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In loving memory of David McDaniel (1939–1977)

Yet they who use the Word assigned,

To hearten and make whole,

Not less than Gods have served mankind,

Though vultures rend their soul.

—Rudyard Kipling, “A Recantation”




1824: Daughter of Elysium

LADY AMALTHEA R. was a trial to her father, and considered something of an adventuress by the rest of polite society. She reveled in the distinction. Having been told to go straight to hell by her enraged parent after refusing what would have been a respectable and advantageous marriage, Lady Amalthea chose instead to take a small house near Hyde Park. She was financially independent, having inherited certain sums from her late mother, and so set herself up in an establishment with her deaf and ancient nurse, Mrs. Denbigh. Attendant also were a handsome butler, a more handsome footman, a gardener so handsome he might have posed for Michelangelo, and a quite plain maid of all work.

By the time Lady Amalthea had reached her mid-twenties, she was well established as a ruined woman. The fact that she was strikingly beautiful, with the looks of a slender valkyrie, guaranteed that she never wanted for company anyway. She dabbled in politics, was given to radicalism of the deepest dye, and her bitterest regret was that she had failed to seduce Lord Byron before he decamped for the Continent. When Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley was widowed, Lady Amalthea wrote her reams of consolatory advice and insisted on hosting a dinner party in her honor when that exhausted lady returned to England.

Lady Amalthea belonged as well to several Societies, scientific, philosophical and musical especially. It chanced therefore that one smoky evening at the end of October 1824 she made her way to the house of a similarly notorious lady to hear an excerpt from Beethoven’s new symphony, his Ninth. The entire work was scheduled for its official London premiere the following March, but an enterprising member of the Philharmonic Society of London had adapted the choral movement for two pianofortes and four singers.

Lady Amalthea arrived as punch was being served out, and circulated for a while chatting with others in her dazzling and disreputable set, as Mrs. Denbigh wandered after her like an amiable little dog. There were young intellectuals, feminists, politicians, musicians, even an actor or two, and one gentleman to whom her eye was particularly drawn. He was lean, saturnine, darkly handsome, reminding her rather of a clean-shaven Mephistopheles, and this alone would have been enough to pique her interest in him. However, the more Lady Amalthea saw of the gentleman, the more she was convinced she’d seen him somewhere before.

When they entered the ballroom, furnished with chairs for the performance, she was pleased to note that he took his seat near hers. He caught her eye, smiled and nodded, with a certain quizzical lift of eyebrow that made her heart race pleasantly. All thought of potential trysts fled from Lady Amalthea, however, when she glanced down at the lyric translation sheet she had been handed.

Schiller’s sentiments charmed her, appealed to her sense of idealism. That the beggar and the Prince might be brothers! Heroes striving toward noble conquest! A benign and starry universe in which universal liberation waited! And then the music began Lady Amalthea sat bolt upright, spellbound. Her eyes were bright, her lips moist, her breath came quickly. Even Mrs. Denbigh nodded along in what she perceived to be time. When the glorious music ended, Lady Amalthea sagged backward in her chair, panting, one hand on her bosom, quite overcome. Had the composer been present, he would most certainly have been embraced by Lady Amalthea, and there and then invited back to her boudoir.

Unable to confer such favor, Lady Amalthea settled for milling about afterward, excitedly discussing the symphony with her acquaintances. She made discreet inquiries as to whether the tenor or baritone might be interested in coming home with her for a cup of cocoa, only to discover that Lady Maria P. and Mrs. H. had beaten her to them; but so elevated were her spirits still, in the music’s afterglow, that Lady Amalthea was yet smiling as she took her leave and swept out, Mrs. Denbigh trotting behind her.

Here, however, fate took an odd turn with Lady Amalthea. Her footman appeared, sweating and muddy, to inform her that both rear wheels had unaccountably fallen off her carriage. Even as she was registering this, a gentleman’s suave voice spoke next to her ear, offering her a seat in his own conveyance. Lady Amalthea turned and came face-to-face with the dark gentleman, who bowed and kissed her hand.

He identified himself as Dr. Nennys, reminding her that they had been introduced at a supper party some months previous. Lady Amalthea was happy to accept his generous gesture on her own and Mrs. Denbigh’s behalf. He gave them sips from a small vial of brandy concealed in his walking-stick, against the evening’s chill, and chatted with her about Beethoven as they waited for his coach to be brought. In short order both Lady Amalthea and Mrs. Denbigh were comfortably seated in Dr. Nennys’s coach. He bowed, wished them a good night, and shut the coach door. They rolled away into the darkness. Lady Amalthea remembered glimpsing a pair of All Hallows’ Eve bonfires low-flickering, burning down to coals at the bottom of the drive.

And that was the last thing Lady Amalthea remembered with any clarity.

There was a confused dream, to be sure, dimly recalled afterward: she was in her private chamber with Beethoven, and he was a glorious giant, a hero, of godlike physique, profoundly amorous. Oddly enough, the act of love itself was a little chilly and awkward, even uncomfortable. There was a sense of indignity. But the music welled up and floated her away to bliss, fully orchestrated, and the soloists had the voices of angels. Lady Amalthea wept for happiness at the spirituality of it all. Pleasure was given even to the Worm, and the Cherub stands before God . . .

She woke, warm and rosily content, in a bed; but not her own. Lady Amalthea rolled over and stared in some confusion at the Honorable Henry B., with whom she had carried on sporadic amorous relations during the past year, though not as recently as her equally passionate relations with Lord F. or Pratt the gardener. Confusion gave way to horror as Lady Amalthea spotted the Honorable Mrs. B. lying just the other side of her husband; but Lady Amalthea’s consternation was as nothing to the Honorable Henry B.’s, when he opened his eyes and saw his erstwhile mistress lying beside him, fully clothed.

Frantic inquiries and denials were hissed back and forth sotto voce. A discreet exit was somehow contrived, both parties white and shaking, as Mrs. B. slept on untroubled. Lady Amalthea was obliged to take a hackney coach to her own residence, where she found Mrs. Denbigh peacefully unconscious on her bed, though likewise fully clothed. When roused, and made to understand that something was amiss, Mrs. Denbigh was unable to provide any details about anything that had passed the previous evening.

So it was with some alarm, two days thereafter, that Lady Amalthea heard that Dr. Nennys had come to call upon her. She met him with trepidation well concealed, however. He greeted her with the utmost courtesy, apparently much concerned. His coachman had informed him that, upon the night of the concert, Lady Amalthea had ordered him to drive her to Lord F.’s residence and there leave her, with the request that Mrs. Denbigh should be taken on to the house by Hyde Park. Dr. Nennys wished to be assured that nothing improper had taken place. Lady Amalthea assured him that nothing had, and he took his leave.

Yet by Twelfth Night, Lady Amalthea had determined beyond all doubt that something improper had certainly taken place with someone, though whether with Lord F., the Honorable Henry B., or indeed Pratt the gardener was anyone’s guess.

Lady Maria P. was able to provide Lady Amalthea with excellent practical advice, having been in such circumstances herself. Lady Amalthea shortly announced her departure for an extended tour of the Continent, and retired instead, under an assumed name, to a private establishment in the country. On the first of August she was delivered of a vigorous boy. Consigning him into the hands of the proprietress of the establishment, Lady Amalthea packed her bags, returned to London, and never troubled herself to think of the matter again.




1825: Adagio Molto e Cantabile

MR. SEPTIMUS BELL was a gentleman, if of comparatively recent gentry. He was small and dapperly made, with smooth dark hair and rather fine dark eyes. He married one Dorothea Carr, a lady small and vivacious, as like him as a sister might be in appearance, and the two were as happy together as a pair of robins in one nest.

The nest they preferred was situated in London, at No. 10 Albany Crescent, a nicely furnished terrace house with a complete staff. Richardson, the butler, was a former sergeant-at-arms and kept the establishment running with military precision, so the happy couple had little more to do with their days but bill and coo.

After ten years of married bliss, however, their mutual affection had yet to produce a child. This was the only shadow on their happiness, but it loomed more darkly with each passing summer. The household staff observed that Mrs. Bell was now given to occasional weeping fits at the slightest provocation. She complained of headaches and unspecified malaise, and often sat gazing mournfully out into Albany Square, sighing whenever a governess and her charges passed the window.

Mr. Bell was at his wit’s end seeking to make his wife happy. For the first time, quarrels, or something perilously near to them, could be heard emanating from the love nest upstairs. Distinguished doctors came to call at No. 10; patent nostrums arrived by post, as did a number of patent devices whose functions could only be guessed at by the scandalized household staff. In the course of time, however, all these efforts bore the desired fruit. Mrs. Bell was suddenly smiling through her still-frequent tears, and Mr. Bell stood perceptibly taller, walked with a perceptibly lighter step.

The incipient heir was formally announced to the household. Congratulations were tendered from all the staff. An expectant hush settled on No. 10, and Nature took her course.

The long-awaited day, Lammas Eve, came and stretched into night, and thence into another day, as a second doctor was called in to consult with the first. The two maids ran to and fro on their tasks, periodically reporting back to the staff downstairs. By noon of the second day they were in tears. At last they came down slowly, silent, and only patient questioning on the part of Richardson was able to elicit news of the arrival and subsequent departure of a small boy, the image of his father but blue as the Bluebird of Happiness. He had never been persuaded to take so much as one breath of mortal air.

The well-appointed nursery sat empty, while the funerary arrangements were made. The ghastly prettiness of the tiny coffin and hearse, all white silk and winking crystal beads, the little confection of a white marble gravestone selected by Mr. Bell, the avalanche of consolatory correspondence, all had their due effect on Mrs. Bell’s nerves. She took to her bed and went mad. Weeping incessantly, she insisted that her child had not died, that the fairies had stolen it away, and implied that Mr. Bell was no manner of a man if he failed to go into Fairyland and retrieve it for her.

Mr. Bell went instead to Brook’s, and remained there, gambling away a great deal of money. He had very nearly bankrupted himself, and was considering whether he ought to quarrel with a noted duelist or simply borrow a pistol and take matters into his own hands when he was approached by a fellow member.

For a brandy-sodden moment Mr. Bell thought Dr. Nennys was the Devil, dark and sleek and faintly smiling as he was; but Dr. Nennys spoke solemnly and, indeed, kindly, asserting that Mr. Bell’s headlong rush to self-destruction was ill-advised. He pointed out that, sad as Mr. Bell’s loss had been, countless other parents suffered bereavement daily and the ways of the Almighty were not to be questioned. He proposed, in any case, to ameliorate Mr. Bell’s sorrows both familial and financial.

There was, it seemed, a child born the selfsame day as Mr. Bell’s own boy, to a lady of noble blood by a lord similarly well-bred, unfortunately without benefit of clergy. A suitable home was wanted for the young person. Dr. Nennys had been authorized to seek out appropriate foster parents for him, and moreover to offer substantial monetary compensation, paid quarterly. Dr. Nennys named a certain sum, and Mr. Bell’s eyes widened. It was more than enough to offset his losses at cards. Stammering, he accepted Dr. Nennys’s offer. Dr. Nennys arranged to bring the infant to No. 10 that evening, at a discreetly late hour.

At midnight precisely a black coach drew up before No. 10. A black-veiled woman emerged with a bundle in her arms. Mr. Bell hurried down the walk, closely followed by Richardson. The coachman leaped down, set a trunk on the pavement, resumed his seat and drove off at some speed. The woman nodded curtly to Mr. Bell and informed him she was the infant’s nursemaid, that her name was Mrs. Melpomene Lodge, that the infant was Edward Alton Fairfax, and that she would be pleased to inspect the nursery at Richardson’s convenience.

The following morning Mr. Bell preceded the breakfast tray into Mrs. Bell’s sickroom, bearing the infant dressed in one of their dead child’s gowns. When Mr. Bell had got her to look at him, he announced that he had gone to Fairyland as she requested, and brought back their son. Mrs. Bell left off crying, astonished, and as she stared at him he set the infant in her arms. She looked down at it.

Nothing was said for an interminably long moment, in which Mr. Bell had occasion to reflect that this child bore no resemblance to the one they had buried. It was bigger, robustly pink, and had an abundance of fair hair. The only mar to its perfection was a slight bruise on the bridge of its nose. Mr. Bell held his breath, waiting for a reaction from his wife.

At last Mrs. Bell said that it had no eyelashes. Mr. Bell replied that they were certainly there; the infant was simply too fair for them to show much. She acknowledged this by pursing her lips slightly. For a while longer she continued to regard the infant, as though puzzled, and at last laid it down on the counterpane. She thanked Mr. Bell, but said she didn’t think she wanted it, and might she have her breakfast tray now?

The housemaid, who had been waiting all this time with Mrs. Bell’s tray, thrust it at Mr. Bell, caught up the infant and rushed from the room in tears. Aghast, Mr. Bell waited on his wife, trying to think of a way to explain that they must keep the child or face financial ruin. To his great relief, Mrs. Bell made no further reference to it, but dried her eyes and spoke calmly and coherently of small domestic matters, the first time she had done so since the death of her son.

Indeed, from that day her madness receded, until only those who had known Mrs. Bell in happier times would have said she was in any way altered. The servants remarked, amongst themselves, that she had quite a different expression in her eyes now. She was willing to tolerate the infant’s presence to a certain extent, though as it grew older and obstreperously affectionate she became reserved and withdrawn, and endured its visits in tight-lipped silence. Mr. Bell, desperate to please his wife, took her away to the Continent when she was well enough to travel. In the pleasant air of Italy her spirits revived considerably. Husband and wife walked together, admired the scenery together, posed for portraits together, and were very nearly happy again.

The infant was left at No. 10 with the servants.




1826–1839: Little Lamb, Who Made Thee?

ROBERT RICHARDSON HAD SERVED with distinction in the 32nd Regiment of Foot, and had in fact had his left leg shot from under him at the battle of Waterloo. Invalided out of the Army, he had lived with a married sister while seeking employment. Having had some experience as a footman before joining the Army, and being possessed of an upright and dignified bearing not with standing his prosthetic limb, he was shortly hired as butler at No. 10 Albany Crescent. This proved satisfactory to all persons concerned.

He expressed no opinions on the irregular manner in which young Edward Fairfax (or Bell, as the infant was hastily dubbed, even though it was obvious there was no need to engage in any further charades for Mrs. Bell’s benefit) had entered the household. If he felt it was a shame that Mrs. Bell never so much as inquired after the little creature, or that Mrs. Melpomene Lodge seemed too sternly efficient, more like a sergeant herself than someone intended to care for a child, Richardson kept his reservations to himself.

The below-stairs servants were more forthcoming in their judgment. While no one felt Mrs. Bell could be blamed for going mad, her lack of affection for young Edward was roundly condemned, and it was felt that Mrs. Lodge was a cold-hearted bitch who had no business minding babies. Consequently on her days out the boy was brought downstairs and tended by Cook and the parlor maids, who showered him with affection.

He was such a fine big boy, after all! Not, perhaps, the prettiest baby Cook had ever seen; his eyes were a peculiar pale blue and a bit small. On the other hand, he was good-tempered, seldom cried even when teething (which occurred very early), and suffered no infantile rashes, colds, fevers or indeed any kind of illness whatsoever. He throve on the nasty mixture Mrs. Lodge fed him, compounded of scalded cow’s milk, catnip tea and certain arcane powders Mrs. Lodge did not deign to name for the rest of the staff.

In fact, Edward was more than healthy; he was remarkably intelligent. Violet, the between-stairs maid, discovered this when, at the age of eleven months, he suddenly recited back to her the entire text of “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep.” She squealed in excitement and tried him on “Ring Around the Roses” and “London Bridge Is Falling Down,” both of which he repeated note perfect. Violet ran and fetched Cook, who listened in disbelief and then ran and fetched Richardson. Edward was rewarded with bread and jam for his brilliance and roundly cosseted, though the below-stairs staff resolved thereafter to mind what they said around the child.

Edward’s infancy passed without other incident, largely unnoticed by his adoptive parents. Richardson wondered uncomfortably whether some male oughtn’t take a hand with the child, lest he warp under too much womanly influence. Signs that this might be the case were already evident, for young Edward had taken to carrying around a doll he referred to as his baby. He spent hours pretending to feed it with a spoon, or bathing it, or rocking it to sleep while he sang to it, or combing its hair. At last Richardson was moved to confront Mrs. Lodge, asking her whether she didn’t feel such play was unnatural for a boy.

Mrs. Lodge had looked at him in that chilly way she had—no more feeling than a waxwork statue, Richardson thought to himself—and then, to his surprise, she had agreed that he was perfectly correct. The doll was confiscated forthwith and thrown out. Edward had wept inconsolably. Richardson had then overheard Mrs. Lodge telling Edward that only weak and inferior children cried. She added that he had no right to complain, as he was nothing but a bastard, no matter how well-born, and he was lucky he wasn’t out in the street begging for his bread.

White with fury, Richardson had summoned Mrs. Lodge and sacked her forthwith. She had merely shrugged and decamped with her trunk, asking for no references, nor leaving any forwarding address. Her departure had provoked fresh tears in her former charge, as another piece of the only world he had ever known vanished. In vain Richardson offered his watch as a plaything. With slightly better success, he removed his prosthesis and showed Edward how it fastened to the stump of his knee. Edward then wished to know what had happened to the rest of Richardson’s leg, and so Richardson told him all about the battle of Waterloo. Edward listened with wide eyes.

A governess was hired after that and duly installed in the schoolroom, but as far as Edward was concerned Richardson was his true teacher. Richardson was consulted, at any hour of the night or day, on such diverse matters as whether Robinson Crusoe had been a real man, whether the ogre Bonaparte were really dead or just shamming, and whether the holes in Jesus’ hands and feet had healed over by now.

As the years rolled along, the questions tended to need answers more urgently: what, for example, was the best way to repair a hole in the piaster-work caused by a Guy Fawkes squib? How could one retrieve a tin sailboat from the bottom of the Hyde Park Serpentine? Was there any reason to be alarmed by the new and peculiar sensations experienced when inadvertently witnessing a maid in her nightdress?

Christmases came and went without so much as a card from Mr. and Mrs. Bell, who had taken to spending their winters in the south of France. Edward saved his pocket money to buy trinkets as presents for the staff, or laboriously made gifts of penwipers, or needle cases, or pasteboard boxes decorated with glued-on seashells. He took his Christmas dinner below stairs and his Twelfth Cake too, and Cook and Richardson between them always stage-managed it so that Edward never failed to get the slice with the sixpence.

But there was no concealing from the boy that other children had parents who saw them on a daily basis, rather than at intervals of four or five months. Mr. Bell did endeavor to bring the occasional present back for Edward, and generally exchanged a few polite words with him at the breakfast table, for which Edward was desperately grateful. Still, the passing years only served to emphasize his nature as a changeling: by the age of nine Edward was already as tall as Mr. Bell, resembling him in no way. One afternoon he came to Richardson and, hesitantly, asked to know what a bastard might be?

Having given a not altogether satisfactory answer, Richardson later lined up the household and demanded to know which of the servants had used the offending word where Master Edward could hear. One and all solemnly swore they had not. Cook then pointed out that they all knew Master Edward had an excellent memory, and only the other day had reminded her about the time she had burned the bottom out of the teakettle, which had happened when he had still been a tiny thing in long clothes.

Whether or not Master Edward remembered Mrs. Lodge, it was plain her words had had their effect upon him. As he neared his eleventh birthday the boy grew sullen and silent, more given to reckless escapades. Only Richardson’s stories of the War seemed to hold his full attention. He asked Richardson how old one must be to join the Army, and whether Richardson thought a very tall boy might pass for an older one.

Lammas Eve passed, and on Lammastide a knock came at the front door of No. 10.

Richardson opened the door to behold a sleek dark man with an enigmatic smile. He asked whether the Bells were at home and, on being informed that they were in Geneva, gave his name as Dr. Nennys and asked to speak with Master Edward.

Richardson declined to permit him entrance to the house. Dr. Nennys then produced authorization unquestionably signed by Mr. Bell, eleven years and two days previous, granting Dr. Nennys authorization in loco parentis in all matters pertaining to his ward, Edward Alton Fairfax. Dr. Nennys also produced letters of recommendation from certain gentlemen very highly placed in certain government ministries, all certifying as to his worthiness as an educator of youth. Still somewhat reluctant, Richardson allowed him into the front hall. Dr. Nennys strode boldly past him into the drawing room.

Master Edward was summoned. Richardson stood stiffly attendant.

“So this is the boy,” said Dr. Nennys, smiling as he rose to his feet. “What a splendid young man! I am delighted to make your acquaintance at last, Edward. I am Dr. William Fitzwalter Nennys, a great friend of your father.”

He extended his hand to the boy, who took it wonderingly. “I’m happy to meet you, Dr. Nennys,” said Edward. Dr. Nennys shook his hand firmly and then stepped back, regarding Edward with a pleased expression.

“Yes; a remarkably fine boy. And only eleven? I’d have said you were fifteen at least. Extraordinary. A boy marked for greatness, I believe. You have the look of a hero about you, Edward.”

“I do, sir?” Edward stood perceptibly straighter.

“You do indeed. Now then, my boy! Your parents have arranged for you to attend school at my own establishment, Overton Hall, in Suffolk. Given the high regard I have for your father, I thought it best to come down and advise you personally.”

“Overton Hall, sir?” said Richardson. “I must inform you, sir, that my master attended Harrow, and when last consulted on the matter told me that he supposed Master Edward ought to be sent there too, sir.”

“He has reconsidered. Harrow is all very well in its way for common boys, I suppose, but it won’t do for young Edward,” said Dr. Nennys, with a dismissive wave. “Edward is a unique boy, a remarkable boy, and will do very well at Overton, I have no doubt. I look forward to personally tutoring him.”

Richardson, who had long believed the worst possible thing to do to a boy was treat him as though he were the Little Lord Jesus, said: “I’m sure Master Edward has never pretended to airs or thought he was better than other boys, sir.”

“Oh, really?” drawled Dr. Nennys. “Shall we set him a few maths problems? What is seventy times seventy, Edward?”

“Four thousand nine hundred, sir,” said Edward promptly.

“And what is five thousand and thirty-two times six hundred and sixty-three?”

“Three million, three hundred and thirty-six thousand, two hundred and sixteen, sir,” said Edward, with equal speed. Richardson turned to stare at him.

“Divided by four?”

“Eight hundred thirty-four thousand and fifty-four, sir.”

“Divided by three?”

“Two hundred seventy-eight thousand and eighteen, sir.”

“His answers are correct to the last figure,” said Dr. Nennys, with a triumphant look at Richardson. “Though you may work out the sum with a pencil if you wish, I believe my point is made.”

“Well, but he’s always been good at sums,” stammered Richardson.

“How many bunches of primroses appear in the wallpaper in this room, Edward?”

Edward glanced around the room once and replied, “Two thousand four hundred and seventeen, sir.” He looked at Richardson a little shamefacedly. “It’s only a trick, Richardson; you just count how many in a foot square—”

“But common boys wouldn’t think to,” said Dr. Nennys. “Overton’s the place for you, Edward, I haven’t the slightest doubt. Now, tell me a little about yourself! What are your aspirations, my boy?”

Richardson wondered if the boy knew what aspirations were, but Edward said: “I should like to be a soldier one day, sir.”

Dr. Nennys’s smile widened into a grin. His teeth were extraordinarily white. Richardson found it unsettling.

“A soldier! Of course. I could see that you were a brave boy; it is written in your face. We shall mold you into a perfect servant of the Crown, shall we?—and you shall defeat His Majesty’s enemies.”

“Oh, yes, sir, please!”

Master Edward, eyes very bright, was then dismissed, but Dr. Nennys lingered for short words with Richardson. Richardson was informed that Overton Hall had been the choice of Edward’s natural father, a gentleman of some importance, and Dr. Nennys trusted no further justification was necessary to a hired servant. The date on which the next term commenced was named, and a list of school supplies was presented, to which Richardson was expected to attend. Dr. Nennys took his leave.

On the appointed day, a coach bearing Richardson and Edward drew up before the Pinford Arms. Richardson caught Edward’s trunk as it was thrown down. Other boys could be seen milling around a van with the name OVERTON HALL prominently painted on its side. Richardson shook hands with Edward, told him to recollect his duty to God and the King, and pressed a half-crown of his own money on the boy. He was profoundly grateful no passengers got on for the return trip to London, and sat alone in the coach blinking away tears as far as Ipswich before he was able to master his emotions.

The boy wrote often from school, advising the household staff of his progress. He was happy and well, getting excellent marks, especially in maths; it was true, however, that he had twice been caned for fighting. He thought perhaps he might like to enter the Church, though he hastened to assure Richardson that this would not preclude his going into the Army because he could serve as a chaplain. Edward’s dutiful letters to Mr. and Mrs. Bell accumulated on the dining room table, unread, for his guardians were not expected to return from Geneva until Christmas.

In the event, they never did. Mr. Bell wrote to Richardson to inform him that they had changed their plans and were going on to Italy. A fortnight later Richardson received word that their boat had capsized during a sail on the Bay of Naples. Both husband and wife were missing, presumed drowned.

Dr. Nennys himself brought Edward, red eyed and miserable, home for the funeral. He sat beside Edward for the reading of the last will and testament of Septimus Bell, which, in the event of his death and that of his beloved wife, Dorothea, left all their worldly goods to one Sibley Bell, Mr. Bell’s cousin. This gentleman gladly took possession of No. 10 with all its furniture, retaining the services of the staff, but—feeling compunction, perhaps, that Edward had been left without a penny—assured the boy that he was welcome to return to No. 10 during the intervals between terms. His charity did not extend to paying Edward’s continued tuition, however.

Dr. Nennys merely smiled and said he thought it might be possible to make other arrangements.

Term followed term. Edward’s letters home to the servants improved in grammar and spelling, but grew briefer. Dr. Nennys was keeping him very busy with special tutoring; he was learning fencing, riding, and marksmanship. He had been told he had an extraordinary talent for calculus. Best of all, Edward had learned that his real father, a person of some consequence it seemed, was still alive! He was henceforth to be known as Edward Bell-Fairfax! Circumstances prevented Edward being acknowledged, but it was Edward’s intention to make his distant parent proud with a life of heroism.

And Dr. Nennys—who was, Edward explained, a font of wisdom, a nearly godlike mentor—had intimated on many occasions that Edward was destined for greatness. It didn’t matter that he was a bastard, after all. Shakespeare had written a play in which there was a character called Philip the Bastard, and he was a glorious hero and won a battle. Edward had had no messages from his august parent yet, but dared to hope that the great man might somehow contrive a discreet meeting with him.

Richardson read this aloud, smiling, and he and Cook exchanged relieved glances. The secret was out at last, and had done the boy no harm.

And then—

Edward came home for the summer holidays just after his fourteenth birthday, taller now than Richardson. He went on an outing with Richardson and Cook, spending a happy day at Gravesend. They returned to find Dr. Nennys waiting in the drawing room, his dark face impassive but his eyes glinting with suppressed anger.

Edward’s father had taken an active interest in the boy at last, it seemed. He had communicated his express wish that Edward be withdrawn from Overton and enlisted in the Navy as a midshipman.

Appalled silence followed this pronouncement. At last Edward asked whether he mightn’t go into the Army instead. On being informed that the arrangements had already been made and were irrevocable, Edward turned to Richardson and said that he was very sorry.

“Be so good as to leave us, Richardson, and close the doors,” Dr. Nennys snapped.

Richardson glared at him but said only, “Very good, sir.” He left the drawing room and drew the doors shut with a crash, after which he stood motionless on the other side, endeavoring to hear the following conversation:

“But how could he do this?” Edward’s voice broke in a wail. “After all you told me about him—I thought he wanted—”

“Bell-Fairfax, I trust you will not blub like a child at the first adversity you encounter?”

“No, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“I should think so. Now, listen to me. Your father has his own reasons for this decision, which neither I nor you may question. It may be that my reports of your extraordinary progress have persuaded him that you are ready now to begin the great work for which we have been preparing you. Your grasp of useful modern languages is excellent—we will pass over your abysmal Latin, which is unnecessary nowadays in any case—and you have begun to master your temper. What more can you learn at Overton?”

“It isn’t that,” said Edward, clearly struggling to speak calmly. “But I thought I might have displeased him, and I should be very sorry to.”

“Bell-Fairfax, I’m quite certain that is not the case; and even if it were o you remember when you thrashed that vile bully Scargill?”

“Yes, sir.” Edward spoke in a small voice. “Is that it? Did he die after all?”

“No, no, my boy, and small loss if he had! Scargill will undoubtedly grow into the sort of vermin you will spend your life fighting. No. I spoke to you then of certain men, powerful men, who would have intervened to save you even if the young wretch had died of his injuries. Those men are watching you still. I may not tell you more at this time, but they are aware of your remarkable qualities, and they are determined you shall live to fulfill your noble destiny.

“Consider this temporary adversity a test of your resolve, a trial wherein you may prove yourself to those good men. You shall go forth into the greater school of the world!”

“I shall not disappoint them, sir,” said Edward.

“I know you will not,” said Dr. Nennys, and then in quite a different voice said, “Richardson! You needn’t lurk out there. Come in.”

Richardson opened the doors once more and stepped through into the drawing room. He beheld Edward, looking somewhat downcast, and Dr. Nennys, who still looked to be in a nasty temper.

Dr. Nennys informed Richardson that Edward was to repair to Portsmouth by the first of September, and go aboard HMS Repulsion. Richardson was presented with a sum of money with which to buy a sea-chest and suitable clothing for a midshipman. Dr. Nennys shook Edward’s hand and took his leave, promising that they would meet again.

The money provided by Edward’s remote parent was by no means generous. Coach fare to Portsmouth bit deeply into it; a night’s room at the Cock and Bottle ate up more. Edward’s measurements were taken at a tailor’s. The tailor then informed Richardson of the usual cost of fitting out a young gentleman in uniform.

Richardson blanched. Edward looked from one to the other uneasily. The tailor added that he did have some stock of ready-mades at a reduced price, since he was in the habit of purchasing the contents of sea-chests from the families of deceased officers. Given that the young gentleman was so unusually tall, it was entirely likely he would find something that fit him, which would save time as well as money.

They were shown the stock, a great deal of which was moth-eaten and antiquated. The tailor proudly held up a pair of knee-breeches Nelson himself might have worn. Edward looked piteously at Richardson. Richardson scowled and dug into his own purse to have two pairs of trousers new made, at least, with new linen. The cheapest of the hats was produced, an old cocked bicorn devoid of gold lace or any other distinction, and set on Edward’s head; a midshipman’s dirk was retrieved from a dusty boxful of them and pressed into Edward’s hand.

A man’s jacket was found, not too out-of-date, with a few hanging threads where its epaulets had been cut away. The sleeves were too short, but the tailor assured them he could let the cuffs out and the jacket would serve admirably, assuming the young gentleman had left off growing and the one or two moth-holes were patched.

Richardson brought the young scarecrow and his sea-chest to the Repulsion’s berth, where he once again shook hands and reminded Edward of his duty to his God and his Queen. He slipped most of his remaining money into Edward’s pocket and turned away from his forlorn charge, hoping to catch the late coach so as to avoid paying for another night’s lodging. As it was, Richardson had to do without breakfast and leave the coach at Esher, limping the rest of the way into London. Cook opened the kitchen door to him when he reached No. 10 at last, and thought he looked as though he had aged twenty years.




1847: In Adamantine Chains and Penal Fire

“I WONDERED IF you’d turn up!”

Dr. Nennys turned at the hoarse greeting, and found himself face-to-face with the old man, staring at him across the short stretch of pavement that separated them. The other’s eyes were red, his cheeks sunken in; he had shaved in haste and carelessly, leaving white chin-stubble glinting in the morning light. He stood straight, though, his spine stiffened by rage. He took a lurching step toward Dr. Nennys.

“Have you seen him yet? Have you? Eh?”

“I arrived here not five minutes ago for that very purpose,” said Dr. Nennys. “Richardson, I believe?”

“You know I am, sir,” said he, baring his teeth. “Have you come from his damned father? Or is he content to let his boy hang? Eh? So long as nobody knows the truth? That’d be convenient for him, wouldn’t it? Wouldn’t it, damn you?”

“Calm yourself! I came at his express wish, if you must know, to learn the truth of the matter.”

“Then, sir, in God’s name, do something for him! He didn’t mutiny. The other officers will testify he never mutinied. He laid hands on a superior officer, right enough, but that captain’s a madman. The men’ll tell you. He was a hero, damn you, he’d been made a commander! He followed his duty as he saw it. Oh, this fucking worthless Navy—”

“Richardson, your agitation is understandable, but I will not listen to such language.” Dr. Nennys’s quiet voice cut through Richardson’s wrath like steel. The old man halted, put his shoulders back to stand ramrod-upright.

“Sir! Very sorry, sir.”

“I will do what I can for him, of course. Where is he?”

“They’ve still got him chained up in the Zagreus,” said Richardson, a slight quaver coming into his voice. “In a foul little box, naked, like he was an animal. I don’t think they know what to do yet. Captain Southbey’s still in bed with sticking plasters all over his face. I only talked to some acting commander. There’s somebody from the Admiralty expected in a day or so. Likely they’ll judge him then. Please, sir—”

“Where are we?” Dr. Nennys glanced up at the inn sign above their heads. “The Keppel’s Head? I’ll tell you what, Richardson. You take yourself in there and have a brandy to settle your nerves. Or gin, if you prefer. Here.” He drew a sovereign from his pocket and held it out to the old man.

Richardson went pale, affronted, but he took the money. “Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“There’s a good fellow. I’ll just go aboard the Zagreus. We’ll speak later.”

Dr. Nennys was obliged to display a great many documents once he had gone aboard the Zagreus, but he had come prepared. In the end he was escorted down into the hold by a pair of very deferential Marines, who were so considerate as to bring a chair and set it in place for him outside what looked like a cupboard door.

“Unlock it, if you please,” said Dr. Nennys. “And be so good as to leave the lantern.”

“Yes, sir,” said the more talkative of the two. He obeyed and they took their leave. Dr. Nennys sat still a moment, observing the noisome surroundings, listening to the tidal wash against the ship’s hull. Then he reached out and opened the door.

The space beyond was no more than a meter high and two meters long, slightly less than a meter deep. Edward Alton Bell-Fairfax sat within, in chains fastened to an iron bolt in the bulkhead. He peered out at the lamp, blinking, for it blinded him as thoroughly as if it had been the sun at noon.

Dr. Nennys looked closely. The hopeful boy he had remembered was gone. The young man in chains was a hulking giant, gaunt, unshaven, with bitterness and exhaustion smoldering in his pale eyes. For a moment Edward stared at Dr. Nennys, blank as a big animal. At last he turned his face away, baring long teeth.

“Bell-Fairfax,” said Dr. Nennys, putting a world of sorrowful reproach into the name. “How has it come to this? You nearly killed your commanding officer.”

“I ought to have killed him outright,” said Edward, and his voice was now a man’s voice, a dark tenor. “Since I’m to hang for it. Yes. That’s my only regret, that I couldn’t keep on beating his head against the deck until his skull split. D’you remember Scargill, sir, when we were at Overton? It was like that. Just exactly like that. I thought of stopping, but he was a bully, really a foul murdering little monkey in a uniform, I could see he wasn’t going to give over the flogging until he’d killed Price and, and I just thought, Well, the world will be better off without a creature like this in it. Shame they stopped me.”

“My dear boy,” said Dr. Nennys, in affected tones. “And what of the noble ideals with which you entered Her Majesty’s Navy?”

“What of them?” Edward grimaced. “I went in resolved to do my duty. Imagine my surprise on learning that my duty involved blowing the Chinese to fragments, and all because they had the temerity to refuse to buy British opium! But I did my duty, sir. I was commended by my captain and promoted.

“Then I was given a command and sent to patrol the Ivory Coast, and my duty there was to stop any ships attempting to transport slaves from Africa. I was so happy, sir! An inarguably moral cause in which I might serve. I was to capture slave ships and bring them in as prizes, you see?”

“And so you did,” said Dr. Nennys. “Zealously. We heard great things of you, my boy.”

“But it wasn’t enough, sir. I couldn’t stop them. Ships I brought in were merely sold, with their cargoes of slaves, refitted and sent back about their business. I could name you upright British merchants, Christian men all, who worked hand in glove with the Portuguese!

“So I began to set the blacks ashore, and burn the ships I took. Even this wasn’t enough. I led expeditions to the barracoons where slaves were embarked. I set them free there, too. I burned the warehouses and the smithies where chains were forged. Damn me, do you know, the blacks fought to defend them? I had half a dozen black kings complain to me about the destruction of their property.

“One day a warship brought an admiral, and I was summoned aboard and made to give an account of myself. I was told my zeal was excessive. ‘Where are your prizes? Principles are all very well, but business is business, don’t you know?’ And they took me from my duty, sir, and sent me here aboard the Zagreus.

“I soon saw what manner of captain I had to serve under, and what his particular pleasure was. I thought I’d seen cruelty before, sir, in the service, but I never dreamed men like Jeremiah Southbey existed. Men are murdered here, always under color of discipline and law. I watched my fellow officers’ faces and saw that they’d do nothing, for fear and custom. And then Price broke a basin in the galley, and Southbey would’ve had him flogged to death for it. The rest you know.

“So I will die, sir. But as God is my witness—if He isn’t blind and deaf—I could not have acted otherwise.”

“Well.” Dr. Nennys stroked his chin. “I am to take it, then, that you’ve grown disillusioned? You’ve seen the ways of the world, and they disgust you? The pettiness of mediocre men in office, for example? The hypocrisy of the Church?”

Edward gave a hoarse chuckle. “Well put, sir.”

“And you face the gallows without fear, happy to leave such a world?”

“I do.”

“Would you not rather make it a better world?”

“Were there any chance of doing so, sir, I should cheerfully devote my life to such a cause. But I’ve learned rather more about the nature of humanity than you meant to teach me, I fear.”

Dr. Nennys smiled. “Not at all, my boy. You’ve learnt precisely what we wanted you to learn.”

Edward’s eyes burned through the shadows. “Have the kindness to explain yourself, Doctor.”

“This ordeal was the last necessary lesson,” said Dr. Nennys. “You’ve seen how futile are the efforts of second-rate politicians, and pious frauds, in improving the lot of mankind. Now then, Bell-Fairfax! You are ready to take up the great cause for which I have readied you since your boyhood—the cause for which you were born, one might say.”

Edward held up his arms, displaying his chains. “And how am I to take up any cause, sir?”

“Tell me first whether you’re willing.”

“You know I am!”

“Then watch and listen.” Dr. Nennys stood, and called to the Marine who stood guard at the companionway. “You there! Pray inform your commanding officer I’d like a word with him. And have the prisoner’s sea-chest brought. He’s being transferred.”

Both the Sergeant of Marines and the acting captain came, and looked gravely at the written order Dr. Nennys showed them, with all its seals and signatures and countersignatures. Dr. Nennys added a few quiet words about it being the Admiralty’s wish that this matter be handled with the utmost discretion.

He met with no arguments. Edward’s shackles were unlocked, he was permitted to crawl from his cell—though he was still unable to stand to his full height, belowdecks—and dress himself. The Sergeant of Marines approached with a pair of handcuffs, but Dr. Nennys waved his hand dismissively.

“How shall he carry his trunk, man, wearing those? I’ll take full responsibility for the prisoner.”

“As you like,” muttered the sergeant. He avoided looking at Edward, as did the rest of the crew when Edward followed Dr. Nennys on deck and down the gangplank to the dock. From somewhere up among the rigging, however, came a cry of “Three cheers for Mr. Bell-Fairfax!”

“Who said that? Take that man’s name!” cried the acting captain, but the answer was a derisive laugh, as the topmen whooped and scrambled above like monkeys. From the depths of the ship came faint calls of “hurray, hurray, hurray,” and looking back Dr. Nennys saw faces peering from gunports, from the masthead platforms, even one or two wizened countenances pressed to the scuppers. Edward set his sea-trunk on his shoulder and gave them an ironic salute. He turned away from the Zagreus and followed Dr. Nennys ashore.

“And that is power,” said Dr. Nennys smugly.

Rooms were taken at the Keppel’s Head. Richardson quite broke down on seeing Edward; when he had recovered himself he was sent to a haberdasher’s, and then to engage the services of a tailor. The tailor was duly brought and took Edward’s measurements, clicking his tongue as he calculated the amount of yardage necessary to clothe Edward like a gentleman. Having been promised an extra five pounds if he worked through the night, the tailor hurried away to produce a suit of clothes. A bath was drawn; Edward emerged from it to find supper had been brought up. Richardson waited on Edward with trembling hands, until Edward bid him sit and eat.

During all this time Dr. Nennys made no reference to Edward’s release, other than to allude to some great matter to be discussed at a more convenient moment. Nor were any details forthcoming until after the tailor delivered Edward’s garments the next day, when Richardson was sent ahead to the new railway station with Edward’s trunk carried by an obsequious porter.

“Let us walk, Bell-Fairfax,” said Dr. Nennys, stepping out on the pavement. Edward stepped down beside him and Dr. Nennys tilted back his head, considering the tailor’s work. All around them was the bustle of Portsmouth, the ship-chandler’s agents hurrying to and fro, the sailors ashore roistering, the shouts of the workers in the refitting yards. Out of uniform, Edward faded into the background—or very nearly, allowing for the fact that he towered over every other mortal on the street by a good head.

“I have waited a great many years for this day, I may tell you,” said Dr. Nennys, as they started up the Hard toward Park Road.

“And why would that be, sir?” said Edward, tipping his hat to a passing lady.

“I brought you into the world, my boy. Surely you’ve suspected as much? And you may have felt some shame at the irregular circumstances of your birth. Do not. There was nothing sordid or accidental about it. You were planned for, Bell-Fairfax, you were needed. Shall I tell you by whom?”

Edward had stopped on the pavement, staring at him, but caught up in two long strides. “Please, sir!”

“Then hear me out. A great many ages of the world ago, in a great civilization long since vanished, the most intelligent men of their nation looked about them and drew exactly the same conclusions you have drawn, in your time in the Navy. There was
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