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‘A stellar literary event … written with panache and an enviable economy … the biggest risk of her literary life’ Margaret Atwood

‘This is a small, wise book of small prose miracles … It is a larger miracle in this way: it makes us feel we see Johnson and his friends in unexpected and unfamiliar ways, which are nevertheless convincing and authentic. I did not think anyone could do this, and still have no idea how Bainbridge pulled it off’ Andrew Marr, Daily Telegraph

‘These real people are superbly recreated in fictional form … Bainbridge’s characters inhabit a world of perpetual farce, punctuated by confusion and misunderstandings. In her hands, bizarre behaviour is made to seem natural. The result is bittersweet; one would laugh if one did not also feel so acutely their pain … Bainbridge’s spare prose is perfectly suited to her purpose, conveying an immediate sense of experience, in the muddle and intensity of the present. This is a highly intelligent, sophisticated and entertaining novel, which requires reading more than once to appreciate its complexity’ Adam Sisman, Observer

‘To fictionalise Johnson’s life is a daring literary adventure … The character created by Bainbridge is entirely believable in all his contradictions … Poignant, pierced with truth, According to Queeney reaches into the dustier realms of history, bringing vividly to life a group of remarkable personalities with all their frailties, absurdities and cruel sensitivities’ Kate Chisholm, Sunday Telegraph

‘Beryl Bainbridge has written many remarkable novels, but none to equal this … Extraordinary. It is as good in its very different form as Boswell; it is even a necessary companion piece to Boswell’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

‘Its subjects – guilt, passion, misunderstanding and suffering – are those that she has addressed throughout her career, sometimes as comedy, also as tragedy, but never so perfectly as in this book. Few of us are as selfish as Mrs Thrale, and fewer still as wise as Dr Johnson, but in describing them, Bainbridge illuminates human nature’ Amanda Craig, Express

‘Bainbridge is wonderfully subtle on the sad, attritional, secretly tragic process of life’ Anne Haverty, Irish Times

‘Thought-provoking and bleakly beautiful … brilliant … Bainbridge has shown herself to be working at the peak of her form’ Mail on Sunday

‘Bainbridge is brilliant at combining established fact and compelling fiction, the one deftly underpinning the other’ Liza Picard, Daily Mail

‘Bainbridge belongs to that rare group of writers (Ackroyd, Fowles, Golding) who can recreate the past with such astonishing accuracy that the reader trusts, and therefore becomes completely involved in, their fictional worlds …’ The Herald

‘Ms Bainbridge has wrought a Johnson so intellectually scintillating and emotionally unpredictable that her novel becomes a study not so much of character as of the mysteriousness of character … [Johnson] takes charge of Queeney’s education and makes moral and aesthetic pronouncements that, while mostly invented by Ms Bainbridge, are so brilliant that Johnson, could he read this novel, might wish to make truly his own … He is a brilliant creation, and when, at the end of this luminous little novel, Ms Bainbridge brings us to his end, we feel two losses simultaneously, the personal one and the loss to civilisation’ New York Times

‘A marvellous novel’ Sunday Herald (Glasgow)

‘Wonderful. Bainbridge’s greatest achievement here is to make what is most evanescent in history, the body, live again. [She] seems to be suggesting it is sensory experience that links humanity across the span of time. Reading this book effects another sort of resurrection’ Giles Foden, Waterstone’s Quarterly Magazine

‘Beryl Bainbridge’s novelistic voice is unlike anyone else’s. She’s also unique in that she hasn’t produced an indifferent, let alone bad, book for years. This one’s a winner’ Mark Bostridge, Independent on Sunday

‘Deftly brilliant … Her novel may be called According to Queeney, but it is Bainbridge’s unique and acute slant on life, and death, that everywhere transforms it into the slim, packed masterpiece it is’ Peter Kemp, Sunday Times




Beryl Bainbridge wrote twenty novels, two travel books and five plays for stage and television. She was shortlisted for the Booker Prize five times, and won literary awards including the Whitbread Prize and the Author of the Year Award at the British Book Awards. She died in July 2010.

Amanda Craig is a British novelist, short-story writer and critic. Her novel Hearts and Minds was longlisted for the Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction, and The Lie of the Land was chosen as a book of the year by the Guardian, Observer, Telegraph, New Statesman, Evening Standard, Sunday Times and Irish Times. Her most recent novel is The Golden Rule.
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Introduction

The novels of Beryl Bainbridge are remarkable for many things but the feature that stuck in public memory is that, while five were shortlisted for the Booker Prize, none won. Three of these were her historical novels, now reissued.

In a way, this is appropriate because Bainbridge’s fiction, as tiny and quirky as its author, was all about people who are unconventional. Whether on a doomed quest to the North Pole (The Birthday Boys) or surviving the sinking of the Titanic (Every Man for Himself), following a doctor into battle in the Crimea (Master Georgie) or sifting truth from fiction in the domestic life of Doctor Johnson (According To Queenie), her novels, both historical and contemporary, revolved around error and disaster.

Much of this can be traced back to the author’s childhood and upbringing. Her vivid public persona as a Bohemian ex-actress and painter addicted to booze and fags, living in a Camden Town house with a stuffed buffalo in the hall and a bullet-hole made by her mother-in-law in the ceiling of the staircase was entertaining to those who like novelists to live rackety lives, but also caused her, as Lisa Jardine observed, ‘to be treated like a delinquent child’. Clearly, her unhappiness was not invented even if some of her stories about herself were exaggerated. (The bullet-hole was not made by a bullet but a pop-gun, and so on. One of the problems of being a good storyteller is that people tend to believe you.) Her parents were very different from each other: her mother was sent to a finishing school in Belgium, but her father left school at ten and was bankrupt by the time Beryl was born. The North Londoners she lived among assumed that her Liverpool origins meant that she was working-class, but in fact both she and her brother were privately educated and grew up in a genteel suburb of the city. She was expelled from school at sixteen for copying out (not writing, as was often claimed) a dirty limerick. At nineteen, having embarked on an acting career – as memorialised in her most autobiographical novel, An Awfully Big Adventure – she was raped.

Small wonder that her compressed style, often compared to that of Muriel Spark, tends to what one critic called ‘strobe-lit observations and perceptions’. Her novels glitter with shards of bewilderment, pain and wit. You do not turn to Bainbridge for the comfort of nostalgia and a happy ending. Her own life, for all its superficial success (and it should be remembered that she won every prize except the Booker, and had one of her novels made into a first-rate film starring the cream of British acting) was not like this, and neither were her novels.

‘The only reason why I began to write at all was to write about my childhood. There was no point in fiction. There’s nothing as strange as what happens to you in childhood. There was such violence in my family – not physical; verbal violence. It wrecked me for years. After twelve or thirteen novels, I had used up all the material and I was not the same person,’ she said in an interview.

Master Georgie, The Birthday Boys, Every Man for Himself and According to Queenie are entirely different historical novels from the kind that, thanks to Hilary Mantel, have been considered weighty enough to repeatedly win the Booker Prize. Here is no rich treasure-trove of scholarly detail or evocation of past times but protagonists transplanted into different worlds with mysterious rules, grotesque feuds and hilarious agonies. Although some of her characters (Scott of the Antarctic, Captain Oates, Dr Johnson) are famous enough to have become part of our national story, what she portrays is still a version of what she was all too familiar with. ‘We are one big unhappy family,’ says Scurra of the passengers on the Titanic. Even when on a luxury liner packed with some of the richest people in the world – the Guggenheims, the Astors, the Duff Gordons and more – human beings cannot escape what they do to each other.

While Bainbridge’s early, contemporary novels all have female protagonists, these four historical novels all revolve around men. She switched focus and genre as a response to the death of her publisher and sometime lover, Colin Haycraft – whose wife, Anna (the novelist Alice Thomas Ellis) was her editor, and who had previously been the lover of Bainbridge’s first husband Austin Davies. These double love triangles perhaps go some way towards explaining the comic naivety and the melancholy strangeness of her novels. But, as she said in an interview in the Paris Review, Haycraft’s death ‘in a terrible sort of way … released me; it enabled me to have confidence enough to do research and write about history or about those subjects which he knew so much better than I. I would never have had the nerve to do it if he was still alive, because he was so learned and clever. I was conscious that I had to do something else, as I had used up everything I knew about my own life.’

Serious historical fiction works by prolepsis, and the tragedies of Scott of the Antarctic, the Titanic, the Crimean War and even Dr Johnson’s struggles are part of our national myth of heroic failure. We know that the protagonists are doomed: the question is how each will confront this. What will they learn about themselves, and others? (What might we learn about ourselves?)

Three out of the four novels in this sequence are formally challenging. The first, The Birthday Boys, has five first-person accounts of Scott’s doomed expedition to the South Pole. The third, Master Georgie, is composed around five photographs, and has three first-person accounts of a group of people travelling from Liverpool to the Crimea. The fourth intersperses a third-person narrative about the death and later life of Dr Johnson with contradictory letters from Mrs Thrale’s adult daughter Queeney. They are not easy reads: in According to Queeney it takes three pages to realise that the roll of carpet being taken out of a house contains a body. It’s more like the start of a thriller than a literary novel, and the grotesque scene in which Dr Johnson’s corpse is left on the autopsy table near the flayed carcass of a dog is reminiscent of Frankenstein, whose stories within stories it also seems to be echoing at times. Who do we believe, the seemingly authoritative, dispassionate third person account of Johnson’s mental torment and his relationship with Mrs Thrale, or Queeney’s resentful child’s eye view of him? Is Mrs Thrale a monstrous mother, or is Queeney the true egoist? Even Morgan, whose first-person account of his four days on board the Titanic, is at first confused and confusing, beginning with what might be his end as he and an unnamed companion are overwhelmed by the sinking vessel.

Each of Bainbridge’s historical novels, written in the ten-year period following Haycraft’s death, show the underside to myth, the people who have been left out (literally in the case of Mrs Thrale from Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson) patronised and overlooked. Her way into them is to see the grotesque, the chaotic, the absurd side to real or imagined human beings rather than the ideal heroic people we read about. It is easy to surmise that this, too, was a response to Haycraft’s death. However, The Birthday Boys grew out of the discovery she made while writing about the production of Peter Pan in An Awfully Big Adventure that J. M. Barrie and Captain Scott were friends: the ‘awfully big adventure’ is Peter Pan’s view of death, and the elite social position of four out of the five Antarctic explorers blinds them to their own foolishness. The sinking of the Titanic, which happened in the same year as Scott’s tragic expedition, signalled the end of the confident Edwardian era. Further back in time, the Charge of the Light Brigade, familiar to every schoolchild for over a hundred years because of Tennyson’s poem, is described in Master Georgie in just one sentence, incidental to the struggles with filth, bed bugs, cockroaches, cholera, rotting meat and (above all) the secret love triangle that has dragged Myrtle out to the Crimea in Georgie’s wake. Further back still, Dr Johnson’s death is a hideous mess that gives us an entirely different view of the Augustan age to that of Boswell’s. If you have ever questioned the tendency of historical fiction to be nostalgic, conservative or idealised, these novels are a short, sharp corrective.

Some critics commented on Bainbridge’s ‘feral cleverness’, as if the brilliance of her books was the product of instinct rather than artistry, penetrating intelligence and research. Family dysfunction is her strength, and like her hero Dickens she used an unhappy childhood, as A. N. Wilson observed in an obituary, ‘to produce a gallery of literary comedy’. However, her choices of period – Edwardian England, Victorian England, Georgian England – are not random but points in our history when social formalities and conventions fell apart in the face of war, natural disaster and suffering. Why choose them? I would suggest it is because she herself, forged in social upheaval, found it difficult to navigate between the rigid convention of her upbringing and the freedom that the young and artistic could seize in the 1950s. Like her friend, editor and love rival Anna Haycraft she converted to Catholicism as a young woman, which suggests a yearning for structure and rigid precept; unlike Anna, hers did not seem to stick except (in the form of the plaster saints which they both liked to have in their homes) as a form of theatrical effect. The pair of them were like St Trinian’s schoolgirls, ravaged by insouciance.

All her novels are about individuals not knowing how to behave. They are innocents abroad, often unable to understand that they have witnessed or participated in a crime. One suspects that this is something she herself experienced in her trajectory out of Liverpool and into Bohemian North London. Her adults’ sense of themselves is repeatedly broken down by a strange and challenging environment. ‘I didn’t know who I was any more’, Dr Potter says, and the same is true for Scott’s men struggling towards their impossible goal, the low-born yet richly connected Morgan on the Titanic and the uncouth genius Dr Johnson as a guest of Mrs Thrale. The victims of chance, her protagonists are also victims of man’s cruelty and stupidity to man. The only mystery is how we can feel unbroken, devoted love, such as that felt by the orphaned Myrtle for her adoptive ‘brother’ Georgie.

‘I don’t suppose I saw him as he really was, and never had,’ Myrtle says bleakly, of Master Georgie and Dr Potter, observing her obsession, comments ‘If ever there was a woman with fairy dust in her eyes, it was she.’ When Myrtle is left after the battle of Inkerman, broken-hearted behind a carefully composed photograph in which the dead George is (as she was) merely a prop, her own story has come full circle.

For all their sorrow and bleakness, Bainbridge’s novels always contain scenes of hilarity, usually revolving around sex. Taff Evans feeling Captain Scott’s erection against his leg when both are in mortal danger (briefly averted) at the start of The Birthday Boys is wholly unexpected. When Naughton in Master Georgie attacks a young man in the uniform of the 11th Hussars at the opera, believing him to be Myrtle’s fictitious fiancé, we can see what is going to happen long before our pompous narrator Dr Potter does. Equally, when poor, romantic Morgan sneaks into Wallis’s cabin to retrieve the love letter he has slipped under her cabin door in Every Man for Himself, only to find himself forced to listen to her vigorously copulating with Scurra, it’s a classic farce. Misunderstandings shade into lies, and if the great test is how we face up to annihilation, the joke is that none of us is likely to be loved as we would wish, even by our mothers. ‘She needed an audience and he a home,’ as Queeney observes tartly of her mother’s relationship with Dr Johnson. It’s not even sex or genius, just self-interest.

‘Have you not learnt that it is every man for himself?’ the cynical Scurra asks our narrator Morgan, in the exchange that gives the novel its title. That this is also the cry that goes out in a doomed vessel is another layer of irony, because Morgan, disassociated from the privilege of his fabulously wealthy uncle’s world, is the one character who behaves with decency and courage to others, even when the Titanic begins to sink.

As with Muriel Spark’s fiction, Bainbridge’s could be mistaken for novellas, but their slimness is due to a fierce compression, and intensification of surprises and revelations. The reader needs to concentrate on every sentence in order not to miss crucial information. Real life is given an oddly slanted angle of observation that is like the tilting decks of the doomed Titanic. You need to re-read them to pick up tiny clues. There is a crime, a puzzle or a secret at the heart of each, hidden in chaos, misunderstanding, random accidents and lies. In both Master Georgie and According to Queeney, characters contradict each other’s account of what happens, rendering truth ever more murky. Or as Queeney realises,


She thought of Dr Johnson’s dictum that it was advisable to acknowledge from an early age that life was a masquerade, and to mistake an impression for reality was to court madness.



Only death is truth, and the great gift Bainbridge has is to make this mercilessly comic instead of mercilessly cruel.

‘There is no way of knowing how one will react to danger until faced with it. Nor can we know what capacity we have for nobility and self-sacrifice unless something happens to rouse such conceits into activity,’ Morgan says in Every Man for Himself.

It is a lesson that would be too bitter, if it were not laced with so much laughter and originality. At her best, Bainbridge feels close to Beckett, exhilarating even when she is most desolate. It is this honesty, however hard and at times unpalatable, that makes her fiction true, and worth rediscovering for what it is: a tale for all times.

Amanda Craig
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1784

PROLOGUE


On the morning of December 15th, 1784, a day of bleak skies heralding snow, a box-cart rattled into Bolt Court and drew up outside Number 8. Three men entered the house and presently emerged carrying a roll of threadbare carpet as though it were a battering ram.

Mrs Desmoulins, shawl tight against her, remained on the steps of the house and forced tears from her eyes. Though she felt grief, she was too old, too used to death, to weep without an effort. She stood alone, save for a black and white cat busy washing itself. A number of neighbours came out and waited with bowed heads until the cart had gone from sight. From the open window of Number 6 could be heard the jangling of a spinet. It was not known whether Mr Kranach, a man who summer and winter wore a coat lined with the fur of a white wolf, was serenading the departed or merely about his daily practice.

The conveyance turning into Fleet Street, a gaggle of urchins ran in pursuit and leapt for the tail-board, at which the driver flicked backwards with his whip. Francis Barber, walking behind, accompanied his master as far as the church of St Clement Danes in the Strand; then, the bitter cold of the early hour getting to his living bones, he ducked away and sought refuge in a tavern.

Arriving in Windmill Street, the cart trundled into the yard of William Hunter’s School of Anatomy. The carpet was carried to the top floor and laid on a dissecting table. A fire roared in the grate and the air was filled with an aroma of herbs, that of mint being the most pervasive. In the corner of the cosy room, a dog, half-flayed, hung from a hook in the ceiling; above, the grey heavens nudged the skylight.

Present that morning were the physicians Heberden, Brocklesby, Butter, Wilson and Cruikshank. Also in attendance were Mr Wilson’s son, Arthur, and a Mr White, neither of whom was as yet qualified in the practice of medicine.

Mr White unrolled the carpet and removed the winding sheet. Arthur Wilson made the first incision, cutting downwards from the thorax. A quantity of water spilled from the cavity of the chest and dripped on to the floor. Mr White was told to throw more herbs upon the fire to disperse the stink of dissolution.

Dr Heberden made the second incision, this time across the stomach. He was troubled with a cough, and once, bending over his departed patient, the force of his breath fluttered the dead man’s eyelashes, at which Mr White turned pale and swayed where he stood. Mr Cruikshank, noticing his pallor, ordered him to swallow a measure of brandy.

Later, under the instruction of his father, Arthur Wilson wrote the following report:




Opened the chest. Lungs did not collapse as they usually do, as though power of contraction lost.

Heart exceedingly strong and large.

Abdomen appeared to have incipient peritoneal inflammation and ascites.

Liver and spleen firm and hard.

A gall stone size of a pigeon’s egg removed from bladder.

Pancreas enlarged.

One kidney (left) quite good. That of the right entirely destroyed.

Left testicle sound in structure but with a number of hydatides (cysts) on surface. Right testicle likewise. Spermatic vein leading to it exceedingly enlarged and varicose.

Body, large in life, now somewhat shrunken, save for left leg swollen from the dropsy. Right leg recently stitched following self-inflicted wound.

Left lung removed for perusal of John Hunter, also slice of scrotum and gall stone. Specimens transferred to jars. Mr White pricked his middle finger when sewing up body. The following day had red lines running up arm and was laid low with slight fever.




Afterwards, the fire dying and the candles lighted, Mr Hoskins of St Martin’s Lane, sent to Windmill Street at the request of Sir Joshua Reynolds, mounted the stairs to undertake a death mask. When the wax had cooled and he pulled away the cast, the eyelids were dragged open; he was too engrossed in scrutinising the imprint of the face to notice the staring aspect of the original.

The candles extinguished and the door locked, the dead man and the dead dog waited in darkness, gazing upwards to where snowflakes, star shaped, now fell upon the skylight.






1765


CRISIS n.f. (xϱίσις)

The point of time at which any affair comes to its height

This hour’s the very crisis of your fate;

Your good or ill; your infamy or fame,

And all the colour of your life depends

On this important now.

Dryden’s Spanish Friar



Solitary nights were to be feared, for when darkness fell, the mind, like the eye, saw things less clearly than by day and confusions and perversions of the brain manufactured black thoughts. Which is why he contrived to stay out into the small hours, to shrink the time left until the light came back.

He was fortunate in that he had acquaintances who were willing to sit up with him, some of whom considered it a privilege to do so. He knew this to be the truth, not vanity. His introduction to the Thrale household had been made a year before, in gloomy January, through the offices of his old friend, the Irishman Arthur Murphy. ‘They keep high company,’ Murphy had said, by way of inducement, ‘and an excellent table.’

He had known nothing of his host beyond he was a prosperous owner of a brewery in Deadman’s Place, Southwark, and but recently married. There was also a mansion in Streatham with hothouses and chickens.

Murphy thought he had caught him by mentioning the expected attendance of the poetical shoemaker, James Woodhouse, the literary sensation of the moment, but, truth to tell, it was the promise of a fine dinner that led him to accept.

On his return home he had found Mrs Williams waiting up for him, the kettle on the boil. She led, of necessity, a reclusive life and was eager to hear his impressions of the wider world.

‘Was it engaging?’ she had asked. ‘Was it worth the effort?’

‘At least we were spared musical entertainment,’ he replied and then, in spite of himself, blurted out, ‘Mrs Thrale is an unusual woman.’

‘How so?’ countered Mrs Williams. ‘In looks or in intellect?’

Had he thrown aside caution and spoken the words in his head, he would have confided that Mrs Thrale had sparkling eyes, narrow shoulders, penetrating wit, scholarship of the female kind, a favourable interest in himself and a leakage of milk from her right breast.

Instead he said, ‘James Woodhouse has an impediment of speech, which is all to the good, as what he has to say is of little importance. Though a poor versifier, it is probable he’s a competent maker of shoes.’

‘How many at table?’ probed Mrs Williams. ‘What order of placement?’

‘From an upper window,’ he said, ‘Mrs Thrale pointed out the site of Shakespeare’s theatre. She maintains there are several timbers still standing.’

‘And you saw them?’ cried Mrs Williams.

‘I saw nothing,’ he said. ‘The night was too black.’

After no more than a quarter of an hour, fearful of betraying himself, he had feigned tiredness and announced he was for his bed. A disappointed droop to her mouth, Mrs Williams preceded him up the stairs; theirs was an example of the blind leading the half-blind.

Now, the new year well advanced, his visits to the Thrales’ house in the Borough had become regular, namely every Thursday in the month. Since last September a coach had been sent to fetch him, and as the light waned and the weather worsened he had half a dozen times been persuaded to stop the night. Mrs Thrale had even marked for his particular use a room above the counting house, and had shelves built to accommodate his books, should he wish to bring them.

He was not a fool. He knew full well his presence drew others to Southwark, and if the circumstances had proved different he might have absented himself, in spite of the fine dinners. The satisfaction, however, was not all on one side, for the Thrales had a child, a daughter not much above twelve months old. One afternoon, coming face to face with his boots on the bend of the stairs, she had neither screamed nor scrambled past, simply stared gravely up at him. She wore a bonnet, askew, from which a tuft of hair, the colour of damp sand, stuck out above her ear.

‘Sweeting,’ he had said, and bowed.

‘Da-da,’ she had crowed and crawled onwards on hands and knees.

Until that auspicious moment he had always thought of himself as a member of clubs; now he was inclined to believe he was part of a family.

And then, on the Wednesday evening of the third week in April, climbing to his bed in Johnson’s Court, he became aware of the Black Dog crouching on the landing, the shadow of its lolling tongue lapping the staircase wall. The stench of its hateful breath seeped into his chamber. He wrenched up the window to let in the night air, but still the rank odour swilled about the room; he propped himself upright and dozed with his hand clamped over his nostrils.

The following morning he woke out of sorts. He would have stayed where he was and distracted himself with arithmetic if Mrs Desmoulins hadn’t clamoured for his attention; yet again she had fallen out with Mrs Williams. His head ached and he had difficulty in breathing, but he calmed himself and spoke rationally.

That afternoon Thrale’s coach waited for him in the alleyway. Twice he went out of his front door and came back. The third time, Frank Barber, spying him hovering on the top step, his books spilled from under his arm, took him by the elbow and forcibly thrust him into his seat. Dog-tired, he would have clambered out again, but already the carriage was bowling into Fleet Street; besides, his belly was growling.

He arrived and regretted it, for he did not acquit himself well. When Thrale’s mother-in-law began her tiresome and habitual questioning, this time pestering him to give an opinion on the riots in Spitalfields occasioned by the imports of French silk, he’d lost his temper and answered harshly. Though in the right of it, he felt vexed at his lack of restraint; he’d brought himself down.

Midnight having passed, Mrs Thrale urged him to stop until morning. She mentioned the new hangings, green in colour, she had bought for his bed. ‘Dark green rather than bright,’ she elaborated, ‘with an elegant display of tassels.’

He refused to stay with more vigour than was necessary.

‘You do not look well,’ she persisted.

‘Madam,’ he countered, ‘I have not been well these last fifty years.’ When he went out into the dark, he heard the child crying in an upper room above the courtyard.

In spite of the hour, his household was still at war when he let himself in. It appeared Mrs Williams had taken a tumble and hurt her knee, a mishap caused, so she said, by Mr Levet leaving his bag of medical instruments at the foot of the stairs. Frank Barber swore that Levet couldn’t be the culprit, on account of his coming in by the cellar door past one o’clock and falling face down on the scullery table.

‘I am not given to untruths,’ huffed Mrs Williams, fierce as a bantam cock.

‘He is there now,’ Frank persisted. ‘Bag at feet, head on arms.’

Then Mrs Desmoulins had put her oar in, crying out that such recriminations served no purpose, that it was beholden upon them all to be kind to one another … in a general pursuit of happiness.

At which he had lost his composure still further and thundered, ‘Enough, Madam,’ and given them all a piece of his mind before stomping off to bed.

Alone in his room his rage subsided, to be replaced by an all too familiar lethargy of spirit in which his thoughts drifted like feathers caught in a draught. This near somnolent state – he was staring fixedly at the coarse hairs of his wig flung down in the window recess – was shortly followed by physical stirrings of an unmistakable nature.

By a supreme effort of will he fought off his torpor, striking his forehead repeatedly with his fist to beat away a loathsome descent into sensuality. Sufficiently recovered, he occupied himself in mending his coal box, which was split; in this he was not successful and succeeded only in splintering it further.

The following Thursday he sent a note to the Brewery by Frank Barber, pleading a prior engagement. It was a lie, but then, had the truth of his indisposition been spelt out, he might have been thought deserving of pity. He had been an object of that detestable sentiment throughout his childhood and shrank from the recollection.

It was unfortunate that Mrs Desmoulins let in Dr Adams that afternoon, for he was no longer able to control his agitation of mind. He was aware of Adams regarding him as he walked restlessly back and forth, but remembered nothing of their conversation beyond his own assertion that he would consent to an amputation of a limb if it would lead to a restoration of spirits. As from a distance, he heard himself groaning, weeping.

When Dr Adams had gone he placed half a grain of opium on a spoon and, holding it against the rim of a cup filled with cold tea, carried it down. He thought of dear, dead Tetty and how he had berated her for the same indulgent practice.

That night he dreamt an old dream, one in which he crouched beside his mother on her bed in the room above his father’s shop. His infant brother lay sleeping in the crook of her arm. Mother was turning the leaves of a child’s book on the doctrine of universal salvation. She said there were two places where people went after their death, a fine place called Heaven and a sad place called Hell. When she began to read, her finger under each word so as to keep pace, he knew the sense of the letters before she did, but pushed their meaning from his mind. On the opposite page was an engraving of devils toppling small figures into the eternal flames. ‘The Lord hath made all things for Himself,’ Mother read, ‘yea, even the wicked for the day of evil, for the wicked shall know the wrath of God and be punished everlastingly.’

He cried out in terror and woke instantly, his big toe throbbing with heat. It was the gout, yet he shuddered. Then it was that the Black Dog, scenting fear, burst into his chamber and leapt upon his chest.

‘I cannot bear it,’ Mrs Williams said, slopping her breakfast dish of tea down the front of her gown. She was putting it about that she was the most affected by the atmosphere in the house. Both women had risen shortly after dawn, though in the circumstances neither had reason to leave her bed. Mrs Desmoulins, smarting from an earlier encounter, remained silent. The altercation had concerned a half-loaf of bread. ‘You forgot to cover it against the mice,’ Mrs Williams had scolded, sightlessly raking her fingers along the scullery shelf. Crumbs, pretty as snowflakes, sprayed the floor.

Mrs Desmoulins had denied all knowledge and blamed Frank Barber. ‘It was him,’ she blustered, pointing a finger, but he, motionless at the table, had stuck out his pink tongue and stayed mute.

Mrs Williams’s shortness of temper, in evidence at the best of times, had increased tenfold. Even Mr Levet, with whom she often and perversely saw eye to eye, had fallen from favour. Three days ago, coming across him lying in his customary position at the bottom of the scullery stairs, she had kicked him awake. She hadn’t caused him an injury, but it was an indication of her agitated state. He, ignorant soul, had crawled on his knees to the fire and, murmuring the word ‘Mother’, dozed off again with
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