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         HAVE YOU EVER SEEN the new King’s bare backside? If you have, it was most likely on a cartoon – unless you are one of the Ladies of the Quality and have been honoured to witness the royal nether parts in the flesh. If Mr Cruikshank and other artists like him have it right, there are quite a number of Royal Mistresses in your ranks – more than there are female printers in London, in fact, which makes me and my inky hands a sight rarer than you and your raised silk skirts. His mistresses all have my condolences, for the King’s girth is now said to be mighty on account of his taste for brandy and beef for breakfast.
         
 
         For those of us who know him only through the cartoonist’s eye, King George IV is a balloon, or else a rutting stag with cuckold’s horns: all white hair, red face and blue frock-coat, the black lines which ink him in scarcely capable of containing his vastness. Perhaps you own one of these images. More likely, you have seen a poor reproduction in some cheap newspaper; the Twopenny Trash perhaps, before the Government tried to tax it out of existence; or on a card or handbill from a street-seller. If the street-seller was a girl who seemed mute and, from the solemn look she gave you, could have been anything between twelve and a hundred years old, then she might have been my sister. Look carefully at the handbill – if Isaiah Douglas, Friday-street, London EC appears on the back, it might have been printed by me.
         
 
         Isaiah Douglas was my stepfather, and a hellfire preacher who had set up his own chapel. Too turbulent for Methodism, he saw signs of the Second Coming in every aspect of this city. His preaching occupied more of his energies than his printing or his family, which meant that I spent much of my life working our two presses by myself. Our shop was on a quiet street which runs parallel with Cheapside. We picked up some of that thoroughfare’s passing trade, in the way ditches bear crops from seeds which the sower scattered wide of the furrow. For all its nearness, Friday-street is a different world from Cheapside: so dark that it is scarcely more than an alley, Friday-street at noon resembles Cheapside at dusk, but without the prospect of the illuminated displays in the shop windows which make the Cheapside cobbles glow.
 
         Our neighbour was a shoemaker who kept a cow in his attic. He carried her up there when she was a calf, but soon she was so heavy that he feared his floorboards would give under the weight of her. Still, she produced some milk, and our neighbour said that eventually he would ask my Uncle John the butcher to slaughter her where she stood and throw the meat back down the trapdoor. Many nights I woke to the sound of her shitting, and in the summer it was a wonder the air was not green with her – though while our nostrils were full of cow dung, at least we were not breathing in some of the worse stenches of the city.
 
         In early January 1820, just before the story I shall tell begins, my nose was too full of acid and ink to notice anything else, for we had never been busier. There had not been a good season for the country in the five years since the wars against Napoleon had ended, and this distress was a bounty on political unrest. The images we sold were a chiaroscuro of crimes against the people: desperate men transported for smashing the machines which had destroyed their livelihoods; women and children trampled by Hussars for protesting peacefully; men driven to drink and women to vice by poverty and despair. And now the cartoonists and squib-mongers such as ourselves had an unlikely heroine: Caroline of Brunswick, the estranged wife of the new King, who had signalled her wish to return to England to claim her rights. But George said he would rather divorce her than see her crowned as Queen beside him and a royal divorce was a legal process which threatened to clog up Parliament like cess in the Fleet. As it was, Caroline was being paid enough to feed a hundred thousand journeymen each year to stay on the Continent with her alleged lovers, but this did not prevent the cartoonists from suggesting that her becoming Queen would ensure pies, ale and prosperity for all. Likewise, for men like Isaiah, the King’s desire to keep Caroline from the throne became a symbol of all that was wrong with the nation.
         
 
         And so the wronged Queen of England became the People’s Caroline, as Radicals and revolutionaries of all complexions congregated under the ample tent of her skirts. If Caroline refused to stay abroad, the King wanted a divorce – but his Conservative advisers feared the consequences, arguing that the debate in Parliament which this required would only increase the demands for political change. For if the Lords could pass a Bill permitting the King to put away his adulterous wife of nearly thirty years, why could it not agree to a ten-hour working day for honest men, the repeal of laws which would execute a man for the theft of six shillings, and the vote for men who owned property and had made the country rich through the sweat of their brow?
         
 
         In the summer of 1820, the House of Lords debated if the Queen had lifted her skirts for sundry Gentlemen. (It was rumoured that she had done a lot more than bare her bosom for at least two of the Lords who were sitting in judgement on her, but this was excluded from the proceedings, as was any mention of treason, though it is treasonable to be unfaithful to the heir to the throne.) This so-called Delicate Investigation centred around evenings spent on a tented deck with a certain Italian Count Bergami. Or at least, so said the servants; for a few weeks in the summer of 1820 it looked as though the Italians who had changed the royal sheets held the keys to the Kingdom.
         
 
         As for the would-be Queen, Caroline was like London: brash and showy, all glamour above and something reeking unpleasantly below. It is said that the King insisted that she bathed her privates before he would touch her, and that he only did so once, on their wedding night back in 1795. They had a daughter nine months later, and their love for Princess Charlotte was the only thing they ever had in common. She died three years ago, and some say that Caroline travelled Europe and Africa all the more restlessly as a result, while others insist that the loss made her more determined to return to London, which in early June 1820 she did.
 
         I spent many hundreds of hours inking in the Queen’s skirts. We were the envy of many of our rivals for having two presses, which meant that we could do fine copperplate work on one and produce cheap handbills on the other; last summer the market for both was as accommodating as the Queen herself was alleged to be. And in a strange way, just as the domestic and the political were united in her ample figure, so these two arenas collided in our modest shop.
 
         I have done nothing admirable during my seventeen years, and am certain I will go to Hell if I die tomorrow, but I was good at my work. All the same, it is unlikely that you ever bought one of my prints, for we did not have as many customers as the grander establishments such as Tagg’s on Cheapside. Perhaps the reek of cowshit discouraged passing trade, though very few fortunes would be transacted in this city if men allowed their noses to rule their sensibilities, for the Stink of London is as powerful as the Sin of Sodom. If you did come to our shop, the chances are that you would not have met my eye, for most of our customers did not like the idea of a young girl being soiled by the handling of such images. Some requested to be served by Isaiah, and as they handed over their shillings, they remonstrated with him for allowing me into the shop at all. I wonder how many of our customers realised that most of the printing and all of the careful inking-in of the King’s nether parts had been done by me.
         
 
         Not that I am complaining. I could tell you that I loved my work, but it was more than that: looking back on it, our old press was my truest friend, and the feel of the tympan on my thighs as I closed the lid was the most honest comfort I knew.
 
         Myself, I have seen the Queen once and the King twice – which was more than the Queen had in the three years since they buried their only child. The first time I saw the King was in January of this year: I was on Jermyn-street, and so taken with a cheesemaker’s window on the other side from St James’s Church that I stepped into the road. A stinging crack on my left side, and I was hurled back onto the pavement; a coachman had forced me out of the way with his whip. As the coachman swore that stupider whores were roasting chestnuts in Hell, the sun caught the gold of the King’s livery on the carriage door. A florid face topped with a white wig appeared from behind a red velvet curtain to see what the commotion was. With none of the cartoonists’ strong black lines, the royal face and neck seemed to spill onto its shoulders. The King regarded me with watery blue eyes which had seen at once too much of the world and too little. I now understand this look; I might only be seventeen, but my eyes have something of it too.
         
 
         And what was a mere printer doing sweeping up her silk skirts on Jermyn-street? you might ask. Well, if you know anything about our city, I’m sure you can guess. The strange thing is, although I invented some lies to explain to my stepfather where I had been for the six months he was imprisoned, and would rather impale myself on the iron railings which surround St Paul’s churchyard than tell him this story, the desire to recount the events of those six months is gaining on me by the minute. At times like this I almost understand the Catholics, for their sacrament of Confession strikes me as a wonderful cure: if I could just tell my story once, not leaving out the worst parts, in fact dwelling on them in the name of absolution, then perhaps I would stop going over and over them in my mind, inventing more and more ways of dressing up my shame in fancy images. The second time I saw the King comes at the end of that story, and will take as much explaining as the day I saw the Queen. I am resigned to having to recount both, if my story is to make any sense.
         
 
         My brother Tom used to say that it was not good for a poor girl to spend so much time inking in the private parts of the rich. Watching me painting the skirts of Mrs FitzHerbert – the King’s great love – a violet more vivid than anything we ever saw in our small shop, Tom said that my long apprenticeship at my stepfather’s press would make a scarlet woman of me, for I would come to view life as little more than a series of rackety scenes to be coloured as brightly as possible. I laughed and told him that my mind was leaden with the weight of all the Scripture-reading I had done, and my soul was as drab as my pinafore, but he shook his head and said that unless he was mistaken, I would end up with caricatures for brains.
         
 
         And Tom was not mistaken, as it turned out. He only ever made one mistake that I know of, and he hanged for it.
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         THE DAY BEFORE TOM’S execution was the longest of my life, and it was made all the longer for it being late June and a Sunday. His crime was to encourage a sorry congregation of men in a rising against the Government. The rising did not occur, but the prospect of it was enough to hang him. There was a chance that he would be pardoned, but we would not know until shortly before he mounted the scaffold. The news would come to Tom in his cell at Newgate, but every time someone walked past the shop I couldn’t help glancing up. To see the way I was carrying on, you’d have thought that every tradesman was a messenger from the Home Secretary himself.
         
 
         Customers would have been a welcome distraction, though the shop was closed, of course, it being a Sunday. Even if we had been open, I would not have had much to sell them on account of Isaiah’s recent imprisonment for Blasphemy, of which more soon enough.
 
         I had come down at four-thirty, when the cow’s snuffling and stomping had woken me, to find Isaiah wrapping bread in a cloth. This meant he was going out walking in Moorfields, as he often did when faced with difficulty.
 
         He had nailed a notice to the door: the usual Sunday meeting was postponed until the following evening in the expectation of Tom’s return. It was left to me to print the sermon he planned to distribute at the end of that meeting. Based on the text from Samuel, it promised deliverance from our enemies. He had spent all the previous afternoon pacing up and down the chapel while he had crafted it. The language was high-flown even by Isaiah’s standards, as if he hoped to bamboozle the Lord Himself into sparing Tom.
         
 
         ‘What of the power of prayer?’ I had asked him, as he stowed his bread in his pocket. ‘Surely today of all days, you should be praying for Tom’s rescue from the Lion’s Den?’
 
         ‘You sound like your mother, may the Lord rest her soul,’ he said.
 
         ‘I hope the Lord is resting her, for she had no rest here,’ I replied.
 
         ‘You are still distraught, so I will forgive you your sharpness. But I can pray for Tom just as well under an open sky.’ He glanced upwards, in the way he always did when my mother was alive, for she had spent her last months confined to the room above our heads. You cannot bear to be here now that she is not, I thought. Even imprisonment would not have seemed such a punishment, with her recently dead. He was the only printer in the City with perpetual green stains on his britches from his walks in Moorfields, and brown ones from the time he spent in coffee houses, but no inky ones. I would have liked to go walking with him, but I felt I could not ask, after his reproach. And I had work to do.
         
 
         Soon after eleven, so five hours after Isaiah’s departure, my sister Meg was standing in the middle of the shop, stepping from one foot to the other. This was her latest fancy, that she must be at the very centre of any room, and as far away from any objects as possible. Through all her twelve years, she had never been a child for coddling, and since our mother died she had gone to elaborate lengths to avoid touching anyone, or even brushing against wood, walls – anything that might connect her with the world. In the morning, she’d leap up from the floor as if her damp blanket had stung her awake. She was watching the door in the belief that if she was like the good servant who kept her lamp trimmed for the master’s return, then I would not die like our mother did, Tom would come back soon, Isaiah would not go to prison again, and therefore she would never again be sent to live with our aunt and uncle. If I tried to tell her that we would not leave her, she rolled herself up like a hedgehog.
         
 
         It being just after midsummer, the long day stretched ahead of me like an unpunctuated sentence. I prayed all that day that my brother would be saved from the noose, but I needed to keep my hands busy. Meg was not going to tell Isaiah that I had broken Our Lord’s Commandment to keep the Sabbath while he abandoned his flock, and I knew that this was the least of what the Lord must forgive me, if I am ever to sit at His right hand. I blew the dust off one of our old copperplates and took down a tray to mix some ink.
 
         ‘We will need new plates, now that Queen Caroline has just returned to Hammersmith,’ I said to Meg. She did not move, still less answer, and I did not expect her to. The Queen’s house was a garden cottage near the Thames, a few miles outside town. At first, the frenzy surrounding the possible return of the sluttish Caroline had been a disappointment to God-fearing men like Tom and Isaiah; another example of how men were distracted from the true ills of the regime by salacious gossip. But it had not been long before they had seen her as a herald of political change, and one of Biblical proportions. Caroline encouraged her unlikely ragtag of supporters, promising to champion working men’s rights. She gambled that fear of a revolution, as well might happen should these radical supporters of hers be disappointed, could persuade her husband to install her on the throne.
         
 
         So a happy pairing between Radical and would-be Queen was cemented, and in these god-botherers’ minds, Hammersmith became the Garden of Eden, Westminster and the City Sodom and Gomorrah, and the two political parties, the Whigs and the Tories, identical in their wickedness. In truth, there was not that much between them, except that the Tories tended to favour the King and the Whigs were more wary of his power – particularly since the new King and his father had kept them out of office for close on forty years. As Tom had been fond of pointing out, for all we had a Parliament, we might as well have had a despot for a King, for no one could sniff at governing without his nod, and what sham elections we had involved few voters and changed nothing. But the prospect of a royal divorce pointed a cannon at these political skittles.
         
 
         Until that Sunday, I would not have believed it was possible to miss my brother as much as I did. ‘There is only one man in London who does not want Caroline, and that is the King!’ Tom used to say. Listening to Tom was like seeing one of the ribbons of speech unfurl on a cartoon of Mr Cruikshank’s, and men had gathered in fields and taverns to hear him. None of his speeches carried any more weight than the ink it took to print them, but on the evidence of a spy employed by the Magistrates he had been arrested for seditious libel and incitement to murder, which in layman’s terms meant spreading lies about the Government in order to destroy it. The Magistrates wanted to make An Example of him: he became an indefinite article, as if he had already ceased to exist the moment he was sentenced. And Isaiah had been released in time to see his rebellious stepson die.
         
 
         But looking at Meg, it was possible to imagine it was any ordinary Sunday. If it had been the previous summer, then Tom would have been out, for he could scarcely bear to be in the same house as Isaiah. I would have been working, and tending to my mother while she lay dying. I believe that much of the story that follows was my attempt to escape the empty space she left in this house.
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         My head was bowed over the mixing tray when a customer rattled the door. I ought not to have served him on a Sunday, but then I ought not to have been mixing ink, for that was also work. When added to the dungheap of things I ought not to have done in the months prior to that Sunday, selling a print for a shilling did not seem so sinful. Isaiah was fond of saying that Hell was at the end of a primrose path, though I could find no reference to primroses in the Bible. If such a path exists, I had surely slid down it on my backside long before that morning, and a little printer’s grease was not going to make much difference.
 
         ‘Good morning, Miss,’ the customer said, waiting at the door for Meg to move.
 
         ‘Come away, Meg,’ I said. The shop was small, and she was blocking the route to what few prints we had. I looked around for a counting job to give her, for it was the only thing that would persuade her from her post.
 
         ‘You are our first customer today,’ she said to the gentleman. ‘I am counting.’ There is a flatness to Meg’s voice as if she is dumb, but she hears perfectly well. The Lord only knows what she understands.
         
 
         ‘That is all you ever do,’ I said. ‘Now let the gentleman pass.’ It looked as though she might refuse to move, but she stepped aside, and our customer was in.
 
         The gentleman approached but did not remove his hat. This was a familiar scene: I had learned from my mother how to serve a gentleman politely without seeming too interested in his face. His coat was of fine quality – a light wool that would not sit too heavily on a day like this – and quite new, to judge by the evenness of the seams and the shape of the pockets. I decided that this was his first visit to a shop such as ours, and shame – or else fear of the Government spies who kept an eye on our transactions – kept his eyes averted. When it came to satirical prints, the line between what was legal and what was not seemed to be redrawn and extended more often than the King’s waistline.
         
 
         ‘Good morning, Sir,’ I said, flustered because we did not have any new lithographs from our finer quality press, prints which are then coloured by hand; it was just our luck that such a man would call now. ‘You would perhaps like to see something from the window, Sir?’
 
         ‘Not exactly, Miss,’ he said. ‘I am wondering if your stepfather can procure Convents of Marseilles for me.’ No souvenir for the pious traveller this, but a set of prints so debased that even my eyes widened: the artist imagined the first encounters between sailors fresh off slaving ships, their minds full of the debauched practices which only the French can conjure, and nuns who turn out to be even more ingenious in this respect than the men who invade their houses.
         
 
         But the most shocking thing was that I recognised the gentleman’s voice. It was this, I realised, which had been familiar to me when he arrived, not his unease as a prospective customer. What had brought to my door the life I had hoped to leave behind, in the figure of Mr Edwards?
         
 
         As he wandered over to the window and made a show of peering at the prints there, I pondered this. He would be well occupied elsewhere, for he had made it his business to prevent Caroline from securing the crown. He was a friend of the Tories, and how I knew this – and him – is the substance of the first part of this story. Had he not appeared in our shop that Sunday, I might never have had to tell it, but there he was, and so here am I.
         
 
         He seemed uninterested in me, and for a moment I allowed myself to imagine that his visit was pure chance after all, and it was possible that Mr Edwards would not recognise me in a plain dress and printer’s apron. In fact, I reassured myself, this would be the last place he would expect to see me – he would most likely assume that I was still living like a caged canary in St James’s Square, for news of my departure would be beneath his notice, eclipsed by my companion Hetty’s marriage to Sir Robin Everley and the shock of the death of Sir David, Sir Robin’s cousin.
 
         He turned round, his foot catching Meg as he did so; she curled up and made a keening sound until I shushed her.
 
         ‘Mistress Nell,’ he said, ‘I have a proposition for you.’
 
         He saw my alarm, and smiled. ‘Fear not, it is a proposition far less physically onerous, shall we say, than the ones you undertook until recently. Though potentially far more taxing, I fear. It is however beautifully simple: assist me in some small but important matters, or take the noose, as an accessory to murder.’
 
         Click, click click, went Meg’s buttons: bone on bone.
         
 
         ‘Murder?’ I said. ‘Who has been murdered?’
 
         Mr Edwards looked at me, his face momentarily losing its frown of calculating amusement. ‘Why, I almost believe that you have no idea what I am talking about.’
 
         ‘I promise you that I do not, Sir,’ I said, and I was not lying.
 
         He stowed the package of writing ink he had settled for in one of his empty pockets, handing me a few coins and a calling card.
 
         ‘You will assist me, or you will swing,’ he said. He took his leave, turning as he reached the door. ‘Most likely you do not trust me,’ he said in a low voice. ‘For you do not understand that our cause is the same. Indeed, I did not understand that, the first night we met. You might help me, and I might see you hang anyway; how can you tell? You are caught, Mistress Nell, on a pair of horns. Not the cuckold’s horns of our new King, but the horns of a dilemma.’
         
 
         I watched him turn left, leaving our bell jangling behind him. As soon as his coat-tail disappeared, I wanted him to return: whatever Mr Edwards’ business was with me, I had to know it.
 
         My fear propelled me out of the shop, with only a passing thought for what Meg would do in the meantime. I threw on my old shawl as I went. I was halfway down Cheapside before I realised that there were more facets to the foolishness of pursuing Mr Edwards than in the paste diamond necklace I was wearing the last time he laid eyes on me. He was unlikely to reveal his purposes to me – after all, such convenient developments only occur in the novels my friend Hetty used to read during the long evenings of waiting for the clatter of returning carriage wheels on St James’s Square.
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         At St Paul’s churchyard, Mr Edwards slowed, then descended the steps to the crypt. He meant for me to follow him, I was sure.
 
         I had not reached the first tomb nor had my eyes adjusted to the gloom before I heard a familiar voice at my ear.
 
         ‘Miss Wingfield! For the second time this morning! What a happy coincidence. But these days you are no longer wearing silk, I see – nor lace, I imagine – which is a pity.’
         
 
         In fact, it was not a pity, but I was not about to tell him how I preferred simple cotton to the catch of lace on my softest parts. These days I am lucky to have a pair of clean bloomers. Like most of the women of London, I am forever worrying about how frequently to wash them: too often, and they will fall apart; not often enough, and I will smell like a fishmonger’s slab. But one thing I know for sure: this is preferable to the itch of fancy undergarments. I think Mr Edwards read something of this in my face, and I looked away: I wanted him to know that I was no longer someone who would sit for hours with a group of girls, fiddling with our curls and pretending to be interested in needlework, while we waited on the arrival of a gentleman’s carriage and with him whatever desires the wine, that evening’s theatre or his idle imagination had stirred in him. Hetty, who had entered that house the same day as me and was my true and constant friend, became so bored some evenings that she used to prick herself with her needle to check that she was still alive. I used to warn her that she would poison herself, but nothing stopped her summoning the red drops and staring at them.
         
 
         ‘What do you want with me, Sir?’ I said, feeling the blood pumping in my neck.
 
         Mr Edwards snorted and nodded to himself, fixing me with a languid stare from under his hooded eyelids. His was a dissolute face, but I knew him to be a man of singularly few passions. He did not drink, paid little attention to the pleasures of the table, showed no carnal interest in men, women or children – and neither did he share the passions of other men (and here I think of Isaiah and Tom) who avoided such things: namely religion and radical politics. All this despite the company he kept – and I suppose it was this that made him so useful to his employers.
         
 
         ‘There will be a coronation here soon,’ Mr Edwards said. ‘Will you come to watch it? Perhaps you will wear your finery for that? You would gain a great many admirers. Or are you saving your satin for the New Jerusalem? If you are, I hope you have invested in some mothballs, for it looks to be a long time in coming.’ 
         
 
         ‘I am not what you think,’ I said, watching the crowd of people paying their respects at Lord Nelson’s tomb.
 
         ‘Ah, I understand,’ he said. ‘You are not a radical, though your brother is condemned as one. He was eloquent in a naive way – yes, I went to hear him; your stepfather is a far more compelling figure, is he not? And you are not a whore, even though you left 14 St James’s Square in a silk dress only a week ago. You remind me of Caroline, our would-be Queen, who insists she is not an adulteress, even though she has shared her bed with half the minor nobles and menservants of Europe. Does your stepfather know of your talents? I wonder,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘I have no talents, Sir – and Isaiah is a good man,’ I said. Two women watched us, one kneading her fur muff in disdain. She would have seen a well-dressed man whispering to a more plainly attired girl, and must have assumed that he was soliciting. When I was a harlot in my blue satin dress, no one looked at me like this – at least, not until I opened my mouth, and sometimes not even then, for a lifetime spent in the back of a chapel gives a girl quite a vocabulary to set her up in life, if nothing else. ‘And I paid for my dress, twice over, again I promise you that. I owed Mother Cooper nothing, but I still left her money.’ It was Hetty’s money I gave her, but Hetty had bought me my freedom just as Isaiah’s father had bought his mother’s. I’d hidden the dress in the chapel, of all places, at the back of a cupboard which only I used because it housed my broom and the printing inks. I knew I ought to get rid of it, but I could not think how to, without drawing attention to where I had been.
         
 
         Mr Edwards steered me away from the disapproving women, back up the steps and towards a costermonger. Two pyramids of oranges flanked handbills of the new poem by Mr Shelley about an Egyptian king whose name I cannot recall. 
         
 
         ‘Isaiah Douglas, a good man? I would not be so sure about that, Miss Nell,’ he said. ‘You must not have read any accounts of how the slave races disport themselves when they are alone in their lodgings, away from the white man’s gaze. Indeed I hope you have not seen them, for you and your imbecile sister would sleep considerably less easily in your beds, and your mother would turn in her grave.’
 
         ‘Isaiah is not a monster, and my sister is not an imbecile,’ I said. ‘And if you will excuse me, she awaits me.’
 
         ‘Ah! You do keep excusing yourself, Nell. How you dote on that prating God-botherer of a stepfather! And you are the dutiful sister, are you not? How you move me: the good-hearted whore! So much so, in fact, that I will not report your whereabouts to the Magistrates. Provided, of course, that you co-operate with me. We could find enough evidence against you to have you transported away from your sister and guardian for considerably longer than six months.’
         
 
         Here Mr Edwards had gathered all my worst fears in a skein which he might as well have tightened round my throat, for all I could breathe. ‘I left that house, Sir, with nothing,’ I said, rehearsing the words I had gone over in my head each dawn in the week since I’d left. ‘I was careful to leave more than enough money for my clothing, board and food – no one, least of all Mother Cooper, could accuse me of theft.’ My cheeks were hot and my mouth was parched with fear, for I knew very well that this was how most girls were trapped into the trade I had escaped. We spent our nights in satin and lace, our arses plonked on damask sofas, our beds all cherry wood and goose down, so that our fannies might be poked by the richest pricks in the land – and we were continually in debt to Mother Cooper, who ran the house.
         
 
         ‘Theft, pshaw!’ he said, with a flick of his hand. ‘A mere trifle. No, no, my dear Nell: if anyone wanted, they could have you up for murder, could they not?’
         
 
         ‘What?’ I exclaimed. ‘Sir, of all the hours I have spent worrying that I would be transported on some trumped-up charge, I never imagined that anyone would accuse me of something as terrible as this!’
 
         ‘Save me your protestations. I know you are no murderess, though you were the – how shall we put it? – constant consort of a man who was murdered in his bed.’
         
 
         He waited for this remark to take its effect.
 
         ‘Sir David?’ Merely uttering his name again conjured the horror of his death. The footsteps around me, which had seemed so discreet and distant a few moments before, now became too loud and close.
 
         ‘So,’ he continued, counting on his bony white fingers, ‘in spite of the company you keep, you are neither radical, nor accomplice to murder, nor whore. I might as well respond that I am not in the new King’s employ, and am employed by King Nebuchadnezzar instead. It seems we have yet to become properly acquainted.’
 
         ‘B–but there was no murder,’ I stammered.
 
         Mr Edwards watched me. ‘All this really had never occurred to you, had it? You trusted your friend Hetty, just as Sir David kept company with his cousin.’ Mr Edwards studied my face, and something of the terror he read there must have registered with him. ‘But fear not: they are unlikely to come looking for you,’ he went on. ‘Unless, of course, you are brought to their attention. But believe me, Nell, the wonder of our situation is that I will only be helping you. All is as it was when you resided at 14 St James’s Square: although our roles are very different, once again our interests coincide.’
         
 
         He led me back up the steps and gave an orange-seller tuppence, which bought me a bulging bag of fruit.
 
         ‘I know you will find this impossible to believe, still less understand. No doubt you and your stepfather would like to ensure that Tom will not die for nothing?’
         
 
         ‘Tom will live, and you are not worthy to speak his name!’ I said.
 
         ‘What!’ Mr Edwards snorted. ‘You are not about to make a false god of your brother, are you? That is blasphemy, Nell: ask your stepfather, for he knows all about that, even if he knows nothing about you.’
 
         I knew better than to plead for secrecy: whatever Mr Edwards wanted, I would agree to it, for my stepfather must never learn of where I had been – he would surely cast me out if he did.
 
         Mr Edwards put on his hat and turned to me with the slightest of bows. ‘But mark this: if you help me whenever I call on you, you can rest assured that your beloved Isaiah will know nothing about where you have been these last months, for I’ll wager you haven’t told him.’ He watched me as I studied the cobbles. ‘I thought not. And if he finds you have been lying about where you were, how much harder will it be for him to believe that you had no involvement in the murder of Sir David Fairfax.’
 
         I shook my head, as if there was not room for all his words in it. ‘David – Sir David,’ I said, unable to think of anything except the memory of him as he lay dead on Hetty’s bed, his face caught forever in something like pain or surprise. He was the only good man in that house, and the only man I’d ever known of whom I hadn’t been at all afraid. It took most of the time I knew him, but he taught me to forget fear. Then he died.
         
 
         ‘One day you will forgive me for speaking to you so,’ Mr Edwards said, his voice taking on a different tone. ‘You think you have escaped the life you led, but you are in considerable danger. And so is Isaiah. He must cease his preaching, or I cannot vouch for his safety. And as for you – our paths will cross again soon, you can be sure of that.’ He walked towards Ludgate-hill, leaving me with a bag of oranges, and more worry and fear than I had felt since my mother died.
         
 
         Until that moment, I viewed us ordinary Londoners and the Quality as if we were divided by great continents, as if the Strand was an ocean that separated my life here off Cheapside from my six months in St James’s. In those six months I never happened across a soul who knew me, and I had hoped the same would apply once I returned to Friday-street. Even lying awake in the small hours, my stepfather’s and Meg’s snores competing to keep me awake, I did not imagine that my life in 14 St James’s Square would catch up with me as quickly as this. I dreaded being hunted down as a whore and a thief, but I had never dreamed I would be called an accessory to murder.
         
 
         I sheltered against one of the cathedral’s buttresses and peeled an orange. For all my fears, the flavour made my mouth weep with pleasure, and I got into a rhythm of peeling, separating the segments and popping the flesh into my mouth. As I watched him go, I reflected on all that had happened since my mother died and tried to make sense of what Mr Edwards had just told me.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            3

         
 
         WHEN I LEFT MY scarlet days behind, I had fancied that my time at 14 St James’s Square could be packed away in a trunk and transported like a criminal – until Mr Edwards’ visit, when its lid flew open.
         
 
         If I were to make my confession in the way the Catholics do, my story would begin like this: I arrived at St James’s Square believing that it was a place of refuge for the destitute, and my only terror was that the proprietress would discover that I had an uncle with whom I could lodge, and that I was not as alone in the world as I felt and had claimed. My mother had been dead less than three days when I arrived there. The night she died I had spent by her side, at which point our landlady had insisted that the shop closed until Isaiah was released from prison six months hence. Six months with no source of income and no roof to shelter us might as well have been a millennium, so the second night I spent under my uncle’s roof. A third night I could not endure, on account of my uncle; what he did to me is predictable enough, so more of his sorry story will wait until later. I slipped out of my uncle’s premises convinced I was utterly alone in the world, and decided that I would trust divine providence to guide me towards a righteous path.
         
 
         I made for Covent Garden. I knew that the costermongers there would discard their rotting wares at the end of each day, but I had no idea of the swarms with whom I would have to compete for these dubious treasures. Their hunger made them as nimble as they were desperate, and I found myself a conspicuous sight in my black shawl – it might have been threadbare, but it had no holes, and this marked me out as affluent. I had passed through these arcades only a few times in my life, my stepfather judging Covent Garden (rightly) as a rotting fruit of a place: the outside pleasing to the eye at a glance, but festering and putrid within. On those earlier visits I must have displaced the poor from my sight as I stepped over them, and indeed I found that dozens of people fell over me as I crouched on a kerb. I watched those who had a few pennies devour their pasties and prayed that they would toss aside their crusts. Eventually one dropped to the ground as if under the weight of my stare, and I fell on it with only a perfunctory smoothing away of filth; I had not eaten at all that day. It was my first experience of real hunger since my family had arrived in London – but how swift was my descent! As they stepped onto the kerb, ladies hitched up their velvet skirts, as if they were lifting curtains on a life I could never see. The necessity of survival distracted from the loss of my mother, but as it is in the darkness where the Thames and the Fleet join, so it is difficult to tell where the one ended and the other began.
         
 
         My story is, I now know, one familiar enough to a certain type of literature. The crust I had eaten was small, and soon I was trying to cadge some stale bread from a flower-seller. He was about to toss it to a flock of avid pigeons, and so he was content to give it to me – or he was, until a middle-aged woman who had been watching me from across the piazza marched in and insisted that such behaviour threatened the moral fabric of the city. Ha! If I’d only known at that moment what kind of house she kept! As it was, the man told her he saw no reason why feeding pretty girls was worse than feeding birds, and perhaps it was his interest in me that confirmed her in her idea of employing me. When she asked where my mother was, I could only shake my head. Though not kindly, her gaze showed an interest in my mother’s death which I mistook for goodness.
         
 
         She told me she ran a house which provided rest for girls such as me, and I would be welcome to lodge with her for a week. ‘Only a week, mind,’ she said, as if anticipating my expressions of wonder at her generosity, ‘and if you like it, you can join me in my work.’ She did not say what would happen if I did not. As for the work, I assumed that I would be sent out on charitable expeditions akin to the one which had brought her to me, or given sewing, or else asked to help in the kitchens to feed other poor girls. As we quit Covent Garden and skirted around Leicester-square, I wondered if she would have need of a printer; how delighted she would be, when she discovered what a singular talent I had! I now see that grief and desperation had given me tripe for brains, but at the time I felt only gratitude. If I noticed the gaudiness of her costume, it was only to think of how my mother, who had always wanted to sell buttons and ribbons, would have applauded this philanthropic woman’s colourful taste.
 
         And rest I did, though not for a week. Two nights I had, in a mews house so close to St James’s Palace that I could smell the royal kitchens. But I was not driven mad with longing, for I was fed chicken legs and beef tea, porridge and oranges, and allowed to sleep all the hours I could. The taste of those oranges Mr Edwards bought for me almost rekindled the simple joy I had felt at being cared for and well fed. In that bed, I found that years of tiredness leached from my limbs, and a cough which I’d had for months rattled its way out of my chest.
         
 
         I was surprised that my room did not have a book of Scripture or some other religious text tucked away, but this absence was sweetened by the arrival of a cake or, if the clock had struck six, a glass of sherry. I wondered at the bounty of such a place; certainly Isaiah had never hinted that the money we gave to houses for the destitute might permit others to live in such opulence. I prayed whenever I woke, and convinced myself that it was perfectly possible to live in a house without a bible since I could recite so many verses by heart.
         
 
         When I woke the third morning, I was struck with some force by the realisation that the price of all this seeming kindness would be hefty, but I was deterred from fleeing by a sense that I might be wrong about this, and it would be sinful to leave without thanking my benefactress and taking her particulars, so that I might repay her in future. Looking back on it, I think Tom was right about me: all those years of inking in suggestive prints had softened my mind to the enormity of what I was about to embark on, and made part of me long to live my life in the kind of colour that I had spent so many thousands of hours mixing.
         
 
         In any case, the smallness of the windows rendered flight impossible, and the door was always locked. I am ashamed to say that the finest breakfast I had yet eaten then arrived, beating the previous day’s feast only because my coffee was even thicker with indulgent cream. (Though not as thick as my clotted brain. I was snared, I was being fatted: why did I not perceive this more clearly? I doubt Isaiah has ever truly understood how men will roll on their backs submissively once their stomachs have stopped growling, but I now do.) The maid who brought me my food saw me looking at her keys, and said that the door was secured to protect me from some of the other waifs and strays who had been rescued. ‘We wouldn’t want you to do anything more than sleep easy in your bed, would we?’ I think she said. How she must have been laughing at me.
         
 
         There was no lunch that day. Instead, my benefactress arrived, though her air was considerably less beneficent than it had been when we had first met. She left me to dress, then I was taken to 14 St James’s Square by an old woman whose protestations of deafness in the face of my questions did not strike me as convincing. After all, she had heard me ask her name, which was Martha. There I found two other girls, one a heavy blonde with smooth pink skin; the other a tiny girl with delicate features. Mother Cooper, a hulk in maroon silk skirts, met us in the kitchen. She explained that she was the proprietress of the house and we were to call her Mother. ‘I do not insist on Mother Abbess, as many women in my position do,’ she said, pausing a moment as if in expectation of sighs of gratitude, ‘but you are to look on me as the closest you have to a mother, and hence my title.’ I thought of my own mother, lying in earth which would be even colder than this kitchen. For all the cake and sherry she had given me, I could never call this hard-faced baggage Mother.
         
 
         ‘You’ve entered here,’ she continued, ‘and will proceed to the dressing rooms. If what I see there is not suitable, you will be offered a position in the kitchen. Should you prefer death in the gutter, you may leave through the door you entered by. If you stay and work upstairs, you will have no need of that door again – it will be the front door and the main staircase for you.’ She paused again, as if she was offering us unlimited use of Jacob’s Ladder. The kitchen door was bolted, and I understood that she did not mean to offer us our freedom. Still we said nothing, and she adopted the petulant scowl that became her habitual demeanour. ‘And I might as well mention this now – I’ve only room upstairs for two of you.’
         
 
         A bell jingled from the front of the house, and Mother Cooper left us standing there. We listened to her leather slippers slapping on the floor. Despite myself, I wanted to see what it would be made of: parquet or marble?
         
 
         ‘We’ll be needing the back door plenty, no matter what she says,’ the blonde girl said to me with a laugh much less innocent than her eyes, which were round and lilac and managed to look deep and empty at the same time. ‘I’m Hetty,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘Nell,’ I said. I had no idea what she was talking about.
 
         ‘Ann,’ said the tiny girl. She came to just below my chest, and I envied her that slightness. She had no need for a corset, for a man could circle her waist with his hands.
 
         ‘She’ll save Mother Cooper a fortune on tailors’ bills,’ Hetty said. ‘She’ll stay.’
 
         I later learned that women were abandoning corsetry, so Ann’s slender body was newly fashionable. And there was Hetty herself: her bosom, lips and cheeks so overripe that men would jostle to pluck her. Which left me, taller than most men and far too lean, for all the chicken I had recently scoffed.
 
         I imagined myself as Mother Cooper would: too tall and awkward to afford the luxury of self-pity or to risk looking down in the mouth. Now Hetty, she had one of those faces which looked pretty even when she pouted, and I was soon to discover that she often did. It seemed most likely that I would be offered a job below stairs. I looked round the kitchen, and felt a great surge of longing for our shop on Friday-street. But I might as well long to join my mother in heaven, I told myself, as wish to return there. So would I rather sleep in the slums of Seven Dials than bake fancies down in this kitchen? I watched a girl of no more than twelve who was rolling pastry. Were the dough not flattening, I’d have sworn she was a ghost. All over London, children were being worked into an early grave to bake sweet morsels for the men who had thrown Isaiah into prison for preaching that an angel spoke out of Balaam’s Ass. Was this to be my fate?
         
 
         Mother Cooper had locked the door behind her. Jesus said that the truth sets you free, but he never set foot in a London townhouse. Standing in that dark kitchen, I saw no prospect of escape, for all Mother Cooper’s insistence that we could leave. I thought that even scullery work would tide me over, though I was determined not to go into permanent service.
 
         Slap slap slap of slippers in the hallway. ‘Very well,’ said Mother Cooper, ‘let us see how you take to silks.’
         
 
         Silks! How that word worked a spell on me. All the hours I had spent inking them, longing for the roughness of the paper to come to life under my brushes and pens, for I had heard it said that silk is a fabric spun from living things, and has the life of a brilliant second skin when worn. I longed for the kind of truth that enslaves, and so, God forgive me, I headed upstairs. Vanity of vanities, I heard the preacher Isaiah saying in my ear. And what of it? I said back. My days of being infested with lice were over, but stale worsted, rough linen and cheap cotton were the only materials that had ever met my skin. I thought of my mother, and how much less she would have suffered if she’d had soft clothes when she got so uncomfortable that even her skin ached. I considered how appalled she would be if she could see me here, breathing the same air as the other inhabitants of this house, but I sent the thought scurrying away with a flea in its ear – the kind of creature I hoped never to see the likes of again. I put Satan behind me and satin before me.
         
 
         How easily she fell! you might be thinking. What a fool she must be! You might also be wondering if you should toss this book aside before some of my lewdness stains you, in the way that the ink from all those prints marked my hands. I could have prefaced my tale with all the misfortunes that had led me to this sorry place, but I have a bigger story to tell, one which Tom would have judged to be far more important than my puny attempts to excuse myself.
         
 
         And I also know that your frowns will be nothing compared to St Peter’s when the Apocalypse comes, which it soon will.
         
 
         We followed Mother Cooper up a narrow stone staircase that brought us to the servants’ passage on the first floor, which was indeed parqueted. As we walked towards the next staircase, I heard footsteps on the front stairs, and caught sight of a lady in pale green silk, her blonde hair fastened with diamond pins. She was escorted by a gentleman with black shoes, white breeches and hefty calves. They shared a joke, and the lady said, ‘Oh, Charles, you are too much!’ Whereupon he murmured something in her ear and she rewarded him with a laugh which sounded both scandalised and delighted. I marvelled at how she had captured this man’s attention. As I soon learned, a head full of the Old Testament did not make me a diverting prospect for a soirée at St James’s Square.
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon, Lord Charles,’ said Mother Cooper, sounding like nonchalance itself, but this only made her pride that such a man was to be found on her stairs the more obvious. I wondered if I would ever have the courage to call Lord anybody Charles, James or William. I wondered if the Williams of the Quality abbreviated themselves, like Isaiah’s friend Will Davidson, and again I remembered the key in the lock downstairs and wondered that I had not run. I suppose I still could have done, but I didn’t.
 
         Hetty pulled my arm. ‘Listen to what Mother Cooper asks me. Do not be afraid. Try to do what I do, and we will come out of this together,’ she said.
 
         I nodded, fearing I would weep in the face of her kindness.
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         HETTY, ANN AND I entered a room lined on its far side with mahogany wardrobes. A gilt mirror which looked taller even than me was standing in front of the fireplace. The windows were covered with cream gauzy curtains, and opposite them was a phalanx of lacquered screens. We were each directed behind a screen, and hanging behind mine was a dress of periwinkle satin. Its skirts were so full I pressed myself against the wall to avoid soiling it with the merest touch.
         
 
         Next to it was a corset. The waist was so tiny that I was convinced there had been a terrible mistake, and some elf was supposed to be there in my place.
 
         ‘Normally you would help dress each other,’ said Mother Cooper, ‘but today I will assist you, on account of your ignorance of these matters. Pray remove your garments and await me.’
         
 
         I had my pinafore and underskirts off in a moment, but Mother Cooper began with the screen furthest from me, so I had plenty of time to feel the draught which ran in from under the door. My flesh went grey and goosepimply, and I rubbed it. A tall turkey, I thought: that’s all she’ll see when she gets to me, though I was astonished to see that the days I had spent eating and resting had left me with something which almost passed for a cleavage if hoisted aggressively. 
         
 
         Hetty emerged first, and I peered through the gap in the screen to see her. An apparition of grey silk she was, more like something out of the next world than this one. The colour was wonderful on her, making her skin golden and giving her a gravity that only accentuated her youth. She gasped and giggled in front of the mirror, and even Mother Cooper seemed to soften at her twirls and sighs.
 
         Then Hetty lifted her skirts high, flashing silk knickers and stockings, laughing and winking at us in the mirror. So much for her otherworldliness.
 
         ‘You will need to attend to your deportment,’ said Mother Cooper. ‘And a girl of your proportions will be heavy on undergarments,’ she said, shaking her head and pinching Hetty’s breast where it bulged a little under her arm. From these remarks, it was obvious that Hetty had secured herself one of the two places which Mother Cooper had offered.
 
         It was equally clear from Mother Cooper’s exclamations that Ann had not even removed her dress. Ann was whispering something to her, and I stepped into the corset while I listened. I took a deep breath and tried to pull, but my arms were not long enough to make the threads taut behind me. I began to perspire, and worried that this would damage the dress, which made me sweat all the more. Ann said something about being on her rag again, and soon Mother Cooper said, ‘How often?’ in a screech of disgust. I could hear poor Ann crying as Mother Cooper said, ‘No, your curse arriving every three weeks will never do. You are constitutionally unsuited to this kind of life.’
         
 
         Which left me. Sorry though I was for Ann, I made a hurried effort to lace myself, but I stopped when I had the idea that I was trussing myself up like a rump of beef and destroying the corset into the bargain.
 
         ‘You’re keen to get the corset on, are you? Breathe in,’ Mother Cooper said. I took a great gasp, and Mother Cooper laced me. Her breath was wheezy and sharp with gin. I kept my eyes open as the dress went over my head, for it was like watching a summer sky slip over me. My mother used to let out my grey high-necked pinafore when I had grown so much I could no longer reach over the press for straining against it, so it was quite a thing to be pulled in so tightly that my new breasts looked like clouds floating out of the front of my dress.
         
 
         Were it not for my rising anxiety about how I was to breathe, I would have been ecstatic at that moment. My head ought to have been full of verses warning of the dangers of vanity, but it was not.
 
         Mother Cooper led me to the mirror. I counted it a miracle that I managed the walk. My waist felt half its natural size; Mother Cooper had carved curves into me where normally there were boyish lines. My hair seemed to fall prettily on my shoulders, and I understood that I had been ennobled by this dress, that fine clothes might be as important as fine birth for a person’s standing in the world. (I now say that this is foolish vanity, but much has happened since that day.)
         
 
         Mother Cooper stepped back and sighed. ‘You are a gangle of a thing,’ she said. ‘And there are streaks of grey in your hair already.’
 
         My hands fluttered through my hair, though I was sure she was right, for my mother had also begun to go grey when she had been in her teens.
 
         Mother Cooper walked round me. ‘And to cap it all, there is a wilful turn to your head that the other girls will not like.’
 
         Hetty halted her prancing. ‘Forgive me, Mother Cooper,’ she said, ‘but I think the bearing you describe will be an advantage in dealing with the gentlemen.’ 
         
 
         Mother Cooper narrowed her eyes. ‘She will need some tutoring, and she had better keep her God-bothering gob shut in the parlour.’
 
         ‘She will,’ said Hetty.
 
         I opened my mouth to speak, but Hetty shook her head.
 
         Mother Cooper saw this. ‘Very well,’ she sighed. ‘You have vouched for her, so she can stay.’
 
         Smiling shyly at Hetty, who was pirouetting behind me in the hope of catching another glimpse of herself in the mirror, I believed that for the first time in my life, I would have a friend.
 
         I had scarcely breathed since the corset went on, and slowly I permitted myself a few snatches of air. I worried that if I breathed remotely normally, my stays would snap, my corset would flap free and the periwinkle silk would be ripped like a sail in a gale. It was only later, when we had begun our long evenings of waiting for our gentlemen to come, that I learned how to sip a glass of sherry and not to panic at the constriction.
 
         In the weeks that followed, Hetty said she often wondered how many of the corseted ladies who shopped on Regent-street were on the edge of fainting, or else orgasm. She would often keep hers on all night, and when she came to me in the morning to help her take it off, there were red weals at her hips and across her chest where the bones had dug in and chafed. She wore her corset low, just under her nipples, but soon these were usually purplish red and swollen. She would stroke these marks affectionately, as if they were bites left by a boisterous kitten. She was always keen to recount her adventures, as keen for me to applaud her inventiveness in pleasuring her oafish patron as a novice pianist would be in seeking praise from her governess. I told her little of my experiences, for a range of reasons. But I am getting ahead of myself. 
         
 
         ‘There will be a medical examination, of course,’ Mother Cooper said to the two of us; Ann was still behind the screen, only her boots and the odd snivel in evidence. ‘To verify your maidenhood.’
 
         Hetty raised her hand to her mouth like a poor actress would on receipt of shocking news.
 
         Mother Cooper narrowed her eyes. ‘Fear not, virginity can be infinitely renewed, especially in one as young as you.’
 
         She saw the look on my face: what place was this, which could alter nature?
 
         ‘It’s a matter of careful stitching, that is all,’ she pronounced. ‘For which there is of course a small charge.’ This last comment was aimed in Hetty’s direction, and she denied that she would be in need of such a service with eyes widened in horror that Mother Cooper could have thought such a thing.
         
 
         ‘And I also will not be in need of that service,’ I added, with as much dignity as a newly-apprenticed whore could muster.
         
 
         ‘Well, the services of a hairdresser’s irons will be needed to tame that,’ she rejoined, in a tone which convinced me that this would also be costly. My hair needs the discipline of its own weight, or else it sticks out like some terrible halo. I’d never had my hair cut in my life, and I assumed it would be only slightly less painful than having a tooth removed. I gripped my hair anxiously at my neck, wondering if she would spare me any of her gin for the occasion.
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