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FOR DAIL AMBLER, Beat Girl


PART ONE



One

LILLIAN COULD HEAR THE SOUND OF the lion as soon as she awoke. She knew it was roaring because it was hungry and she wondered, not for the first time, what on earth they fed it.

Through her thin curtains she could see the light breaking on London for another day. Instead of rising, Lillian rolled over and pulled the blanket up under her chin. The mornings were the coldest part of the day, and at this time of year she slept almost fully clothed, as the heat never seemed to reach her small room at the top of the house. She extended her legs, but her knees stayed bent as her feet hit the end of the bed. She’d never had a bed that was big enough for her.

In the rooms below, she could hear the call bells start to ring as the house roused itself from the night. At last she rose. A jug and a basin stood on the floor and she squatted down beside them, lifted her skirts, and splashed a little icy cold water around her groin with her hand. She wrung out the cloth alongside the basin, then fished inside her top half and sponged under her arms. Her mistress, the good Miss Mary Unsworth of Tottenham Court Road, had given her the remains of a bottle of lavender water and she carefully measured a few drops in her hands, rubbed them together, and smeared them under her armpits.

The lion roared again and Lillian smiled to herself as she brushed her hair, thinking of the handbill she had found. Her mistress often sent Lillian on errands to Covent Garden, and only last week she had been handed a piece of paper with pictures of the most strange and amazing of animals. The bill promised a place with dazzling birds of every size and colour; giant beasts with noses that hung to the floor; cold-blooded lizards with tongues as long as your arm; animals that carried their young in a belly pouch. Even birds that could talk! To own such a beast would surely denote your place in the world, the leaflet said.

Lillian was grateful for her work but knew she was not particularly good at being a lady’s maid. Yes, she could put up her mistress’s hair and ensure it stayed in place for the day, but her own was a different tale. Her dark hair had the texture of a horse’s mane and simply refused to stay put, constantly escaping from the constraints of the pins and ribbons her mistress had given her in an attempt to dress Lillian as the position demanded.

As a child back in the country, Lillian had been allowed to wear breeches on account of her size. Now she yearned for the freedom such clothes had given her. She dreamed of cutting her hair short like a boy. She had heard of women who hacked off their hair and posed as boys to follow their lovers into battle, such as Phoebe Hessel, who’d fallen in love with a soldier and enlisted in the Fifth Regiment of Foot in the British army. Lillian had devoured the details of Phoebe’s story in the newspaper, learning that she served five years as a private, even earning a small scar on the elbow as the result of a bayonet wound received in the Battle of Fontenoy. Oh, how she yearned to follow her into battle! But she would have settled for simply being able to wear breeches.

Lillian paused in her toilet and considered herself in the small looking glass that stood on her chest of drawers. She was not an unattractive woman, although she only ever received a second glance on account of her height. The tip of her nose, which was neither big nor petite, always seemed to catch the light. Her green eyes were framed by the fairest of eyelashes that made her eyes seem smaller than they were, but her lips were an acceptable colour of pink, especially when she squeezed them between her teeth. Her chin was neat and round as a small hen’s egg. Specks of food remained on the front of her dress despite her constant attempts to keep it clean. Lillian’s mistress was kind and she truly loved her for taking her in, despite not having the appearance of the average lady’s maid. She was aware how folks tittered when she followed behind her mistress’s petite figure. So be it. Lillian had been laughed at most of her life. She knew what she looked like in the required dresses and bonnets the other maids wore. They pinched at her waist and clung to her throat and itched at her wrists, as if the clothing were squeezing the life from her.

She squirmed as she remembered last week’s visit with her mistress to Wedgwood’s Rooms in Pall Mall. Miss Unsworth had given her strict instructions to stay three feet behind and keep her hands clasped at all times lest she knock into anything. Lillian had never felt so large and ungainly as in that shop, which was piled floor to ceiling with china so delicate you could almost see right through it. She had breathed in the smell of perfumed candles that filled the air as ladies wandered with their maids amongst huge tables laid out with the very best in Wedgwood designs, tantalising creations in blue, green, and lilac and others in yellow, black, and white. It was such a quiet and refined atmosphere, punctuated only by the sounds of cups being gently lifted and placed back on their saucers, that Lillian hardly dared breathe. But when her mistress dropped her handkerchief, she had moved forwards to pick it up so quickly that her cloak caught the handle of a gravy boat positioned at the edge of a fully laden table. She sent half a dozen teacups and saucers, along with a three-tiered cake stand, crashing to the floor in a cloud of white ceramic dust. The collective intake of breath quickly gave way to a fluttering of fans, then titters at Lillian’s obvious confusion and distress as the shop assistants flustered around her mistress with assurances that it was a mere accident, whilst casting black-eyed looks at the clumsy perpetrator.

She shook her head at the memory.

Lillian looked again at the advertisement in her hand. It boasted that if London led the world, then the greatest place in London to see such magnificent sights was at Grady’s Menagerie on the Strand.

Grady’s Menagerie!

The words rolled around her head and something inside her stirred. Almost twenty years of working and drudgery and orders, and never ever anything for herself. Her imagination was on fire, pictures forming in her head of what these creatures might look like. She needed to see these animals. To smell them, to get close to them. Yes, she had to see them.

And today was Sunday, her afternoon off. As soon as her work was done, she planned to set off for the Strand.

THE WINTER SUN was drooping in the sky by the time she finally got away. Fearing the place might be closed before she got there, Lillian quickly made her way up Fleet Street and across Holborn in ten minutes. Outside the Lyceum she caught the unfamiliar whiff of animal. Quickening her step, she walked past Andrews Medical Supplies, Daniel Steele’s stationers, a few more steps beyond Neeles the engraver, and there it was. Grady’s Menagerie.

Craning her neck, she read the grand title of EXETER EXCHANGE MENAGERIE painted in bright letters at the very top of the building. Another sign declaring EDWARD GRADY DEALER IN EXOTIC BIRDS AND BEASTS sat above and between two Doric columns whilst a large window opened onto a balcony where images of all the animals that could be found therein were painted. Behind the window she could see half a dozen young women, their heads bent over pieces of cloth they held in their hands. Seamstresses, she presumed.

A SHILLING TO SEE ALL THE ANIMALS OF THE WORLD, the sign at the entrance proclaimed, and she duly laid down her two sixpences to the fat old lady in widow’s weeds sitting in the booth.

It was dark as she entered, and she squeezed her eyes closed to help adjust to the gloom. When she opened them, she could see the room was lit by candles placed in small recesses cut into the walls all the way down both sides of a huge hall. Then the smell hit her, an overpowering stench of rancid meat and fetid straw, overlaid with animal excreta. The ceiling was so high it must be impossible to heat in winter, she thought. The cold from the cobbled floor reached up to her calves through her shoes. Lillian shivered and hugged herself, but quickly forgot the cold and the smell as her senses were overtaken by the sights of the strangest and yes, truly, the most amazing creatures.

Here was one that looked like a dog, covered in spots, and made the oddest sound as if it were laughing at her. THE HYENA, AFRICA, a small notice above its cage declared. Next to it was a pig with huge quills for hair. PORCUPINE, THE AMERICAS, she read. She recognised the creature in the next enclosure, a kangaroo from Australia. That’s where they send all the thieves and pickpockets, she thought. A loud snorting sound made her turn to find a massive boar, bigger than anything she had ever seen on the farm. Then she became aware of the sounds of birds, seemingly hundreds and hundreds of birds, all singing and calling and flapping their wings in a blaze of colours, and in the distance, a variety of roars and screams and shouts.

The smell of pipe smoke reached her nostrils. Out of the corner of her eye she caught the silhouette of a stocky man standing in the shadows at the end of the corridor, puffing away. She continued to wander from one side of the Great Hall to the other, pausing to examine the creatures in their pens, stalls, and cages, noting their countries of origin. Where had these creatures come from? What did they eat? Did the sun shine in their home?

There were few other visitors as she stopped to stare at a pair of wolves occupying a corner pen with a painting of the Seven Hills of Rome set as a backdrop, forming a tableau of sorts. One wolf was gnawing at its front paw and she noticed its foot was tethered by an iron bracelet to a ring on the wall. Its water bowl was empty.

“They should take better care of you,” she said aloud.

“Take better care?” said the man with the pipe, stepping forwards, one hand on his lapel. He was accompanied by a huge dog that leaned against him, its head reaching his waist.

Lillian looked at the man with curiosity, as if he were one of the exhibits. He was a short sturdy creature modelling the bushiest of sideburns, the colour of Seville oranges. He sported a double-breasted coat with a black velvet collar and a black and red checked waistcoat. The ensemble was completed by a shiny green cravat, pinned with a tiger’s claw, about four inches long and set in a bed of silver. She thought he had a slight look of the paddywhack about him, like some of her father’s friends when they had a drop too much and the colour rose in their cheeks.

“Sir, it seems that many of these creatures could do with a change of straw and the simple matter of their water bowls topping up,” she said sternly.

“Ah,” said the man, taking a deep bow. “What a pleasure and an honour it is to meet a fellow aficionado and expert of the world’s great fauna.”

“I . . . I’m no expert, sir,” Lillian stammered.

The man took a puff on his pipe and squinted coldly at her.

“No,” he said. “I don’t suppose you are.”

Before Lillian could reply, the man continued, “You like my charges, my dear?” His tone had abruptly changed. He was smiling now.

“Sir,” she replied, “I’ve never seen the like. I . . . I am quite overwhelmed. I never knew such creatures could exist.”

The man chuckled. “England rules the waves, my dear, and those ships we send bearing goods to the four corners of the globe are returning with a different cargo, creatures the like of which no one had ever imagined nor seen before.”

Lillian’s mouth fell open.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man said, taking another bow. “My name is Edward Grady, the . . . ah . . . eponymous owner of this ’ere humble establishment.”

He emphasised the second syllable of eponymous and the first in humble.

“And this is Teddy Diamond,” he added, indicating the shaggy grey dog, who wagged his tail and gave a woof at the sound of his name. His tongue hung out of his mouth so that it looked like he was smiling.

“I’ve never seen such a large dog,” said Lillian, stepping back.

“Wolfhound,” said Grady. “From the old country. You’ll never find a stronger or gentler canine.”

The man held Lillian’s gaze until she pulled her eyes away and smiled down at the dog, who gave her hand a lick.

Grady puffed on his pipe once more. “And what brings you to this wondrous emporium of the exotic?” He waved his hand to indicate the empire in which he stood.

“The lion, sir!” she replied, beaming. “I hear it in the morning when I wake, and at night when I retire. Why, it is like he and I feed at the same time, even sleep at the same time. I’ve been looking all over and I think I can hear him in the distance but I’ve not found him yet.”

She dropped her eyes and her voice drifted away. She was suddenly aware that she might be talking nonsense to a complete stranger.

Grady stared at her. “Come with me,” he said and took her by the wrist—not too roughly, but with a sense of urgency—and pulled her behind him.

He led her past the loitering families taking their last views before they left, past the exotic birds, around the corner and past the ram with the large horns, and finally to the end of the first-floor corridor. Slightly breathless, Grady stopped at the final cage.

“There,” he commanded, pointing. “Look.”

After so many nights hearing its roar, she was finally there in front of the beast. She watched as he took three paces, turned, then took three more, this being the limit of the size of his cage. Without thinking, she inched closer until she found herself gripping the iron bars with both hands.

“Careful!” Grady cautioned.

The smell of unkempt, mangled fur mingled with the damp urine-sodden straw as the lion paced around its cell. It stopped. Paused. And released a loud heavy stream of yellow piss that smelt both sweet and foul in the air. Lillian caught the tang of salt on her tongue.

“Meet Leonidas,” said Grady.

Lillian whispered the unfamiliar syllables, “Lee . . . on . . . eye . . . das.”

Her knuckles were white, the bars cold and damp. She went to wipe her nose and smelt iron and lion. The beast looked her right in the eye and they held each other’s gaze. He opened his mouth and the heat and smell of his breath was warm on her face and the aroma of putrid meat filled her nostrils. But he didn’t make a sound.

Grady grabbed her hand. “’Ere,” he said. “Stick it out. Let ’im smell yer.” He shoved her open palm through the cage right under the lion’s nose. Lillian did not flinch. Grady moved back a few steps to watch. The lion looked at her and stared. Her fear fell away and Lillian fell powerfully in love. She wanted and needed to be near that animal.

“I think he likes me,” she said.

“I think he does,” Grady agreed.

But Lillian didn’t need telling. She knew.

When she turned around, she blushed to see how closely Grady had been watching her and now stood there, grinning as if he had planned the entire encounter.



Two

GRADY COULD NOT GET THE STRANGE tall woman out of his head. That first day he had stood in the shadows watching her, and whispered to the dog, “Never seen a lass as big as that, Teddy Diamond. Wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a touch of Digitus vel instrumentum magnum, eh?” and had laughed to himself. The dog gave a single bark.

Grady was not averse to a big woman, and as he thought back to his encounter with Lillian, he grew a little hard. He sang a ditty to himself that he’d often heard at the Cock Tavern:

That one’s a Man is false, they’ve both been felt,

Tho’ Jolly swears, Bess is, or sh’ has been gelt.

She bullies, whistles, sings, and rants and swears

Beyond the Plyers at St. Katern’s Stairs;

She kisses all, but Jenny is her dear,

She feels her Bubbies, and she bites her ear:

They to the Garret or the Cellar sneak.

LILLIAN’S VISITS TO the Exchange became a regular Sunday afternoon event. As soon as she arrived at the entrance she would be greeted by Alfred, the hurdy-gurdy man’s capuchin monkey, dressed in a waistcoat and red velvet tasselled hat. Alfred would run towards her waving his collecting tin, and Lillian would obligingly drop in her shilling entrance fee, after which Alfred would then run over to Mrs. Ogden, sitting in her widow’s tweeds in the admission booth, and empty the contents on the counter.

Mrs. Ogden would then let out a loud bellow—“Grady, she’s ’ere again”—and the owner would appear within seconds, as if he had been waiting for her, ready to accompany the young woman on the walk through the Great Hall, taking the opportunity to point out the little improvements he was starting to make. He was delighted when his efforts were rewarded with a smile. When they reached the lion’s cage he would stand back and watch, intrigued, while she muttered endearments and Leonidas tossed his head, shook his mane, and gave one seductive, gentle growl after another.

It wasn’t until her fifth visit that he asked, “You’ve never told me . . . how do ye earn thy crust, my dear?” He leaned in with what he thought was a winning smile but instead exposed the gaps in his yellowing teeth.

Lillian blinked. “Sir, I’m a maid in Tottenham Court Road and I’ll thank you for not coming too close to me.”

Grady held up his hands and took a step backwards. “Apologies, my dear. You’ve nowt to fear from me. Just being friendly.”

“My mistress is Miss Mary Unsworth,” she said, pulling her shawl around her shoulders to indicate the visit was drawing to a close.

Grady gave a hurried bow. “Miss Lillian. Your servant.” He watched her go, thinking it best to not to chase after her, lest he make matters worse.

Seven days till she comes again, he thought, and gave a small sigh.

GRADY LIKED TO tell his customers that the larger animals each had their own boy to take charge of them, but this was far from the truth. A fleet of young hemps came and went, depending on the money they could make from the few buckets of dung they managed to scrape out of the stalls. Lillian’s observations had made him realise he needed more. The stock needed more. It was no longer just a case of mucking out—the growing number of animals needed grooming and care and proper feeding to make them attractive enough for sale.

Grady was not the only keeper of a menagerie in London, or even in Covent Garden. Nor was his shop the biggest or the best. He considered his strongest rival to be a man called Polito, who operated a similar-sized establishment less than half a mile away. The competition between Polito and Grady was well known in the nearby drinking houses, and woe betide anyone who got in Grady’s way on a day when Polito had been swifter than he in securing something new, unusual, and in demand. The gossip was that they had both been in love with the same woman once, but it was so long ago no one could remember who it might have been or who the lady eventually chose.

Grady was ambitious and he had plans. The demand for exotic creatures was on the rise and he needed to present an emporium that was cleaner and better kept than those of his competitors. He discovered that dirty animals did not live long and customers would soon stop coming if a Grady purchase did not last at least until the novelty of owning an animal wore off.

ON HER NEXT visit Lillian asked, “Who takes care of the lion? I thought he had his own boy but I’ve yet to see him.”

“Now there’s a thing,” Grady replied, keeping his distance and starting to pace in front of the lion’s cage. The dog stuck to his ankles, watching his master as if he expected a morsel of something tasty to fall from his hand at any moment. “It’s difficult here with so many new animals each time the ships come in.”

He stopped and took another puff on his pipe.

“In an ideal world, each creature would have its very own boy, of course. But these are difficult times, what with talk of war with France and taxes and the like. This lot are all here to be sold, you know?”

He played with the silver tiger claw on his cravat.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Got a proposition for you.”

“Oh yes?” Lillian replied warily, continuing to stare at the lion.

“I need someone to help me, a housekeeper for the animals, if you like.”

Now she turned towards him, a quizzical frown on her face.

Grady quickly continued. “Keep the boys in order as well. Tell ’em what needs to be done.” He nodded at her. “Someone not afraid of their smell nor their roar nor their appetites.” He took several puffs on his pipe in quick succession.

“Do you mean me?” she said, tapping her chest.

“Call it instinct,” said Grady and held her gaze as he let his words sink in, watching her reaction.

“Work here?” Lillian murmured, her eyes widening.

“May I speak frankly?” Grady continued.

Lillian nodded, staring at him as she had previously stared at Leonidas.

“I see a woman trapped, caged if you like . . .”

She put her hand up to the high collar at her throat and ran her fingers around the inside.

“Come . . . tend the animals. Groom them. Care for them.”

She raised a hand to her long hair.

Grady could read a signal a mile away. “You’ll probably want to cut your hair, of course. Make it easier to manage.”

He let the idea hang in the air and grow on its own.

“And breeches might be better too,” he added.

“Where would I sleep?” Lillian asked, and Grady played his trump card.

“The fellow who had this place before me was a huge gent,” he said with enthusiasm. “A big old jack of legs, a duke of limbs. He’d had a special bed made, he was so tall. It’s all ready for you should you want it. And don’t worry about me. I’ve got a couple of rooms above the Bell.”

Teddy Diamond barked his encouragement. Lillian looked at Leonidas, then turned towards Grady. Her eyes were shining.

Grady melted. “And of course you’ll be able to see this fella every day,” he said, and Leonidas gave a delighted roar.



Three

HENRY FEATHERSTONE STROLLED BY THE RECENTLY built wall alongside the Thames. Pulling his coat tighter around him, he stopped to watch the small boats and barges scuttle back and forth and to admire the construction work across the river. London had long ago left the plague behind, and the Great Fire was not even a memory for any living being. Now a million strong, each day the city continued its inexorable march towards becoming the greatest in the world. It already was, according to the seamen down on the Woolwich docks.

He stopped at a bench and shook open his evening paper. Along with the rest of the city, he had an insatiable appetite for news. This was the third paper he had bought today. He did a quick calculation in his head. With six daily newspapers, and around fifteen tri-weeklies, it meant that at any one time there were forty to fifty thousand papers in circulation.

“Forty thousand newspapers!” he chuckled to himself.

But despite such literacy, the baser instincts still ruled in the alleyways, as men indulged in that human trait that takes great satisfaction in watching physical supremacy exerted over another. Whether by fist, tooth, or claw, London liked nothing more than to place its meagre earnings on the outcome of such encounters. Bear against bear, bear against dog, man versus man.

But the greatest of these fights was undoubtedly the pitching of cock against cock.

It was rumoured that Featherstone had been one of the “hangers-on” for the highwayman, Jack the Lad, when he finally went to meet his maker, many years ago now. But no one would ever dare ask him.

Jack had caused major humiliation to the City’s gaolers, escaping his dungeon despite being fettered hand and foot, his legs padlocked to the floor. Freeing his wrists from his handcuffs, Jack had picked the padlock with a nail and somehow managed to climb the chimney, using the instruments of his own imprisonment to crack through the brickwork. Up through the ceiling, he found himself in a passage leading to the chapel where he broke through the wall. Two further gates standing in his way were easily negotiated. Finally, facing a door made of iron, Jack somehow got it off its hinges, only to find himself on the roof of Newgate itself—and no way to get down.

What could he do but return to his cell back the way he came, make a rope out of his blankets, and use them to lower himself off the roof and down into a side street? Jack was twenty-one and this was his fourth escape.

Sadly for Jack, the draw of the Strand proved too much and he was arrested in Drury Lane a mere two weeks later and hanged within the month. They said the execution of Jack Sheppard drew over a third of London as witness. Friends of the prisoner, “hangers-on,” were employed to drag down on the body as it swung to speed up the inevitable process.

What on earth was Henry Featherstone, the animal doctor, doing with a man like that?

FEATHERSTONE DESCENDED THE steps, pushed open the door, put down his five shillings, and entered the small amphitheatre. He ignored the odour of unwashed man mixed with bird and turd and straw and smiled approvingly at the floor with its thick layer of knucklebones carpet, which enhanced the birds’ grip. The Royal Cockpit on the south side of St. James Park was one of London’s more fashionable venues. But Featherstone felt just at ease here as in the dives of Pickled Egg Walk or Horseshoe Alley.

The Cockpit drew the lowest of the low to the highest of the quality for what was said to be, at six thousand years old, the world’s oldest spectator sport. There was something about the viciousness of the cock flying against its own that drew all types of men, regardless of birth.

Despite his profession, Featherstone enjoyed betting on animals. It wasn’t the money that drew him in but the simple love of the cockfight. He only placed as much as he could afford to lose—five guineas, no more—although bets of up to one hundred guineas were not unusual at the Cockpit.

Tonight was a Welch Main event. Only one cock would emerge triumphant, having beaten up to sixteen opponents, each fitted with a set of silver spurs designed to inflict maximum damage. Anyone blinding a cock’s eyes would be fined forty shillings; anyone sticking a pin in a cock would be fined twenty. All bets to be paid as soon as the fight was over, and “any man who shall not pay his dues on one wager and maketh another wager to be put in a basket and be hung to the eaves of the pit that all men may see him and to remain there until the end of the session when he shall be cut down.” So said the rules of engagement.

The spectators nodded as Featherstone strolled by, whilst the feeders invited him to take the once-over of their fighters.

“Here’s Swallow Catcher, sir,” said one. “You’ll not see a finer Red Dun in all of London.”

“Shouldn’t you be resting him?” said Featherstone, shouting to reply above the noise. “He fought a hard battle at the Horseshoe the other week. You should set him on his walk for the rest of the season, man.”

“Here’s Hector,” said another, offering his bird to Featherstone for inspection. He gave it a cursory glance as he looked for his favourite, who tonight would be facing the much-talked-about Ferenought.

“Where’s Ding Darling?” Featherstone asked, and his handler appeared, carrying the bird. Darling sported a smattering of white over a set of black feathers, each feather looking like a wet bloody knife. His neck and head were stout as well as long; just as a good fighting cock should be built, giving great advantage in battle. His eyes were large and full and his beak crooked, the body short and compact, the breast rounded and the thighs thick and firm going all the way to the neck, a good indication of staying power. His feet were broad and thin with the longest of claws. He strutted like a champion. Even he knew he was a winner.

“He’ll fuck any hen in the house, sure he would,” said the man to Featherstone’s left.

“Yes, and then finish off the rest of ’em,” said his companion, laughing.

“My money’s on the Darling!” said another.

Featherstone looked at the tall man holding Darling’s opponent, noting his slight stoop and dirty yellow hair, uneven and sticking out in clumps and angles as if it had been hacked at with a knife. He thought he seemed agitated as he held the bird close to his chest, whispering in its ear.

“I’ve not seen him around before,” Featherstone said, nudging the man on his left.

“New to London, sir, so I understand. Making a bit of name for himself with the birds, though. His Ferenought’s won a number of battles. Master rates him anyway. Button’s his name. John Button.”

Featherstone took a step forwards and put out his hand to stroke Button’s charge. “May I see your bird, sir?” he said.

Button licked his fingers and smoothed a clump of hair before holding the bird up for inspection. The comb and wattle had been cut off, as had Darling’s, to save them being used against them in the battle to come.

Ferenought’s legs were thinner than the Darling’s, despite weighing the same at just over four and a half pounds, said to be the perfect weight for a fighting cock. His body was stout but the brown-black feathers seemed somehow softer. He was stringier and lacked his opponent’s confidence.

“I thought we were going to have a contest, eh lads?” said Featherstone, and the crowd responded with a good-natured laugh.

“You might be surprised, sir,” said Button, holding the bird tightly to his chest and tenderly stroking his head.

The officials assembled: the Master, two wardens, and the holder of the stakes. Cocks that weren’t fighting stayed hooded. Ding Darling strutted around the pen, his short, hard feathers assuring the assembled of his good health.

The setters-to carried the cocks into the pit and the birds were examined to ensure they had the same marks and colours as noted on the match bill. The Master made a final check that the spurs of both fighters were the same size. The birds were held beak to beak, then let go with a flourish. The fight was on.

They fanned and puffed their chests, but Ding Darling wasted no time. With his feathers splayed, he strutted, then pounced. Peck followed vicious peck until Ferenought stumbled and fell back. A roar went up amongst the crowd.

Ferenought would not go on, and the two handlers jumped in to set the two birds against each other once more. The crowd roared again. Featherstone could feel the blood lust rise in the room. At first Ferenought refused once more, but then changed his mind and the birds set on each other, feathers flying as they fought in the air. Ferenought fell back again. Button jumped in the ring, grabbed his bird, and vigorously began to suck the blood from his head. Darling’s man held onto his would-be victor, calming him and stroking him down, but blood was up for Darling, sensing victory and a weakened opponent.

Once more the birds went beak to beak. Gaining a second wind, Ferenought flew at Darling’s eyes. Darling put up his claws and stuck into Ferenought’s chest, but the blood was flowing from his eyes now; blinded, his confidence had gone. Both birds fell back. The dry bones on the floor were turning crimson. The room fell silent. One . . . two . . . maybe three seconds . . . then an eruption of sound as the audience came to a realisation at the same time. Neither fighter had survived the final onslaught. The Master rang the bell. The arena exploded. Both cocks dead, and the only way to decide the winner was on the single throw of the Master’s die.

His word was final.

IN THE EAST the watchman could be heard calling: “Two of the clock in the morning and all is well”—which seemed to confirm the peace and stillness rather than breaking it. The City had settled and gone to sleep; the coffee shops and bawdy houses had long ago locked their doors. All the lights in the streets were extinguished.

Silence. No sound from man nor beast was heard. Any foot or hoof placed on cobble would be made carefully and quietly, respectful of the sleeping citizens and with no desire to disturb the night from its slumber.

“Two of the clock in the morning and all is well.”

But all was not well with Featherstone, who made his slow way home by the river. The evening had unnerved him in a way he could not quite fathom. Instead of the usual belly full of wine and pocketful of guineas, he carried instead a melancholic heart.

“Why on earth would a man be so upset at the result of a fight?” he asked himself for the hundredth time.

He could still picture the young lad Button, standing head and shoulders above the rest of the crowd, fingers dragging at his hair and his face wet with tears. The lad’s grief for the dead bird foxed him. Birds were coaxed into existence, fed, watered, trained, fought, and died. That was the way of the thing and that was what they were here for.

Besides, everything died. Featherstone remembered the frog in the glass on the desk in his study and recalled how he had walked in just the other morning to find it floating and lifeless. Had he cried? No, by god! He’d just get another. Yet he hadn’t. Not yet.

His thoughts returned to young Button. Could he be what Featherstone was looking for?



Four

IT WAS A FRESH NEW MORNING as John Button made his way along the Tottenham Court Road. A light rain had washed the cobbles so they sparkled; as the horses clip-clopped past, even their dung smelled fresh and clean. The tang of citrus hung in the air. London loved its oranges, and it seemed wherever you went there was this smell of orange mixed with horse and a thousand other scents at the outer reaches of one’s nose—fresh baked bread, cabbages, last night’s ale, this morning’s coffee, and the underlying stench of all the animals that shared the city, whether on two legs or four.

An hour earlier Button had received a message from the old man he’d met at the cockfight the previous night, asking him to pay a call. He had no idea what it meant, but neither was he going to refuse. He looked up at the sky and thought of his mother. “If there’s enough blue in the sky to make a pair of sailor’s trousers, then the day will get better,” she would say. Enough to make two pairs, he thought, and smiled.

He never failed to be struck by the sheer noise of London, in marked contrast to his village in Dorset where there was barely a raised voice except on a Saturday night when the drinkers at the Shepherdess were thrown out. He paused to take in the sounds of street sellers crying their wares, horses and carriages thundering by, and shouts and screams and laughter hailing from the coffee houses. Women of all ages filled the streets offering services and wares: chair mending, knife grinding, pins, needles, mouse traps, brushes. Hawkers of meat and vegetables, oysters, crabs, and oranges filled the air with their cries of “Hot pies! One pound fish! Mend the old bellows! Fat chickens!”

When he reached the address to which he had been directed, he was shown to Henry Featherstone’s study. Button pushed open the door to be greeted by a fat arse. The arse’s head was lodged under a large armchair.

“Goo—good afternoon, Mr. Featherstone,” said John. “Is something lost? Can I be of assistance?”

“Arthur. I’ve lost Arthur,” a muffled voice replied. “Can’t find him anywhere.”

“Shall I lift the chair, sir?” said John.

“Yes, please,” said Featherstone. “That would be splendid.”

John duly lifted the chair to reveal a rather more dishevelled fellow than the gentleman he had met the previous night. Featherstone was a portly man of average height in his mid-fifties with knee-length breeches fitted into shoeless, stockinged feet. His shirt sported the longer cuffs of a fashion now past and was open to his waist, whilst his hair had come loose from the ribbon at the nape of his neck.

“Don’t just stand there, man! We have got to find him!” said Featherstone.

John looked around the room and wrinkled his nose. There was a noxious odour hanging in the air, which he later learned was a formaldehyde preservative; it would become so familiar it no longer imposed on his nostrils. Books were piled on top of books, feathers used as markers in those that were closed, others left open with inky scratchings underscoring and marking various exclamations of a point that had struck the reader. Bright mounted butterflies rested quietly on the desk alongside various hard-shelled beetles with pins through their torsos. A microscope sat next to a frog, long bereft of all moisture, splayed out on a board, nailed and crucified with a white belly exposed. A large bunch of yellow daffodils made a splash of colour amongst the browns and blacks of the dead things.

“About six inches from head to toe, black and orange. Eight legs. Hairy. Got him off a sailor down the Cockpit one night,” said Featherstone. “He’s a hardy fellow—when he’s in his box, that is. Bit of a lethal bite they tell me, though, and I don’t want to try it.”

“Bit of a rum do to have lost him then, sir,” said John.

“You’re not wrong, young Button. Ha! You’re not wrong!”

Featherstone continued to move around the room, peering behind the piles of books, lifting jars with dubious floating contents, and pausing briefly to stroke the feathers of the stuffed black crow mounted on a tiny plinth that sat on the desk.

“It may look a mess but I know exactly where everything is,” Featherstone said.

“Except Arthur, sir,” said Button.

Ignoring this, Featherstone continued his search.

“Mrs. Tomkins is forbidden to touch anything in this room,” he said.

“TOO MUCH RUM! Too much rum!” said a voice, and for the first time John noticed a huge bird, bigger than anything he had ever seen, at least a foot tall, with the brightest of blue feathers and sporting a magnificent red crown. It sat on a perch in a huge cage in the corner of the room.

“Oh my goodness,” said John, amazed. So it was true! There really were birds that could speak. “But I don’t drink,” he said, addressing the bird.

“Too much rum! Too much rum!”

Featherstone smiled and shook his head. “That’s Silver. He’s a parrot and doesn’t understand a word you say. Merely a learning process. A repetitive action, if you like. Talk to him enough times, he will learn what you say and simply repeat it.”

The parrot interrupted. “I don’t drink,” it said.

“God’s nails,” said Featherstone. “You only said that once!”

“A talking bird,” said John.

“A talking bird,” said Silver.

“Goodness,” said John.

“Goodness,” Silver repeated.

Featherstone looked at John with astonishment. “Well now, I’ve owned that bloody bird for three years and never got a word out of him, bar the painful reminder of having drunk too much. Rum! Which I never drink! And I call him a ‘him’ but truth is I couldn’t tell you if he is a she or whatever.”

John smiled at Featherstone. “It’s simple, sir. You just blow up his arse.”

“You do what?”

“Gently blow around the nether regions and all is revealed. The secret of bird keeping is all in the nether regions.”

“A ha, there he is!” said Featherstone and dropped to his knees. “Quickly! Pass me that cage.”

John sprang to attention and grabbed the box on the study desk, sliding the lid up as Featherstone deposited the errant occupant back in his cage. Featherstone held it up to his eyes and John looked the tarantula in the face.

“I used to make boxes like these,” he said, staring at the little cage. “I’d take a log of pine and chop it into little pieces, then whittle and smooth each one till I had enough sticks to bind them all together to make a box. Used to take hours.”

“What did you keep inside?” Featherstone asked as he poked a finger through the bars to stroke Arthur’s back. Arthur jumped and the finger was quickly withdrawn and the cage placed back on the desk.

“Canaries, mostly,” John replied.

“I saw you had a way with birds the other night, young man. Been making quite a name for yourself down at the Cockpit. What’s this about their nether regions, then?” Featherstone indicated that Button should sit in one of the two chairs in front of the fire.

“Do you mind if I take the other chair, sir? I’m deaf in the left ear and would rather you addressed your words to my right.”

“Of course, my boy. How come you cannot hear in your left?”

Button grinned. “I fell into a pond as a child trying to catch a frog,” he said, sweeping some bits of dirt from the chair and taking his seat. “Caught a bad cold which settled in my ear and never could hear in it again.”

Featherstone clapped his hands. “I knew you were an animal lover!” he exclaimed. “Come, what’s this about bird care?”

“It’s simple. If they’re healthy, then their shit is hard and white and dries real quick, but when it’s thin and watery that’s no good.”

Featherstone made a face. “There’s a lot of call for knowledge of parrots and the like around here, you know.”

“Been taking care of all sorts of birds since I was a lad. Bird seller passing through our village taught me. He had a handcart full of cages with birds from all over the countryside—bullfinches, chaffinches, thrushes. I’d heard them sing but never been so up close.” John smiled. “I think he could see he had me like a fly in a tar box.”

Featherstone looked intrigued. “Tell me more, boy.”

John spoke faster, warming to his tale. “My eye was caught by a little bird with a pink breast and cheeks and a blue-grey crown, nape and bill. He told me it was a chaffinch and would cost me a coupla benders.” John paused and looked up at Featherstone. “That’s a shilling,” he said.

Featherstone smiled and nodded.

“Said he was giving up the bird-selling game and moving to London to make cages. Told me that if I liked birds then that’s the place to be. Talked about a shop in London where they have over a hundred . . . or maybe nearer two hundred . . . different types of birds. All sorts of sizes and colours, he said, some that can even speak! I didn’t believe him but of course I know different now I’ve met Silver.”

“And last night?” Featherstone said quietly.

“When Ferenought was defeated.” Button let out a heavy sigh. “He was the very first cock I had ever reared. His death was—” He did not complete the sentence.

After a few moments Featherstone gently asked. “What about other animals? The four-legged variety. Are they of interest?”

“That’s why I’m here,” John said brightly. “I’ve heard there are some magnificent specimens brought back from our ships overseas in the colonies. Animals with necks six feet long, beasts that can roar louder than a musket, and birds that can speak, of course!”

“How long have you been in London? Been up the Strand? Grady’s Emporium?”

John shook his head.

Featherstone continued, “They have all the creatures you describe, the largest and wildest of animals from the five continents.” He rose from his chair and opened his arms wide. “Lions! Tigers! Huge animals that can eat an entire goat in twenty minutes. Bigger than anything you have ever seen in your short country life, I’ll wager,” he said, wagging his forefinger at John before taking his seat once more. “I know the owner, Grady. Can’t say I am a friend, but when his charges need servicing, he calls on me because he knows I’m the best.”

“Is that so?” said Button.

“Heavens! There is no one else in London who knows those exotics like me, boy! They get their coughs and colds, bellyaches and snots, just like we do. I am a doctor to the animals. That’s what I do.”

Button nodded his head, impressed.

“Well what do you think?”

“What do I think about what, sir?”

“Why do you think I asked you to come here? I need someone to help me. An apprentice.”

“An apprentice?” Button repeated, looking around the room as if Featherstone could be talking to someone else.

“I’ve been building a good practise with a wealthy clientele. Everyone seems to want their monkey or talking bird. Why, Lady Maresfield keeps two black swans, a flamingo, and an ostrich on her estate. The Prince himself has a zebra. There’s so much demand I can’t do it on my own anymore.”

He paused.

“I need to pass on my knowledge to an apprentice. And I think you might be just the man.”

He smiled and looked at Button. “Well?” he said.



Five

LILLIAN FELT THAT MISS MARY UNSWORTH was only pretending to be sorry to see her go. It took a strong heart to ignore the behind-the-hands laughter at the discrepancy in their sizes when they were out walking. Whilst she had been very generous to Lillian, on the day she left Miss Unsworth wished her well, shut the door, and, Lillian suspected, rarely thought of her again.

Lillian quickly settled into the apartments on the top floor of the Exchange. In truth, she had not been so comfortable since she was a child. Her room had a small fireplace that ensured the nights were generally warm. The bed was as large as Grady had promised, and she could still hear the lion’s roaring at night. She loved to stretch both arms as wide as she could without touching the opposite walls, and her feet never reached the end of the bed.

The first thing she did was cut off her hair. She admired the result in the handheld mirror her mistress had given as a parting gift, checking her appearance from the left and then the right, enjoying the lack of weight on her head when she shook it. She found a pair of trousers hanging in the wardrobe, left behind by Grady’s predecessor, the so-called Jack the Beanstalk, and was delighted to find they fitted well.

Each day she supervised the boys who arrived at sunrise to muck out the stalls. A fleet of young unkempt lads in scraps of cloth, some with boots if lucky, would turn up with their own bucket and broom and proceed to sweep the dung into a corner, then fill their pails with water and scrub out the cells. Despite the bedding being changed once a week, the place permanently stank of sodden hay and animal excreta. The smell of urine had found a permanent home in the wooden floor and had no effect on Lillian, but it infuriated Grady, who was desperate to provide the perfect environment for the growing numbers of paying visitors.

No sooner were the stalls cleaned out than the boys would disappear, each with their own buckets of dung, which they would later sell to the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens and other places enjoyed by the gentry. Such places had call for a never-ending supply of fertiliser to keep the gardens attractive.
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