
  Chapter Eight


  When I reached the yard Charles threw his arms about me. ‘Tom. My God, what ill luck. I can scarce believe it. Are you hurt?’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I said, though in truth I was bruised from head to foot, and the bump at the base of my skull still throbbed whenever I turned my head. ‘Thank you for these,’ I added, sweeping a hand over my black suit. ‘I look almost respectable.’


  ‘Almost,’ Charles smiled, but his eyes were sad. ‘Mr Acton.’ He turned to the warden and gave a polite incline of his head. ‘Would you permit me to take Mr Hawkins out into the Borough – perhaps to the George?’


  Pleasure sparked in Acton’s cunning blue eyes, quickly dampened. Oh, to be asked a favour by a man of true standing and good reputation! To have the power of yea or nay over him! ‘My regrets, Mr Buckley.’ He widened his hands as if the decision were not of his choosing. ‘Mr Hawkins was only brought in yesterday and I don’t yet have his measure. I’m sure he’s an honest gentleman . . .’


  Charles looked offended. ‘There is no doubt of it,’ he shot back, which was good of him under the circumstances, and not entirely accurate.


  ‘. . . but I can’t permit him to wander in and out of my Castle as he pleases, especially on court day. The other prisoners . . .’ Acton gestured at the men and women peering out from the windows above us. Many of them were indeed glowering in envy at my release into the yard. But this was not the real reason for Acton’s refusal. This was about exercising his control over Sir Philip’s man. Reminding everyone who was truly in charge of the Marshalsea.


  Charles, however, seemed oblivious to this. ‘Would a donation to the prison reassure you, Mr Acton?’ he asked, pulling half a crown out of his purse. My fingers began to itch. ‘I will vouch for him.’


  ‘And will you vouch for his twenty pounds of debt, Buckley? If he runs?’ Acton tilted his head, genuinely interested.


  Charles sighed – in truth his whole body seemed to sigh in upon itself, so that he appeared to shrink a good few inches before my eyes.


  Acton bared his teeth, amused. ‘Perhaps not such great friends, after all . . . ?’


  


  I suppose it was too much to dream – to be allowed to walk out of the Lodge gate and back into the Borough on my first day in gaol. Trim had explained to me the night before that Acton allowed some of the more trusted prisoners out into the town – with a guard – so they could manage their affairs and keep enough money flowing into their pockets to pay him their rent. It made good sense in other ways – gave him a reputation for gentlemanlike behaviour to counter all those rumours in the Southwark bars of cruelty and sickness and worse. And it kept the prisoners on their best behaviour, on the Master’s Side at least. No one wanted to lose their privileges.


  On the other hand, if a prisoner escaped from the Marshalsea then as governor Acton would be held responsible for their debts. And to be fair he was right to mistrust me. Now I had spent a night in his Castle I would have fled to the Mint or back to Moll’s . . . anywhere, given the chance. I was only one small stumble away from the Common Side. If Acton took against me. If Fleet grew tired of me. I had not forgotten those pitiful cries rising up into the sky last night – the screams of the damned. So yes, I would have run if Acton had let me out of the prison that morning. My God, I would have run and never looked back.


  As all the wards were locked and the Tap Room closed, we had no choice but to head for the Palace Court building. Passing beyond the Court porch we found that Sarah Bradshaw’s coffeehouse was also closed, so we carried on upstairs towards Mack’s chophouse, Titty Doll’s, squeezing past lawyers and clerks and creditors waiting to be called back to court, arguing on the landings, papers clutched to their chests or waved as weapons in each other’s faces. Their voices echoed from the walls and all said the same thing. Money. Who has it, who owes it, how can we make some more? Your client owes me three pounds and ten shillings. We were promised three guineas last month. To sign this document? Threepence, sir. He expects his aunt to leave him twenty pounds and I have it on good authority she is taken ill, very ill indeed. One would think there were no other conversation to be had in the world, no other thought in a man’s head. And there wasn’t – not here.


  ‘Mr Hawkins!’ Mr Woodburn called, peering down from the highest landing. He waved his broad-brimmed hat over the banister. ‘And is that the Reverend Charles Buckley I spy with you? Bless my soul! You are acquainted, sirs?’


  Charles gave a low curse then called out, pleasantly, ‘Why, Mr Woodburn! A good day to you, sir.’


  We pushed our way towards him, up the stairs and past the Oak – the women’s ward. I cast a longing glance towards the thick double doors. I had yet to meet the more genteel women debtors – the Tap Room was too low a place, fit more for ladies of the town. I didn’t expect them to visit Fleet for afternoon tea, either. Sadly the entrance to the Oak was locked tight while court was in session.


  I supposed at some point my own case would be heard and I would be forced to throw myself on the mercy of Mr Fletcher, my landlord, who was furious with me for fucking his wife – or for not fucking her. Either way, I did not expect him to be in a forgiving mood. I wondered again who could have written that poisonous note to him . . . but then it slipped my mind, and I did not think of it again. It was foolish of me to forget it.


  ‘My dear sirs,’ Woodburn sighed when we reached the final landing. He had an arm about young Ben Carter’s shoulder, clutching him tight as if he might slide to the floor. I didn’t recognise the boy at first, he was so hunched in upon himself. They made quite a pair: the old, well-fed cleric in his wilfully shabby clothes and the boy, too thin, too serious, too wary for his age.


  Woodburn clasped both of Charles’ hands in his, releasing Ben who swayed on the spot, exhausted.


  ‘I’m sorry about Jack,’ I said in a quiet voice. ‘He was a brave lad.’


  He gazed up at me, with red-rimmed eyes. I had the impression he did not share my opinion of his brother. ‘I’ve a message for you.’


  ‘From Mr Hand?’


  ‘No, sir.’ There was a slurred, vacant tone to his voice, as if shock and grief had wrung all the life from him. ‘From the ghost. From Captain Roberts.’


  ‘Indeed?’ I stared at him, astonished, and started to smile.


  A flash of anger. ‘I swear it! On my soul!’ His fists bunched at his sides.


  ‘Very well, Ben,’ I said, gently. The poor boy had been through enough – it cost nothing to humour him. ‘And what did he want with me?’


  His fists unclenched a little. ‘He said he must speak with you tonight. Midnight – beneath the Court porch. Alone. You mustn’t tell a soul.’


  ‘What’s this?’ Woodburn glanced over, curious.


  ‘We were just speaking of poor Jack,’ I said, remembering Fleet’s description of the chaplain. Meddlesome. ‘I’m sure he was glad to have his brother there, at the end.’


  Woodburn’s expression softened. ‘Aye, and all thanks to you, sir.’ He turned to Charles. ‘Your friend understands the true meaning of charity – a rare gift in this wicked world.’


  ‘Indeed.’ Charles coughed back the laugh forming in his throat. ‘Tom’s a veritable Lot in Sodom.’


  Woodburn nodded absently. ‘Well, I’m afraid we must leave you,’ he said, pushing the boy towards the stairs. He lowered his voice. ‘We are to visit Mr Fleet. He insists on hearing this business about a ghost and I will not have Benjamin see him alone. The man’s wicked. Wicked to the core.’


  ‘My cell mate,’ I explained to Charles.


  He stared at me in alarm. ‘You’re sharing a room with Samuel Fleet?’


  ‘Do you know him, Charles?’


  He shook his head a fraction, as if to say, not here.


  Woodburn was fidgeting with his collar, ill at ease. ‘What do you make of this ghost story, gentlemen? I can scarce believe it, but it is not like the boy to lie.’ He gave an anxious frown. ‘Perhaps he did see something. Scripture teaches us—’


  ‘He has just spent the night watching over his dying brother, all alone in the dark,’ Charles interrupted mildly. He patted the chaplain’s arm. ‘We would all see ghosts, would we not?’


  Woodburn did not look convinced, but he nodded all the same. ‘Aye, I’m sure you’re right. Well, best not keep the devil waiting, eh?’ He bowed and excused himself, pulling Ben along silently in his wake.


  


  Titty Doll’s was a large, dingy, smoke-filled room at the back of the Court Palace, on the top floor. Sarah Bradshaw’s coffeehouse made the yard its own theatre. The Tap Room offered views – wanted or not – of the Common Side. But the windows in Titty Doll’s were high up by the ceiling, granting only snatches of sky and the occasional bird wheeling and swooping far in the distance. Of all the places to dine in the Marshalsea, this was the place to hide, to forget where you were. For that reason alone the prices were higher. Luckily for me, Charles was paying.


  With most of the prisoners locked up in their rooms the chophouse was quiet, just the soft murmur of court business and low gossip passed among a straggle of customers. A fat, sweating lawyer was slobbering over a late breakfast of glistening, fricasseed tripe and calves’ feet, while a pale-faced clerk ordered raw milk and bread from Mrs Mack.


  ‘Long night,’ he explained, rubbing his forehead with inky fingers. ‘I’m paying for it, Mrs Mack.’


  ‘No sympathy,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘Lord and master’s groaning into his pillow this morning, same reason. Every morning,’ she corrected herself and smiled at us. ‘Settle yourselves, gents. With you in a moment.’


  As we moved towards a quiet table by the fire we passed a trio of young whores recovering from a night locked in with the turnkeys, ladling out glasses of punch and miming scenes from the night to one another. They nudged each other and stifled giggles as Charles passed by in his black suit and white neck scarf, but he just smiled and raised his hat.


  ‘Ladies.’


  They laughed more warmly at that and called out a menu of services, prices discounted for kind-hearted clerics such as himself. He shook his head politely. I bowed to them with a flourish once his back was turned.


  Mrs Mack returned to take our order. She was, in essence, Not Mack – tiny, round, calm, sober. Short on words. We ordered a bottle of wine from her, after which Charles lapsed into silence.


  I lit a pipe and waited. He had grown into his looks these past few years. I always thought of Charles as he was at school: plump-cheeked and bashful, brows drawn into an anxious expression, as if he were afraid of the things he did not know. But he was a man now, certain of himself and his place in the world, all his childhood worries smoothed away. Or buried, perhaps.


  The wine arrived. Charles poured himself a glass and stared into its red velvet depths. ‘I have spoken with Sir Philip.’


  Ah. I took a long gulp of wine and waited.


  ‘I’m sorry, Tom. He refuses to help.’ Charles pushed his wine away. He looked wretched. ‘I begged him . . .’


  ‘Please, Charles.’ I touched his arm. ‘I understand.’


  ‘I’m afraid he remembers you. A little too well.’


  I frowned in confusion. I was sure I had never spoken with Sir Philip in my life . . . And then I remembered – a warm spring morning a few months before. I’d been weaving my way home via Mayfair when I saw Charles from a distance, standing outside Sir Philip’s house with a boy of about sixteen, about to step into a fine carriage. I had spent the night drinking out on the river and it had seemed a tremendously good idea to shout his name down the street.


  ‘The Reverend Charles Matthew Buckley!’ I yelled heartily, just as Sir Philip puffed his way down the path.


  Charles had turned, startled. I held up my hand, and a bottle, in greeting.


  ‘Oh, Lord,’ I said now, groaning at the memory. ‘What on earth did I say to him?’


  ‘Nothing,’ Charles sighed. ‘I rather foolishly introduced you to his son. He told you he would be attending Oxford shortly. You asked if I had furnished him with a list of the cleanest brothels.’


  ‘A practical question.’


  Charles did not smile. ‘I bundled him into the carriage before you could do any more damage, but Sir Philip heard you. It took a long time to convince him I had never attended a brothel in my life.’


  ‘But you—’


  ‘That is not the point,’ he hissed. ‘I was a student then. A foolish boy.’ And then he chuckled, despite himself. ‘And you led me astray.’


  ‘Willingly, as I recall.’


  ‘But I could have lost my position, Tom,’ he added, softly. ‘D’you know, I swore I would have nothing more to do with you after that.’ He threw up his hands in mock despair. ‘Yet here I am.’


  ‘You’re a good friend, Charles.’


  ‘And you’re a wretched one,’ he said, then laughed and took a swig of wine. ‘But heaven help me, I’ve missed your company.’ He huddled closer. ‘So. What is to be done? How are you to pay your debts?’


  ‘I have plans . . .’ I replied, sounding vague even to myself. ‘They play backgammon under the porch here . . .’


  ‘No,’ Charles sighed, drawing the sound out until it transformed from a word into a low, exasperated moan. ‘No, no. That will not do, Tom. You cannot live in such a desperate, haphazard fashion – look where it has brought you!’


  I looked about me and caught the eye of one of the turnkeys’ whores. She winked and raised her glass.


  ‘There is nothing else to be done,’ Charles was saying, oblivious. ‘You must write to your father.’


  My eyes snapped back to his. ‘I will do no such thing.’


  ‘He would forgive you in a heartbeat . . .’


  ‘Would he indeed,’ I muttered, glaring at Charles across the table. ‘How generous. You have stayed in touch, I suppose? He always loved you best.’


  ‘For pity’s sake!’ Charles cried, exasperated. ‘Listen to my advice for once, I beg you! Don’t you understand? Your life is in danger! You are hanging by a thread.’ He pinched his thumb and forefinger together. ‘If we do not pull you to safety now you will fall so far and so fast you will be lost for ever.’ He swallowed hard, then continued, more quietly. ‘Write to your father. Apologise for your mistakes and I promise you, he will welcome you back with open arms.’


  ‘My mistakes?’ I pressed my hand to my chest. ‘Mine? And what of his mistakes? My mother was not cold in her grave when he brought that woman into our home and that wretched son of hers, that venomous snake in the grass . . .’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ Charles groaned. ‘I remember. But you are the one locked in prison, not your father. Forgive me, Tom – but you can’t afford to be proud.’


  I scowled but said nothing. Charles should have known better than to mention my father. I fiddled grumpily with my pipe, packing the tobacco as he gave me his well-meaning advice. It took me a moment to realise he had stopped speaking. I glanced up to see him watching me, tears in his eyes.


  ‘I should not have abandoned you. You looked after me at school.’ He looked away. ‘I should look after you now.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ I shrugged, lighting my pipe. ‘You’re not my keeper. We chose different paths, that’s all; you mustn’t blame yourself for that.’


  ‘But I’m afraid for you, Tom. Men die so quickly in this place and you have a knack for trouble. You must watch yourself with Acton; he can turn like that.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Do you know what he was, before he came to the Marshalsea? A butcher! Fine training for a governor. You have no idea, the blood on that man’s hands.’


  I poured myself another glass of wine and drained it quickly. ‘So why does your dear patron employ such a monster?’


  A delicate flicker of shame crossed Charles’ face. ‘He keeps the peace.’


  I raised an eyebrow.


  ‘And makes a profit,’ he admitted, reluctantly. ‘More than you can imagine.’ He was about to say more when Mrs Mack arrived with a fresh bottle of claret. He waited until she was out of earshot before continuing. ‘Sir Philip did have one suggestion on that score.’ He bit his lip. ‘But are you sure you will not write to your father, Tom?’


  I scowled at him through the pipe smoke.


  ‘Very well,’ he sighed. He looked about him and lowered his voice. ‘You have heard about Captain Roberts?’


  ‘I am sleeping in his bed, Charles.’


  He shivered. ‘Yes, of course. Well. Sir Philip is under a great deal of pressure from his widow to look into the matter.’


  ‘The matter of his murder.’


  Charles hushed me with a look. ‘It’s not wise to speak of this in here,’ he muttered. ‘But yes, he would like the business resolved. All this talk of ghosts and murder . . .’


  ‘Bad for profits?’ I suggested in a sour tone. ‘Poor Sir Philip.’


  Charles blushed. ‘You’re right. I should not have mentioned it—’


  ‘No, no,’ I interrupted hurriedly. ‘If there is a deal to be made I’ll hear it. Tell me. What does he want of me?’


  ‘He . . . he wants you to unmask the killer.’


  I blinked, surprised. ‘Unmask the killer? How in God’s heaven would I do that?’


  ‘I have no idea,’ Charles confessed. ‘But I would start with your roommate.’ He pursed his lips in disgust. ‘Of all the men to share a cell with . . .’


  ‘And if I succeed?’


  Mrs Mack returned to the table again, this time with our dinner: a plate of oysters and a shoulder of lamb with cauliflowers. She must have noticed that we stopped talking whenever she appeared but she paid us no mind.


  ‘It’s no good speaking in here,’ Charles said, after she’d gone. ‘I will send a letter through Gilbert Hand tonight. Be sure the seal isn’t broken.’ He chewed unhappily on a bit of gristle then washed it down with a mouthful of claret. ‘I still think you should write to your father.’


  ‘I swear to God, Charles – if you mention my father again I will push your face in those oysters.’


  


  We stayed in Titty Doll’s for another two hours, sharing a pint of sherry and recalling happier times as the clouds rolled past in the high chophouse windows. Then Charles reached for his hat and declared it was time he called for a chair. I had the sudden urge to grip his wrist and beg him to stay. The truth was, I was afraid of spending another night locked up in here, at the mercy of Fleet and Acton and Cross. Some men seemed able to navigate these dangers – men like Trim and Mack. But Charles was right; I had always had a knack for trouble. Still, I could not cower in Titty Doll’s for ever.


  The court was still in session as we stepped outside and the yard was empty save for Jenings, the nightwatch, lighting the lamp in the twilight. The darkening sky reminded me of what Ben Carter had promised – that Captain Roberts’ ghost would visit me tonight at midnight under the Palace Court. A very punctual ghost, as Fleet had observed. I told Charles. ‘I do hope he’ll tell me who murdered him. That would be tremendously helpful.’


  Charles looked puzzled. ‘What the devil would Roberts’ ghost want with you?’


  ‘Perhaps he wishes to apologise for his widow. She slapped me across the face last night for no good reason.’


  We had reached the Lodge. Charles paused, and considered me for a moment. ‘How long have you been locked in the Marshalsea, Tom?’


  ‘A day. And a half.’


  ‘A day and a half . . .’ he murmured, wonderingly. ‘I think you should go to your room. Hide under the bed for the rest of the night.’


  ‘I can’t. I’m invited to supper with the governor. And his wife, Mary.’ I grinned, peering up at the governor’s lodgings. The yellow curtains were closed, but there was a light glowing behind them. ‘Have you seen her . . . ?’


  ‘For God’s sake, don’t tell me you have designs on her? The governor’s wife?’ Charles spluttered. ‘Well, it would speed your way out of gaol, I grant you. Straight through the gate in a coffin . . .’


  ‘Well, then . . . Perhaps you should smuggle me out in your chair tonight? No one would blame you for it, surely.’


  The blood drained from his face. ‘Tom,’ he said, gripping my arm as if I might jump up and run through the Lodge gate at that very moment. ‘If you escape, Acton will hold me responsible for your debt. I would lose everything. I could be thrown in gaol myself.’


  ‘Ah.’ If Moll were here, I knew what she would say: What of it? He’d find his own way out. You owe no debt to him; not really. Perhaps Sir Philip would take pity on him. Perhaps God would save him; he’d be more likely to save Charles than you, Tom Hawkins.


  ‘I’d best set off for home,’ Charles said sharply.


  We paused at the Lodge gate while Cross grumbled out of his room, jangling his keys and spitting on the floor. Whatever he’d paid those whores, it wasn’t enough. While he was unlocking the door Charles drew me back a little way and whispered in my ear. ‘Watch for my letter tonight.’ He squeezed my arm then walked out to freedom.


  Cross turned to face me. There were bruises blooming at his throat where Jakes had half-throttled him on my behalf, and his lip was split where I’d punched him. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for him.


  ‘D’you think your friend will save you, Hawkins?’ he asked.


  I shrugged, determined not to let him bother me. ‘Perhaps.’


  He grinned. ‘Well, don’t count on it. No such thing as friends in here.’


  Chapter Eleven


  I had an appointment with a ghost. It seemed impolite not to attend.


  And why not, I thought bitterly, as I edged my way through the fog towards the Palace Court. What more could this night do to me? The only other choice was to return to my lodgings and murder my roommate. I stared down at my clothes; clothes that must have been stripped from Roberts’ cold and bloody corpse. Fleet had sent me to Acton’s lodgings dressed in a dead man’s clothes and I had been stupid enough to think he was being kind.


  ‘I’ll wring his neck,’ I muttered, then stubbed my toe against a wall. I cursed hard, then reached out into the darkness and found a broad brick column. I must have reached the porch that ran beneath the Court. The dark and the mist were impenetrable here; if someone or something were waiting for me, they had discovered the perfect hiding place. I felt a shiver down my spine; a powerful sense of being watched. Studied. I backed away softly.


  There was a moment’s silence. And then, from the darkest corner of the porch, a light flickered deep in the fog.


  I gasped in shock. ‘Who’s there?’


  The light came closer.


  ‘I have a knife!’ I lied.


  A moment’s pause. And then a face loomed out of the shadows, grey as the mist, and streaked with dirt. A pale hand held the lantern higher and I saw . . .


  Impossible!


  ‘Roberts.’ I stared at him in horror. It was the captain; there was no doubting it, he looked exactly the same as his portrait. But how could that be? I touched my mother’s cross and whispered a hurried prayer.


  The phantom shuffled closer, groaning softly. I began to shake, terrified by this apparition standing so close in the dark, almost near enough to touch. There was a rope still hanging about its neck, dark bruises on its face and blood stains upon its shirt. ‘Murder . . .’ it shuddered. ‘Murder . . .’


  And a waistcoat. A mustard waistcoat.


  Samuel Fleet, I thought. Damn you. You’re a genius.


  The ghost gave a wild shriek. ‘Avenge me . . . !’


  ‘As you wish.’ I folded my arms. ‘Tell me. Who was it murdered you?’


  The ghost paused, thought for a moment. ‘Avenge me . . .’ it said again, more hesitantly.


  ‘Come now, Captain Roberts.’ I leaned up against the porch column. ‘Who killed you? You must remember, surely?’


  The ghost cleared its throat. ‘It was dark . . .’


  ‘Indeed.’ I remembered Gilbert Hand’s request. ‘And what happened to the money?’


  ‘Money? There was no money. Was there . . . ?’ The ghost looked hopeful.


  I lost patience. Springing forward I grabbed hold of his perfectly corporeal body and swung him hard against the porch column. He gave a soft ‘oof’ as the wind was knocked from his lungs. The lantern crashed to the ground.


  ‘Who are you? Who sent you?’


  ‘Let me go!’ he cried. ‘Help! Help!’


  I raised my fist to punch him but somehow he tore himself free, running blindly out into the fog. At the same moment another light appeared and I saw Jenings hurrying towards me with his lantern. ‘Who goes there?’ he called. ‘Mr Hawkins?’


  I grabbed his lantern and swung it out into the mists. ‘I just saw the ghost.’


  He staggered back on his spindle legs. ‘Heaven spare us!’


  ‘He’s just a man, Jenings; he won’t harm you. He must still be in the yard, we can catch him.’


  We spent a good half hour searching for him through the mist. Jenings was terrified, despite my assurances that there was nothing spectral about our visitor. We brought another lantern out from the Lodge and even persuaded the turnkey on duty to hunt with us but Roberts – or whoever it truly was – had vanished into thin air. That much, at least, was a mystery.


  ‘It must have escaped through the walls,’ Jenings whispered. The turnkey gazed up at them with wide, terrified eyes.


  ‘Through the walls,’ he agreed, wonderingly.


  ‘Nonsense,’ I snapped. ‘He must have a key to the Lodge.’


  ‘We would have heard it go through the gate,’ Jenings insisted.


  ‘What about the Common Side? Could he have climbed over somehow?’


  ‘Climbed into the Common Side?’ Jenings frowned at the turnkey, who shook his head.


  They were right; that made no sense. He’d been too well-fed to come from that side of the wall. And who would want to break into the Common Side? He must have slipped out another way, but I was damned if I could puzzle it out. And how was it he looked so much like the real Captain Roberts? I needed a sharper brain than mine to understand it all.


  I swore quietly to myself. I needed Fleet.


  Chapter Fifteen


  The storm had passed as quickly as it had come, the sky a clear, bright blue, as if the rain had washed it clean. The cobbles were slippery and the whole prison smelled mossy and damp, but the air was fresher, the east wind bundling the Common Side stench away with it. For the first time in a long while I wished I had stayed safe in the country, leaping over silver puddles, mud spattering my stockings as I made my way home to the vicarage. A safe, quiet, peaceful world. My father’s world. And then a stray, traitorous thought – perhaps he had been right, all along. Perhaps I should never have left . . .


  ‘So I’ll return on Monday,’ Jakes said again, waving a hand in front of my face. Tomorrow was Sunday. ‘Can you stay alive until then, do you think?’


  I nodded absently and he left, unconvinced. Losing Jakes was like losing a blade or a full purse. I would miss his protection. But I could not expect him to stay locked up in gaol with me. He had his own life out in the Borough – a wife and two young daughters. He would never in his life have brought them into the Marshalsea. I wondered briefly what his girls looked like and had an image of two miniature Misses Jakes in skirts, with squashed noses, scarred brows and meaty arms.


  I pulled out Fleet’s watch from a hidden pocket, marvelling that it hadn’t been plucked from me in the scrabble by the wall. Two o’clock. No wonder my stomach was rumbling – I hadn’t eaten all day. With Jakes gone, I decided to find Fleet and tell him everything in the hope we could puzzle it all out together. Preferably over dinner. It was a dangerous strategy, trusting him with the truth. Trusting him with anything. But I needed his help. I realised now that Fleet had suspected Gilbourne all along. He’d known Gilbourne would be dining at Acton’s when he dressed me up in Roberts’ clothes. And thinking back, I remembered he’d been interested in Gilbourne’s reaction in particular.


  What else had he been keeping from me?


  I was just about to start looking for him when I heard a commotion coming from the Lodge. Walk away, Tom. Not your business.


  The Reverend Andrew Woodburn’s voice – sharp and shrill with fury. ‘Miserable, wicked boy! How could you? How could you?’


  Oh well, maybe just a quick look? Before I had taken another step Benjamin Carter flew out of the Lodge door and into the Park, tripping and falling to his knees in his haste to escape. As he fell he dropped a couple of wooden boxes he’d been carrying under his arm. They clattered to the cobbles, landing at my feet. I picked one up, curious, and shook it. A handful of coins rattled and bounced against the sides. A few debtors gathered nearby turned my way, attracted by the music.


  Ben was on his feet in a moment. ‘Give it back,’ he snarled, tearing it from my hands and hugging it to his chest. As he turned to pick up the second box Mr Woodburn rushed out into the yard, wheezing with the effort. Gilbert Hand sauntered behind, hands in his pockets.


  ‘Do leave the boy alone, Woodburn,’ he suggested, mildly.


  The chaplain raised his ebony cane and for one astonishing moment I thought he might actually dash Hand’s brains out. But then he caught my eye, and collected himself. ‘Well, Mr Hawkins,’ he said, limping over to me. ‘Here is an evil business.’


  ‘But it is business,’ Hand pointed out. ‘You can’t blame Benjamin for trying to earn an honest penny.’


  ‘Honest?’ Woodburn’s eyes bulged so hard I thought they might pop from his head and roll across the cobbles. ‘Stealing from a charity box? Honest?’


  ‘Well now.’ Hand rocked back on his heels. ‘Stealing is a strong word. What would you say, Hawkins? Young Mr Carter here,’ he squeezed the boy’s lean shoulder, ‘has paid the governor a shilling for the right to beg charity round the Borough. And for that honourable work he is allowed to keep one tenth of what he earns. Would you begrudge him that?’


  Woodburn tapped his cane irritably. ‘And the rest, Mr Hand. Where does that go, pray?’


  Hand affected an innocent look. ‘Why, it goes to the Common Side, of course.’


  ‘It does no such thing!’ Woodburn cried, outraged. ‘It goes straight into Acton’s purse. And yours too, Mr Hand,’ he added, jabbing a finger towards the ranger’s waistcoat pocket. ‘I know all about the deal you’ve made with him.’


  ‘That is quite an accusation,’ Hand observed. ‘Slanderous, I’d say. I wonder what Mr Acton would make of it?’


  Woodburn grabbed Benjamin’s arm and wrenched him away from Hand’s side, as if he were hauling him back from the edge of a cliff. He bent down so he could stare right into the boy’s face. ‘I gave you that shilling for Jack. To release his body. Benjamin . . . he’s still lying there in the Strong Room with all the . . .’ He paused, shook his head, unable to say the words. ‘He’s still lying there because of you.’


  A guilty shadow crossed Ben’s face. But then it passed. ‘Jack’s dead,’ he said in a flat, sullen voice. ‘I’m alive. I have to look after myself.’


  ‘Oh, Benjamin,’ Woodburn sighed. ‘The Lord will look after you, if you trust in Him.’


  Ben scowled. ‘He didn’t look after Jack, did He? Didn’t look after my mother, neither. I won’t end up like them.’ He tore himself from the chaplain’s grasp and sped off back towards the Lodge.


  Woodburn watched him go, then turned and rubbed the tears from his eyes.


  ‘You did your best, sir,’ I said, while Hand smirked at me.


  Woodburn sighed and trudged away without a word, head bowed. He looked wretched, as if his house had collapsed about his ears.


  ‘Oh dear, oh dear. Poor Woodburn,’ Hand said, smiling broadly. ‘He will keep putting his faith in the wrong people.’ He gave me a sly look and wandered off.


  

  Fleet was not on his bench by the Lodge so I headed upstairs to the Tap Room. Mary was at the bar with Mack and a few other admirers. The singing and laughter was as loud as ever, holding the room in a drunken bubble. No doubt or worry or regret allowed in here; not until later when the bubble burst and all that was left was the grubby truth, men crying into their last drink and wondering how they had lost money yet again to the warden and his wife. I smiled at Mary and she glared at me then whispered something in Mack’s ear. He slid off his chair and weaved his way towards the door.


  ‘Trouble, Hawkins,’ he murmured as he passed. ‘I’m sorry.’


  My heart sank. Could I not get five minutes of peace in this damned place? How on earth had I managed to offend Mary? I’d danced with her, hadn’t I? At least I hadn’t trodden on her foot like Mack.


  It took me a moment to find Fleet – he was not sitting at his usual seat by the window but huddled in a dark corner with a companion, who had his back turned to the room. Fleet was also fully dressed, and in clothes that fitted him for once. His journal was open on the table between them and they were deep in conversation; so deep I was only a couple of feet away when Fleet spied me. He closed the journal with a slam and signalled to the other man with his eyes.


  ‘Hawkins,’ he said. His gaze slid from me to the stranger, but he didn’t introduce us, and the man didn’t turn round or show his face.


  ‘Fleet. I must speak with you. I have news.’


  He leaned back and smiled at me. ‘Of course you have news. You always have news. You are a veritable magnet of news. Have you dined? Let me finish my business with Mr . . . Smith here and I will join you at Bradshaw’s.’


  ‘I’m banned from Bradshaw’s because of you, sir. I am universally hated because of you. Mrs Bradshaw, Mrs Roberts, Mrs Acton . . . even Kitty Sparks has turned against me.’


  ‘Four queens!’ Fleet exclaimed. ‘Now there’s a hand. But I can’t take the credit for all of them.’ He tilted his head. ‘Is there a chance you may have upset Kitty all by yourself?’


  ‘I’ll wait for you in Belle Isle. It’s a most pressing matter, Mr Fleet.’


  Fleet nodded, then shooed me away with a little flick of his hand. I gritted my teeth and turned to leave. As I walked away, I heard Fleet’s companion mutter, in a gruff tone, ‘That boy’s trouble, Sam.’


  ‘I know,’ Fleet replied. He sounded pleased.


  

  There was a sense of relief about the prisoners in the yard; people stood around laughing and chatting. It reminded me of the atmosphere at college after exams, or outside my father’s church after one of his more thunderous sermons; a sort of giddy joy at having survived, for now. The same could not be said of the men and women queueing on the stairs leading up into the Palace Court, most of whom stood with eyes fixed firmly to the ground, lost in melancholy thoughts. Husbands and wives clutched one another tight, shuffling together as the queue moved up the stairs. A man pulled out his coins and counted them over and over, as if hoping they might multiply in his hand.


  ‘The weekly rent,’ said a voice behind me.


  I turned and dipped a short bow. ‘Mrs Roberts.’


  She rolled back her veil. ‘John and I would stand in that queue together,’ she said quietly, her eyes on the slow march of debtors trudging their way into the Court. ‘He would hold my hand so tight. Even if we had the money, we were always afraid . . . Mr Grace is a demon at finding new fees, new debts, if Mr Acton demands it. There is so much fear in this place sometimes I think it has seeped into the walls.’ She put a gloved hand upon my arm. ‘I owe you an apology, sir. Mr Fleet told me it was his idea to put you in John’s clothes. He also said . . .’ she bit her lip ‘. . . you know the truth about the ghost.’ She put her hands to her face. ‘What must you think of me?’


  ‘Does my opinion matter to you, madam?’


  She lowered her hands. ‘Very much,’ she whispered. ‘Would you walk with me, sir?’


  ‘If you wish.’


  She slipped her arm through mine, leading me across the yard. ‘You are angry with me.’


  ‘You used me, Mrs Roberts. If you had come to me honestly, I would have been glad to help you.’


  We passed Gilbert Hand, smoking a pipe by the lamppost. He grinned as we passed, and nodded his head.


  ‘You are right,’ she sighed, once we were beyond earshot. ‘But I was desperate and I have . . . I have lost the capacity to trust. It’s easy for people to dismiss Mr Jenings and Mrs Carey. And they could only catch a glimpse of the ghost – they both knew John too well to be fooled by . . . But if you saw it. If you saw his face and swore it looked just like his portrait . . . I think people might have listened.’


  ‘And what of Ben Carter? You scared the boy out of his wits.’


  She blushed. ‘That was ill done of me, I know. But he is a sharp, clever lad; I knew he would


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter Eighteen


  Fleet refused to say another word until we were safely out of Belle Isle. Even then he would not be drawn, except to acknowledge he had something pressing he wished to discuss, and that we must leave the gaol to do so.


  ‘Then we must find Jakes,’ I pointed out. Acton had agreed we could leave the prison to investigate but only under guard.


  ‘Jakes will be in church,’ Fleet said, sniffing with disapproval. ‘Probably spends all day on his knees. And not in any useful fashion.’ He coughed back a laugh. ‘Why don’t we take Cross or Chapman?’


  ‘I don’t trust them.’ And I don’t trust you. The thought of Cross and Fleet working together was quite disturbing.


  He frowned. ‘It will take too long.’


  ‘He only lives a few streets away.’


  Fleet planted his feet and opened his mouth to argue . . . then caught the expression on my face. It must have been dark because even he looked taken aback. He held up his hands in defeat then went in search of one of Hand’s boys to send out a message. I sat down on an ale barrel by the door and closed my eyes. And there I was, back in the Strong Room in the dead of night . . .


  ‘Mr Hawkins.’ A soft whisper in my ear.


  I opened one eye, and then the other. ‘Kitty.’


  She was dressed in her good Sunday clothes – a powder-blue gown tied with ribbons and a fresh white kerchief about her shoulders. Her hair was half-loose, copper ringlets falling about her face, and her chest was heaving; she must have run all the way across the yard to catch me. She put a hand to her stomacher as she caught her breath.


  ‘How pretty you look,’ I said, without even thinking.


  She blinked, taken aback. ‘You look rotten,’ she said, then touched her fingers to my temple, where the skull cap had bitten deep. Her eyes shone with tears. ‘There’s something you must know—’


  ‘Catherine Sparks.’ Fleet had returned. He looked angry – dangerously so.


  Most girls of eighteen would have squealed in fright, but not Kitty. She stood taller, put her hands on her hips. ‘I’ll speak with him if I wish,’ she said, tilting her chin in defiance. ‘You’re not my father.’


  I waited for the caustic reply, but none came. His shoulders sank. ‘True enough.’


  Kitty ran to him, dismayed, and threw her arms about his neck. He whispered something in her ear and she shook her head. ‘It’s not fair,’ she pouted.


  Fleet glanced at me and rolled his eyes. ‘We’ll discuss this later, Kitty.’


  She stamped her foot. Fleet giggled and she punched him hard in the arm, then hugged him again before running back into the yard.


  I watched her go, baffled by the whole performance. ‘That girl changes faster than the weather.’


  He raised an eyebrow. ‘Now why might that be, Tom?’


  I held my hands up in protest. ‘I’ve done nothing to encourage her.’


  ‘Handsome young men of twenty-five don’t have to do anything. Here.’ He handed me the dagger Cross had stolen from me the night before. ‘We’re free to leave once Jakes bothers to turn up.’


  ‘What do you have against Jakes? He’s a good man.’


  ‘Precisely.’


  I slipped the blade in my belt. ‘I’m glad to have him with us. I can’t afford to lose another fight. It’s all very well for you, but I have my looks to consider.’


  Fleet laughed and scratched his bristles. He was more grizzled than ever, if that were possible. Another bad night’s sleep, no doubt. Perhaps he’d felt guilty for betraying me. But if it were guilt that kept Samuel Fleet awake, then he must have done something truly devilish. I’d not caught him sleeping once since I’d arrived. ‘We mustn’t discuss things in front of Jakes.’


  ‘Why ever not? You don’t suspect him, do you?’


  ‘Of killing Roberts . . . ?’ Fleet trailed away, contemplating the idea. His lips parted into a smile. ‘You know, he could have done it. He has access to the turnkeys’ room and all the keys. And he could have carried Roberts over to the Strong Room on one shoulder.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Excellent! Jakes it is.’


  ‘Well, here he is now.’ I nodded towards the Lodge. Jakes was barrelling down the corridor. ‘Would you like the honour of arresting him? Or perhaps he could arrest himself, as the warrant officer?’


  I thought that might curb his tongue. I should have known better.


  ‘Good day to you, sir!’ he cried as Jakes reached us. ‘Tell me, did you murder Captain Roberts?’


  Jakes stared at him, dumbfounded. ‘What did you say?’ he breathed, when he’d recovered his voice.


  ‘We were just debating the possibility. Tom thinks not, but then he is a very trusting fellow.’ He tapped my arm. ‘We must knock that out of you.’


  Jakes balled his hands into fists. ‘How dare you!’ he thundered. ‘How dare you accuse me! Captain Roberts was my friend. My brother! You think I would kill the man who saved my life? I’ve spent the last three months trying to prove he was murdered. What have you done in that time, you sly dog? You’ve sat on your arse and done nothing – nothing – to defend your reputation. While the whole prison calls you guilty.’ He grabbed Fleet by the collar and pulled him close. ‘Tell me, Mr Fleet. Did you murder Captain Roberts?’


  Fleet looked Jakes right in the eye. ‘And what would you do, sir,’ he asked, calmly, ‘if I confessed . . . ?’


  Jakes raised his fist.


  ‘For pity’s sake!’ I snapped, stepping between them and stopping Jakes’ fist with my hand. He glared at me for a moment, then lowered his arm slowly, eyes never leaving Fleet. ‘We don’t have time to spare for this! If you want to tear each other apart then you’ll have to wait until we find the true killer. I need his brains,’ I said to Jakes. ‘They’re no good to me smashed all over the yard.’


  


  As we stepped into the bustle of the High Street again my heart lifted with joy. The Marshalsea was like an island, set in its own time and space. In the three days since I had been locked away I had almost forgotten there was a world outside of it – and I had been too distracted on my way to and from the Crown to appreciate those brief moments of freedom.


  The street was packed with visitors who had crossed the river eager to enjoy Southwark’s disreputable pleasures: bear fights and cock fights; theatre and gambling; acrobats and fortune tellers; cheap beer and even cheaper Flemish whores. It was probably not quite what the good Lord had in mind for His day of rest. Fleet looked almost dizzy with happiness.


  ‘If we ran off in opposite directions,’ he asked Jakes, brows raised in curiosity, ‘who would you chase?’


  ‘Look at all these people,’ I sighed, watching the Southwark street boys darting between the wheels of carriages; the chairmen weaving in and out of the traffic; the women parading in their Sunday best. ‘Do they know how lucky they are?’


  ‘Don’t pontificate, Tom.’ Fleet tugged Jakes’ jacket. ‘I’m quite serious – who would you run after?’


  Jakes clapped a hand on Fleet’s shoulder and squeezed hard. ‘Acton has cronies in every tavern. If either of you run, they’ll chase you. And when they find you . . .’ He squeezed harder. Tears of pain sprang in Fleet’s eyes. ‘Well. They’re not gentle like me.’ He let go.


  Fleet rubbed his shoulder theatrically then winked at me.


  ‘Speaking of taverns . . .’ I said. ‘The George?’


  Fleet shook his head. ‘You heard him. They’re full of Acton’s spies. No better than the Marshalsea. We need somewhere quiet, where we can’t be overheard. Snows Fields will be empty.’


  Jakes grunted his approval.


  Fleet stared at him in alarm. ‘Good God, are we in agreement, Mr Jakes? Now that is worrying.’


  We turned right into Axe and Bottle Yard, which ran along the north wall of the Marshalsea. We passed the cobblers I’d heard from the other side of the wall, closed for the day; an apothecary and a confectioner’s, and a grocer’s. Somewhere along this wall was the hidden door to the cellar, where Mrs Roberts’ ghost had slipped in and out of the gaol. It must have been well disguised as I couldn’t see it. Further down the yard I caught the warm, tantalising scent of freshly baked bread and stopped dead, stomach rumbling.


  Jakes pointed to the baker’s up ahead. ‘Nehemiah Whittaker’s. Best bread in Southwark,’ he said as we walked over. Then he leaned down and whispered in my ear. ‘A friend of the governor’s. Mind what you say.’


  I bought myself a couple of rolls and ate them on the spot with a bowl of chocolate while Jakes chatted to Nehemiah’s wife. Back in the yard Fleet strolled back the way we had come.


  Jakes touched his sword. ‘If you’re thinking of running, Mr Fleet . . .’


  ‘I’m thinking of picnicking, Mr Jakes,’ Fleet said, heading into the grocer’s.


  


  At the end of the alley we clambered over a low wooden gate into a deserted field. I paused and gazed out at the wide acres of Snows Fields, a vast common space that reached all the way to Bermondsey. Ahead of us were orchards and little vegetable plots, some well-kept while others had grown wild and boggy. In the distance I could make out a tenter ground, its large squares of cloth pegged and stretched out to dry in the late afternoon sun.


  As I turned into the field I tripped and almost lost my footing. The open ground was uneven, small humps of grass and earth undulating across the field. I looked about me. ‘Is this a burial ground?’


  Jakes blew out his cheeks. ‘Looks like it, don’t it? Mr Woodburn thinks so. He comes out here to practise his sermons.’


  ‘He practises?’ Fleet looked astonished.


  The sun was low against our backs and cast long shadows across the grass. Jakes settled down beneath an old oak tree and leaned against its trunk. The tree was gnarled with age, scarred and weather-worn. One of its thickest branches stretched further than the rest, as if pointing at something far in the distance, in warning or in accusation.


  ‘You could hang a man on that,’ I said.


  Fleet shot me a sidelong glance – the appraising look of a doctor whose patient has just revealed an alarming new symptom. ‘Let’s walk further out,’ he said, wrapping his fingers about my arm and leading me away.


  ‘I’ll be watching you, Fleet,’ Jakes warned.


  ‘How delightful for you.’


  When we reached a flatter patch of ground Fleet threw down the grey wool blanket he had been carrying under his arm and stretched himself out upon it. He put his hands behind his head. ‘It is good to see the sky unfettered,’ he said, quietly.


  I sat down next to him and ate an apple. ‘What was that business with Kitty?’


  Fleet watched the clouds drift by, and said nothing. The birds chirped and called to each other in the branches above our heads, the wind ruffled its fingers through the grass. We could be anywhere, if we did not turn and look back towards the Borough, towards the gaol. I set my gaze straight ahead. Perhaps those white squares far in the distance weren’t stretches of cloth drying on the tenter ground but the great sails of a fine fleet of ships. I could race to the shoreline and watch them glide past, silent and majestic, as I did when I was a boy. And then the memory took me by the hand and I was running down to the coast at Orford, the sky infinite above my head, the taste of salt in the air, the roar of the waves, the gulls wheeling and soaring on the wind, higher and higher.


  When I woke the sun was low and there was a chill in the air. Fleet still lay on his back, staring up at the sky. I sat up, feeling groggy but well-rested. ‘You let me sleep?’


  ‘You needed it. And your snoring helps me think.’


  ‘What time is it?’


  He passed me his silver watch. Almost six o’clock. When I tried to give the watch back he pushed my hand away.


  ‘Have you ever been in love, Tom?’


  Only Fleet would ask a man such a question, with no warning or apology. It was a clever trick; he could read the answer on my face the moment he asked it. There is a second, before the mask goes up, when you can read the truth in a man’s eyes – but you must ask quickly when he is not expecting it, and accept that he may well punch you in the jaw straight after.


  ‘Not truly. Not in earnest,’ he murmured, answering for me. He was right, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of telling him so. He reached for the bottle of wine and took a long swig. ‘Kitty’s the daughter of an old friend of mine. Nathaniel Sparks. He died five years ago.’ He rubbed the gold band on his wedding finger as if he were Aladdin, summoning a djinn.


  It took me a moment to realise he was answering the question I had asked him almost an hour earlier. ‘Kitty said her father was a doctor.’


  ‘Yes. He was an excellent physician. And very rich from it. All gone now, I’m afraid.’ He pulled up a handful of grass and scattered it to the wind.


  ‘What happened?’


  He laughed, sourly. ‘Kitty’s mother, Emma. Quite pretty as a girl, and not without charm. But she needed Nathaniel to keep her steady. When he knew he was dying he made me promise to take care of her and Kitty.’ He paused, and bowed his head.


  I’d never seen Fleet like this before; there was no play in him. This, I realised, was where it all stopped. I waited.


  ‘Nathaniel was the very best of men. Brave and loyal.’ He touched a small scar on his temple. ‘He would have been content to live quietly, especially once Kitty was born. But Emma wouldn’t leave London and I . . . I had to have him near me, you see. Selfish . . .’ he muttered at the ground. ‘I didn’t own the print shop back then. I was . . .’ He looked back to where Jakes was sitting under the tree.


  ‘You were a spy,’ I said. I’d gathered as much from his conversation with Acton, back in the Crown.


  ‘And worse,’ Fleet muttered. ‘And I loved it, Tom. It was a game – dangerous and exhilarating. If I died playing it, so be it. You understand.’


  I nodded.


  ‘But I should never have taken Nathaniel down with me. He was not suited to it. I didn’t realise . . . no, that’s not true,’ he corrected himself. ‘I realised well enough. But I didn’t care. I was not prepared to give up the game and so I took him with me. And he died.’


  He fell silent, staring hard out into the distance.


  ‘Grief will drag you to some dark places,’ he said at last. ‘But guilt is like a whip upon your back, urging you on. Nathaniel’s death was my fault and so I ran off in search of my own. By the time I returned to London five years had passed. The house was sold and mother and daughter had disappeared. I found Emma easily enough, though I barely recognised her, she was so altered. She was selling herself for gin in St Giles.’ He grimaced. ‘I paid her rent, bought her some food and clothes. Any money would have gone down her throat.’


  ‘And Kitty?’


  ‘Run away. Years before. Emma could barely remember her name, let alone where she’d last seen her. I spent months searching to no avail. Then last February I was thrown in gaol for safe-keeping – until the men who hired me decided whether to use me or kill me. And there she was, like a miracle, in Sarah Bradshaw’s coffeehouse. It was as if she’d been waiting for me all that time. And untouched – my God!’ He rubbed a hand across his scalp.


  A sparrow flew down from a nearby fence. I threw it some crumbs and it hopped a little closer. ‘Perhaps her father’s spirit was watching over her.’


  ‘Bollocks.’


  ‘I only meant—’


  ‘You meant to excuse me for abandoning her. Well, don’t,’ he snarled. ‘I deserted her, Tom. She survived through her own wit and courage and nothing else. Don’t deny her the credit of it.’


  The sparrow bounced across the grass and flew away. ‘Is she yours, Fleet?’ I asked, softly.


  Fleet’s dark brows furrowed. ‘Mine?’


  I flushed. ‘You talked of love, just now. I couldn’t help but wonder . . .’


  ‘Good God!’ he exclaimed, black eyes wide with astonishment. ‘What the devil are you thinking? I held her in my arms when she was but a few hours old! No, no, no! She is not mine. She is not anybody’s.’


  ‘Then what did you mean, about being in love?’ I frowned in confusion. ‘I don’t understand.’


  Fleet stared at me sadly. ‘No matter.’ He glanced back at Jakes, still dozing beneath his tree, and lowered his voice. ‘Another time, perhaps. But I must tell you about Roberts and Gilbourne. Build yourself a pipe first. You’ll need it.’


  


  ‘Roberts was not a bad man,’ Fleet began, once I had lit my pipe. ‘A fine officer, by all accounts. Brave and not without honour.’


  ‘He saved Jakes’ life.’


  ‘Well. Let us not hold that against him.’ Fleet snatched up the second bottle of wine, pulled the cork out with his teeth. He took a swig then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. ‘He was not a bad man, but he was a fool when it came to money. If he had two shillings in his pocket he’d speculate with three. He was quite certain that his fortune was waiting for him just around the corner, and then the next, and the next. Ridiculous, of course. The only things waiting round the corner for Captain Roberts were his creditors.’


  The gambler’s desperate faith in providence. I knew that well enough.


  ‘It was the remorse I couldn’t bear,’ Fleet continued, rolling his eyes. ‘All those wasted hours spent sobbing into his pillow. Oh, what have I done, what have I done? Hours on his knees in the chapel, wailing to the heavens. Oh, forgive me, Lord! I swear I’ll change! Give me one last chance, I beg of you! Pffrr! I doubt the Lord in His infinite wisdom fancied the odds on that promise. I told him – Roberts, you have brought this upon yourself. Don’t bother God with your racket, you will only vex Him.’


  ‘That must have been a great comfort.’


  Fleet chuckled. ‘He was no different from most, I suppose,’ he conceded. He jerked his thumb back towards the prison. ‘There are men locked away in there who’ve been waiting ten years for their fortunes to turn. I’ll win my case tomorrow. My debts will clear tomorrow. Tomorrow Great Uncle Whatsisname will die and leave me his fortune and I will be free at last!’


  I sighed the smoke from my lungs, remembering what Moll had said to me, the night before I was thrown in gaol. Always tomorrow with you, Tom.


  ‘Then tomorrow arrives, carrying nothing under its arm. Horror. Fury. Despair!’ Fleet threw up his hands. ‘After that, the poison. Hope, snaking its way into your veins. And so it begins all over again. It’s a prison men make for themselves. Gilbourne understands that. A predator knows its prey better than it knows itself.’


  ‘What did Gilbourne want with Roberts?’


  ‘His wife.’ He took another swig of wine. ‘I came back to Belle Isle one day to find Roberts collapsed on the floor with his head in his hands. Gilbourne had made him a proposition. He would pay Roberts ten guineas – enough to secure his release. In return Roberts would grant Gilbourne access to his wife. A guinea a time.’


  ‘My God,’ I whispered. The cunning and cruelty of Gilbourne’s offer took my breath away. Catherine could cry rape but without her husband’s support, who would believe her? And Roberts could only defend her honour by admitting his own guilt.


  Fleet tilted his head. ‘I suppose it made perfect sense to Gilbourne. There he sits all day in his office, setting fees and making deals. A shilling for this, a guinea for that. Why not buy a man’s wife, if he’s willing?’


  There was a long silence. Fleet was right: Gilbourne was used to buying his way through life. He would snatch the bread from a starving man’s hand if it kept him in fine clothes. But was there not more to it than that? He had toyed with me that night at Acton’s for his own amusement. All that flattery and feigned modesty, drawing me in. Oh yes, Mr Hawkins, all this is foolish nonsense, but we see through it, don’t we? Fleet had called Gilbourne a predator, but he hunted for sport, not appetite.


  I had thought myself a man of the world, but this was too much. And Roberts wanted to blackmail Gilbourne for it? Was that all? Why not run him through with his blade, for God’s sake?


  ‘Roberts asked me for guidance,’ Fleet said, stirring me from my murderous thoughts. He smiled grimly. ‘A sign of his desperation, I suppose. It was clever of Gilbourne, to use Catherine. Roberts blamed her for convincing him to give up their son. And that money from her father . . . just enough each month to pay the rent, no more, when he could afford to free them a thousand times over. Roberts was very good at blaming everyone but himself.’


  ‘But you stopped him.’


  ‘I told him he’d burn in hell. It seemed to work.’ Fleet shrugged. ‘He wasn’t a sophisticated man.’


  ‘And Catherine never learned the truth.’


  Fleet shook his head. ‘A few days later he was dead. I presumed Gilbourne killed him out of spite. But if Roberts tried to blackmail him, that would give him a better motive, eh? Poor Roberts. He really was an idiot. I’ve met a lot of dangerous men – Gilbourne is among the worst of them.’ He paused, and I could see from his face that he was remembering old stories, narrow escapes. ‘We must be on guard. If he suspects we know the truth, our lives will be at risk. We know that he can come and go as he pleases, and that he has an accomplice, someone who works in the prison. We must—’


  A discreet cough, a few paces away. Fleet jumped up with surprising speed, pulling the blade from my side and raising it high. ‘A pox on you, sir,’ he growled, ‘sneaking up like that.’


  Jakes looked at the blade as though it was one of Mrs Bradshaw’s sewing needles. ‘I promised Cross I’d have you back by nightfall,’ he said calmly.


  Fleet relaxed. ‘Well. We wouldn’t want to disappoint Mr Cross, would we? Lead on, sir.’


  


  Walking back down Axe and Bottle Yard, I asked Fleet whether we should warn Mrs Roberts about Gilbourne. ‘I’ve tried,’ he said. ‘But it’s hard to make her understand without revealing the whole story. I don’t think she’s ready to hear anything bad about her poor, saintly husband.’


  We agreed that our next step must be to gather more evidence on Gilbourne before confronting him. Fleet’s word would count for very little on its own. ‘We must talk to Gilbert Hand,’ he said. ‘Roberts asked him for advice, too. That’s why he told you to ask the ghost about the money.’


  ‘He confided in Gilbert Hand?’ I marvelled. ‘It’s a wonder the story hasn’t reached the Americas by now.’


  ‘Gilbert knows when to keep his mouth shut. He didn’t want to be murdered in his bed like Roberts. And he was right, eh? Look at poor Mitchell.’ He frowned. ‘But he’ll tell the truth if Acton promises to protect him. We’ll have to pay him, of course.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘And none of this will secure my freedom,’ he added, gloomily. He stole a glance at Jakes, who was walking a few paces ahead. ‘Perhaps I should just knock him on the head and run.’


  ‘You’re not tall enough to reach.’


  ‘You could lift me.’


  ‘You’d never see Kitty again.’


  ‘Ahh.’ Fleet put a hand to his heart. ‘That’s true. She still has so much to learn. History, philosophy, anatomy . . .’


  ‘. . . good manners?’


  ‘Fie!’ Fleet stuck out his tongue. ‘What use are they? I’ve taught her how to curse in French; is that not manners enough?’


  ‘Anatomy?’


  ‘It’s my duty, Tom.’ He gave me his finest impression of sincerity. ‘All girls should be taught anatomy. We don’t send soldiers into battle without first teaching them how to fight.’


  I laughed and shook my head. I couldn’t decide whether Fleet was the worst guardian in the kingdom or the best. Both, perhaps. We were still laughing when we turned out of the yard and on to the High Street.


  We had only walked a few paces when Fleet stopped dead and gave a low curse.


  A tall, well-dressed man was riding towards the gaol on a glossy black stallion. Gilbourne. My heart sank. How unsettling it was to see him again, now his true nature was revealed! He had not changed in appearance; he was the same handsome, elegant figure I had dined with two nights before. But my perception of him was so reversed that it was a wonder to me now that I had not seen through the amiable manner and fashionable clothes in a heartbeat. He was like a poorly counterfeit coin that you pull from your pocket in consternation, astonished that it could have fooled you for a moment.


  As he reached the narrow entrance to the gaol he spied us and raised his hat.


  ‘Bow . . .’ Fleet prompted, and somehow I persuaded my neck to bend. Gilbourne jumped down from his horse and approached me with his hand outstretched, friendship in his eyes. I shook his soft white hand with its perfectly shaped fingernails, feeling wretched.


  ‘My dear fellow,’ he said, his voice dripping with sincerity. ‘This is a most fortunate meeting. I wish to apologise for doubting you, sir.’ He glanced over my shoulder at Fleet. ‘But is this not the scoundrel who dressed you in Captain Roberts’ clothes?’


  ‘The very same, sir,’ Fleet acknowledged with a low bow.


  Gilbourne gave Fleet a wary look, as if recognising a loathsome yet somehow worthy opponent. ‘You have forgiven him, Mr Hawkins? I’m not sure that is wise.’


  ‘I have, sir. Mr Fleet may act the rogue, but I believe his intentions are honourable.’


  ‘A generous assessment,’ Gilbourne murmured, narrowing his eyes.


  ‘Much too generous,’ Fleet agreed. ‘Call me shrewd or cunning and I’ll own it. But honourable? Honourable men die much too fast for my liking.’ He smiled at Gilbourne. ‘That’s why there’s so few of them, no doubt.’


  We stepped between the two closed-up shops into the dead, dank alley that led to the Marshalsea. Gilbourne’s horse snorted and stamped its feet, forcing its master to pull hard upon the reins. I couldn’t blame the poor thing; I would have joined it if I could.


  We had not quite reached the Lodge when the gate flew open and Ben Carter dashed out, followed closely by Gilbert Hand. They pushed past us, making Gilbourne’s horse rear and buck furiously. We pressed ourselves tight to the wall, afraid we might be kicked to death.


  ‘What the devil . . . !’ Gilbourne cried, fighting to calm the beast.


  Gilbert Hand had already reached the mouth of the alley. ‘Fast as you can, boy!’ he shouted down the street. ‘His life depends on it!’


  ‘Whose life?’ Fleet asked quickly, still pinned to the wall. ‘Mr Hand! In God’s name, what’s happened?’


  Hand flinched, as if seeing us for the first time. His face was white as chalk and his shirt was covered in blood. ‘Mr Woodburn. He’s been stabbed.’
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