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   Praise for The American Boy:

‘An enticing work of fiction … Taylor takes account of both a Georgian formality and a pre-Victorian laxity in social and sexual matters; he is adept at historical recreation, and allows a heady décor to work in his favour by having his mysteries come wrapped around by a creepy London fog or embedded picturesquely in a Gloucestershire snowdrift’

TLS 

‘Possibly the best book of the decade is Andrew Taylor’s historical masterpiece, The American Boy. A truly captivating novel, rich with the sounds, smells, and cadences of nineteenth-century England’

Glasgow Herald 

‘Long, sumptuous, near-edible account of Regency rogues – wicked bankers, City swindlers, crooked pedagogues and ladies on the make – all joined in the pursuit of the rich, full, sometimes shady life. A plot stuffed with incident and character, with period details impeccably rendered’

Literary Review 

‘Taylor spins a magnificent tangential web … The book is full of sharply etched details evoking Dickensian London and is also a love story, shot through with the pain of a penniless and despised lover. This novel has the literary values which should take it to the top of the lists’

Scotland on Sunday 

‘It is as if Taylor has used the great master of the bizarre as both starting-and finishing-point, but in between created a period piece with its own unique voice. The result should satisfy those drawn to the fictions of the nineteenth century, or Poe, or indeed to crime writing at its most creative’

Spectator 

‘Andrew Taylor has flawlessly created the atmosphere of late-Regency London in The American Boy, with a cast of sharply observed characters in this dark tale of murder and embezzlement’

Sunday Telegraph 

‘Madness, murder, misapplied money and macabre marriages are interspersed with coffins, corpses and cancelled codicils … an enjoyable and well-constructed puzzle’

Sunday Times




   Dedication

For Sarah and William.

And, as always, for Caroline.




   Epigraph

I would not, if I could, here or to-day, embody

a record of my later years of unspeakable

misery, and unpardonable crime.

From ‘William Wilson’ by Edgar Allan Poe
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   The Wavenhoe family, 1819
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N.B. The names underlined are of those members of the family who were alive in September 1819




THE NARRATIVE OF THOMAS SHIELD

8th September 1819 – 23rd May 1820




CHAPTER ONE


WE OWE RESPECT to the living, Voltaire tells us in his Première Lettre sur Oedipe, but to the dead we owe only truth. The truth is that there are days when the world changes, and a man does not notice because his mind is on his own affairs.

I first saw Sophia Frant shortly before midday on Wednesday the 8th of September, 1819. She was leaving the house in Stoke Newington, and for a moment she was framed in the doorway as though in a picture. Something in the shadows of the hall behind her had made her pause, a word spoken, perhaps, or an unexpected movement.

What struck me first were the eyes, which were large and blue. Then other details lodged in my memory like burrs on a coat. She was neither tall nor short, with well-shaped, regular features and a pale complexion. She wore an elaborate cottage bonnet, decorated with flowers. Her dress had a white skirt, puffed sleeves and a pale blue bodice, the latter matching the leather slipper peeping beneath the hem of her skirt. In her left hand she carried a pair of white gloves and a small reticule.

I heard the clatter of the footman leaping down from the box of the carriage, and the rattle as he let down the steps. A stout middle-aged man in black joined the lady on the doorstep and gave her his arm as they strolled towards the carriage. They did not look at me. On either side of the path from the house to the road were miniature shrubberies enclosed by railings. I felt faint, and I held on to one of the uprights of the railings at the front.

‘Indeed, madam,’ the man said, as though continuing a conversation begun in the house, ‘our situation is quite rural and the air is notably healthy.’

The lady glanced at me and smiled. This so surprised me that I failed to bow. The footman opened the door of the carriage. The stout man handed her in.

‘Thank you, sir,’ she murmured. ‘You have been very patient.’

He bowed over her hand. ‘Not at all, madam. Pray give my compliments to Mr Frant.’

I stood there like a booby. The footman closed the door, put up the steps and climbed up to his seat. The lacquered woodwork of the carriage was painted blue and the gilt wheels were so clean they hurt your eyes.

The coachman unwound the reins from the whipstock. He cracked his whip, and the pair of matching bays, as glossy as the coachman’s top hat, jingled down the road towards the High-street. The stout man held up his hand in not so much a wave as a blessing. When he turned back to the house, his gaze flicked towards me.

I let go of the railing and whipped off my hat. ‘Mr Bransby? That is, have I the honour –?’

‘Yes, you have.’ He stared at me with pale blue eyes partly masked by pink, puffy lids. ‘What do you want with me?’

‘My name is Shield, sir. Thomas Shield. My aunt, Mrs Reynolds, wrote to you, and you were kind enough to say –’

‘Yes, yes.’ The Reverend Mr Bransby held out a finger for me to shake. He stared me over, running his eyes from head to toe. ‘You’re not at all like her.’

He led me up the path and through the open door into the panelled hall beyond. From somewhere in the building came the sound of chanting voices. He opened a door on the right and went into a room fitted out as a library, with a Turkey carpet and two windows overlooking the road. He sat down heavily in the chair behind the desk, stretched out his legs and pushed two stubby fingers into his right-hand waistcoat pocket.

‘You look fagged.’

‘I walked from London, sir. It was warm work.’

‘Sit down.’ He took out an ivory snuff-box, helped himself to a pinch and sneezed into a handkerchief spotted with brown stains. ‘So you want a position, hey?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And Mrs Reynolds tells me that there are at least two good reasons why you are entirely unsuitable for any post I might be able to offer you.’

‘If you would permit me, I would endeavour to explain.’

‘Some would say that facts explain themselves. You left your last position without a reference. And, more recently, if I understand your aunt aright, you have been the next best thing to a Bedlamite.’

‘I cannot deny either charge, sir. But there were reasons for my behaviour, and there are reasons why those episodes happened and why they will not happen again.’

‘You have two minutes in which to convince me.’

‘Sir, my father was an apothecary in the town of Rosington. His practice prospered, and one of his patrons was a canon of the cathedral, who presented me to a vacancy at the grammar school. When I left there, I matriculated at Jesus College, Cambridge.’

‘You held a scholarship there?’

‘No, sir. My father assisted me. He knew I had no aptitude for the apothecary’s trade and he intended me eventually to take holy orders. Unfortunately, near the end of my first year, he died of a putrid fever, and his affairs were found to be much embarrassed, so I left the university without taking my degree.’

‘What of your mother?’

‘She had died when I was a lad. But the master of the grammar school, who had known me as a boy, gave me a job as an assistant usher, teaching the younger boys. All went well for a few years, but, alas, he died and his successor did not look so kindly on me.’ I hesitated, for the master had a daughter named Fanny, the memory of whom still brought me pain. ‘We disagreed, sir – that was the long and the short of it. I said foolish things I instantly regretted.’

‘As is usually the case,’ Bransby said.

‘It was then April 1815, and I fell in with a recruiting sergeant.’

He took another pinch of snuff. ‘Doubtless he made you so drunk that you practically snatched the King’s shilling from his hand and went off to fight the monster Bonaparte single-handed. Well, sir, you have given me ample proof that you are a foolish, headstrong young man who has a belligerent nature and cannot hold his liquor. And now shall we come to Bedlam?’

I squeezed the thick brim of my hat until it bent under the pressure. ‘Sir, I was never there in my life.’

He scowled. ‘Mrs Reynolds writes that you were placed under restraint, and lived for a while in the care of a doctor. Whether in Bedlam itself or not is immaterial. How came you to be in such a state?’

‘Many men had the misfortune to be wounded in the late war. It so happened that I was wounded in my mind as well as in my body.’

‘Wounded in the mind? You sound like a school miss with the vapours. Why not speak plainly? Your wits were disordered.’

‘I was ill, sir. Like one with a fever. I acted imprudently.’

‘Imprudent? Good God, is that what you call it? I understand you threw your Waterloo Medal at an officer of the Guards in Rotten-row.’

‘I regret it excessively, sir.’

He sneezed, and his little eyes watered. ‘It is true that your aunt, Mrs Reynolds, was the best housekeeper my parents ever had. As a boy I never had any reason to doubt her veracity or indeed her kindness. But those two facts do not necessarily encourage me to allow a lunatic and a drunkard a position of authority over the boys entrusted to my care.’

‘Sir, I am neither of those things.’

He glared at me. ‘A man, moreover, whose former employers will not speak for him.’

‘But my aunt speaks for me. If you know her, sir, you will know she would not do that lightly.’

For a moment neither of us spoke. Through the open window came the clop of hooves from the road beyond. A fly swam noisily through the heavy air. I was slowly baking, basted in sweat in the oven of my own clothes. My black coat was too heavy for a day like this but it was the only one I had. I wore it buttoned to the throat to conceal the fact that I did not have a shirt beneath.

I stood up. ‘I must detain you no longer, sir.’

‘Be so good as to sit down. I have not concluded this conversation.’ Bransby picked up his eye glasses and twirled them between finger and thumb. ‘I am persuaded to give you a trial.’ He spoke harshly, as if he had in mind a trial in a court of law. ‘I will provide you with your board and lodging for a quarter. I will also advance you a small sum of money
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TREASON
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England, 1688

King James II finally has an heir – but not all are rejoicing. Protestant bishops have been sent to the tower, strange symbols are appearing on the streets of London and rumblings of dissent are whispered throughout the city.

Amidst the turmoil, Secretary James Marwood has been living a quiet life. But his peace is broken when a figure from the past emerges with a dangerous proposition. Change is coming, and Marwood needs an ally if he is to retain his position at Whitehall. So, reluctantly, he agrees to investigate an apparent suicide.

The man’s death is soon revealed to be a murder, and his past yields suspicious connections. Violence begins to erupt around the city, protestants raging against a Catholic king, and the atmosphere at court grows tense. Marwood’s investigation leads him to uncover a deadly and treasonous conspiracy, one that threatens the crown and the stability of the nation.




CHAPTER ONE
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A JESUIT AND A lady walked slowly down a gravel path running parallel to a handsome brick building. He was a tall man who gave the impression that he was all bone and angry red flesh beneath the cassock. The lady barely came up to his shoulder. She walked with the aid of a stick because the veins in her legs were troubling her.

‘It’s in God’s hands, madam,’ the priest said. His name was Father Petre. ‘We can only pray.’

They paced along the path. Their shadows ran slantwise before them towards the building on their right. One of the guards by the garden gate threw them a glance. Access to the area before the principal windows of the royal apartments of St James’s Palace was forbidden to almost everyone. Lady Quincy knew that if she hadn’t been with Father Petre, they would have turned her away, even if she had shown them her pass. But Petre, the King’s confidant, could go anywhere.

A woman screamed. The sound was faint and muffled. It hung the air like the memory of a bad dream. They wouldn’t have heard it if they hadn’t been so close. Though the day was already warm, the first-floor windows above the path were closed. A stuffy bedchamber was a small price to pay for dignity. After all, a queen was not like other women.

‘It won’t be long now,’ Lady Quincy said. She had been counting the intervals between the screams, her finger tapping the passage of time and pain on her cloak. ‘But of course one can never tell.’

‘I tell you, madam, this boy will change the country for ever,’ Petre said in his grating voice. ‘After a hundred and fifty years of heresy since the Reformation, he will complete his father’s work and bring this kingdom back to the True Faith.’

‘But what if it’s a girl, sir? Or, God forbid, born sickly and does not live?’

He gave her a wolfish smile. ‘Have faith. This child’s very conception was a miracle, a sure sign of God’s plan for him.’

They watched as the guards at the gate were reinforced. There were more soldiers everywhere than usual, Lady Quincy had noticed, and more checkpoints, especially in the neighbourhood of the royal residences. There had been riots on the streets of London yesterday. James II might be a Catholic, but most of his subjects were staunchly Protestant. They both feared and hated the very name of the Roman Catholic Church.

‘Tell me,’ Petre went on, ‘have you read those books I gave you yet? Have you prayed for guidance? Are your doubts laid to rest?’

‘I have prayed, sir, as you instructed. But I still have doubts.’

‘Then let us—’

He was interrupted by another scream that was louder and longer, an agonised howl.

‘You must hurry,’ Lady Quincy said. ‘It could be any moment now. And you should be there.’

Father Petre nodded, pressed her hand and bowed. He hurried away, the guards moving smartly aside as he entered the door leading to the royal apartments. He was a member of the Privy Council and, as such, he had a duty as well as a right to be present at the birth of a Prince or Princess of the Blood. All the more so, if the child was a boy and therefore the new heir apparent to the throne.

James Marwood, a prosperous-looking senior clerk in the King’s service at Whitehall, emerged from St James’s Church, Piccadilly, with his wife, Catherine, on his arm. Behind them came the well-known portrait painter, Mrs Mary Beale, and her husband, followed by their son Charlie and the three Marwood children.

They all knew that something was afoot. People had been whispering during the sermon, and several in the more expensive pews had left the church before the service was over.

The path outside was almost blocked by gossiping churchgoers, the volume of their voices rising by the second. St James’s was a fashionable church so it was always busy, but today it had been a larger congregation than usual because it was Trinity Sunday, when many people took communion. Many were members of the nobility and gentry. Others were employed at Whitehall, like Mr Marwood, or followed the law, or served His Majesty in the army. There were tradesmen and their families, together with servants and the nameless members of the poor.

The two families were forced apart by the press of acquaintances and strangers. They gathered again by the gate on the Jermyn Street side of the church.

‘Why this bustle?’ Mr Beale said. ‘You’d think war had broken out at the very least.’

‘Where’s Sophia?’ James Marwood said simultaneously.

‘There, sir,’ Jack said, nodding towards his brother. ‘Behind Francis.’

‘Stand by me, child,’ Marwood ordered. ‘Away from the crush.’

She took her father’s arm. The Marwoods were careful of Sophia, perhaps overly so. She was the youngest of the family, just twelve years old. Her parents had despaired of her life at least a dozen times before she had reached the age of five. Even her brothers, who were four years her senior and mostly devoted to their own interests, watched over her.

Sophia looked up at her father and said in her soft voice, ‘The Queen’s been brought to bed of a boy.’

He glanced down at her. ‘What? Are you sure?’

‘I heard that man say so.’ She nodded towards an officer of the footguards near the church door.

Young Charlie Beale turned away and plucked the sleeve of a friend. ‘Is this true? A boy?’

‘Aye. Not an hour or so ago.’

Mrs Beale said, ‘I thought the Queen’s lying-in wasn’t due yet. Was she before her time?’

Mrs Marwood nodded. ‘Though of course a woman can never be sure of these things. Even the best of us can miscalculate.’

‘Indeed, my dear,’ Mrs Beale said. The two women exchanged glances.

‘She’s fortunate to have brought forth a living child,’ Mr Beale observed. ‘After so many miscarriages.’

‘Of course she deserves our pity for that,’ his wife reminded him. ‘Does she not, dear heart?’

He bowed and smiled at her. ‘You are charity itself, my love.’

Their son was less delicate and more particular. ‘Some of hers lived. But they were sickly and lasted only a week or two or at most a few months. Why should this one be any different?’ He laughed. ‘I wonder what the bishops think of it. I doubt they’re pleased.’

His parents frowned and he looked away. ‘That’s not something to discuss in public,’ his father said repressively.

Charlie was in his late twenties but his parents, and many of their relations and friends, were inclined to treat him as if he were ten years younger. He was called Charlie to differentiate him from his father, Charles Senior.

Jack said, looking about him, ‘You’d think there’d be more signs of rejoicing, wouldn’t you?’

There was an awkward silence. Marwood glanced over his shoulder.

Mrs Marwood squinted up at the position of the sun and said, ‘I’m afraid dinner won’t see to itself.’

‘Very true, my dear,’ Mrs Beale said, adroitly accepting the change of subject. ‘We must go. If I don’t stand over them in the kitchen, they’ll burn the sauce again.’

The two families joined the stream of worshippers flowing into Jermyn Street. They picked their way through the cluster of private coaches, hackneys, horses, footmen and piles of dung, the ladies lifting their skirts to avoid dirtying the hems.

Most people were turning right, drawn towards St James’s Palace and the park beyond. There would be a crowd gathered about the palace gatehouse by now, Marwood thought, hungry for news and hungry to see who came and went; and even hungrier simply to be there on the day that an heir to the throne was born. Whether they were there to rejoice or lament or show displeasure was another matter. It was strange to think that the future of the entire country hung in the balance, depending on the life of a baby scarcely an hour old.

Jack lagged behind. ‘May I come tomorrow afternoon?’ he said to Charlie. ‘I should be clear of old Grindarse by three. I could say I wanted to watch you mix the pigments – even try my hand at it myself. After all, it might be useful if I ever have to follow my mother into her business.’

‘Come about four,’ Charlie whispered, always happy to play the conspirator. ‘Better come by the back door.’

‘Will Arabella . . . ?’

Charlie winked.

Only Sophia overheard them. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the wink. She did not know who Arabella was, only that her presence or absence was a matter of some moment to Jack. But she did know that Grindarse was the name that Jack gave his tutor, the Reverend Mr Grindley. Francis, on the other hand, needed no tutor and was at present obliged to make himself useful under his mother’s direction at St Paul’s or at her current building site in Bloomsbury.

Jack caught up with Sophia. ‘Will you do something for me this afternoon?’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘It’s a secret. Don’t mention it to anyone.’

The two families parted on the corner. The Marwoods leased a house next to the sign of the Two Bells, a clockmaker’s shop, in King Street. The Beales lived at the western end of Pall Mall, almost opposite the palace.

As the Marwoods walked on, a coach rattled through the puddles at the side of the road, forcing them into a huddle to avoid being splattered by mud.

Sophia, sheltered by her father’s arm and pressed against him, felt him tense suddenly. He was looking at the coach. It was a light equipage drawn by two horses and designed for town use. On its door was painted a widow’s lozenge bearing a quartered coat of arms. An old woman was looking back at them from the coach’s window.

‘What is it?’ Cat Marwood said.

Her husband smiled at her. ‘Nothing. For a moment I thought I saw Gorvin over the way. But I was mistaken.’

Sophia shivered. She hated it when one of her parents lied to the other.

Halfway through dinner, James Marwood paused, his spoon halfway between bowl and mouth. ‘Did you hear that?’

A moment later it came again, the distant boom, warlike and ominous.

‘Thunder?’ Jack said.

‘No, you fool, it’s the cannon from the Tower,’ Francis said, always glad to show off his superior knowledge, especially to his brother. ‘It’s for the prince’s birth.’

‘Don’t be rude,’ their mother said abstractedly.

To everyone’s relief, including theirs, the brothers were not identical twins. Nowadays they existed in a state of perpetual warfare with each other.

Sophia, who had been silent until now, looked up. ‘What did Charlie Beale mean about the bishops? He said he didn’t think they’d be pleased.’

‘Some of the bishops object to the King’s Declaration of Indulgence,’ Marwood said. ‘But it’s nothing for you to trouble your head with. They’ve been arrested and taken to the Tower.’

‘But surely she should know the reason?’ Cat said. She increasingly found herself disagreeing with her husband, not just about politics but about much they should tell the children. ‘It affects all of us, or it will. The Declaration gives the same rights and privileges to Catholics and Dissenters that the members of the Established Church of England have.’

‘Which means they’d have the right to hold public office,’ Francis put in, talking to Sophia. ‘At present they can’t because of the Test Act. Which says that everyone who holds public office must take the sacrament at Holy Communion in the Church of England. But the King wants to stop all that so he can fill public offices with Catholics. Of course he’s—’

‘That’s enough,’ Marwood said.

Francis subsided. Jack kicked his brother under the table.

There was little conversation during the rest of the meal. Everyone was preoccupied, though not for the same reason.

During the afternoon, Cat shut herself up with her accounts. She felt a twinge of guilt, like the memory of an old wound, a matter of the mind as much as the body. If her childhood self had been discovered at work on a Sunday, her parents would have thrashed her. Sundays were for God, not Mammon.

She had two account books open before her. The larger one concerned the business that she had inherited from her first husband and now ran with a partner, Mr Brennan; they were surveyors and architects who also acted as clerks of the works for those clients who desired such services.

That was where the money was – safe, small-scale commissions, usually of a humdrum nature. Business was thriving, though for the last few years most of the credit for that belonged to Brennan, not Cat. The trouble was, their profits were divided by the time each partner spent on the work. Brennan kept meticulous records of this. Cat’s share had recently been far smaller than his.

She had hardly begun when there was a knock on the door and her husband came in.

We should talk,’ he said.

She gestured at the account books. ‘I’m busy, Jamie. Later?’

‘No. Now, if you please.’

‘If it’s about what we tell the children about politics and—’

‘It’s not that,’ Marwood said. ‘It’s this.’ He tapped the smaller of the two books on the table. ‘Forgive me, my love, but this will not do. Not with the way things are.’

The accounts in this volume recorded the profits and expenses of the architectural projects that Cat undertook solely on her own. These interested her more because they challenged her skills or delighted her with their beauty or might eventually lead to a major commission. The problem was, much of this work was speculative in nature and brought in little money.

‘And the worst of them all,’ he went on remorselessly, ‘is St Paul’s.’

For years, Cat had worked part-time on Sir Christopher Wren’s team there. The rebuilding of the cathedral, destroyed in the Great Fire, was taking longer and costing more than anyone had expected. Recently, rather than receive immediate payment for the work she did there, she had been persuaded to lend her accrued earnings, as well as much of the money that she and Marwood had put by over the years, to the rebuilding fund.

‘This was supposed to be only a short-term loan,’ he said.

‘Yes, true. But the money is perfectly safe – and it will soon be repaid.’

‘Will it?’ Marwood said, his voice rising. ‘When? I fear St Paul’s will be the ruin of us. It will suck us dry and leave us to starve before it’s finished, before we are repaid. If we ever are.’

‘Pray be patient.’ Cat fiddled with the inkpot, avoiding his eyes. ‘It will be a fine thing for us. Consider – six per cent interest, compounded. We shall be rich.’

‘And in the meantime?’

‘We have your salary and the perquisites of your place at Whitehall.’

‘It’s not enough for us to live on,’ he said. ‘Not at the rate we do now, in a new house like this, so close to court. And it will soon grow worse. Remember, in the autumn we shall have the expense of the two boys at university. In fairness we must also put aside something for Sophia when she weds. If you will not do more work with Brennan, we shall have to retrench. There’s no other way.’

Cat stared up at him. After a moment, he turned on his heel and left the room.

She bit her lip to hold back tears. The trouble was, she felt guilty. Women like herself and Mary Beale were rarities in this world, able to earn their living independently of their husbands. When she agreed to marry James Marwood, she had stipulated that she be allowed to continue running her late husband’s business without interference from him. To his credit, he had agreed without hesitation. He himself now earned a handsome salary, working under Mr Bridgeman in my Lord Sunderland’s office at Whitehall. But somehow the money was never enough.

But this was about more than money. It went deeper than that. It was about risk. When she had first known James, more than twenty years earlier, he had been drawn against his will into a series of dangerous adventures, many of which involved the great ones of the kingdom. For a short time, despite his relatively humble background, he had risen high at Whitehall and earned the favour of King Charles himself. Shortly before his marriage to Cat, however, he had attracted the enmity of a powerful courtier and been cast out of favour and out of Whitehall. Over the years, the courtier, the debt-ridden Duke of Buckingham, had gradually lost his influence. He had retired to his estates in Yorkshire, where he had died last year.

Long before that, James had returned to Whitehall, thanks to the influence of friends and his own merits as an administrator. But the intervening years had left their scars on him, even as his growing family added to his responsibilities. James was generous by nature, Cat knew, but he had a secret fear of penury. He disliked risk. But he was married to a woman who thought it added spice to life.

In the long run, Cat knew, the only sensible option was for her to concentrate solely on the sort of tedious projects that Brennan favoured – domestic housing, warehouses, stables and the like. As London was expanding so fast, it was steady, profitable work and they needed the extra money it would bring. But her spirit revolted against such drudgery.

Besides, she was damned if she was going to admit to her husband that she had made the wrong decision. After all, perhaps in the long run it would turn out to have been the right decision. That was the thing about taking risks. Sometimes they paid off.

As darkness tightened its grip on the city, the Goat Tavern by Charing Cross was busy, even though it was a Sunday. A dozen conversations were taking place, some in the booths against the walls and others at the long table in the middle. Many voices were raucous and celebratory, but a few were more subdued.

One end of the long table was occupied by a group of off-duty footguards with Irish accents, Catholics to the man. London was crawling with troops, many of them brought in from the big camp in Hounslow because of the widespread unrest. They patrolled the streets, dispersed crowds with shows of force, and clustered protectively around the royal residences.

Again and again the guards drank the healths of King James, Queen Mary and the new prince. They scowled at their neighbours until they too showed a suitably joyful appreciation of the fact that there was now a male heir to His Majesty’s three kingdoms.

The tavern keeper, Mrs Brownrigg, smiled benignly on them and sent them two jugs of her best ale on the house as a sign of her loyalty. In private, however, she was less enthusiastic. She herself was a staunch member of the Church of England. She was prepared to tolerate Dissenters – after all they were Protestants, like herself – but she had been brought up to loathe the Catholics. They were blood-thirsty tyrants at the beck and call of the Pope of Rome, constantly plotting to murder fine, upstanding Protestants. Look how the French had slaughtered those poor Huguenots in France.

A corporal leant towards her and plucked her sleeve. ‘Drink with us, mistress. Another toast to the little prince.’

She beamed and bobbed a curtsy. ‘Nothing would give me more joy, sir.’

It was going to be a long evening. She turned away to fill a mug. She beckoned a serving man and told him to bring up more of the best ale.

‘Have you seen Mr Cartwright this evening? I want a word with him.’

‘No, mistress. Not since yesterday morning.’ The man nodded towards the kitchen. ‘He was asking Cook if she had a spare roll to break his fast.’

From the taproom of the Goat, a flight of steps led down to the kitchen, with the door to the cellars beyond. Beyond that was a storeroom and a small fetid yard. Above the store-room was a chamber accessed by a steep staircase, little more than a ladder, which had formerly been the domain of the cook.

The present cook at the Goat was lame: she was quite incapable of mounting such a staircase and also too broad in the beam to squeeze herself through the narrow doorway at the top. Mrs Brownrigg had therefore let the room to a scrivener named Aaron Cartwright. He drank only small ale and often preached on Sunday at a meeting house in the City.

Nobody yet knew that, on the birthday of the prince, Mr Cartwright was up in his room and lying on the bare boards of the floor. His eyes were open and he was staring at the rafters. He was not alone. In death, he had become an object of great interest and indeed nourishment to the flying and crawling insects that haunted his tiny apartment.

The flow of blood had long since stopped.

‘Don’t you care?’ Francis said.

The light was fading in the chamber he shared with Jack. They slept in the same bed, which they had done for as long as either of them could remember. Its curtains were open because the air was stuffy.

Jack dragged his thoughts away from Arabella. ‘What?’

His brother nudged him. ‘About this little prince, of course.’

‘Why should I?’

‘Faith, you’ve no more wits in your head than a peahen. Because he changes everything. If he lives, he’ll be king of England one day.’

Jack shrugged, his mind drifting back to Arabella and the possibility of seeing her at the Beales’ tomorrow afternoon.

‘He’ll be brought up a Catholic, like his father. Until now, everyone thought Princess Mary would succeed to the throne when her father, King James, dies. She’s a good Protestant, and so’s her husband, the Prince of Orange, and her sister, Princess Anne. But now we could have Catholic kings for ever.’

‘And queens.’ Arabella, Jack thought, would make a most stately and magnificent queen. And yet so beautiful too. Her subjects would worship her.

‘Eh? Yes. But that’s not the point. This is a Protestant country, you dunderhead, that’s the point. That last thing we want is a Catholic monarch.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ Jack said, more to annoy his brother than for any other reason. ‘Anyway, there’s not much point in talking about it. If the King dies, the prince has to become king in his place. If you say otherwise, it’s treason. Is that what you want? Treason?’
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‘Murder. It has to be murder.’

I don’t mind telling you, his words gave me a shock. For a start, they were a curious echo of my own thoughts, of what I’d been thinking for the past six weeks or so. Besides, you didn’t expect a total stranger to blurt out something like that. Particularly when, as far as he knew, there was no one there to hear.

He was a wiry man, not tall, not bad-looking if you liked that sort of thing, with dark hair and a thin face that reminded me of someone – perhaps a boy I’d known when I was young or the sort of nondescript actor who played the hero’s best friend in films. I guessed he was about thirty.

He was standing at the start of the drive, with his bicycle leaning against one of the pillars where the gates used to hang. He was wearing a shirt with the sleeves rolled up and baggy flannel trousers secured at the cuffs with bicycle clips.

As I watched, he flexed his fingers and ran them through his hair. There were sweat patches under the arms of his shirt. He stared up the drive, a green tunnel at this time of year because the oaks and limes were bright with new leaves. There wasn’t much gravel left underfoot, just ruts and weeds. The drive went into a shallow curve, which made it appear as if it faded into nothing. As if it were a path leading nowhere.

Suddenly he straightened. A column had appeared, marching around the bend of the drive. The two files of green-clad figures almost merged with the greenery on either side. For an instant, they looked like soldiers, ghosts of a recent past, for troops had been stationed at Monkshill at the beginning of the war. Then they resolved themselves into the familiar crocodile of schoolgirls in shapeless green tunics. Beside them marched a tall, slim figure in tweeds with a grey hat like a pudding basin squashed over her head.

My heart lurched at the sight of Enid. I felt the familiar mixture of love and lust. How strange one should still feel such things. I supposed it was a bit like amputees feeling pain in limbs they have lost. Ghost pains.

The man retrieved his bicycle and advanced slowly towards them. He had a slight limp, a way of hitching up his left leg as he walked. I followed. You could tell that everyone had seen him. The chattering stopped, though there was still some furtive whispering going on. For a moment I saw them as they must appear to him: girls of all shapes and sizes, their bodies shrouded in the sack-like tunics, the doughy faces under the felt hats. Half-formed human beings. Works in progress.

As they drew nearer, the man wheeled his bicycle to the side of the drive and waited on the verge for the column to pass him.

Enid gave him a smile. ‘Walk on, girls,’ she said. ‘Wait for me at the bottom of the drive.’

The last girl in the crocodile was Venetia Canford, walking by herself. She was thin and lanky, and her tunic looked as if it had been bought for her when she was much younger. I looked at her with distaste. The first thing you noticed about her was the huge blue eyes. Her mouth was wide, with full lips; too wide and too full for a face that still had puppy fat clinging to its cheeks.

Enid had her back to her. I saw Venetia stick out her tongue at the man. He saw it too. A childish insult. Except it wasn’t really childish. Or even an insult. It was something else. Something unsettling.

‘Mr Shaw?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Just arrived.’

‘I’m Enid Archer. One of the teachers. Miss Pryce-Morgan said you were due today.’ She nodded at the bicycle. ‘Did you bike it from Gloucester?’

‘Newport,’ he said. ‘And I wish I hadn’t. It must be over twenty miles.’

‘Warm work.’

He grinned at her. ‘You could say that. Miss Pryce-Morgan has invited me to the house at half-past five. I hope there ’s time to make myself look respectable.’

‘Do you know where to go?’

‘Yes – East Cottage. She sent me a sketch map. And with any luck my trunk will be waiting for me.’

Enid pointed up the drive. ‘It’s not far. The track’s about a hundred yards further on. Right-hand side. You can’t miss it.’ She glanced at the huddle of girls in the gateway. ‘I’ll see you later. I’d better get back to the Botany Society before they start a riot.’

I always found it bittersweet to be close to Enid. I wanted to be with her, but it sometimes hurt so much it was better to go somewhere else. So I followed Shaw. I was curious about him. He was an anomaly. The headmistress wasn’t keen on having young men in the vicinity of the school, let alone on the staff. But she hadn’t had much choice, not at such short notice.

I had heard her discussing the matter with Runty, which was the girls’ name for Matron, and not a bad name either. ‘It’ll only be for the summer term, after all. And we ’ll call him a visiting tutor rather than a master. We ’ll keep him away from the house as much as we can.’

‘That won’t stop half the school falling in love with him,’ Runty said. ‘But still – as you say, we can guard against that.’

‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ the head had replied.

So I floated after Shaw, who was wheeling his bicycle, not trusting the surface of the drive. He had a bag strapped to the carrier, along with a folded jacket and what looked like a very small case. He turned onto the rubble track, which skirted the east side of the mansion and ran roughly parallel to the river. The land on either side of the fences was rough grass with a few old trees, some long past their best. It was too rocky to take a crop so it had been given over to sheep.

The ground dipped, and there was the cottage. It was Victorian, I suppose, built for a gamekeeper or gardener. It looked like a decaying dolls’ house for a family of large, decayed dolls: four little windows neatly arranged on two floors, with the door between them; the rendered walls cracked and patched with damp and flaking whitewash. The door had a timber porch almost smothered in a tangle of climbing rose and honeysuckle. A barbed wire fence enclosed a narrow strip of garden in front of the cottage. Someone had made a brutal attempt to tidy away the wild garlic and ground elder with a scythe.

Shaw leaned the bicycle against a fence post, pushed open the gate and walked up the cinder path to the porch. He was about to open the door when he swore suddenly and sprang backwards. He touched his hair. I drew nearer and looked up at the porch roof. A dead rabbit was hanging from a nail directly over the doorway. Its back paws had been knotted with twine and looped over a nail knocked into the ridge timber. It was dangling low enough to touch the crown of Shaw’s head. Its eyes were dull, and its open mouth was pink and moist.

Wrinkling his nose, he unhooked it and laid it on the ground, which was foolish because the ants would soon find it. Then he went inside. But I stayed behind in the garden. I couldn’t bear to go inside. Not now. It was all too raw still. Later perhaps.

Desolation swept over me. It happens sometimes, out of the blue. I never know what will set it off, though I should have been wary about the cottage. When the desolation comes, there ’s nothing I can do except wait for it to pass.

I went away, following the path that led up to the obelisk. This was supposed to mark the highest spot in the park. From there you could see downstream to the estuary. It looked peaceful today, the sun glinting on impossibly blue waters as if the estuary were pretending to be the Mediterranean. I wondered how many people lay dead among those shifting sandbanks and swirling currents, how many bodies, mine among them, had been washed out to sea.

To distract myself, I thought about the murder. Because it had been murder – there was no other name for it. The first question was, who did it? And the second question was why?

I used to tell my girls there are no new stories, only old ones told in different ways. You don’t get much older ones than the story of Cain and Abel. Theirs was a story of murder and so was mine, with me in the role of Abel.

Someone had actually wanted me dead and they had taken the steps necessary to achieve this end. Even now, when in a sense it no longer mattered, the very thought made me shiver. Or rather, it would have made me shiver, had I been able to. In my present state, I just had the idea of a shiver, rather than its physical manifestation.

The murder had been almost childishly simple. It happened like this. I was at the Maiden’s Leap. The cliff was sheer at this point, and it projected slightly at the top so it overhung the river almost three hundred feet below. Once upon a time there had been a stone wall about eighteen inches high at the front of the platform with a railing running along the top. The wall was now in poor condition and most of the railing had rusted away or been vandalised.

It was the Easter holidays. Many of the girls had gone home to their families, though a substantial minority stayed at school either because their parents were abroad or dead or because they simply didn’t want to be bothered with their offspring. Some of the staff stayed at the school to keep an eye on the remaining girls and, in theory, to provide what the head called ‘a programme of holiday activities of an educational nature’. Others were there because they had nowhere else to go.

It was a fresh, clear morning. I was standing by the wall and staring at the blues and greens and greys of the distance. I was wondering how many miles I could see and thinking how beautiful it was, and how I must bring Enid here again. A bubble of excitement twitched in my ribcage. Only a few hours more, and we would be together.

Nothing alerted me beforehand. Not a sound. Not a smell. Not a movement of the air. It simply happened.

Someone pushed me hard between the shoulder blades. The wall trapped my legs below the knee. The rest of me toppled over the edge.

It was all so fast I can’t be sure of the order of things after that. A rapid, jolting, scraping fall. There was a blow to my head – perhaps I hit a rock – and all the air seemed to leave my body. Or was it the other way round? There was pain, exquisite, overwhelming, mind-numbing pain.

And then there was nothing at all. Blessed, bloody nothing.

After a while, I felt better and went back to the cottage. Shaw was in the back garden, which was largely the domain of brambles. He had succeeded in pumping up some water from the well in the back porch. Now he was inspecting the earth closet and the ruined pig cot.

I saw Stephen approaching before he did. Stephen was the cook-housekeeper’s twelve-year-old nephew. According to staffroom gossip, his father was dead and his mother had run off with another man. As a special favour, he was allowed to live with his aunt – it was either that or an orphanage – and even attend some of the girls’ lessons on condition that he sat at the back and didn’t talk to anyone. This wasn’t evidence of Miss Pryce-Morgan’s benevolent nature, more of her fear that Stephen’s aunt would hand in her notice if he wasn’t allowed to stay.

The boy hovered by the back gate, his cheeks pink with exercise or embarrassment. Shaw must have heard something. He looked up.

‘Hello.’

Stephen cleared his throat and said in a rush: ‘It’s up at the house.’

‘What is?’

‘Your trunk. The one the carrier brought.’

‘That’s one mystery solved. I was wondering where it had got to.’

Stephen rubbed his hand down his khaki shorts. He was small for his age. He always had a slight frown, as if he found the world permanently mysterious, a puzzle he needed to solve. ‘The man brought it up yesterday.’ His shyness was beginning to dissipate. ‘Auntie told him to put it in the old dairy.’

‘Can you show me where that is?’

‘All right.’

‘And who are you when you’re at home?’

‘Stephen.’

Shaw glanced at the sky. ‘Hang on. I’ll put my bike under cover in case it rains.’

He walked down the path at the side of the cottage. Stephen followed, watching Shaw intently, as if determined to commit every detail to memory.

‘Someone left a dead rabbit by the front door,’ Shaw said, pausing at the corner of the house. ‘Any idea who?’

‘Could be Tosser.’

‘Is that a real name?’

‘It’s what everyone calls him.’

‘But why would he leave a rabbit there?’

‘I expect he wants you to buy it.’

Shaw shrugged. He moved the bicycle under the branches of a walnut tree beside the fence. He unstrapped the luggage on the carrier and put it on the table in the living room. He shook out his tweed jacket and put it on.

Stephen pursued him like a small, watchful dog. ‘Is that a typewriter?’ he asked, pointing at the small case beside Shaw’s bag.

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why do you need it?’

Shaw sighed. ‘I’m thinking of writing a novel.’

‘Is it hard?’

‘Writing a novel? I don’t know. But it can’t be that difficult, can it? Just one word after another.’

‘What sort will it be?’

‘A murder mystery, a whodunnit. I decided that on the way here today. I’m going to give Agatha Christie a run for her money.’

 What about my murder mystery? I wanted to ask. Why don’t you solve that instead?

‘Will it make you rich?’ the boy said.

‘I certainly hope so. Why do you ask so many questions? That’s enough for now.’

Stephen set off at a brisk pace, his thin shoulder blades pumping up and down like angular pistons beneath the faded Aertex shirt. The path wound up to the wider track, overgrown and rutted, which climbed up to the obelisk, where several paths met.

‘Is it much further?’ Shaw asked.

The boy glanced over his shoulder. ‘No.’

He marched on, with Shaw limping behind him. The path ran along the line of a long high brick wall, above which were the unpruned tips of fruit trees. On the right, on the lower ground to the west, close to the north drive, was a quadrangle of buildings with sagging slate roofs and broken windows: what was left of the stables.

Then the house came into sight. The headmistress always referred to it as ‘the mansion’ to make it sound more impressive. But from this angle it was just a cluster of ill-matched gables and irregular walls, with windows scattered about without any attempt at harmony, a place of peeling paint and leaking gutters.

On the right of the path were the dark, dusty leaves of the overgrown shrubbery. Stephen increased his pace as if anxious to pass it.

There were muffled giggles in the depths of the bushes. Shaw turned his head towards the sound. Four or five white faces floated among the leaves like fat white moons. At least three-quarters of the girls of Monkshill Park were overcome with an irresistible urge to giggle whenever they saw a man. Better that, of course, than behaving like Venetia Canford when someone in trousers appeared.

The trunk was on one of the marble shelves in the dairy. It was cold in there, and Stephen shivered.

Shaw glanced at him. ‘I can’t carry that by myself. Will you give me a hand?’

‘We could borrow a barrow. Tosser’s got one.’

‘OK. Let’s go and ask him.’

‘It’ll cost you, mind. One way or another.’

They found the old man in the kitchen garden. He was sitting in the largest of the three greenhouses and smoking his foul pipe stuffed with his horrible homegrown tobacco. He didn’t move as they approached.

‘Hello,’ Shaw said. ‘Stephen tells me you might be able to lend me a barrow for half an hour.’

‘Oh aye?’

‘I’ll be staying at East Cottage for a while, but the carrier left my trunk up at the house.’

‘Help yourself.’ Tosser jerked his thumb towards the shed at the end of the greenhouse. ‘The boy will show you.’

‘My name ’s Shaw, by the way. Alec Shaw.’

Tosser nodded but didn’t vouchsafe his own name.

‘I’ll bring the barrow back right away.’ Shaw gestured at the garden. ’I must say you keep this place pretty trim. Can’t be easy. Do you have help?’

‘If you can call it that,’ Tosser said.

Which meant something or nothing. Mainly the latter. Tosser had never worked as a gardener. Besides, since the beginning of the war, the walled garden had been the province of Mr Lewis at Home Farm, as had much of the park. Tosser used the garden more as an amenity, a resource – a place to sit and smoke in the sun, a source of stolen vegetables, fruit or garden tools; a place to conduct business. As now.

He cleared his throat, a rich gurgling sound. ‘I’ll drop by about the rabbit.’

‘What?’

‘The rabbit. Tasty little doe.’

‘Oh. Yes, I see. Actually I—’

‘You’ll want to be getting along now. It’ll keep till later.’

Tosser closed his eyes, closing the conversation as well.

I stared at him. God, he was such a nasty little man. Could it have been him? Maybe. He had reason enough.
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