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Chapter 1

A Case of Human Poisoning

May the 3rd, 1776

The servants finally roused themselves to mutiny this afternoon. It was the cook that gave voice to their demands. She threatened to expose the truth of our rickety situation to the tradesmen on whom we depend unless the unpaid wages were imminently forthcoming. I was suitably frighted. Once a supplier suspects that one’s prospects have dimmed, he will press like a hound on a fox for liquidation of his account – I could already hear the horrible howls of our credit being torn apart. I knew where Nash kept the key to his locking box. It was under a pot on the middle tier of the plant theatre that I maintain in our bedchamber. There was nothing for it but to go to his closet, haul the box from beneath the skirts of his hanging coats and extract most of the guineas we keep for such emergencies as paying the wine merchant or ordering a wheel of Parmesan from Modena. Once I had distributed the coins between the housekeeper, the footman and the cook, and order was once again established at Hood Street, I returned to the closet and consulted the box again. I am not in the habit of nosing about in Nash’s belongings, but it seemed timely to steel myself to know the number of promissory notes that remained. They are issued under my husband’s name, of course, but it was I who had earned them – and earned them hard.

The banknotes were kept in their own velvet case. I cannot say that I was surprised by its meagre contents, since Nash and I had burned through the money like wildfire. I knew that very well and yet at the same time I kept up a pretence of ignorance as to the truth of our situation. But now there was no avoiding it. Of the five hundred pounds that I had brought to my marriage, only twenty lonely pounds had survived the rout of the preceding three years. I crouched on the floor in front of the box like someone in an attitude of supplication. One rather had the sense of coming towards the end of a road.

I dragged the box on its little wheels out into the bedchamber. I did not think that Nash would mind if I ferreted through its contents. He is generally frank and hospitable in most of his doings, and in fact, no one would be more jubilant than he if I should discover some overlooked banknote lurking in the recesses of the box like a pheasant in the undergrowth. I shuffled through the papers of consequence that Nash keeps in a Manilla sheath – his passport, his credentials and letters of introduction; in another sheath I found the rental agreements for the house, the furniture, the plate and all the items one hires in order to make a show of being comfortable, since everybody knows that success only visits those who seem already to be in possession of it. Our certificate of marriage was tucked into one of the pockets on the walls of the box along with a letter from the Duke of Larchmont’s secretary warning Nash of possible legal action in regard to a dust-up between Nash and one of the younger Larchmonts. The threat had turned out to be no more than bluster, but I supposed that Nash had kept the letter for the sake of the crested ducal stationery. It is a little vanity of his to bask in any association with the nobility and he will count a hostile response as gratifying as any other. At any rate, there was not a single stray banknote anywhere in the box.

I almost failed to notice an additional pocket in the lid. I only saw it as I went to close the box. Slipping my hand into the pocket, I touched something weighty, and my heart lifted for a second at the prospect of discovering an item of worth, but when I eased the object out of its niche, I saw it was only a dossier in the form of an oilskin pouch. It contained Reports, according to an inscription in a cartouche pasted to the front of the pouch. I upended it in the vain hope that something valuable might fall into my lap, but there seemed to be nothing within but papers. Yet, as I turned the pouch right way up again and fixed my gaze on the stamp in the bottom right-hand corner of the cartouche, a ripple of interest ran through me. The stamp showed a crest of two lions holding a regal crown above the initials E.I.C. The East India Company.

I am captivated by any mention of India. I read everything I can of its history and customs and it especially frustrates me that Nash has had so little to say about the time he spent there. Oh, he has sketched a few scenes for me of life in Calcutta – Nash at his law firm; Nash dining on incendiary curries; Nash going about in a fringed palanquin – but he insists that Bengal is a tiresome place (I can’t imagine how! I would say) and it bores him to bring it up. In his view, there is nowhere in the world that can ever be an adequate substitute for London.

I pulled the papers from the pouch and rifled through them, still in the hope that I might discover a banknote within. I was disappointed in that regard, but my curiosity was roused by the documents. I wondered if they might throw light on the work that my husband had undertaken in Calcutta. I do rather wish that he would return to practise law. We cannot go on pretending that the assignments he accepts at present are worthy of his talents.

There were two reports. They were both addressed to Major-General the Honourable Sir John Lambert at the Dinapore Cantonment, Patna, and they were marked CONFIDENTIAL [to be sent to the District Magistrate, Patna]. The author of the reports was an A. J. Martenson, M.D., Former Surgeon, 37th Infantry, Bengal Artillery and Engineers. Currently Naturalist, Bankipore Research Station. I assumed that these documents were germane to cases that had retained Nash’s services, perhaps, in Bengal. In any case, the titles were sufficiently dramatic that I at once felt an inclination to read them: A Case of Human Poisoning and A Case of Collective Poisoning. Each of them By Agents Unknown.

I brought the documents into the light by the window next to the plant theatre. As I was about to sit in the easy chair, I saw a damaged leaf tip on one of the American woundworts and I pinched it off. People do not think them a very attractive plant, but they are dependable and hardy and do not mind our winter dankness; and just when summer flowers have gone over to their deaths, the woundwort blossoms into a cloud of golden yellow. The bloodroots, on the other hand, were already in bloom, the flowers a virgin white, although I noticed that their fleshy palmate leaves were already beginning to senesce. The pathos of these spring ephemerals always touches me so.

As I took up the Human Poisoning report, my attention was caught at once by an asterisk in the second line of the introduction: On the 11th of February 1772, the Author of this report was asked by the Defence Research Committee* of the Bengal Army to attend a medical trial at the hospital in the Dinapore cantonment.

The asterisk referred me to a footnote. I am instinctively drawn to notes and parentheses and marginalia. I always think that such annotation goes beyond the merely bibliographic. It strikes me more as a recess off the great room of information, where the author may take the reader into confidence and direct her, by means of a clueful footnote, to the meanings buried in the text. Therefore, I was disposed to notice in the report a feature shared by five of the asterisked members of the Defence Research Committee.

* Consisting of Lt-Col. S. Long, Officiating Representative of the Board of Ordance, since retired from the service.

Rollo Hayle, Bart., Lalatola Research Station, Patna.

Dr C. Gibbon, Officiating Secretary to the Medical Board, soon after appointed Civil Surgeon to the Persian Gulf.

Dr Pugh, Principal of the Medical Corps, since dead.

Maj. J. Skipwith, Bengal Engineers, Dinapore, soon after appointed Lt-Col. in the North-West Provinces.

Mr V. Archer, Senior Clerk in the Civil and Military Pay Department, soon after went to England.

Retired, transferred, dead, transferred, sent home. I wondered if it were a coincidence that these committee members had removed from Bengal after the poisoning took place.

*

As I explained the stand-off with the servants over their wages and the sacrifice of the guineas, Nash inspected his ensemble in the glass, and turned the cuffs of his new suit. The marvellous shimmering blue of the shot silk favoured him to perfection. ‘I am afraid I had to pay them,’ I said. ‘They were awfully bullish.’

‘It can’t be helped,’ Nash replied, unconcerned. ‘We held out for as long as we could.’

He is a good-looking man with thick brown hair falling to his shoulders, high cheekbones in a broad-planed face and sensual features that are nearly excitingly brutish. He put his hand on his hip to show off his paisley waistcoat. Its pattern was very, very intricate. ‘Too much, do you think?’ he asked. He was smiling, his lips drawn back over his teeth in that way he has that is rather wolf-like and always quickens my passion. Isn’t it amazing the way you can feel desire gather in your secret parts just by the way a man smiles? The sliding of the lips on the teeth. ‘But what do you know, my underbred darling.’

He teases me about my lack of breeding only because he despises his own. His brawny physique made me wonder, when I first met him, if he came from stock that had performed physical labour in recent generations. The possibility appealed to me. But, actually, he was sired by a clothier in Clerkenwell, whom he refers to as ‘the deceased draper’.

‘Even at this remove of time and distance,’ Nash will say, ‘I can still see the old man prowling that damned shop, fingering his bolts of coarse cloth and half-worsteds.’

I stood before the glass with my box of kajal and outlined my eyes. Then I pressed rouge on my lips. My looks are those of an outsider – dark, olive-skinned, with eyes and hair a sooty hue courtesy of French forebears – but that is not the reason I am drawn to transform my features. I do not care whether I might pass for a conventional blue-eyed beauty or not. I like to paint my face in order to render it a mask. I am fond, as well, of the shielding accessory, an intercession between me and others: the mantilla worn low on the forehead, the raised fan, the wide brim of a hat. Veils, too. Why do I shrink in this manner from human exchange? Why, to avoid judgement, obviously – although I freely admit the ambiguity of this impulse given that Nash and I are so very much upon the town and flash with it. I began to dress, drawing my shift over my head, and then I said, ‘Do you know, Nash, I read the dossier that was in your locking box. I came across it when I was grubbing around to pay the servants.’

‘A dossier?’

‘Two cases of poisoning. Did they come to trial in Calcutta?’

‘I cannot recall.’ He did not look up. He was fitting a ring on his finger.

I tied a petticoat around my waist and smoothed it. I said, ‘There was a medical experiment at the army cantonment and a young man died, a gunner named James Kinch. He was only twenty-two.’

Nash was not satisfied with the ring he wore. He removed it and sat down to fasten the buckles on his shoes.

I said, ‘He only volunteered for the trial because he was a prisoner at the cantonment. The report did not explain what crime he had committed.’

‘Probably done for drunkenness or desertion. They are the most popular misdemeanours in the ranks.’

‘The trial concerned a new variety of Ammannia Vesicatoria. That piqued my interest because it is a plant that my father used to raise. Apothecaries value it as a remedy for skin parasites.’

Nash straightened and peered downwards to inspect his buckles for symmetry.

‘The leaves were applied to the bare arms of the volunteers,’ I said, ‘but, oddly enough, according to the attending medical officer, who wrote the report, the victim, James Kinch, was administered to in a room that was separate from the others and without the medical officer being present. When the officer looked for poor Kinch, he found him in spasms, frothing at the mouth. I thought perhaps you might have worked on the case.’

‘It does not ring any bells. I wonder why I kept the dossier.’

‘Perhaps because the cases are so intriguing, especially the one that concerns a mass poisoning.’

Nash’s face was blank.

I said, ‘Fifty bandits were found dead at a campsite in the jungle, at a place called Rajmahal. Can you imagine? Fifty men felled all at once in their bivouacs.’

‘An accidental food poisoning, no doubt. It is a common occurrence in Bengal.’

‘Is that so? They were discovered with contorted limbs and blue faces, just like the gunner at the cantonment.’

Nash said, ‘Nothing about India surprises me. One very quickly becomes used to events there that would seem extraordinary at home. Now, lovely, will you please make haste. The Mango awaits and we must catch our bird while she remains at roost.’

*

The bird in question was Lady Celia Malet and her roost was a club called the Mango Tree on the south side of St James’s Park, near Great Queen Street. It is frequented by some of London’s choicest spirits, men and women of wit, as well as the usual squanderous nobles. How disappointing it is that Nash and I are not of sufficient standing to be recommended as members. We were not even sure that we could enter the club on this occasion, but we had conceived a plan to linger until a diversion presented itself – as soon it did when a cluster of macaronis arrived lit up with booze. Dressed in coats smothered with cartloads of sequins, they looned about in the throng at the entrance, until presently one or two of them made an attack on some of the waiting chairs for a jape, and then they all joined in, beating on the leather walls with their fists and attracting the ire of the chairmen. As soon as the stewards at the portal of the club left their posts to inspect the scene on the stairs, Nash and I ducked into the reception hall, where a clerk was checking members’ cards of admission. Nash approached the clerk in a furore, announcing that a general engagement had ensued outside, and insisted that he should call the watchmen to save the stewards. The clerk jumped up and edged towards the door, and while he and a couple of footmen were consternating themselves, Nash and I slipped by them. None of the footmen standing sentinel at the entrance to the cloakrooms or the saloons gave us a second glance. We passed for quality, I in my spangled sleeves and Nash in his unctious suit. The topography of the Mango Tree is familiar to anyone who reads the many accounts in the papers of the club’s zesty goings-on and we easily found our way into the first of a series of saloons, with tall, arched windows, silver-fringed curtains and crystal chandeliers. There was a banqueting hall somewhere, we knew, and drawing rooms above reserved for dancing, and a slew of little side-rooms, where I expect members retired to contemplate the disaster of their vanished fortunes, before going home to break the bad news to their spouses and heirs. The Mango Tree, famously, sets no limit on its wagers.

We proceeded with a jaunty step, looking for the object of Nash’s business among the crowds of fashionable specimens gaming at the tables. As one saloon succeeded another, the play grew deeper and I was transfixed by the hundreds of pounds in specie that lay upon the baize. I stayed Nash to watch with me at a hazard table as a dapperling threw his dice. A shout went up and then a groan, but who the loser was it was hard to say, since no person of merit would be so vulgar as to make a spectacle of his calamity. When someone threw in a gold bracelet upon the coins, I murmured to Nash, ‘There is a sign of desperation.’

‘This is a twenty-guinea table. Each player must keep that amount before him to stay in the game.’ He turned to look towards the far saloon. ‘I am certain that the lady I am after will find this small beer. Let us walk on, my pretty.’

Arm in arm, we strolled onwards until we reached the furthest saloon, which Nash knew to be a fifty-guinea room, and in short order he spotted his quarry. Lady Celia was dressed extravagantly in flowered silk, with a gold net on her petticoat. Her hair was powdered and arranged in a pouffe. She was among a dozen stylish ladies crammed around a faro table. They were surrounded in turn by many loud danglers and admirers, whose shouts and cheers contributed to the frantic atmosphere. Lady Celia was laying down her money with a great deal of perseverance. She had used to host a faro table at her townhouse, Nash told me, until her husband put a stop to it. Now she was constantly at the Mango Tree, where she nightly liquefied at cards an allowance she received from her brother. With her eye still on the play, she groped behind her for the hand of the young man hanging at her shoulder. He had crimson clocks on his stockings and flounces on his sleeves.

But it was Nash who seized her hand and pulled her away from the table. Her companion blanched. He had a smooth blonde face and a weak jaw.

‘How dare you!’ Lady Celia cried, but there was such a din around the tables, no one heeded her protest.

Nash pulled her close to him as if they were walking in intimacy like old acquaintances and forced her along towards one of the side-rooms. I had never witnessed Nash at this work before. I followed, fascinated to see what he would do next. I was also, I will admit, a little uneasy about this new career as an enforcer.

There was no one else in the room but we three. I closed the door behind me. Lady Celia threw herself into an armchair, but Nash clasped her arms and hauled her to her feet.

‘You must give me your serious attention, madam,’ he said.

The door opened at that moment to show the young man in his high heels, but Nash gave him such a look that he immediately withdrew. Nash returned his gaze to the lady. He said, ‘You have a bill of one hundred pounds outstanding that is owed to a jeweller.’

‘Oh, that.’ Lady Celia forced a laugh. ‘Such insolence from these tradesmen.’ The two vertical lines between her eyebrows deepened. She was about fifty years of age, I guessed.

Nash said, ‘He has presented the bill numerous times, but the exchange is always the same. You refuse to honour it.’

Her chin went up. ‘I am offended at the prospect of having to pay, since I do not believe that the bill has been accurately cast up.’

They can be slippery customers, the high and mighty; too elevated in rank to fear the threat of a debtors’ prison, yet too careless to meet their obligations. Recently, Nash thought to settle his own debts with genteel tradesmen by offering to try and recoup larger sums owed them by recalcitrant lords and ladies – and so, here we were. I acknowledge the irony of depending on debt collection for our income, when we ourselves are so overdrawn, but such work has never been more than a stopgap while we manoeuvre into a more favourable position. As an attorney by profession, it is not what Nash was destined to do, of course.

He was saying, ‘If you do not give me the money, you will be very sorry.’

‘Shall I? I do not think so.’ Lady Celia examined the state of the nails on her jewelled fingers with apparent nonchalance, but I saw that her hand shook slightly.

Nash said, ‘Lord Dexter will be sorry, too.’

Lady Celia looked at Nash through narrowed eyes. ‘I suppose you are one of the spies that my husband sets on me to watch my actions. It is not my fault if Lord Dexter chooses to play at the same table as I.’

In a swift movement, Nash slid his arm tight around Lady Celia’s shoulders and chivvied her towards a corner. She struggled, but he held her fast. He bent to her ear and, with an expression on his face that was dark and menacing, he spoke in a low, urgent tone. I could not make out what he said, but it greatly perturbed the lady, because as soon as Nash let her go, she hissed at him, ‘This is blackmail, sir.’

‘I do not care what you call it, but I will tell you that I will stoop as low as I must to get my way.’ Nash’s voice, as a rule, has a lazy quality that is awfully attractive. I had never heard him use this cold, stony tone before. It gave me a shiver.

‘I have had a run of ill luck, you know.’ Lady Celia’s voice trembled. ‘You can ask anyone here. I can scarcely raise five pounds.’

‘Then you must draw upon your brother, the earl,’ Nash said.

‘That I cannot do.’

‘In which case you must take the consequences.’

‘I won’t be coerced like this! I shall tell my friends that the jeweller is a pesterer and he will lose all our custom.’

‘I think you will decide not to do that. Otherwise, I shall only have to find another way to hurt you, which will be a nuisance for me and painful for you. So, come now, madam, out with your pocketbook.’

Lady Celia, who had not given me a glance, now looked in my direction. Her complexion was waxy, as if all the life had drained from it.

Nash said, ‘It is pointless to apply to that lady. She is not here on your behalf.’

Oddly enough, though, I felt a little stab of pity for the woman. Her husband was a brute, everyone knew that, and I certainly understood what it was like to spend recklessly on bright things as a recompense for sadness. But, as Nash often observes, usually in relation to the letting go of a servant, sometimes strength of purpose requires a hard heart – and so I suppressed my feelings of sympathy.

Nash said smoothly, ‘Shall I call for pen and ink so that you may write a draft upon your banker?’

After another fierce glance to the right and left, and finding there was no way out of her predicament, Lady Celia was obliged to capitulate.


Chapter 2

The Mango Tree

May the 3rd, 1776

The settling of Lady Celia’s account meant that Nash was in a position to claim fifteen per cent of the jeweller’s bill as a recovery fee, and so it was with effervescent spirits that he and I made our way upstairs towards the music and laughter drifting from the drawing room. As we passed along a hall where expensive tapers burned in towering candelabra, I said, ‘You are quite the persuader. I was ready to write you a banker’s draft myself. What did you say to the lady?’

‘Oh, this and that.’

‘You would not have hurt her though.’

‘Who knows? I am an awful brute, you know.’

With his wicked smile, he took me tightly by the arm and drew me away into a corner. The fragrance of beeswax was heavy in the air and I could hear strings playing a minuet in a high, complicated style. Nash caressed the swell of my breasts. ‘Your ladyship looks ravishing tonight.’ He smiled. ‘How can your husband be indifferent to such charms?’

I did not hesitate to join Nash’s game. ‘And yet he employs spies to watch me.’

‘They cannot see you here.’

‘I fear that they do.’

‘In that case, come with me.’ Nash took my hand and led me to a small, plain door that gave way to a low corridor and the back stairs of the house. We crept up to the next floor and pushed our way into a mean room, lit only by the moon. There were two narrow cots on either side of a stingy fireplace and a line pegged with washing. We could hear the distant thud of footsteps on the stairs as servants went back and forth, and, far away, the rise and fall of the music like the soughing of leaves and branches in a woodland. I fell on to the bed and Nash leaned over me and I kissed him deeply. He unbuttoned his breeches, excited at the possibility that someone might come in and discover us. To be sexual conspirators, that is one of our favourite frolics. He kissed me again with a growing urgency, the sense of haste, the fumbling, fuelling our desire. I arched my back and melted against him, my arms tight about his neck, my thighs pressed against his hips. As he entered me, I sighed with pleasure.

Ah, my Nash. He has all the answers.

As he got to his feet to pull up his breeches, and as I was smoothing my skirts, the door suddenly opened and a wench stood gaping at us with an apron bunched in her hand. Nash glanced down at his expended member and quipped, ‘Alas, my dear, you’re too late.’

She retorted with a chuckle, ‘They’re serving supper downstairs, sir. I suppose you and the lady might have an appetite.’

Nash coolly handed me to my feet and set himself to rights. The maid walked with a casual air to the washing line, set aside her spoiled apron and took down a fresh one. She cocked her head at us and Nash brought a shilling out of his pocket and tossed it to her. The coin flashed in the moonlight and the maid expertly caught it. She said, ‘For a guinea, I will tumble with you, if you like.’

‘Much obliged,’ Nash said with a smile, ‘but I find I can resist.’

‘Suit yourself.’

Nash and I laughed about the incident all the way down the stairs. There was a crowd outside the banqueting hall and we joined them, lolling against one another, and amused ourselves by comparing notes concerning the elegance and the behaviour of the persons around us. Then, all of a sudden, Nash drew in a breath, his attention captured by a sight near the top of the grand flight of stairs that led to the ground floor.

He squeezed my arm and said absently that he would return in a minute, and, leaving my side, he made off at a scurry. How unlike Nash that movement was, I thought. It made him seem small and anxious, which is not at all his style. I watched as he apprehended a gentleman in a coat of watered silk laced with silver, who was strolling with a swagger towards the stairs. He had a comely lady on his arm. There was something about this personage, perhaps it was the way faces turned in his direction as they passed by, that suggested the centre of the universe. With a deep bow, hinging at the waist, Nash engaged the gentleman in what appeared to be a conversation of a somewhat importuning nature, judging by the way that he leaned towards his auditor and raised his hands as if in appeal. After some minutes and an exchange of salutations, Nash returned to me with his face alight. It crossed my mind, foolishly, that he seemed rather more on fire than he had been after our romp upstairs.

As he assisted us both to glasses of wine from the salver of a circulating footman, I said, ‘I am very inquisitive to learn the identity of that gentleman.’

‘He is Sir Rollo Hayle, a name that is very much on the ascent. He made his fortune in India. Diamonds at first, then shipping. Now his interest is opium. The firm I worked for in Calcutta did some work for him.’

‘Sir Rollo Hayle! How extraordinary. That is a name writ large in the report I read this afternoon.’

‘Is it?’ Nash said, looking towards the spot where Sir Rollo had stood.

‘He was in charge of the medical trial at the cantonment.’

‘He’s in charge of everything in his part of Bengal. He is one of those white nabobs that you so despise.’ Nash’s arched eyebrow indicated that a degree of forbearance was required concerning my views. Well, hang me for it, but I do despise them. Everyone knows those brazen East India men have ransacked Bengal to line their own pockets, and put the Company in arrears at the same time. Nash is less outraged than I am about it. I believe in a just partition of the world, even if that seems an impossible ideal. He is more flexible in his beliefs. Indeed, he said at that moment, ‘There is no injury in taking from others what they do not care to defend.’

I opened my mouth to make a retort, but Nash placed a finger against my lip. ‘Hush now, my little critic. Do not spoil the evening with talk of politics.’

I said instead, ‘So, Sir Rollo has a genius for money.’

‘Indeed. It is a great stroke of luck to have encountered him. I had heard of his return home and it was on my mind to make him an approach. Now he has given me leave to call on him at his townhouse.’

‘For what purpose?’

Nash swigged his wine and did not answer my question. I tapped his arm with my fan.

‘Wait and see.’

‘What are you up to?’

But Nash only smiled to himself. It was an archaic smile that gave nothing away.

‘Perhaps he will employ you to do some conveyancing for him.’

‘Good God, my sweet, did you utter the word conveyancing?’

I burst into laughter. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’

Nash laughed too. ‘This glass of wine will come over you if you ever refer to such an odious occupation again.’

In the banqueting hall we nibbled on roast beef from the supper table, and sweetmeats, then settled down on a comfortable couch with a bumper of champagne. Nash had signed a fictitious name on the chit we were given for the food and drink. We had the feeling of living dangerously and it filled us with fizz – and yet, despite the many distractions of our surroundings, I found myself thinking about the young man who had died during Sir Rollo’s medical trial. Martenson, the surgeon who had written the report, had found the gunner paralysed, his face turning blue. I could imagine vividly the lad’s convulsions and his struggle to breathe. Dr Martenson had tried to save Kinch’s life by performing a tracheotomy, but Sir Rollo Hayle had ordered the gunner to be taken away to an operating room under the care of another surgeon. Martenson’s attempt to gain admission to the operating room was prevented by sentries. Then he was informed that the patient had expired due to a fatal antipathy to the test plant that could not have been foreseen. Martenson’s report, however, said there is no evidence that the Ammannia leaves were ever applied to Kinch’s skin and that the poisoning must be attributed to some other agent – one that had not been identified.

‘I am curious, Nash,’ I said. ‘What did you speak to Sir Rollo about?’

‘He has an associate in business by the name of Fenton Gifford. They met through their mutual interest in East India and formed a partnership in vessels trading there. You must have heard of Gifford, surely, on your travels around the printers’ yards.’

‘I have! He does not go upon the town very visibly, but he is awfully connected. Doesn’t he own Town’s Weekly Post?’

‘And The Discoverer.’

The Discoverer is the sort of paper that will print the latest about the rebellion in America cheek by jowl with some heated story about a beast roaming the courts off Tyburn Road or cannibals living the high life in Cripplegate.

‘Why does Mr Gifford interest you?’ I asked.

‘I rather have an ambition to be brought into print.’

My surprise must have showed on my face, because Nash said, ‘I am a keen man for the buzz of events and the badinage of the town.’

‘I don’t dispute it, but you always say that the wits who go into print never make any money.’ In fact, it seems to me that people in society do not hold any person of wit in esteem unless he is in the act of entertaining them or unless he belongs to their class. In this world, the wit and the poet are little more than jesters, despite their fine words, and woe betide them when they fall out of fashion. ‘How shall you advance yourself, then, if Mr Gifford should publish you?’

‘By acting as his mouthpiece. He will honour me for it with favours and influence. His fortune is fuelled by government contracts, you know.’

‘So he leans to the side of whoever is in power. He is a man who adjusts his loyalties according to the times.’

‘He is also a conduit to the corridors of power where real fortunes are to be made. It is a question of crocheting myself into the gilded network.’ Nash offered me his hand. ‘Shall we show these clodhoppers how to cut a caper?’

As we danced, I noticed that Nash was a little preoccupied, in spite of his smile. He did not keep time in the cotillion, although it is not like him at all to miss a beat.

At length, around two in the morning, we left the club and came out into the street. It was noisy with the sound of lackeys yelling for their masters’ carriages, and of altercations, the shouts of watchmen trying to get the jam of vehicles to proceed in a more orderly fashion, and link boys with flaming torches, calling for customers.

Nash hailed a hackney coach and we drove away towards Holborn. He put his arm around me and I rested my head on his shoulder. After a little while he said, ‘Fenton Gifford is the way forward, by Jove. I intend to get a splendid sinecure out of him, damn my blood if I don’t.’ He made this statement with steely certainty – and I was glad to hear it, because I did not like to see my husband practise blackmail and intimidation, no matter how barren we were of funds.

I said, ‘Sir Rollo is clearly a gentleman whose enterprises run to the large scale, is that right?’

There was a creaking of leather as Nash shifted heavily in his seat and turned to look at me. ‘Yes, expansion is very much his game.’

‘I am interested to know what fortune he hoped to get out of those Ammannia leaves.’

‘Which leaves are they?’

‘The leaves of Ammannia Vesicatoria that killed the gunner. I wonder why a notable such as Sir Rollo would involve himself personally in testing such a limited and lowly plant.’

‘Obviously, I have no idea.’

‘Unless he had developed an amazing hybrid. But such a discovery has not been noted in the recent botanical literature.’

‘It astonishes me the way your mind works, Carey. Haven’t we had an outstanding time at the marvellous Mango?’

‘We have.’

‘Lady Celia bested, a tumble upstairs, a free supper and a lure dangled in the waters of opportunity.’

‘It was an evening of superbness, without a doubt.’

‘And yet, instead of dwelling on the many sweet things that you might do to express your thanks to your obliging husband –’ he twined his fingers in mine and raised my hand to his lips and kissed it lightly – ‘you squander your thoughts on some extraordinarily irrelevant event that has no bearing on either of us whatsoever.’ He nuzzled into my neck. ‘I look forward to seeing what you can do to ingratiate yourself into my good opinion.’


Chapter 3

Running with a Heavy Load

May the 26th, 1776

As I pushed my way through the throng on Drury Lane, I caught sight of a woman wearing one of those preposterous elongated hats known as a ziggurat. It was Fanny Abington, I was thrilled to see, a favourite actress of mine. Nosegay Fan, the papers call her, because she used to sell flowers at Covent Garden when she was a girl, or so the story goes. Everyone knows she has suffered her share of knocks and has not been always in the full swing of cash. I like that about her. She is one of life’s survivors and I think you can see that in her performances. Even when she is playing in a laughing comedy, you feel that there is something tough and invincible in the core of her that anchors the flightiest of lines. I followed her for a little way, curious to see what she did, but just as I reached Long Acre, I heard the bells of the actors’ church sound the hour of five and I cursed myself for my tardiness. Our guest of honour was to arrive at eight o’clock. There was nothing for it but to risk a dash through the alleys and courts that lie between the northern end of Drury Lane and High Holborn, where Nash and I live.

I plunged into a dark warren of sickly dwelling-houses and dens, their broken windows stopped up with rags. It is an odious quarter, where purse-cutters and bone-pickers ply their trades. The way before me was clogged by a party of saunterers and I could not get by them. I was forced to turn up one of the lanes, and then wished I hadn’t. It was haunted by wild-eyed women in tatters, shouting things that were not quite language. As I lowered the brim of my bonnet to avoid their gaze, I happened to catch sight of a biggish man dressed in black, who was propelling himself among the potholes by means of a tall walking stick – or was it a stave? I had the disturbing feeling that he had noticed me, too. I was laden with stealable items – a box from Hillier’s in Covent Garden, a bunch of roses and a fat parcel tied with ribbon. It contained a ready-made petticoat of a gorgeous coral hue that I had snapped up at a dressmaker’s in Earl Street after fretting about the ensemble that I would wear in the evening. Like so many things in this world, I felt that I had to have it, even though everything I buy buries me further in debt and its ever-expanding arrears of interest. I don’t know how to extinguish the longing to purchase. It smoulders always within and just when I feel I have beaten it down to ash it flares up again, more hot and intense than ever. But I try, I am always trying, to fight the fire.

I turned into an alley in an attempt to cut a diagonal towards Holborn, but I came out into a fetid court instead. It was dominated by a dilapidated drinking house with peeling shutters. A pewter measure dangled from a fixture over one of the windows and below the sign a handful of tipplers congregated with mugs in hand. They perked up when they saw me mincing across the court like the idiot I was for taking such a sinister shortcut. Then, as I looked around for a route out of the court, who should I see but the man in black – and my uneasiness increased tenfold. Convinced that he was following me, I bolted towards a sliver of passageway beside the drinking den in a bid to escape him. I ran on as best I could, stumbling on broken stones that were unkind to my feet, with my stupid parcels and my stupid roses impeding my pace. I thought I heard footsteps behind me, but I arrived at another court before my pursuer caught up to me. It was filled with scrawny urchins rushing at one another, whether in play or combat I could not tell. There was a man in shirtsleeves and apron, thumping at something in an open-fronted structure I at first took for a stable. As I passed by, I realised that he was banging at a case of type. He was one of those ruffian printers that abound these days, turning out illegal ephemera. I rushed onward, weighed down by my burdens, and yet kept looking over my shoulder, apparently spellbound to the man who continued to advance on me.

I flung myself at an opening in the court and there ahead was a glimpse of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. As I reached the thoroughfare, a sedan chair pulled up to disgorge its passenger and although the sanctuary of my home was barely five minutes away and a journey of such brevity constituted a mad waste of a shilling, I leaped into the chair and pulled down the blind. We set off for Hood Street with my heart pounding as loudly as the thump of the chairmen’s footfalls.

*

I let myself into the house, lurched into the front room that Nash uses as an office and dropped my parcels onto a divan that was already strewn with broadsheets and pamphlets. There was a decanter of brandy on a shelf in one of the bookcases. I poured a measure into a sticky glass I found on the desk and drank it down. Then I sidled to the window and peered through the gauze curtain. There was no sign of the man in black. I felt a mixture of relief and foolishness at having got so worked up about him, but I could not help it. The combination of his white face, his thin but threatening shape, and his pitch-dark clothes, provoked a fearful memory of the day I had been sent out to service at a household in Chelsea. I was sixteen years old. I can see that grim mansion still – I will always see it – standing on the edge of desolate fields. I gazed up with foreboding at its high, sharp gables, my arms straining under the weight of my valise and my writing box. I stood there, frozen, as the door opened and a pale, black-suited butler loomed at me. The expression on his face turned my knees to jelly and sickened my stomach.

Just as I was struggling with that image in my mind, a shadowy, hunched figure passed before the window at Hood Street. I could almost believe that I had summoned it. Seconds later, someone lifted the knocker and struck the plate on our door with a resounding bang. I became very still, hardly daring to breathe, but it was useless to pretend that no one was at home. There were already footsteps in the hall, followed by a muffled utterance from Jane, our housekeeper, as she opened the front door. I felt a chilly waft of air enter the house and then Jane flung open the door of the office and announced in her irritated way, ‘There is a person wanting the master.’

I drew myself up to confront the visitor, but as soon as I stepped into the hall I saw that I had no need to be afraid of him. His height and wide shoulders suggested a man who had once been imposing, but the wretch before me was a man who was much reduced
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