ere, saw a light on. I shouted back roun’ to Olney an’ the girl that the light was on, an’ she screamed at me to get in ’n’ check they was

  all right. So I go’ in the ’ouse. And I saw ’em.’
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