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Prologue 


The Leering Harlequin


Venice – 1706 


Caleb pressed a coin into the gondolier’s palm for his service, then a
few more for his discretion. 


Once the
man had nodded his understanding, Caleb helped
Isabella from the gondola. The old house loomed over them, its upper stories
fading into the mist-choked night. Time worn steps fell from an unimposing
wooden door down to the murky water. 


Inside they
ascended a staircase choked with shadows,
only the creaking of ill-fitting boards beneath their feet disturbed the
darkness. After three flights they followed a corridor that reeked of damp
plaster and burnt tallow to a heavy studded door at the far end. Isabella
trailed him through and said nothing when he locked it behind them.


She glided
across the room to the window, the hems of her skirts whispering upon the unadorned floorboards.


“You fear I
will run away, Signor Harlequin?” Isabella asked.


Once Caleb
had lit the candles in a wrought iron candelabrum,
he held up the door key between thumb and forefinger and moved his free hand
over it. Once his hand had passed it was gone.


“It appears
that I am your prisoner.” 


Caleb
nodded. 


Isabella
opened the window and leant out into the misty night to stare down towards the
mean narrow alley that ran alongside the house.


“As it is
too far to jump it appears that there are
no means of escape...” turning back towards Caleb she undid the clasp on her
cloak and let it fall to the floor, revealing her dark skin, smooth and
flawless, above the crimson silk of her dress. “…therefore I am at your mercy. Whoever you are.” 


She came
slowly over to him, her face hidden
beneath a carnival masque that was snow white save for thin arched eyebrows of
semi-precious stones and vivid red lips. Her eyes sparkled behind the masque, their inky depths capturing the
flickering candlelight like fireflies trapped in smoke-blackened jars.


“You wished
to gaze upon my face?” The frozen lips of the masque
whispered; “Now there are no other eyes to see me but yours, Signor...”


Caleb
slowly unfastened the buckles of the masque.
He still feared she would turn out to be somebody else after all; the maid he
had bribed to reveal Isabella’s masquerade costume perhaps? Some whimsical trick to be played on yet another
foolish suitor whose lust had consumed his good sense.


However,
the masque slipped away to reveal
Isabella Medina, the young wife of Count Marco, a confidant of the Doge and the
most influential member of the Grand Council of the Republic of Venice; a man
whose power and wealth was outstripped only by his jealousy and temper. 


Caleb had
seen her many times before of course, at balls and banquets as he had
established himself in Venetian society. He was
the oldest son of an ageing English nobleman, an aristocrat undertaking the
grand tour before inheriting his father’s estates and the burdens of
responsibility. A man partaking the pleasures and sights of Venice, a man
perhaps looking for a young wife to take back to the family mansion in England,
but, until then, a man set on spending money and revelling in the decadence of
Venice. 


Those were
the lies that would have reached her ears anyway…


They had
exchanged pleasantries and brief, polite
conversations that none could query the propriety of. But in the shadow of
those innocent words glances had been
traded. Propositions had been discreetly made and quietly rebutted in the
movement of a hand or the cast of an eye. Such was the game that was played
with the beautiful young Countess; a game
of rich reward and terrible penalties. 


Tonight the
game had reached its finale at one of the grand masquerade balls that the
Venetians were so enamoured with. He had not said a word to her during the
ball, for the harlequin he played tonight was mute, another game within the game. With gestures and dances, notes and
tricks he had wooed her and she had, in the end, agreed to be whisked away into
the mist that had rolled in from the lagoon.


The serenely poised demeanour, the set expressions,
the polite smile, the distant eyes, all
the things that he had studied for so long were gone now, for she had hidden
behind not one masque, but two. 


If there
were a woman anywhere in the world that a man could love, then surely this must
be her? It was said that she was so beautiful that even the most broken and
heartless of men fell in love with her if she bestowed but a single smile upon them.


Well, I will make you smile my pretty and then we
shall see…


The whole
set of her face spoke of a confidence
that skated on the edge of arrogance. A rich, full mouth curled into a smile that was
both demure and knowing. Lips painted as red as those of the masque that he’d
thrown aside. Her nose was small, upturned, her nostrils flaring slightly as
she breathed. Those shadowy eyes he had come to
know so well were wide and beguiling. The oval cast of her face still darkened
to the colour of almonds by the Naples sun of her childhood, framed by the
jewelled extravagance of her hair, piled atop her head save for a handful of
fashionable ringlets that dangled around her ears and forehead.


Caleb
savoured her beauty and the strange intimacy of examining
her so unguardedly.


“You wished
to see my face...” she whispered, referring to one of the notes he had pushed
into her hand back at the masquerade ball, “…do you still think me the most
beautiful woman in Venice?”


He nodded
firmly.


She
laughed, tilting her head back as she did, “A man who flatters so easily should
not be trusted too greatly, in my experience.”


He lifted a
hand to her face, drawing his fingers across the soft flesh of her cheek. She
flushed to the colour of rust at his touch.


“I only
granted you your wish of seeing my
face Signor; you take... liberties.”


Caleb let
his fingers fall away, but Isabella caught them with her gloved hand, “I didn’t
tell you to stop, did I?” 


 He traced the outline of her face; her
cheekbones, forehead, eyebrows, chin, her nose, the arch of her neck and the
delicate hollow of her throat. His fingers moving without thought to measure
the dimensions, to understand the perfection, to find the signature of God upon
His creation. 


Long ago
his fingers had traced another’s face and ever since he had felt compelled to
try and fully comprehend a woman’s beauty. He didn’t know why he did it
anymore, whether he was looking for
similarities or differences, but he felt
bound all the same even though the thrill was just a shadow of that first time,
so many long years ago when he’d been a different man entirely. 


Caleb could
feel Isabella’s heat beneath his touch. Her eyes were half closed by the time
his finger moved lightly around the contours of her mouth. Isabella’s lips
parted and she let out a sound that was no word as she took his finger into her
mouth, her teeth gripping it as her tongue darted up and down its length;
delicate, sensual and full of the promise of greater pleasures.


She let his
finger slide from her mouth, warm and wet, “I wish to be kissed Signor
Harlequin, but your lips look so cold, so lifeless...” Isabella ran her gloved
fingers across the masque Caleb wore and whispered, “What a hideous thing…” 


The right
half of Caleb’s masque was black, the
left white; the lips curling back in a grotesque leering grin to reveal teeth
painted with gold leaf from between which a garishly pink tongue protruded. The
nose and chin were both monstrously long and crooked
while a spray of black and white feathers fringed the edges. He hadn’t used a
wig since he’d left England half a lifetime ago, preferring his own dark hair,
which he wore long and tied back.


He was
dressed in a harlequin’s suit, alternate squares of white silk and black satin;
each patch stitched to the next with expensive silver thread. He’d always felt
drawn to the harlequin, the figure in a
play that none of the other participants could see; a man who wasn’t really
there at all.


The masque was expensive, but Isabella was right,
it was ugly. Only a confident man would choose such a disguise, one who was not
claiming to be rich, handsome or powerful; all that he had to offer was
displayed in the masque’s knowing carnal
leer.


He pulled
her as close as the loops of her skirts would allow; the silk rustling against
his legs. He could feel her corset beneath the dress, the whalebone ribs harsh
and biting, constricting her breathing into sharp, fast little gasps. 


One hand
rose to the back of her neck as he lowered the harlequin’s face to meet hers,
pulling her lips towards the masque’s.


“You wish
me to kiss this hideous thing? To debauch myself so completely?”



After a
pause and a smile, the Countess tilted her head so she could find the
harlequin’s lifeless lips between the
grotesque nose and upturned chin. Her kisses were wet and passionate upon the
masque’s leering mouth as her fingers entwined around the back of his neck. 


The sound
of his own breath echoed inside the harlequin’s masque
as his hands sought Isabella’s flesh.


*


He awoke
slowly to find dreary wet light creeping into the room. Isabella slept with her
back towards him. Her intricately coiffured hair had not survived the night;
the precise curls collapsing into a riotous mess of hair and ornamentation that
spread across the pillows. She still wore the black satin blindfold he had tied
around her eyes when she had insisted she wanted human lips upon her skin.


She had
giggled when he’d produced the blindfold. Later the giggles had turned to sighs
as she’d arched her back and whispered to the ceiling, “Ah, so you do have a
tongue after all...”


It had felt
arousing and decadent to take his pleasures while wearing nothing but that
disfigured masque; the way she had kissed and touched it, treating it like
living flesh rather than a mocking parody of it. It muffled and distorted his
grunted breath, making it sound alien to his own ears. It had almost been like
listening to some other man making love to the beautiful Countess. 


Caleb
looked down at the discarded masque. The harlequin
leered back at him from the shadow-kissed
floor. The thin light of dawn gave it an
even greater air of malevolence. It was a face of wanton corruption.


Perhaps
that was why he had chosen it, why he had been so precise in his instructions
to the masque maker. Perhaps it was a
face better suited to him than the one he
saw in the looking-glass. 


Perhaps it
was the face he saw...


His spent lust had swept away the excitement of the chase, but the
receding tide had left its mark upon his beach, depositing the jetsam and
flotsam that hid in the depths of his soul upon the sand for him to inspect. To
stub with a booted toe and wrinkle his nose at the soft squelching noises they
made, of the wet smell of decay and rottenness that fouled the air. 


The harsh
and bitter taste of disappointment mingled with self-loathing.


That
feeling, a palpable sense of unease and wrongness that bordered on disgust,
always came strongest at the moment after
pleasure was spent and his skin was still slick with sweat and sated desire.
The emptiness of burned out lust that left nothing to fill the void his
shuddering, jerking body had just
created. 


He had
pursued this woman for months; she had become an obsession and had filled his time and soul to such an extent that
any other pleasure became a stale, tasteless
meal in comparison. Be it card or dice, ale or wine, virgin or harlot, nothing
could distract him from the singular pursuit of Isabella Medina. She became his
temporary grail, and finding her would bring him some form of happiness. A
release from his endless travels, at
least, some little peace maybe. Perhaps even something more akin to love,
something more akin to Henrietta.


Caleb
turned and slipped an arm over Isabella. He warmed himself on the soft heat of her back, letting her
scents wash over him; perfume, sweat, sex. He
buried his face in her hair and felt his lust rise again.  As always, he
had thought her the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and that if he could
possess her, then all his sorrow and
loneliness would be washed from him. As it had been before, so it was again.
She’d given him pleasures aplenty, but it was never going to be enough.


If he
pleased her sufficiently, she would see
him again, but despite her beauty and her undeniable skills, it would be an
exercise in diminishing returns. Eventually,
he would tire of Isabella and discard her when he next laid eyes on the most
beautiful woman in the world or when the call of the endless road, who had for
so long been his real mistress, became too strong to resist. 


He would
find no comfort or peace in the arms of a woman the way other men seemed able
to. None would know him or understand him, for he never stayed long enough; he
was a wastrel and a vagrant, a professional stranger moving from woman to woman
for pleasure or profit. 


Much like
the harlequin, he was a man who was not
really there at all. 


*


Caleb
finished working the buttons and fastenings of her dress, he had more
experience in removing a woman’s clothes than putting them back on, but it
would have been all but impossible for Isabella to get dressed unaided. The
corsetry and supports, the hoops and padding, the sheer engineering involved in
accentuating and defining what God had
given, but man sought to improve.


“You make a passable maid,” Isabella looked back and
smiled at him before she crossed the room, “are you equally skilled in the art
of the coiffeur?”


Caleb
shrugged an apology.


“Never
mind,” Isabella sighed, pulling a face as she examined her ruined hair in a
looking-glass above the room’s mantle, “it is a small price to pay for your
other skills, I suppose. Hopefully, my
poor bedraggled locks will not be noticed.” Abandoning all hope of shoring up
the sagging piles of curls she floated back across the room, smoothing out the
creases in her dress with her palms as she did.


Caleb
placed her cape back over her shoulders, savouring her scent and the softness
of her dark olive skin one last time as
he fixed the clasp in place.


“I am sorry
I cannot stay longer,” she said, “but my husband returns to Venice this
afternoon I’m afraid...”


Caleb bowed
his head in understanding; she needed to offer no explanation. He’d expected
her to depart before sunrise and was surprised she had stayed as long as she
had. Still, he doubted the merchants, boatmen, wharfers
and fishermen would pay too much heed to one rich
woman sneaking home from an illicit liaison. Such things were hardly uncommon
in Venice.


Finally,
she slid on her long gloves and allowed him to raise her hand to the
harlequin’s lips a final time, “You play the game well Signor...” 


In the cold
morning air, he thought he should feel
somewhat foolish, dressed in only his unbuttoned shirt and the harlequin’s
masque. However, it made it easier to
conceal all manner of sins. He could see why the Venetians, with their decadent pleasure-seeking
ways, loved them so much.


Isabella
moved towards the door, turning back when she found it was still locked, “I
assume I am no longer your prisoner, as much as I might desire to linger in
your custody?” 


Caleb smiled behind his masque and retrieved the key. As he slipped it
into the lock, her hand touched his wrist, “My current lover bores me, I have
been seeking a replacement...” she paused, her mahogany eyes fixed upon him.
For the first time there was no playfulness in her tone “…it is only fair that
I should warn you that the position has... some risk attached to it.”


Caleb
nodded. Her husband would have him killed should he find out; from what he had
heard whispered about the Count it would not be an easy death either. Still, he
had crossed that Rubicon last night. Thoughts of disappointments and emptiness
were fading rapidly from his mind as they always tended to do. Besides, he’d
become something of an expert in running away when the need arose.


“Do you
wish such a thing?” 


Caleb
nodded without hesitation.


“Then let me
see your face...” her hands reached up to remove the leering harlequin’s
masque, “...Mr Cade.”


“You knew
all the time?” 


“Of course!
You believe I am reckless enough to really run off into the night with a
complete stranger?” She tutted, fingers caressing his
cheek before adding, “And you think my maids are so easily bribed that they
would take your money without my permission?”


“’tis
difficult to find honest servants I hear...”


“Difficult,”
Isabella agreed, “but not impossible, even though your bribe was very
generous.”


“I would
have spent every coin I own to buy me this night.”


She
laughed, “Your flattery is quite excessive and unnecessary. I do hope you shall
continue with it?”


“I have an
almost endless supply.” 


“Splendid!”
She reached up and planted a kiss on his
lips, not hot and passionate, but fleeting and tender. As her lips edged a
fraction away from his, she placed her
hand against his chest. Her eyes flicked to the locket that hung on a short chain around his neck. It was a
delicate oval of silver and clearly designed for a woman to wear.


“A keepsake from an old lover?” She asked, running a nail along its seam,
there was a small catch on one side, but before she could open it Caleb covered
her hand with his.


“How
mysterious you are,” she smiled, kissing him fleetingly again, “I will have to
discover all of your dark secrets of course.”


“Of
course,” he peeled her fingers from the locket, “but not today.”


“My maid
will send word when it is safe for us to meet again,” 


“You know
where to find me?”


“But of
course...”


Caleb
smiled before he turned the key in the lock and Isabella slipped from his
grasp. She left the room without a backward glance, leaving behind only the
memory of her perfume and the lust that always rose within him when what he
wanted was not at hand.


It was
strange that doubt and regret rarely troubled him when he was alone. Only when
passion was spent did those particular demons come. There had been a time when
each conquest had left him elated, thrilled and satisfied to varying degrees.
As the years passed, however, those feelings had grown weak, as if each
ejaculation spat out another fraction of his personal store of contentment
along with his seed.


Caleb
rested his forehead upon the door listening to Isabella’s fading footsteps until
they were gone and he could hear only the blood in his ears. Unconsciously he
made a fist around the locket and resisted the urge to open it. Instead, he thought of Isabella until his senses were
consumed by his memories of her; lust and desire stirred inside him, two
rapacious snakes waking to warm themselves in the morning sunlight. Soon all
memory of doubt would pass, and he would be planning pleasures anew. He closed
his eyes and wished that they would wake quicker, for he drew comfort from
their familiarity. He understood the world they made for him, base and crude as
it was. Loneliness and the longing for something that could never be his again
were feelings he had no wish to endure.


He furiously played pictures of Isabella behind his closed eyelids; naked
and honeyed with sweat, the sound of her hoarse laboured breath, it’s touch
upon his skin, the words she used, the way her fingers moved, the roundness of
her lips, the long elegant curves of her body, the entertainment he’d taken
from her, the thrill of the illicit, of pleasures darkly taken, the power of
corruption, the exhilaration of seeing something you wanted and being able to
have it. A hundred thoughts and images he summoned; like a
sorcerer upon a high tower, using mighty magics to create his world afresh
until the last vestige of doubt slipped away and all that was left were the
memories of his amusements and the need for more. Of what they would do next
time, for when he met Isabella again, there would be no doubts, no regrets, no
bitter aftertaste to the sweetness. Only perfect, pure,
unsullied pleasure. 


He was sure
of it...


“She’s a
beauty that one,” a voice said from behind him. 


Caleb made
no move to turn around for he knew well enough who it was and he had no care to
see him, it would only remind him how much time had faded both of them.


“She is
that,” Caleb eventually replied, “as beautiful a woman as I’ve ever seen.”


“More beautiful than Henrietta?”


Caleb found
his hand had curled around the locket once more 


“Perhaps…”


“And what
did you see when you made her smile,” the voice asked, “Did you see anything at
all? Did you fall in love with her?”


When Caleb
said nothing the voice sighed deeply, “You cannot keep looking for her
forever.”


“I’m not
looking for her!” Caleb snapped, “I am well aware she is as dead as you are.”


“This isn’t
what we agreed to when we left England
all those years ago you know,” the voice replied.


“Is it
not?”


“No. We
agreed to take the opportunity you had been given to experience all that life had
to offer, to take the terrible thing Henrietta did to you and benefit from it,
for both our sakes.”


“I thought
I had…”


“You have
lived a life most men can only dream of, yet it has brought you no contentment.
You still yearn for what you cannot have, the one woman you cannot have. You
look for her in every beauty you meet and when she isn’t there you fall to melancholy and despair. She is gone, and you
will never feel that way about a woman again.”


“Nonsense…”
Caleb muttered, “…I have forgotten her utterly, ‘tis only you that haunts me.”


“Now you
know you never could lie to me.”


Caleb spun around but found the room was quite empty. 


“You know,
I really hate it when you do that…” 


 











Chapter One:  


Always Coming Home


The London Road - 1708


The air was damp, cold and laden
with expletives. Caleb ignored the grunting curses of the farm hands the driver
had recruited to reattach the coach’s thrown wheel
and pulled his woollen cloak more tightly about him. Despite being early April
thin crusts of ice still covered the watery divots in the road. 


It appeared
the climate, the roads and the cussing had all improved little in the twenty
years he’d been away from England.


“Summer’s a coming,” one of Caleb’s travelling companions
announced, rather optimistically.


“Oh, I do
so hope so,” a scrawny man, shivering
inside a long black coat, muttered in reply. Caleb thought the man had
introduced himself as Richard Rentwin. However, as he’d been feigning sleep
throughout their journey, he wasn’t entirely sure.


He didn’t
know whether his fellow passengers had believed he could sleep through the bone-jarring journey, but the sudden lurch that
had sent them rattling around the inside of the carriage like dried peas in a child’s
toy was an event even he could not plausibly have slept through. Once they’d
gingerly disentangled themselves from each other,
they had found the inside front wheel had
come away from the coach’s axle. 


“You need a
little more flesh on your bones my friend, you’ll not feel the winter so badly
then,” the bigger man ventured, has accent thick with echoes of some cold
northern shire well used to crusts of ice on the road. Caleb tried to recall
his name, but it had only dimly registered. Burnaby? Barnaby?



The only
thing of note about him was the young woman he was travelling with. He’d introduced her to Rentwin as his daughter,
Harriet, and once that formality had been dealt with her father had utterly
ignored her. For the rest of the journey, the girl had stared blankly out of
the window at the bouncing countryside while her father bored Rentwin senseless
with all manner of self-aggrandising anecdotes and observations. 


Caleb had
watched her for a while from behind half-closed
lids. She wore no ring despite being well into her twenties; a condition Caleb
attributed to her rather close-set eyes, prominent forehead and a somewhat
square jaw that would have been dashing on a cavalry officer and practical upon
a prize fighter, but was probably of little help in the acquiring of husbands. 


However, it was not the fact that she was a rather plain girl that had
caused Caleb to close his eyes again. Her clothes were of such a modest and
unremarkable cut, showing signs of continual frugal repair, that he doubted either
she or her father would offer much of a return upon any investment of his
charm. 


Now he
stood apart from the three of them, staring at the distant spires of London
rising from the sulphurous haze thrown up by sea-coal chimneys beneath a low
bruised sky thick with the promise of sleet.


Home. 


It was
strange that he should still think of this place as such after so many years
abroad. All the people he had known and cared for were dead and gone; his mother,
brothers, Maggie, Henrietta, even Uncle Jonathan was probably dead now. All the
people he had loved, when he had still been capable of such a thing, had been
consumed by London. The city would have reaped an
abundant harvest of souls in twenty years. Even his father, whom he
still detested, must be years dead. Surely?


Have I just
come home to die too? 


He
shivered, the thought reminding him of that terrible twisted old yew tree
again. Everybody else might be gone, but that damned tree would still be
waiting for him, waiting to take him down into the dark. Just like it had told
him it would. He felt a cold, familiar
dread clutch him, and a sibilant hiss on the breeze made his heart beat more
fiercely.


Just me
and thee and the King of the Winter…


It was just
the wind, of course. Trees didn’t
actually talk. Not in the waking world at least.


A nearby
kiln was pumping smoke into the cold, damp
sky; London had an avaricious appetite for bricks. The kilns had sprouted in a
ring around the city to provide the materials to rebuild after the Great Fire.
Now as the metropolis relentlessly edged into the surrounding fields and
meadows the demand continued. 


He’d been
born in the years following the Great Fire and grew up as the city had been
rebuilt; the songs of hammers and saws were as much
reminders of his childhood as the faltering lullabies of young mothers. One of
his earliest memories was of the scorched shell of Old St Paul’s; a melted, broken building, its walls blackened
and collapsed. A brooding forlorn form that was both fascinating and terrifying
to a young and inquisitive boy, as were the whispered tales of plague pits the
fire had burst open, scattering the disfigured remains of the cursed about the
churchyard. Caleb could just make out the towering bulk of the new cathedral
through the murk, still shrouded in scaffolding. 


He had only
the vaguest idea as to why he stood on the road back home; perhaps he simply
wanted to complete the grand circle of his life. He was getting too old for the
road, too old to live off of his looks and his wits, after fleeing Venice he
had slowly headed west until he found himself on
the English Channel. Perhaps it was all part of some grand plan; perhaps his hedonistic
sweep through the cities of Europe had always been a circle. Perhaps he’d
always been coming home.


Perhaps
you’ve come home to look for something?


Unlike the
dark hiss of the old yew tree, this voice was clear and unmistakable. He didn’t
answer it, though, strangers tended to
feel uncomfortable around folk who talked to invisible friends.


His mind
drifted back to the present when Rentwin had decided that Caleb offered the best chance of escaping Harriet’s
father.


“I am
sorry,” Caleb said, with a blink, “My mind was far away.”


“Still
fuddled with sleep I’d say, never seen a man so fond of his rest!” Bosley (or whatever) guffawed while his daughter hovered
behind him, shivering and resolutely staring at the mud accumulating on her
down at heel shoes.


Rentwin
cringed slightly, but ignored his words, “I was asking whether you are new to
London? You were staring so intently.”


“I have
been away... for some time. I was noting the progress of Mr Wren’s cathedral.”


“Pah!” The bigger man snorted
before Rentwin could reply, “there’s none so slow as a St Paul’s labourer. They
seem in no particular hurry to finish the place, idle swine probably fear to
complete the job as no right-minded employer would give a job to any who have
worked on the construction though I say worked...” Caleb forced a
thin smile as the man stoked up the fires of what was clearly a favourite rant.


“Richard
Rentwin...” the little man said,
thrusting out a small bony hand when their travelling companion was forced to
either pause for breath or keel over from lack of air, “...so pleased to meet
you.”


“Caleb
Cade.” 


Caleb
caught the pleading look in Rentwin’s eyes as he shook his hand and felt a
degree of sympathy. The road was an uncaring mistress and her discomforts often
tended to be magnified by the company it forced one to endure. He’d had never
seen a man drown, but he imagined the expression one might wear upon his face
would not be entirely different from Rentwin’s


“Are you
from London then?” Rentwin asked.


“No, my
family are from Edinburgh, but my father came to England to claim an
inheritance before I was born,” Caleb lied.


Before Rentwin could reply the bigger man, spotting fresh game, muscled in
on the action and begun pumping at Caleb’s hand without invitation. 


“Oh, very wise to avoid the place in my opinion; a mean miserable bunch
are the Scots, no offence of course, but I’ve yet to meet a Scot who doesn’t
complain about the price of absolutely everything. If I were to give one of them misers a book
for nothing, I’d dear say the ungrateful fellow would still moan about the
price. I’m Brindley, Brindley the Bookseller people call me. If you require
fine reading come and see me, my premises are in Duck Lane, from the classics
to the latest pamphlets, I have something for every taste, the finest book
shop-”


“Father...”



“Huh?”
Brindley exclaimed, frowning deeply enough for the brim of his hat to tip
slightly over the podgy ill-formed features of his face. It seemed his daughter
had just discovered the novel trick of
appearing out of thin air. “Please forgive me,
Mr Cade, my manners have been fair shaken out of me by our journey. I do swear
the roads are getting even worse! This is my daughter, Harriet-”


“Delighted to meet you.” Turning away from Brindley he took her hand and kissed it lightly,
“Please accept my apologies for sleeping through our journey together, I must
appear so terribly rude. I cannot imagine so fair and charming a young woman
would be familiar with the practice of men falling asleep upon her…”


“Oh,”
Brindley said too loudly as his daughter blushed furiously. 


Caleb smiled at Harriet. It was a gesture that had always transformed his
face from the pleasantly unremarkable to something else entirely. In the same
way the sun appearing from behind clouds changed the mood of a day, Caleb’s
smile altered the entire set of his face, from the slightly brooding and
distant to the warm and open expression of a dear friend or a new lover. It could disarm the wary, charm the
suspicious, flutter hearts and open
bedroom doors. It could dazzle when he wanted it to...


“I do not
find you rude at all Sir,” Harriet managed to say, her eyes suddenly full and bright, “I simply envy your ability to sleep through the tedium.”


“If I had but
stayed awake long enough to enjoy your company, then I, for one, would have had
to endure no tedium.”


“Sadly tedium
is always with me...” Harriet’s eyes flicked in the direction of her father,
“...at such times.”


“Perhaps I
will call on you Mr Brindley; if your books are half as captivating as your daughter, I will be well entertained I am
sure.” 


Harriet’s
blush deepened further, her lips tried to form a response, but she managed only
a quivering little smile before Brindley spluttered, “Well we’re both charmed
to meet you, I’m sure!”


 Caleb
doubted the bookseller would have been much more outraged if he’d thrown his
daughter to the ground and tried to ravish her in front of him. 


“Come, Harriet,
let us see if we can get you back inside the coach. This damp air is most disagreeable to your chest. We don’t want you
getting one of your coughs again...” Brindley took a firm grasp of his daughter’s arm and led her back towards
the coach, ignoring Harriet’s insistence
that her chest was perfectly fine. 


She managed
to look back at Caleb and smiled broadly at him before being bundled into the
carriage despite the protests of the coach driver that the wheel was not yet
secure.


“Oh, I do wish I had thought of that,” Rentwin said with a rueful sigh,
“my journey might have been marginally less disagreeable without having to
endure hour upon hour of that man’s boorishness. As my dear wife will testify,
however, I have never been much good at flattering the ladies…” he looked at
Caleb down his long thin nose, “…or pretending I was asleep.”


“I am sorry
to have been so rude, but I wished only for the company of my thoughts today.”


Rentwin
nodded in understanding; or rather he nodded more pointedly, for his head
bobbed up and down upon his scrawny neck
as if it were floating in water rather than being attached to his spine. At
regular intervals his head twitched
noticeably to the right, so regular, in fact, it was a wonder the illustrious
men of the Royal Society had not found some way to use him as a timepiece. He
was dressed in dark and sober attire of
fair, but not ostentatious, quality, a grey periwig poking out from beneath a
pillbox hat. Caleb had assumed all of the Puritans
had headed off to the American colonies during his absence, but Rentwin’s dour
expression and unfashionable dress suggested otherwise. He was around fifty
years of age, with a spare frame and a pinched face so downcast it seemed all
the sorrows of his life had conspired to pull his features towards the ground.


“I would
imagine Mr Brindley has pushed people into far more desperate acts to avoid his
company before now,” Rentwin said in a low,
conspiratorial voice that suggested
several of the darker ones might have crossed his mind recently.


“You will
not be visiting his book shop then?”


Rentwin
only chuckled in reply.


“You come
to London on business?” Caleb asked after a moment of silent shivering. For the
thousandth time, he wished he could have stayed in Italy.


“I have
business at the Exchange,” Rentwin nodded, “though I have to live in the city
for much of the year and have lodgings in
Chancery Lane.”


“You sound
as if you do not find the arrangement agreeable?”


“We must
follow the path God chooses for us,” Rentwin stared out over the distant city,
his eyes narrowing as if he were trying to make something out. Caleb had just
about assumed he was not going to elaborate when he added, “My family home is
in the country, I would rather spend my days there than in the noise and filth
of the city, but... business dictates.”


“You are
travelling from your home today?” The mention of the Royal Exchange had raised
Caleb’s interest a notch. The man may be dour
and have a taste in clothes that was forty years out of date, but that did not
necessarily mean he was penniless… or daughterless for that matter.


Rentwin shook
his head, “No, more business I am afraid. My country home is in Streatham, a
quiet, sleepy place to the south of London which is much more in keeping with
my rather sedate nature.” 


“Your
family is in Streatham?”


“For part of the year.”


“Children?”



“None living.” 


“I am sorry
to hear that.”


“’tis God’s
will...” Rentwin smiled a bittersweet smile that never came close to reaching
his sad grey eyes.


Not knowing
if he had blundered into some still open wound Caleb glanced back at the road.
A flock of mud splattered geese were waddling past the coach on their long
journey to the dinner plates of London. A drover
followed at the rear with his dog, he touched the broad, drooping brim of his
damp straw hat when he noticed Caleb’s attention.


“A beautiful fresh goose!” Rentwin declared, “Just the thing
to restore spirits on such a cold and miserable day as this!” Given his slight
frame Caleb doubted the man had ever eaten more than three mouthfuls of any
meal put before him in his life, but he was right enough. The thought of hot,
juicy goose meat washed down with some fine
ale was enough to set his stomach
rumbling.


Before
Caleb could reply the coach driver announced the carriage was repaired. They
were ready to continue on to London.


*


Caleb found
the remainder of their journey passed in a much more agreeable manner. 


Brindley’s
earlier verbosity had been replaced by dark,
silent looks shared out equally between
Caleb and his daughter. For some reason the bookseller really didn’t consider
Caleb to be suitable son-in-law material; he decided it was a disappointment he
could probably live with. For her part, Harriet passed the time engrossed in a
book, apparently unaware of her father’s disapproval. Caleb, however, soon
realised she was perhaps more attuned to her father’s mood than he’d first appreciated, for she managed to time each
furtive glance in his direction just when Brindley’s attention was elsewhere.


Caleb soon
picked up on the game and found it a mildly diverting sport to give her a
fleeting grin or knowing wink whenever Brindley’s attention wasn’t upon him. 


“So, what
brings you back to London, Mr Cade?” Rentwin asked after a particularly
nerve-jangling bump.


“Family
business,” Caleb replied, the usual lies tripping from his tongue without the need for
much thought, “there are some financial matters
requiring my personal attention, my father finds it difficult to travel
these days.”


“I
understand his feelings. I always step out of one of these contraptions feeling
like I have just received the most fearful of beatings.”


“It is such
an ordeal, coach travel is the only occasion when respectable folk may find
themselves rolling around on the floor together,” Caleb agreed, winking at
Harriet while Brindley’s attention had been drawn to the window. She looked
away, her lips pressed down to stifle a smile. She looked a lot prettier when
she smiled, Caleb thought, though he got the impression it was something she
didn’t do terribly often.


Brindley’s
eyes darted suspiciously between the two of them; when he was satisfied nothing
was going on he settled back to practice his scowling.


“Not to
mention the highwaymen, cut throats and rogues that infest the roads,” Rentwin
continued with a shake of his head, “I would not travel with a penny on me,
were it not for the fact those rascals would do me to death for having nothing
to give them.”


“’tis the
same the world over...” Caleb agreed “...no matter how correctly you conduct yourself, some no good fellow will always be
trying to make mischief with you. I understand these roads swarm with rogues. It is almost impossible to avoid coming
across one that isn’t after your money or you women. ‘tis
fortunate for Miss Harriet that she travels with such a redoubtable figure as
you Mr Brindley.”


“Indeed, it is,” Brindley agreed with a
jowl-wobbling nod.


“And I am
sure you would give short shrift to any rogue out to cause Miss Harriet
trouble.”


“Very short shrift.”


“You must
be commended on your vigilance Mr Brindley,” Caleb gave him one of his warmest
smiles, “and be sure to let us know if you see any rogues abroad.”


“Oh, you
can rest assured of that.”


Brindley
eyed Caleb suspiciously, unsure whether or not he was being mocked, but
eventually the bookseller managed a watery smile in return before letting his
eyes wander to the window just in case any rogues were outside lurking in wait
for his money and daughter.


Caleb
smiled and winked at Harriet, whom he suspected had already worked out where
the nearest rogue was.


Harriet
spluttered into her hand, a sound that was halfway between a cough and a
giggle, attracting her father’s disapproving glower again. As her eyes rose
from behind the handkerchief she’d pulled from her sleeve, Caleb stuck out his
tongue until it touched the tip of his nose and she buried her face once more
to cover further coughs.


“The air in
London is very poor,” Rentwin reassured
her, “once your lungs are used to it again the coughing will pass.”


“I am quite
well, thank you Mr Rentwin,” Harriet managed to say eventually with watery eyes
and a wan smile.


Caleb
masked his own grin and looked out of the window to avoid Brindley’s gaze, for
he had the look of a man who knew something he didn’t like very much was going on but wasn’t at all sure what it might be.


Somewhere
behind the banks of featureless grey clouds
the sun was setting, but the heady aromas
of smoke, decay and shit that had begun to taint the air told Caleb they were
would soon reach London and “the greatest congregation of unwashed Human flesh
in all of Christendom,” as Rentwin colourfully described its population. The
farms and fields had given way to market gardens, brick kilns, rubbish tips,
mounds of excrement dumped by night-soil men and makeshift camps that housed
itinerant workers who had travelled from who knew where in search of a better
life, but had yet to find lodgings in the city. Those with a skill or trade
would find work, the others would end up labouring or selling from baskets; the
young women would find they always had something they could sell on the street.



The coach
rumbled past a woman a little younger than Harriet, bent into the cold wind
clutching a few twigs she’d managed to collect for firewood to her scrawny
chest. The girl’s cheeks were sunken and dark bags weighed down her eyes, a few
lank hairs had escaped from under her
bonnet to hang limply about her face. The coach sprayed icy mud over the lower
reaches of her worn and tatty skirts as it rattled by, but she was so lost in
some private world of misery she didn’t appear to notice. Just one more
discomfort in a life that was constructed
out of little else.


She
wouldn’t last long in the city, Caleb thought; London didn’t have much time for
the weak.


Caleb
turned his attention back to the coach to find Harriet looking at him
purposefully over the top of her book. Brindley was also looking at him pretty
purposefully too though Caleb suspected
his preferred purpose was quite different.


“London
beckons!” Caleb announced with a cheerful grin.


“About
ruddy time too...” Brindley grumbled.


*


The cold
grey afternoon had been replaced by a cold grey dusk by the time the coach
rattled across the cobbles of The George. The coaching inn sat a few
hundred yards from the hubbub of London Bridge on the Southwark side of the
Thames. 


The
George was one of numerous inns
on the south bank of the river that serviced the coaches travelling between
London, Canterbury and the Channel ports. The inn
was set back from the road, three elegant galleried wings looking down upon a
cobbled courtyard. In the summer, players
would compete with the coaches in the courtyard,
watched by the audiences in the galleries. In early April however, the galleries were empty and all sensible folk
still suffering the cold were eager to finish their business and get inside to
enjoy The George’s amenities


Caleb
stretched his legs and tenderly run fingers over the bruises he was sure were
flowering on his backside. Boys from the inn were helping the driver and his
mate unload their belongings from the roof of the coach. He looked longingly
towards the inn. 


“Have you
lodgings arranged in London?” Rentwin asked. 


“No, I will
take a room here tonight and find lodgings tomorrow,” Caleb rubbed the small of
his back, “or the day after.”


“If you
have difficulty in finding anything suitable, you would be more than welcome at my residence,” Rentwin offered.


“That is
most generous, but I couldn’t possibly impose.”


“No
imposition at all; in truth, there are
far too many rooms for us. The company would be most welcome.”


Caleb was
not quite sure what to make of the offer, Rentwin seemed harmless enough, and
his hospitality would be friendlier to his purse than renting rooms. Still, it
could impinge on his freedoms and schemes. On the other
hand...


“Is your
wife in Streatham at the moment?” Caleb inquired innocuously, “I would hate to
put the lady of the house to any trouble?”


“Cecilia
prefers to spend the winter in London. She is not overly fond of surprises; otherwise, I would invite you home this
evening, but given a little warning she will be delighted to have a guest to
fuss over.”


Brindley
had decided to assist with the unloading of the coach, helpfully barking
instructions at the driver from the ground in between wild gesticulations and
rolling eye movements.


“Your
generosity is much appreciated Mr Rentwin,” Caleb said, giving up on his sore
back his hands moved to his sore neck instead, “I do not recall London being so
welcoming to strangers.”


Rentwin
waved away his words with a flick of a bony wrist, “Even in these times, one
must be prepared to place a little trust, both in strangers and one’s own
instincts. Besides,” he glanced at Brindley and lowered his voice a notch, “I
find adversity often quickly makes friends of strangers.”


“I will
drink to that,” Caleb chuckled.


“Splendid idea!” Rentwin declared, pulling out a watch and peering at its face in the
half-light for a moment, “these coaches are so unreliable, I have developed
quite a thirst, but sadly I am already quite late, and my wife will be worrying
if I am delayed much longer.”


Brindley
seemed to have decided his help would be more useful
if enlivened with a few choice curses,
which were eliciting dark looks from the coach driver without getting their
luggage unloaded any quicker.


“As you
say, very unreliable, one never quite knows when the blessed things will
arrive,” Caleb stared at the coach, “our own carriage might not get us here for
hours yet.”


“Indeed,”
Rentwin nodded, “and there seems little point in us standing around in the cold
waiting for us to arrive...”


“When we
could be by the fire...”


“...drinking
ale...”


“...and
eating goose...”


“I will
find us a table,” Rentwin declared, with a more positive
nod of the head than his usual bobbing motion, before scooping up his one small
bag and striding purposefully towards the beckoning light of the inn.


“Are you
leading poor Mr Rentwin astray, Mr Cade?” Harriet asked; he hadn’t seen the
girl approach him and her father had been too far engrossed in a you-can’t-get-decent-service-anywhere-these-days tirade to
notice either.


“A little
ale and a goose supper hardly constitute being led astray, Miss Brindley,” Caleb replied, noting the shape of her
breasts beneath the folds of her cape quite despite himself.


“I live a
rather sheltered life,” she smiled, her eyes flickering to the ground, a faint
stain of rose petals once more colouring her cheeks.


“Would you
care to join us for supper?” Caleb flashed his smile at her.


“That would
be delightful,” she beamed before her eyes darted back to her father who was
hovering over the first of the large chests that had been delivered in one
piece onto the cobblestones. The smile faded, “but my father would not approve. Please don’t take it personally. He does
not approve of anyone.”


“A father
will always be protective of his daughter, ‘tis only natural.”


“I fear it is
not so simple.”


“Tell me?”


“I do not
wish to bore you with my troubles...”


“My goose
will keep a little.”


“If you are
truly interested... then call upon my father’s shop. I am rarely out.” The
words came stumbling from her lips in a
manner that suggested she thought herself teetering dangerously upon the brink of reckless boldness, if not
outright hussydom.


 “In
Duck Lane…” Caleb muttered, but before he could say more, a crashing noise
pulled his attention back to the coach where an aghast
Brindley the Bookseller was standing over the remains of a trunk that had been
dropped the coach, spilling various tomes
across the damp cobbles of the courtyard. Judging by where the trunk sat,
Brindley had only narrowly escaped it landing on
his head.


“Oh, my!” Harriet exclaimed, raising her
hands to her mouth. 


Brindley stood, mouth agape, staring at his books while his face
progressed through a series of colours from ashen white via strawberry red to a
rather quite alarming purple.


“You incompetent buffoons!” He finally bellowed, his eyes bulging almost
as much as his belly, “do you know how much these books cost me? Are you trying
to ruin me? Did the good Lord not give you brains to go with your clumsy,
misbegotten bodies?”


“Sorry sir,
it slipped,” the driver shouted down.


“Very heavy it was,” his mate managed to add
from behind what looked suspiciously like a smirk.


“Of course, it was heavy you fool, don’t you
remember putting the thing up there this morning, did I not tell you to be
careful!” Brindley roared.


“It wasn’t
so damp this morning,” the driver explained, climbing down from the roof.


“Damp?”



“Air’s very
damp tonight Sir,” the driver assured him, “makes the handles slippery, ain’t that right Harry?”


Harry
nodded vigorously, demonstrating just how slippery it was by sliding one palm
off of the other.


“I don’t
care if you had to fish them out of the sea; I expect compensation for your
utter incompetence!”


“Well, the thing is...” the driver said, wiping his hands on his coat
before rising up to his full height (which was impressively in excess of six
feet) and throwing back his shoulders (which were almost as impressively
broad), “the luggage is only our responsibility when it’s actually on
the coach.”


Harry, who
was even bigger than the driver, pointed helpfully at the roof of the coach.


“It was on
your rickety old wagon till you dropped it!”


“Well,
actually,” the driver said, rubbing his chin and wrinkling his nose, “it had
left the coach before it hit the ground.”


“Not our responsibility anymore, see?” Harry chipped in.


“Not your
responsibility!” Brindley spluttered, bulging eyes bouncing between his broken
trunk and the two men standing over him.


“You see we
had dispensed our duties. We had removed your trunk from our coach and at that
point,” the driver held up a grubby finger, “it stopped being in our care.”


“You
removed it from the coach in mid-air!” Brindley roared, his face somehow
managing to darken even further.


“That’s
what we call, in the trade, a technicality, Sir,” the driver said with a helpful smile.


“What kind
of a fool do you take me for?”


The two men
grinned, suggesting they knew exactly what kind of fool they thought the
bookseller was, but would rather not have to point it out to him further.


“Father!”
Harriet cried, pointing to the trunk. A gust of wind had sent some of the
smaller leaflets dancing across the courtyard.


“The Bishop of Bath’s pamphlets!” Brindley cried, his voice carrying the kind of
horrified timbre one usually associated with the plague, physical assault or
finding that your purse had taken up residence in someone else’s pocket,
“Harriet, get them!” He shouted, stooping
to catch one himself, but deciding any requiring actual movement to retrieve
were best left to his daughter while he secured the damaged trunk. 


Harriet
scurried after them, as much as her skirts allowed scurrying at least, but the
breeze seemed to have taken a likening to the Bishop of Bath’s scribbles. Ever the gentleman, Caleb trotted after the leaflets
and with the assistance of some of the other travellers and inn workers who’d
been enjoying the free entertainment they managed to gather up the rogue
pamphlets. Caleb bagged the last one himself with a deft lunge of his right
foot to pin the errant tract to the cobbles.


He glanced
at the covers as he brought them back to Brindley, the top copy bore the legend The Dangers of Lewdness and Immodest
Behaviour to the Well-Being of the Modern Gentleman. Caleb didn’t bother reading
any further; they clearly weren’t about anything that applied to him.


Any gratitude Brindley might have felt towards Caleb for helping save the
Bishop’s thoughts on morality were cleverly hidden behind a gruff hacking noise
that fell somewhere between a “thank you” and a growl as he tried to brush off
the dirty mark that bore a faint resemblance to the shape of Caleb’s boot from
the cover of the pamphlet.


“An interesting read, I’m sure,” Caleb offered,
bending down to help Brindley pile the last of his scattered books back inside
his trunk.


Harriet
arrived holding a pamphlet entitled The Heinous Sin of Self-Pollution,
which her father snatched from her and promptly stuffed back in the trunk. “Well, thank you for your help
Sir, my daughter and I will be bidding you a good evening,” he looked around in
vain for the driver and his mate, but in the commotion,
they appeared to have found somewhere else they needed to be.


“A pleasure
to meet you, Mr Brindley,” Caleb beamed,
“and your delightful daughter; hopefully I will have the opportunity to call
upon your shop... you seem to have some, ahem… fascinating material,” he
added, glancing at the now closed trunk.


“All
callers are welcome, especially gentleman
of manners and godliness,” Brindley replied coolly enough to suggest he
considered Caleb to be alarmingly deficient in both qualities.


“Until that
day then,” Caleb nodded towards Brindley and smiled at Harriet before taking
his leave. He glanced back once he’d reached the Inn’s doorway to find Brindley
was already calling for a carriage to whisk his daughter away from danger;
Harriet smiled bright and sweet when she saw him look back.


Caleb had
always been particularly fond of bright and sweet.


*


No more
voices filtered up through the floorboards of the inn, and the sounds of hooves
and wheels on cobbles from the courtyard had long since ceased. Distantly Caleb
could hear the clatter of the water wheels under London Bridge; rhythmic and
strangely soothing though they were doing
little to bring him sleep. There would have been a time when a long journey
followed by the practical comforts of a good inn would have ensured he wasn’t
overly delayed on his journey to sleep, but that time was long ago. 


Rentwin had
provided reasonably entertaining company,
needing little in the way of encouragement to find excuses to delay his return
home. Despite his sombre dress and
puritanical appearance, he showed no signs of abstinence, either from ale or the succulent goose they’d shared. 


The inn had been busy, but Rentwin had managed to find a suitable table
for them. Close enough to the fire for the crackling flames to dispel the chill
from his bones and near enough to the bar to allow uninterrupted views of the
serving girls as they bustled about, encumbered as they were by flagons of ale
and porter, plates of food and the wandering hands of The George’s
customers. 


It had proved a mildly enjoyable first evening back in London. Rentwin
didn’t strike him as the kind of man to share his tastes for gambling and
wenching, but his conversation was distracting enough and in truth after the
discomforts of the coach journey from Canterbury, he felt able to face only the
more sedate of pleasures anyway.


Caleb
snuggled down beneath his sheets, the room’s hearth was cold, and the blankets
were barely sufficient. He toyed with the idea of pulling on another shirt, but
the thought of rummaging through his
trunk in the chilly, dark room was too unappealing.
A lovely warm body to snuggle up to was what he
needed, but by the time Rentwin had made Caleb promise to call upon him and his
wife before unsteadily heading off to catch a chair to take him home, the inn’s
business was drawing to a close. The remaining serving girls had looked far too
tired to hold the promise of much accommodation for his needs. 


The thought of needs brought his mind back to Harriet awhile. No great
beauty to be sure, but her father was such an odious bore it might be fun to
see how she scrubbed up beneath those unattractive and dowdy clothes of hers;
years of repression beneath her father’s heel might make her a feisty enough
lover to make good her lack of suitable looks. 


Quite why
Brindley had taken such a dislike to him he couldn’t imagine, perhaps the man
reacted like that to any soul who appeared to notice his daughter was a woman.
Still, Caleb took it is a personal affront; the man had the impudence to think
he wasn’t good enough for Harriet. Admittedly he
was an itinerant thief, liar and womaniser, talents unlikely to be high on any
prospective father-in-law’s wish list, but that was hardly the point. Brindley
didn’t know that, did he?


Caleb
always liked to think he was capable of rising to a challenge, any woman he set
his mind to he could have if he tried
hard enough, rich or poor, beautiful or ugly, young or old. He could meet any
challenge; even someone like Isabella had not been able...


He let the
thought drift away. She had a way of sneaking up on him like that, just when
he’d pushed her far enough down into the dank corners of his memory, up she
would pop, rattling her chains once more.


“It wasn’t
my fault...” he whispered.


“But she’s
dead all the same.”


Caleb
stared into the shadows of the darkest corner of the room, where an indistinct figure sat crossed legged on the floor.


“Let me
sleep.”


“Oh, I thought
you wanted to talk?”


“Every time
I mutter something to myself
is not an invitation for you to appear.”


“My
mistake,” the figure sniffed, making no move to leave.


Caleb
slumped back on the bed and stared at the
ceiling for a while, “Are you still here?” He asked eventually.


“Of course.”


“What do
you want this time?” 


“I was just
wondering why we’re back here, in London, after all
these years.”


“I don’t
know… the road brought me I suppose.”


“I think
the road takes you wherever you want to go.”


When no
suitable reply came to mind, Caleb just stared forlornly at the ceiling.


“I think…”
the figure continued, “…you’re looking for something.”


“You always
think I’m looking for something; as if
these past twenty years have all been part of some grand plan rather than the
debauched meanderings of a man with nothing better to do.”


“But you
have been looking for something.”


Caleb
sighed, “If I were, then it was a long time ago. It is gone, forgotten,
finished, failed. I can’t have what is dead.”


“Ah yes, the past, that strange unattainable
land that exists just beyond our senses.”


“I do hope
you’re not going to lapse into one of you meaninglessly profound monologues.
They are rather tiresome you know?”


“Do you
want to know what I think you’re looking for?”


“I can’t
really stop you can I?”


“Or rather who you’re looking for.”


“There is
no one left in London I know who isn’t a pile of bones by now.”


“I think
you’re looking for the man you might have been.”


Caleb
snorted, “Who might he have been? Some bent-backed, gin-sodden labourer over
run with children and debt; what lessons might I learn from him?”


“How to be a better man?”


“For good
or ill I can’t wave a wand and be somebody else; anyway, I am who I’ve chosen
to be.”


“Are you really?
Would you be the same man if you had not been taken to watch Jack Ketch try and
hang Valentine Cade all those years ago? Would the road have taken you so far
from the man you might have been? Would your lust and greed have broken so many
people? Would people have died?”


“I don’t
know,” Caleb whispered towards the darkness.


“But you’ve
come home all the same; home to where most of your demons are buried, home to
where it all began. Why would a man do that, unless he was looking for
something?


Caleb screwed
his eyes shut and wished sleep would come. And the memories would leave.


 











Chapter Two 


Fairground Muses


 Smithfield Market, London -
1679


 Daniel had set his heart on seeing the
Three-Handed Man while Jacob, being altogether more easily pleased, wanted only
to sit upon the swings and let his
brothers push him towards the sky.  


“The swings
are for babies,” Daniel muttered, his bright blue eyes lingering on the tent
that housed the wondrous curiosity of the Three-Handed Man and the flamboyant
hawker proclaiming the dexterous marvels that could be seen inside; all for
just a very modest outlay.


 “Let
Jacob have his fun,” Caleb said, his own eyes
elsewhere.


 “Swinging’s fun!” Jacob insisted, pulling him towards the
swings.


 “Just
because he’s the youngest…” Daniel protested.


 Caleb’s
hand slipped into his pocket and felt the worn metal of the coins that nestled
there. Enough to pay for Jacob’s swings, Daniel’s freak show curiosity and a
hot sausage each for supper, but nothing else. Caleb scanned the crowd again,
looking for Maggie Huddlestone; her long blond hair
golden in the sun’s dying rays and pretty as a poppet in her white and yellow
dress. In truth, both the white and the yellow had faded to something closer to
grey, but the way the slightly too tight dress accentuated the first curves of
her womanhood excited and intrigued Caleb far more than he cared to admit.


 If he
were to lose his brothers in the crowd, an easy enough thing to do in the
churning tide of humanity that ebbed and flowed around the numerous diverting
attractions of Bartholomew’s Fair, then he would be free to go and find Maggie.
Perhaps she’d let him buy her some chocolate, or a sweet tart, some fresh ripe cherries or candied fruits; he
imagined them sharing strawberries or damsons. Maybe she’d take his arm and
push herself close to him to avoid the bumps and bruises of the crowd; she
might lean over to find the ripest fruit. She would giggle as the juice run down
her chin and her nose would wrinkle as she laughed. Maybe they’d go and watch
the rope dancers perform their stunts, perhaps she might grab his arm tightly
when the act reached its climax and the dancers tottered precariously above the
earth, maybe she would-


 “Caleb?”
Daniel asked, “Are you all right?”


 “Of
course,” Caleb nodded with a start.


 “You’re
looking right queer,” Daniel followed his brother’s gaze, catching sight of a
faded white and yellow dress before it was hidden from view by a group of red-faced
players dressed as devils, “you’re not staring at Maggie again are you?”


 “What
if I am?” Caleb replied defensively, not meeting his brother’s eye.


 “Don’t
know what you see in girls,” Daniel sighed.


 “They’re
boring!” Jacob shouted, chipping in with his thoughts on the matter.


 Caleb
looked down at his brothers and spoke
with the full weight of his fifteen years of experience, “You will one day.”


 “Can
we go to the swingings now?” Jacob demanded, his
patience bulking under the strain of his brothers bickering.


 “In a
while, let’s walk around a bit. You might see something you want to go on
more,” Caleb insisted, ushering them forward.


 “That
means he wants to look for more girls,”
Daniel explained to his younger brother in a mock conspiratorial whisper, “to
see if he can find something he wants to
go on more than Maggie Huddlestone.”


 Jacob
giggled while Caleb rolled his eyes.


 The
three brothers fell silent awhile as they moved across the fair. For most of the year Smithfield was London’s biggest meat
and horse market. The elongated diamond of the square was full of the cries of
buyers and sellers and the bellowing of their beasts, the ground covered with
sawdust and fouled with animal shit and blood, but for two weeks from the end
of August the fair came to town. The sound of dying animals was replaced
by the cries of street vendors and hawkers, raucous laughter, thunderous
applause, catcalls and insults as rich and poor alike came to enjoy the
amusements, plays, food and drink, to dress up and make merry. The evening was
beckoning, promising a beautiful end to
an unusually glorious day of blue skies and fair winds that had cleared the
sulphurous haze belched out by the countless brewers, tanners, dyers,
lime-burners, glue makers, salt and soap boilers of London. Even the ripe
smells of abattoir waste, the excrement washed streets and overflowing
graveyards seemed reduced by a mild breeze that flitted down even the narrowest
and meanest of alleys.


The three
boys walked parallel to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, whose facade dominated the southern
end of the square. He’d heard their father talk darkly of the gamblers that
gathered in the cloisters of the hospital during the fair to fritter away their
coins on games of cards and dice. Outside the hospital, underneath the arches,
women loitered in garish clothes, their
faces powdered white and covered with velvet beauty spots. These were what
their father described as “Lewd, despicable, fallen women.” Caleb averted his
eyes in case even noticing them might constitute some variety of sin until he
realised Daniel was openly gawping at them and tried to hurry him on. 


“I’m just
looking at the whores,” he protested,
“which ones do you think have the pox?” 


“I don’t
know where you get such talk from Daniel. If father ever hears such talk he’ll
whip the skin off your back,” Caleb hissed.


“Was only
looking,” Daniel grumbled, slowing to a dawdle “see the one at the end, with
the fan? Reckon she’s in the No-Nose Club, won’t get any work till it’s much
darker!” 


“Why’s she
got no nose?” Jacob asked, a frown creasing his brow.


 “Got eaten away by the French pox!” Daniel made snapping
motions with his thumb and fingers before his own nose.


 Jacob
pulled an alarmed face and joined Daniel in gawping at the prostitutes, “Could
they give us the pox?”  He demanded, little fingers moving to protect his
own button nose from the danger, much to the amusement of several passers-by.


 “Only
if you fu-”


 “Daniel!”


 His
brother grinned and looked pleased with himself.


 Caleb
pushed his brothers further into the crowd and out of sight of the harlots,
leaving them to await the night that would turn a
trickle of customers to a flood. The sun had almost set and along with the
darkness and the whores would come the blackguards, pickpockets, rogues, footpads and
drunkards. Father would not approve of keeping the boys out so late, especially
at the fair, which he considered both frivolous and disrespectful. 


 Their
father looked on Smithfield as virtually sacred ground; it was here that Bloody
Queen Mary had put on her own grisly form of entertainment by burning
Protestant martyrs in the square a hundred and thirty years before. Actors,
jugglers and prostitutes (whom their father considered being all much the same
thing) were not a fitting memorial to their sacrifice. Their father often
reminded them to thank God that no Protestant would die for their beliefs in
England again; in these more enlightened times only female traitors,
coin-clippers and counterfeiters were burned alive in the Square. 


 However,
Caleb had seen little of his brothers since he had left home and was prepared
to endure a little paternal wrath in order to
keep his promise to Daniel and Jacob that he would treat them now he had a few
coins of his own. He was six months into the seven years of his apprenticeship
to Mr Berwick, the printer, and leaving the family home had been a difficult
transition for him, even if he was now a man and had to learn a trade. He was
grateful his father had been able to scrape together the money needed to buy
him an apprenticeship, and relieved that Mr Berwick was a kindly and diligent
master, eager to pass on his skills with only the most infrequent of beatings,
but still...


 Caleb
looked down at his fingers, already permanently stained black from the ink of
Berwick’s presses that clanked and clamoured for hour after long hour churning out pamphlets and handbills (mainly
concerning the evils of Popery and sinning in general), and wondered if this were all life would ever be able to offer him.


 He
eyed the crowd again for Maggie, but she was nowhere to be seen. Not that it
really mattered of course; he was an Apprentice now, banned from consorting
with women. Mr Berwick often lectured him on the dangers of embracing common women and the risks to his health and
morals should he succumb to their temptations. Mr Berwick seemed to enjoy
describing the consequences of sin with almost as much relish as Caleb’s
father. 


 Although
Caleb didn’t think Maggie was common, they’d grown up playing together with the
other local children after all, he knew
the thoughts he’d been having about her lately were extremely common, and certainly the sort of thing both his father and
Mr Berwick would consider best put right by a sound thrashing. When he was twenty-two, he’d have a trade and enough money
to be ready for marriage and fatherhood. Perhaps Maggie would still be living
with her parents in Bartholomew Close; perhaps she would be happy to wait to be
his wife...


 Caleb
shook the thought from his mind, he had the rare luxury of a few coins in his
pocket and time to spend with his brothers and he should not be wasting such
moments with foolishness. Instead, he tried to
soak up the atmosphere of the fair; the shouts of the crowds gathered around
the cockfights and bear pits, the jugglers and the acrobats, conjurers and
musicians, vendors and mountebanks, sellers of wares and sellers of miracles
jostled side by side fighting to be heard over the cries of the showmen and the
trill blast of penny whistles. Beggars cried their pleas from spots
they’d fought over before dawn, afflicted wretches presented their miseries for
the world to see and old soldiers displayed their scars and stumps like medals
of valour, all in return for a ha’penny or two. 


The Toms of
Bedlam danced and whirled madly, half-naked and adorned with ribbons, red tape,
fox-tails and rags of assorted colours; Caleb kept a wary eye on them for some
were certainly Abram-men, who would distract a mark with their ravings while a
pickpocket relieved them of their watch or purse. 


 They
heard snatches of many languages; Caleb recognised French and Dutch, but others
he could not even guess at. There were Hindoo and Chinamen, Moors and Russians, Negroes, Tartars
and Turks, plus others too exotic for him to name. He counted himself lucky to live in such a place; some men
travelled all their lives and did not see a fraction of that which arrived each
year upon his doorstep. He wished he could find time to come back alone with
charcoal and paper to draw some of these strange marvels.


 Drawing was his love, and Caleb had wanted to
go to university or some exotic school
that might teach him how to become an artist, but such things were beyond both
his father’s purse and understanding. “A man needs to know his trade and his
bible, nothing else,” he’d offered by way of consolation.


 Caleb
would draw what he’d seen from memory later, but it was hard to faithfully
conjure the images as he huddled close to the stub of a tallow candle in the
late hours of the night that were his alone. 


 They
moved on until Daniel found his desire to see the Three-Handed Man evaporate in
the bombast of the hawker outside the tent for the Amazing Wolf-Man.


 “Just
imagine...” Daniel muttered, eyes widening as he took in the crude drawing of a
man crouched on all fours, his body covered in hair and his head that of a
wolf.


 “The
product of dark gypsy magics,” the hawker was
announcing to the world, arms flung wide for emphasis, “a noble family brought
to heel by a curse, the first son of each generation is born half-man,
half-wolf! The wretched soul destined to run with the fell creatures of the
Carpathians, his soul twisted and merged
with that of a ferocious beast-”


 “What’s
he doing here then?” One sceptic demanded.


 “Why good Sir, I captured the beast myself,” the
hawker assured the onlookers, “the local peasants put up a bounty for its hide,
for it has a terrible hunger for flesh...” the hawker’s eyes narrowed as his
voice dropped to a hoarse whisper “...not for beef or mutton though, no, no, my
good friends, his despicable lust is for human flesh, especially... child meat!” He snapped his head
round to stare at Jacob, who jumped back a step and clutched Daniel’s arm,
“sweet and tasty he finds them. Good job he’s safe in his cage... he might just
want to gobble you up!”


 “Ah
stop frightening the boy!” A ruddy-faced woman shouted, seeing Jacob disappear
behind his brother.


 “Billy
Towers I know you,” another woman added, between foaming slurps of beer,
“you’ve never been further than Deptford, where’d you get all this rot
from!”  


 Billy chose to ignore the mocking of his tale and
turned to address another part of the crowd. 


“Thanks to my cunning, the Carpathians are free from this terror... and
for just a few pennies you can step inside this tent and share the dread, nay,
the horror of this abomination, this...”


 Caleb’s
attention was diverted from the show by an insistent tugging on his sleeve, he
jerked around half expecting to see some pickpocket trying to relieve him of his meagre
collection of coins. Instead, he gazed down into two dark rheumy eyes looking
up at him from a face as crumpled as a
screwed up and discarded sheet of paper. The old woman wore a tatty and ancient
shawl over the few wisps of grey hair that still clung to her liver-spotted scalp


 “Ignore
him,” she announced assuredly, “he’s full of shit,” the words tumbling from dry, cracked lips that resolutely clamped an
unlit clay pipe into her toothless mouth.


 “He’s
not very convincing,” Caleb agreed.


 The
crone cackled in agreement, “The wolf-man is even worse; just some old drunk
with bits an’ bobs of mangy dog fur stuck on him; seen scarier beasts sniffing
around the Fleet Ditch.”


 “Thanks
for the warning,” Caleb grinned, glancing to see if Daniel and Jacob had heard
the woman’s advice, but they were too engrossed in Billy Tower’s recital of how
his cunning had trapped the beast.


 “I
can show you a trick or two worth seeing,” she cackled and for an awful moment, Caleb wondered if he were being
propositioned by London’s oldest prostitute.


 Caleb
tapped his pocket apologetically, shrugging at the pitiful clinking of his few
coins, “I don’t have much money.”


 “The
best tricks are free boy,” she whispered,
eyes closing to dark knowing slits. With surprising speed, she grabbed his
right wrist in her bony fingers and lifted the palm up to her eyes, close
enough for Caleb to feel her breath breezing over his skin. “Hmmm… you’re a
clever one aren’t you boy? Talented... you have gifts... but best you take your
chance with that girl now, no point in waiting. Life does not wait for love
young man... never does, never will, go
ask that girl…” there was a sadness in
her voice the like of which Caleb hadn’t heard before. The kind of sadness one
might have at the end of your life when
all possibilities were gone and all that
remained was the wisdom of mistakes that could never be corrected.


 “What
girl?”


 “The pretty thing in the yellow and white dress, of
course,” she said moving the pipe from one side of her mouth to the other as
she made a clucking noise that could have been amusement or annoyance, “the one
who never leaves your thoughts.”


 She
must have seen him staring at Maggie, just how obvious had he been if this mad
old woman had noticed him? Before he could reply her eyes flicked towards
Daniel and Jacob, “Your kin?”


 Caleb
nodded, “My brothers.”


 She
looked at them intently, the thin bony fingers of one hand still wrapped around
Caleb’s wrist, while the fingers of the other repeatedly
glided along the lines of his palm. Her gums worked the clay pipe from
one corner of her mouth to the other. “Look after them boy, the older one
especially,” she said finally, her voice low and earnest, “stay close to him
for as longs as you can. He’ll need you one day.”


 “He
needs me every day,” Caleb muttered with a grin, but the old woman didn’t
return the smile.


 “Stay
close to him,” she said in an insistent little hiss, her grubby quick bitten nails dug into his flesh. “He has
gifts too, different ones from yours
mind, the kinds that could lead a man into dark
ways and bitter places if he’s not
careful. You stay close, hear me, boy?
He’ll be in needs of your council; however far away from him life might take you.” 


 “Is
there something you want?” Caleb asked uncertainly, for a moment he felt he was
standing on a high cliff, his toes
touching only air. It seemed a long way down into the dark, narrow fissures her eyes peered up through. 


 She
laughed suddenly and released her grip, “I have all I wants...
I don’t comes looking for your coins boy
if that’s what you means. Just remember me advice, Mother Lanes talks
good sense. Any soul will tell you that boy.” With that, she scurried away.
Bodies moved and shifted, washing Mother Lanes away like footprints before the
surf.


 “Strange
old bird,” Caleb laughed, a little too loudly.


 “Who?” Daniel asked, turning backing from the show for the
first time.


 “That old fishwife who just read my palm.”


 “I
didn’t see anyone.”


 “She
was right next to me... just a moment ago.” Caleb insisted, peering at his
brother for some sign that he was jesting, but finding only a frown.


 “Think
you’re daydreaming again, Caleb,” Daniel
said with a grin, looking back at the
trickle of patrons handing over their coins to Billy Towers hoping to be amazed by his Wolf-Man. “This
woman didn’t look like Maggie by any chance, did she?”


 “No,”
Caleb sighed, “nothing like her.”


 “Probably
healthier to dream about more than one woman anyway,” Daniel said with a wink.


 “You
want to see this Wolf-Man then?” Caleb coiled his fingers around the coins in
his pocket again just to reassure himself the woman had not somehow conjured
them away.


 “Nah!” Daniel laughed, “’tis probably just some old drunk covered
with dog fur anyway...”


 Despite
the warmth of the evening, Caleb shivered and looked up; the sun had
disappeared behind the buildings to the east of the market that clustered
around the Church of St Bartholomew-the-Great. The wispy clouds above the
church’s spire had become rose petal pennants heralding the passing of the day.



 Darkness
was coming fast. 


* 


Caleb held
his breath and listened, the splinter of charcoal he gripped between
ink-stained fingers hovered over the paper. His master would not be best
pleased if he found him still awake so late past midnight. He had to rise at five to prepare the presses
for the day’s work and after being given the evening off to see his brothers it would smack of ingratitude to Mr
Berwick if he found him to be scribbling his “doodles” rather than sleeping. A
creaking floorboard had stilled his hand, but when no further sound came he decided
it had just been the house shifting and settling around its old warped frame,
rather than Mr Berwick’s footsteps.  


Which was
just as well, as Caleb had found Mr Berwick was not at all keen on ingratitude.
 


He glanced
at the stub of the tallow candle which sat upon the rickety stool that, along
with the rickety bed and the rickety little table, constituted the cramped attic
room’s only furniture. Rest would come soon enough, for the candle was almost
exhausted and even he could not sketch in the dark. To supplement the meagre
ration of candles Mr Berwick allowed him, Caleb pilfered the used ends that had
been discarded by the rest of the household, thus drawing less suspicion about
his nocturnal activities. The half an inch that flickered next to him, however,
was the last of his current illicit stash.


 His
eyes were sore from peering at his drawing, but he knew he wouldn’t stop until
that last candle gave out and the darkness rushed in to overwhelm him. He
looked at his work with a critical eye. It was not right; he hadn’t captured
the old woman at all. Her face had been full of character, experience,
time-worn and weather-cracked; canny street knowledge had radiated from every
wrinkle of her old skin. Her eyes had been dark and knowing as if they saw more
than others did, or had simply seen too much. The face that lay before him,
however, seemed flat and featureless in comparison to his memories of Mother
Lanes. It told no tales, whispered nothing, hinted less. It wasn’t a face with
secrets at all.


 He
let the worn sliver of charcoal slip despondently from his stained fingers and
pushed his hair from his eyes. No matter how hard he tried her face would not
come to him, not quite correctly anyway. He cursed himself for his lousy
memory. He tried so hard to remember the fascinating things he saw so that he
could try and bring them back to life up here in his attic.


 Caleb
flicked through the odds and ends of paper that had been discarded from Mr
Berwick’s printing room. He put Mother Lanes aside to stare at the numerous
images of Maggie he’d drawn over the last few months. With the old woman he had
the excuse that he’d spent only moments in her company. Maggie he’d known since
he‘d been a little boy, but he never quite seemed to be able to capture her on
paper either.


 Of
course, he could just ask her to sit for him but to Caleb that would be as bold
and as brazen as trying to kiss her or confess his love; for to draw such
beauty would be an intimacy he barely comprehended. Even to draw her face just
from memory sometimes made his hand shake and his head buzz with forbidden
pleasure.


 The features he day-dreamed of endlessly, but could
never quite replicate on paper; the softness of her hair, the slightly
mischievous look that sometimes flitted across her face, the small, upturned
impossible cuteness of her nose, the smile that could drive all thoughts from
his head, the way her nostrils flared and the skin around her eyes would
wrinkle when she laughed, the small tidy perfection of her hands, the sheer
exuberant smoothness of her skin, the pert, demanding, delicious mystery of her
breasts.


 Yes,
he’d had particular problems trying to draw her breasts…


 He
sighed and happily wasted a good quarter of an inch of candle wistfully
thinking about Maggie’s small, but utterly perfect, breasts. 


 Life
does not wait for love young man... never does, never will...


 The
memory of Mother Lane’s words were strong
and clear enough to achieve the formidable task of chasing thoughts of Maggie
Huddlestone’s chest from his mind. Perhaps the old woman was right, she might
well be mad, but life was short and did he really want to wait seven years
before pursuing Maggie? 


 If
that be God’s will...


 His
father’s voice chased Mother Lane’s from the shadows; it was the answer he gave
to any problem, any difficult choice to be made. Neither his father nor Mr
Berwick would tolerate him wasting his energies on anything so
frivolous as love. He was the oldest son, he had responsibilities. He had
talents and skills, he knew his father had given him this opportunity to use
them and make something of himself by spending money he did not have to buy
this apprenticeship.


 They
were not destitute, but they had always lived a
hand to mouth existence. His father was a scholar, an intelligent,
educated man who should have been able to find a reasonably paid teaching post
at a respectable school or as a personal tutor to the sons of well to do
merchants, but his puritanical beliefs and connections to the Commonwealth had
closed many doors after the Restoration. He had never held any kind of office
under Cromwell’s regime, but he had been unable to hold his tongue either. His
name was simply listed somewhere, a man who required an eye to be kept on him,
just in case. Someone not fit enough to be trusted with the education of decent
folk’s children, a man whose extreme puritanical beliefs might taint and
corrupt the impressionable young, even through the
simple teaching of Latin and the classics. So he had spent ever more time
preaching to any who would listen to him from whatever makeshift pulpit came to
hand.


 To
risk what he had been given, even if it were not what he actually wanted, would
be ingratitude of sinful proportions.


 Of
course, if they never found out...


 That
was just the Devil whispering in his ear of course, Caleb knew that voice well
enough too; perhaps Mother Lanes had been no more than one of His minions sent
out to tempt the righteous into sin? Sometimes he wished he had his father’s
convictions. Was it really so sinful to love someone? 


The old
woman was right, however, Maggie never
did leave his thoughts. He awoke thinking about her; spent all day with her
hovering around his mind, every quiet moment taken
up in contemplation of one aspect of her beauty, one word she may have uttered
to him, one smile, one look, one imagined promise. He went to bed thinking
about her, and even when sleep came there
was no release from the exquisite torture because then he simply dreamt about
her.


 He
thought it strange that, in all those years that they had played together, with
Daniel and the other children of Bartholomew’s Close,
she had just been another part of his childhood, no more or less than numerous
other playmates. He’d always liked her, for a girl anyway, but at some
indefinable point she had been transformed from someone he played games with to
someone he yearned constantly to be with, yet he ended up being a tongue-tied
fool whenever she was near.


 He
wasn’t quite sure when this had happened exactly, but he strongly suspected it
was about the same time he’d noticed she had breasts. They hadn’t been there
one day, and everything had been fine and pretty and dandy; the next day, there
they were, all bright and perky and the world was suddenly strangely confused
and messy. 


 He
imagined declaring his love, of kissing her and touching those strange and
wonderful accessories she’d miraculously grown. He thought of other things too,
the things boys whispered about in small knots when they thought no one else
was in earshot. He imagined having no cares or worries, of simply doing what he
wanted to do and the mere thought of it made him dizzy and sick and terribly,
terribly excited.


That was
the Devil again; it just had to be Old Nick sending such revelations to torment
him. He thought of talking to his father about it, but it was not a serious
proposition. He could see that stern, uncomprehending look that he got whenever
Caleb brought up something he didn’t approve of, all tinged with a faint air of
disappointment. To Caleb’s father such matters were easily resolved; just turn
to your Bible and keep reading till you
found an answer. Anyone who couldn’t figure that out for themselves he
dismissed as some heinous variety of a fool. Caleb had tried, the Lord knew he
had, and while the Bible had a fair
amount to say about sin in general, it seemed to be pretty light on references
to Maggie Huddlestone’s breasts...


 And
so Caleb lay and worried and imagined all manner of things as he had done most
nights for these past few months. Achieving nothing until his eyes finally
closed. 


The candle
flickered out and the last light of another day was extinguished.


 











Chapter Three


Strange Beds


Covent Garden, London -
1708 


Caleb’s
gaze drifted across the smoke filled room.



He had
noticed, over the years, that many folk preferred
to go about their business in the comforting embrace of shadows. Perhaps that
was why so many had scurried into this place; despite the candles and oil lamps the night appeared to have crept in upon
their coat-tails and taken residence in
the nooks and crannies where men huddled together. 


Although
the establishment was primarily intended to be one of leisure, where the better
classes could relax, smoke their pipes and enjoy a dish or two of the bitter
bean that had become so fashionable during his absence, in reality,  it
was places like this where the real business of the city took place. Just how
many coffee houses were to be found in London now was anybody’s guess, but
Caleb thought the figure must easily run into four figures, given that every
street corner, square and alleyway seemed
to have acquired at least one.


 Different
coffee houses catered for different customers; merchants, brokers, lawyers,
artists, writers, politicians, gaily dressed fops and clergymen all seemed to have their own establishments where they
could rub shoulders with their peers. Some of the houses’ signs showed a
woman’s hand or arm in conjunction with a coffee pot, which signified that
pleasures other than just coffee could be found inside. 


 The
particular house Caleb now found himself in, which lay in an unremarkable alley
near the markets of Covent Garden, seemed at first glance to cater for no singular type or profession. In the cavernous
alcoves and discreet nooks sober-suited
merchants, money-lenders and guildsmen
associated with perfumed dandy’s sporting the latest Parisian fashions; young
gentlemen of the aristocracy laughed with ruddy-faced clerics and dashing army
officers. The overly loud asides of wits and raconteurs mingled with the discreet whispering of gossip-hungry hacks.


 If
you looked a little closer, however, the love that bound all these men together
was evident enough, for on almost every
table could be found turning cards or tumbling dice. This was a place where men
with too much money came to reduce their fortunes in the name of entertainment.



 It
had taken Caleb a few days to find it, not that it was illegal of course, but
it hardly advertised itself either; it wouldn’t do at all for customers’ wives
to know where to go looking for their husbands or their misplaced housekeeping
money. 


 Caleb
could almost taste the metallic tang of palm warmed coin in the air, and he
intended to take a fair share for
himself. He had a weakness for cards that almost rivalled his fondness for
women. Once upon a time his heart would have raced when he entered such a place
as this, it had made him feel alive; the drone of voices, the stink of humanity
and the rich earthy air of opportunity
that hung in the air as thickly as the tobacco smoke. Such a place as this was
a crossroads and each patron a different path that could lead to new
opportunities, new experiences and new pleasures. For twenty years he’d
wandered these roads and hunted down those experiences for he had once promised
the memory of one of the only two people he had ever loved that he would do so; he
had promised he’d live a life rich enough for two men.


 But
that promise was half a lifetime ago, and he felt the accumulation of years
starting to weigh more heavily upon him now; like snow building up upon a thin roof, he was beginning to sag. Now
the pleasures were duller, the experiences less vivid, now this coffee house
was just a room full of men whispering. He was tired of the road and its empty
promises. He wanted rid of it, but he had travelled it for so long he didn’t
know what else he could do.


 With
a vaguely heavy heart he’d made his way
to the shadows of a free alcove and
proceeded to watch the crowd over the edge of the newspaper he was pretending
to read. In his years away there seemed to have been a noticeable increase in
the printed word to feed Londoners insatiable appetite for news, gossip and
general tittle-tattle.  Caleb found himself camouflaged behind one of the
free copies Jeffrey’s owner scattered about the place to help attract
customers. The Daily Courant appeared a novel idea to Caleb, a newspaper
that was printed every day to bring its readers the very latest from London
society, the courts of Europe, the colonies and even the happenings in far-flung barbaric
places that he’d never even heard of. That day’s edition was much concerned
with the issue of the Spanish succession, which was the latest reason the great
and wise of Europe had found it necessary to spill the blood of their grateful subjects over. The Courant had
been selling for a few years now, but Caleb doubted it would last much longer.
Surely there wasn’t enough happening in the entire world to fill a newspaper every
day?


 Between
newspaper and brandy (which Caleb found preferable to coffee) his eyes swept
over the crowd, noting those with money to lose and those who looked likely to
be able to introduce him to the more profitable strands of London Society. He
did so without any particular thought, after so many years of winning and
losing money by his wits it was as much a conscious activity to him as
breathing. 


His attention lingered on a well-dressed man in an extravagant flowing wig
that Caleb took to be a lawyer from the snatches of conversation he’d been able
to make out. Lawyers were always a good choice, he’d found if you stuck close
to one of those they’d inevitably lead you to money before long. However, his
gaze was eventually drawn to the next table where he found himself staring at a
familiar face.


 Twenty
years of travelling had made familiarity an unsettling experience for Caleb,
especially as a large percentage of the people he knew would, for various trifling reasons, wish some form of harm upon him; from the sharp side of their tongues
to the blunt side of a hangman’s noose. Old acquaintances were best avoided,
and he had no desire to run into anyone from his previous life in London.
However, it was surprise rather than
distress that caused Caleb’s eyes to flare slightly at the sight of Richard
Rentwin. He knew the man was not as much of a puritan as his dress suggested,
but he hadn’t thought him a devotee of the card table either.


 He
was sharing a table with two equally incongruous looking cards-men; the first
was perhaps five to ten years his senior and twice his body weight. He was
wedged uncomfortably into his chair as he peered suspiciously at his cards
through a thin pair of spectacles balanced upon the end of his bulbous nose.
His clothes made Rentwin look like a doyen of fashion and even from where Caleb
sat he could see the flecks of dust and dirt sprinkled liberally over the
shoulders of his tired frock coat. The buttons
of his tight waistcoat were struggling so desperately against the strain of his
belly that there appeared to be a genuine degree of risk in sitting opposite
him. The force with which they would be propelled across the room, should the
stitching finally concede defeat, was probably more than sufficient for a man
to lose an eye. His periwig was as dishevelled as his clothing and so
ill-fitting that it slid and rotated about his scalp with every nod, shake and
gesture he made. 


 The
third card player was different again; he was much younger than either of his
companions and a fashionable young beau to boot. He seemed primarily concerned with checking the lavish curls of his huge
powdered full-bottomed wig, which was swept up into two improbably high peaks
above a centre parting before they fell like some hairy waterfall far below his
shoulders. His cards appeared to be of far less interest, sitting forlorn and
unloved on the table before him. His fingers moved from snuff box to nostrils
with mechanical regularity as if the very act of breathing was impossible
without the stuff. His hands were obscured beneath the long and impractical
lacy frills of his sleeves. Caleb watched him to
see if he was palming cards beneath those great concealing cuffs, but he was too far away to be sure. 


 The fop’s frock coat was elaborately stitched with
gold thread onto a bilious grey-green velvet. The colour was so sickly it
reminded Caleb of an indulgent evening he’d once spent in Copenhagen guzzling
good wine and bad oysters with two Bavarian libertines. A civilised conclusion
to the evening in the company of several rather voluptuous Swedish harlots had
been ruined by a bout of quite spectacular vomiting, which had been almost as
much of a surprise to him as it was to the poor girl who’d had the
misfortune to be sitting in his lap at the time. 


 The
unhealthily yellow cravat which hung limply from the dandy’s neck in what was,
presumably, all the rage that day, clashed garishly with the coat. An extraordinarily
wide hat, whose rim was generous enough
to shelter a good number of small boys from any passing rain storm, tipped off
with several feet of ostrich feather, sat unworn upon the table. No doubt it
would be too distressing for his wig if it were ever to be actually perched
upon his curls. 


 Caleb
decided the fellow would benefit immeasurably from a little lightening of the
purse. He waited until the current hand
had been played before strolling by their
table as the fop claimed a modest looking
pot that Rentwin and his rotund friend
glumly watched disappear beneath the dandy’s flapping cuffs. 


 “Mr
Rentwin!” Caleb cried with delight, “what a pleasant surprise to see a familiar
face!”


 Rentwin’s
eyes widened alarmingly; he couldn’t have shot to his feet any quicker if
something long, hot and metallic had unexpectedly been shoved up his rectum. 


“Mr Cade!”
He almost screeched, his thighs bumping into the table hard enough to set the
coffee dishes shivering. Caleb found his hand encased between Rentwin’s clammy
palms as the little man pumped it vigorously. 


 “I
did not know you were a cards man?” Caleb asked after a moment’s bug-eyed
silence from Rentwin.


 “Cards? Oh yes, cards,” Rentwin spluttered, followed
by a hollow laugh forced begrudgingly from his thin
pale lips, “just a little vice... nothing serious... really.”


 “Don’t
worry,” Caleb said patting Rentwin’s elbow, “I won’t tell your wife.” 


 The fop laughed shrilly into a perfumed
handkerchief the size of a small sail that he had produced from his sleeves.
“Probably best not to,” Rentwin agreed, rubbing his hands together as a little unaccustomed colour touched his cheeks.


 “Will
you not join us for a hand or two?” The fop
asked, emerging from his handkerchief to examine Caleb directly, his blue eyes
all the more vivid for being set against his powdered white skin, “I find the
more, is usually, the merrier.”


 “Well,
we’ve really almost finished,” Rentwin protested quickly, eyes darting towards
the big man in the bad wig for support, but he just shrugged his shoulders and
shuffled the deck.


 “Nonsense!” The fop
declared, “I must give you a chance to win some money back...”


 “Quite,”
the burly man agreed with a throaty growl.


 “Oh,”
Rentwin said, returning to his chair with a slump of the shoulders, “please do
join us... if you are so inclined?”


 “Why
thank you,” Caleb beamed, easing into an unoccupied chair. Rentwin’s wife must
be a fearsome creature; the poor man seemed most ill at ease. He couldn’t
believe he could be so afraid that a virtual stranger might mention his
fondness for a little harmless card play.


 “This is a recent acquaintance of mine,” Rentwin
announced once Caleb had settled down, “Mr Caleb Cade, this is Dr Samuel Rothery.”
The old man reached over the table to shake his hand with a firmly sweaty
grasp, “And this is Mr Louis Defane,” the fop offered the tips of his fingers
that protruded beyond his cuff, touching them lightly against Caleb’s own.


 “My
pleasure,” his lips curled into the ghost of a smile. He wore a beauty spot in
the shape of a heart upon his cheek, Caleb wondered if it was purely for
fashion, or to cover a pox mark.


 “You
have a trace of an accent,” Caleb asked, bringing his purse to the table,
“French?”


 “Huguenot,”
Defane corrected, before turning his eyes upon Caleb once more, “we play poque here Sir, is that a game you know?”


 “I
have played,” Caleb replied, feeling the fop’s sparkling eyes were measuring
and weighing him, “once or twice.”


 “A man of the world?”


 “I
have travelled,” Caleb said with a nod as the Doctor dealt.


 “To France?” Defane asked, glancing at his cards before
placing them face down upon the table.


 “Over
much of Europe,” Caleb agreed, “wherever there wasn’t a war at the time.”


 “No
mean feat,” Rothery chipped in, not raising his eyes from the cards he held
bare inches from the tip of his bulbous nose. 


 “And
unlikely to become any easier until the Spanish Succession is resolved,” Caleb
sighed.


 “King
Louis never rests until he gets what he wants;” Defane muttered distantly, “no
matter how much blood must flow.”


 Caleb
noticed Rentwin and Rothery exchange the briefest of looks. He couldn’t help
but think there was more going on here than he was aware of, but no matter, the
game was all that concerned him. He was little troubled by the secrets of men,
unless there was some way to profit from them of course, for now he tried to
find contentment in the cards and the pile of coins that huddled in the centre
of the table. 


 Defane
chatted amiably throughout the game, showing little apparent care while Rentwin
and Rothery sweated over their cards, happy to let the fop do the talking. Neither man showed any aptitude for the game, betting erratically, bluffing poorly and paying
little attention to the way the hands were played. Caleb could only assume
Rentwin was losing money he could not afford to and continued to play in the
desperate hope of winning it back, for he seemed excessively nervous and
unhappy. He certainly showed no sign of enjoying the cut and turn of the cards.


 Defane
was another matter altogether, he dressed like a brainless dandy with little
care beyond his appearance and the sound of his own voice, but he seemed to win
far too many hands to be attributable purely to luck. There was more behind
that powdered young face than met the eye.


 Caleb
returned his focus to the game as Dr Rothery and his other two opponents at the
table laid out their cards. “Fortune smiles on me
this time gentlemen,” he grinned as he showed his hand, the three pretty
queens easily beating the other men’s hands.


 “I
should stick to business,” Rentwin sighed miserably, his head twitching more noticeably than ever.


 “And
what is your business exactly Mr Rentwin?” Defane asked,
keeping one eye on the small pile of coins Caleb was sweeping up.


 “I
trade in wool Sir,” he answered after a moment’s hesitation as if he were
reluctant to tell the little man anything about himself.


 “I
fear the ways of business are far above my head.” Defane sighed in such a way
as to suggest he found talk of commerce too tiresome to endure, his eyes moving
to linger on Rentwin’s fingers, which were drumming incessantly on the table
edge.


 “You
are not from London, I believe Sir?” Dr Rothery asked Caleb, wiping his
perspiring brow with a large silk handkerchief.


 “Ah,
I see my accent betrays my humble provincial origins,” Caleb had worked harked
to lose the rough edges of the London accent he had been born with.


 “May
I ask what brings you to this fair city?”  Defane asked, between several
large pinches of snuff.


 “My
family has a small estate in Cornwall,” Caleb explained, after flicking through
his collection of lies for a suitable one “my father is seeking finance for
some ventures, but we have been unable to find sufficient capital closer to
home. I have been recalled from my travels and despatched to London to seek
suitable associations within the merchant community. My father has become too
frail to make the journey himself.”


 “This
is the right place to come for money...” Rentwin commented, lighting a long
clay pipe with a shaking hand before puffing furiously upon it. The man’s
timing was remarkable, Caleb thought, despite his twitching head the pipe stem
never once missed his mouth. 


 “I am
afraid I know little of business....my family are landowners, I don’t think it
is in our blood.”


 “Oh I
don’t know,” Louis Defane said staring pointedly at Rentwin as he spoke, “a
man’s abilities reside betwixt soul and spirit. His blood is for other things
entirely....”


 Rentwin
coughed loudly, spluttering enough for the Doctor to administer several hearty
slaps to his back. Once he had regained himself Caleb noted his pallor had
become so ashen as to be almost deathly, even Defane
under his layers of white powder had more colour to his cheeks.


“Are you
unwell?” Caleb asked.


Rentwin
nodded, if a little uncertainly, “Just a little faint.”


Rothery
leaned over and placed a hand on his friend’s, “Why don’t you get along home Richard, there’s no need to make
yourself ill.”


 “I do
feel a little... off colour.”


 “Doctor’s
orders,” Rothery beamed. His teeth were in remarkably good condition for a man
of his age, Caleb noted. Long before most men
reached such an age they were lucky if they had anything but blackened stumps
in their mouth, but Rothery’s were still white and strong. As they didn’t
rattle around his mouth and make his speech an incoherent babble Caleb guessed
they must have been his own.


 “I
suppose Cecilia will be worrying too, will you be… safe getting home?” 


 “Quite
safe, my man Scaife is outside in my carriage, now go
home Richard,” the Doctor said a little more firmly.


 Rentwin said hurried goodbyes with an air of relief
about him. 


“I will have to take you up on that invitation for dinner,” Caleb said,
shaking Rentwin’s hand. He wondered if he had offended the man somehow and it
was his company that he was eager to be rid of, but Rentwin’s smile was wide and
genuine.


 “That
would be delightful, please do call,” with that he was gone, almost knocking
several men over in his rush to reach the door.


 “Mrs
Rentwin is an infamous scold and
harridan,” Dr Rothery confided in his companions after Rentwin was safely out
of earshot; easing himself back into the confines of his chair.


 Caleb
and the Doctor ordered pipes and more coffee while Defane demurred with a faint
smile and a wave of his long elegant fingers. His
features were finely sculptured, and his skin soft enough to give him a certain
feminine quality. Caleb would have dismissed him as some variety of sodomite if
it were not for the fact that he of all people knew it was dangerous to judge
someone solely by their appearance. He had already proved himself an abler
cards man than his foppish attire and effete manners suggested.


 When
a pretty serving girl duly arrived with their order Caleb noticed the way
Defane’s eyes lingered on the girl. For a moment the softness of the man was
replaced with a predatory stare, it was there for only a moment, but Caleb was
certain it wasn’t his imagination. Defane was a man of earthly pleasures, he
decided, a companion in debauchery; perhaps someone who could rekindle his
appetite for delights… 


 “You
do not take the pipe?” The Doctor was asking Defane when Caleb’s attention
returned to his new found companions.


 “I’ve
never much cared for it; I fear breathing such fumes can bring no good.”


 “Piffle!”
Rothery snorted, “Good tobacco clears the chest and fortifies the constitution,
as a keen student of medicine and natural philosophy you can take my word on
that, young man. Good for keeping the plague carrying miasma away too!”


 Defane
smiled a fey little smile, but said no more.


 “I
concur with the good Doctor about the pipe,”
Caleb nodded, “but this coffee is a bitter brew.”


 “’tis
an acquired taste,” the Doctor agreed, “but I find it quite invigorating; there
may well be medicinal properties to the drink and it provides a kindly
alternative to drunkenness.”


 “I
have heard talk that it makes a man impotent,” Defane sniffed, just as Caleb
perched the dish upon his lips, “Apparently many a wife complains it has made a
eunuch of their husband. Black, thick nauseous puddle water that dries up a
man’s basic juices, they say.”


 “If a
husband can no longer raise his attentions for his wife,” Caleb mused, “it is
more likely the cause of her disappointment is her husband’s mistress, rather
than his beverage.”


 “Quite
so,” Defane tittered, his laugh soft and
girlish, “and would not life be a duller condition for us men of the world if
every wife were well satisfied with her lot?”


 “I
don’t know what you possibly can mean.”


 “I am
sure,” Defane chuckled. He took a little more snuff
before turning his bright eyes on Rothery, “Tell me Doctor, what brings a man
of learning to this temple of hedonism?” He mouthed the word “learning” in a
way that suggested he found it slightly distasteful.  


 “I am
acquainted with many of the gentlemen here, in a professional capacity. They
pay well, and it helps my business to move in their circles.”


 “I am
surprised they provide much income, they appear to be a singularly healthy
bunch to my untrained eye.”


 “Of
course there’s nothing wrong with most of them, they eat the finest food, live
in warm comfortable homes and enjoy all the luxuries of modern enlightened
living. Yet they claim more illnesses than any pauper
or street urchin,” Rothery waved his pipe about
in exasperation. “I am forever being called out by these good folk claiming all manner of maladies, all demanding to
be bled!”


 “Is
not the letting of a little blood good for a man?” Defane smiled.


 “Pah! Complete rot, Sir!”


 Caleb
frowned, “But surely Doctor, the letting of blood takes heat from the body,
calming fevers and cholic?”


 “These
are enlightened times gentlemen; we make enormous strides in understanding the
working of the Human body. Through experimentation and the application of
curiosity I believe we will one day cure
even the most dreadful of diseases. Yet I spend most of my days letting the
blood of patients who demand the treatment regardless of either my opinion as a
doctor or the illness affecting them. I know some colleagues who still use leeches for goodness sake. These are the kinds
of things practised by the savages!”


 “I
believe we have touched on a sore point, Doctor.” Defane smiled, pushing back
his extravagant mane from his face.


 Rothery
laughed a little, “Forgive me gentleman, I’m an old man and that gives me
license to be irascible once in a while.”


 The
Doctor rose stiffly from his seat and gathered his walking cane. “My body is
old and sore my friends. I’m much in need of herbal tea and my bed if I am to
be fit enough to face another day of bleeding these good people of their
money.”


 “It
was a pleasure to meet you Sir,” Caleb said rising and offering his hand, “may
I have the privilege of being able to call on you should I need your services.
I promise I won’t demand to be bled.”


  “Indeed,
indeed, though I would prefer the opportunity to win back some of my money.”
The Doctor pressed a card into Caleb’s palm, before adding in a low and quite
serious voice, “If any ailment should suddenly befall you, please do call on me
without hesitation.” 


Caleb was
not quite sure what to say and wondered for a moment whether the old man had
seen some tell-tale sign that he was unwell.


They
exchanged goodbyes and watched the old Doctor shuffle towards the exit, resting
heavily on his cane as he went. 


 “So
Mr Cade,” Defane said, “would you be interested in seeing what the night has to
offer?”


 “I
knew you were my kind of man.” Caleb smiled, letting his own mask slip for a
moment.


 “And
I you Mr Cade, and I you...”  


* 


Clunk-tock!


 Caleb
woke to a pounding head and a dry mouth; staring up at a dark unfamiliar
ceiling he realised he didn’t have the faintest idea where he was. 


 He
blinked several times, anything more demanding would simply have been too much,
and waited for his mind to catch up with his body. Nothing came. All he knew
was that he felt so heavy of limb and light of head that even the simple task
of pushing aside the piles of blankets that pinned him to the bed seemed
impossible. He had suffered countless hangovers in his time, an occupational
hazard that his oft-abused body usually
recovered from mercifully quickly, but he could not recall ever feeling either
so drained or suffered a head that pounded so intensely he could almost hear it
reverberating.


 Clunk-tock! 


 The
sound heralded a slow broiling wave of
nausea that rolled thickly up from his stomach; it was not until his gorge had
subsided did it dawn upon him that the sound had actually originated somewhere
beyond his own throbbing skull. He made the mistake of trying to turn his head to locate the source of the infernal racket, but found only pain dancing down his
neck. Once more he had to screw his eyes shut, taking several deep breaths
before the world felt flat and stationary once more. Eventually, the cold rolls
of sweat subsided enough for him to peel open his eyes again.


 Clunk-tock!


 It
was mercifully dark. Two small windows barred the sunlight beyond with heavy
shutters that allowed only slivers of grey light to creep around the edges of
their ill-fitting frames. The room was large and bare; its size suggested a
house of some grandeur in its day, while
the state of its disrepair indicated those days had long since passed. The
floor was uncarpeted, and the floorboards looked warped and ill-fitting.
Distempered walls were faded and flecked with dark patches of mould. In several
places, chunks of plaster work had come away to reveal the skeletal lattice
work beneath. The air was musty and damp enough to suggest years had passed
since the room had last been aired. 


 What furniture there was indicated the owner of the
house was either a giant or a man who felt the best way to fill the yawning
acres of space was to buy the largest pieces of furniture he could lay his
hands upon. The bed Caleb was propped up upon was sizeable enough to sleep a
small family with room aside for a servant or two. Upon his naked form numerous sheets, blankets and furs had been
piled; whatever else afflicted him, there appeared little chance he might
succumb to a chill.


 Clunk-tock!


 What
was that damnable noise? Caleb peered into the shadows, his eyes eventually
focusing on a large oblong shape that
somehow seemed even darker than the surrounding gloom. Eventually, he realised
it was a monumental, brooding grandfather clock wedged into the corner beside
the room’s only door. 


 The
thing stood more than seven feet tall;
the case’s Gothic battlements scraping
the yellowing ceiling like some sorcerer’s tower climbing towards a sulphurous
sky. It appeared broad and deep enough to house several men, in addition to its
rasping workings. In fact, it was almost large enough to qualify as a room in
its own right. Clunk-tock! It cried, each painful movement of the old beast’s workings making
it shudder slightly. 


 Caleb
found the device vaguely malevolent, imagining it to be so ancient that it had
somehow grown resentful of the world that made it stand, forgotten, in the
corner of this darkened room, marking out time with each painful clunk-tock of its old worn gears. Instead of merely keeping
time, it had been slowly building up some unimaginable rage over its long neglected
life, an anger that the dusty worn walnut case could barely now
contain. It rocked impatiently in its corner,
almost trembling. An old man enraged by the wasting of his life. At any moment
threatening to explode in fury, leaving its ancient neglected innards of coils
and springs and gear wheels spilt across the floor, its scratched and faded
dial flung across the room, arms embedded into the wall in one last almighty tock
to end its infernal timekeeping.


 Caleb
slumped back into the alpine range of pillows upon which he was propped,
inexplicably exhausted by the effort required to stare across the room and
tried to shut out the clanking din of the clock. From beyond the window
occasional muffled sounds of hoof and wheel, foot and cry came to him, a distant
symphony of hustles and bustles. The voices sounded a little odd at first, it
took a moment to realise the peculiarity resided in the fact they were English.
He had spent so long living in worlds where
the background buzz of a city was a song sung in French, Flemish, German or
Italian that his own tongue now sounded alien and peculiar.


 Of
course, he remembered suddenly, he’d come home…


 Back
in London after all these years. Just another lodging house of course, but he supposed
it counted as being home. After a fashion. Though why
he’d paid good coin to share a room with that ticking, tocking monstrosity he couldn’t imagine.


 Begrudgingly
his memories returned. The card house, Rentwin and Rothery, the Huguenot fop
Louis Defane, the bawdy taverns, the girls… then his memories became a blank
wall. Caleb frowned, a gesture that rewarded him with sparkling flashes deep
behind his eyes that resulted in his eyelids snapping protectively shut.


 “I
drink too much,” Caleb sighed, his voice the wizened rasp of an ancient crone.
He recalled the women Defane had found for them had been particularly fetching
whores, but his excesses had robbed him of the memories of what he had done
with them. His hand found his cock and held it gingerly; it felt sore and well
used.


 I
must have had a wonderful time, he thought ruefully.


 Caleb
breathed deeply in the hope of clearing the fug
from his mind, but the stale musty air of
the room did little for him. Something was not right.


 Slowly
he opened his eyes again; when his headache did not rack up any further levels
of pain he examined his surroundings in more detail, their unfamiliarity was
too great to be explained by the simple excesses of drink. This was not his
lodging house; that room had been much smaller, better furnished and
maintained. His trunk had also rested against one wall, the sole depositary of
his life’s possessions. Scant as they may be, it was still abundantly apparent
they were not here. 


 His
fingers curled involuntarily around the locket that rested against his chest.
Strange that he should still find some comfort from it, after all these years.
Perhaps it was because it was one of the only constants in his life, one of his
few true possessions; even if he had stolen it. 


 For a
moment, the memory of the locket’s owner came to him; unlike the whores in the
brothel her face was clear enough in his mind’s eye for his throat to tighten a
little. She still came to him like that, when he least expected it, the decades
and the grave proving no significant balm to a heart that had never entirely mended.


 He
let the locket slip through his fingers,
satisfied it was safe, and forced his attentions back to examining the room.
Beside his clockwork companion, the only other furniture in the room was a
gigantic chair of throne like proportions, sitting in
the dimmest part of the room, a place where the darkness appeared to take
refuge from the sun while it awaited the return of the night. At first
Caleb thought a sheet had been draped over part of the monstrosity until the
sheet spoke. 


 “You
have slept long, and peacefully, only the innocent and the drunk usually
achieve such a feat.”


 The sheet rearranged itself into the ghostly form of a man 


 “Defane?” 


 “You
were expecting someone else?” 


 The
figure leaned forward slightly, allowing Caleb to make out the Frenchman’s pale
expressionless face. Defane’s head was unadorned, revealing his close-cropped hair that was so fair it was
almost white, and his flamboyant attire had been replaced by a long loose night
shirt. 


 “Would
you care for a tipple, my friend?” Defane asked, indicating the wine glass that
hung loosely from his long fingers.


 “My
head is a little too delicate,” Caleb declined with an apologetic shrug that
took far more effort than it was worth.


 “Probably
best,” Defane sighed, “this particular vintage is not to everyone’s taste…” he
brought the glass to his lips, his cold blue eyes never leaving Caleb as he
drunk deeply. “I would imagine waking in
a strange bedroom is not an unfamiliar experience for you?” Defane asked as he
wiped a sleeve over his wine-stained
lips.


 “Once
or twice,” admitted Caleb with a sly grin, “though I prefer to wake in a lady’s
chamber. No offence intended.”


 “I
quite understand…”


 “Erm… just how did I get here?” 


 “You
don’t recall?” Defane sounded amused.


 “Things
are a little… hazy,” Caleb admitted.


 Defane
chuckled, his laughter melodic and almost
loud enough to drown out the clock‘s pain.


 “We
debauched the night away!” Defane cried, jumping to his feet. “We squeezed
every droplet of pleasure to be had from those dark hours.” He came and sat
upon the layers of blankets that adorned the large unkempt bed, bringing his
smooth pallid legs up so he could hug them and use his knees as a chin rest. “Those girls, eh my friend? You must remember them? We had
our fill…” he leaned closer to Caleb, almost rocking upon his bony arse like a
manic toy from some warped nursery, “…and plenty more besides…”


 “Of course I remember,” Caleb breathed, at once
discomforted by the Frenchman’s closeness yet also drawn by those clear blue
eyes that burnt so coldly from behind Defane‘s
bloodless skin. He could vaguely remember three particular beauties from the
brothel, but as to what pleasures they had provided, his memories were frustratingly
disjointed. 


 He
blinked, images dancing teasingly before tired eyes in the momentary darkness.
Skin and hair, smooth wet flesh, damp
plastered locks, thick dark wine running from open pouting lips…


 “Where
am I?” Caleb asked, suddenly not wanting to pursue his fragmented carnal
memories in Defane’s presence.


 Defane
looked about in sudden wide-eyed wonder, “What, this place? Just somewhere I
rest my weary head. It has become a little run down over the years. I am afraid I tend to lavish far more attention on my
own appearance than I do upon this sorry pile of bricks,” his attention snapped
back towards Caleb, his smile brilliant and sudden, white upon white, his teeth
showing not the slightest sign of rot or decay, “vanity is such a terrible thing,
is it not?”


 “Only when it is misplaced.”


 “Quite
so,” Defane chuckled, rising from the bed. “The excitement proved a little too
much for you, my friend, I took the liberty of bringing you here as I do not know
where you are staying. I thought it better than leaving you to the streets,
even in the smallest hours the footpads and scoundrels still lurk in wait of
gentlemen and their purses.”


 “Then
I must thank you, for sharing your home.”


 “Oh,
this is not my home,” Defane shrugged as he stood at the foot of the bed,
fingers daintily running along the carved edge of the heavy wooden foot board,
“I am just looking after this grand old house for a while.” 


 Caleb
thought about the peeling plaster and dank musty odour of rot that pervaded the
air, “Has the owner been away long?”


 “Oh,
he has been gone for some time…” Defane smiled, “for quite some considerable
time, actually...” 


 Caleb
tried to sit up further but found his
head swam quite alarmingly, bringing Defane scurrying to his side, “All this
talk, talk, talking… what manner of a host am I? You need your rest… those
girls can take a lot out of a man!”


 Caleb
tried to protest he was well, but he found himself eased back into the embrace of
the bed’s mountainous pile of pillows by Defane hands. Beyond his weak headedness, he found the Frenchman’s touch both repulsive
and fascinating. The man’s palms pushed against his naked chest, their touch
cool and smooth on Caleb’s skin, they could have been the hands of a statue
rather than those of a man; it was like been touched by polished marble…
no that wasn’t quite right, Caleb thought distantly; it was more like tepid
ice.


 Defane’s
hand moved to Caleb’s forehead, and he rested it there a while, “Poor boy,” he
murmured, “you burn…”


 “I do
not feel hot,” Caleb whispered. If
anything he felt the exact opposite, fighting down a shiver that struggled to
course along his spine. Defane leaned closer, his eyes like frozen lakes in the
snow, vivid enough for Caleb to wonder if it were possible to drown in the
freezing waters of another man’s eyes.


 “Rest
a little; later I will prepare some soup to help restore you. It is my own
special recipe, thick, warm and salty. I am sure you will find it most nourishing,”
Defane breathed, his hand slipping from Caleb’s forehead, “it will help you to
gather your strength for the next night, for then the debauch can begin again
and I will show you more marvels.”


 “Perhaps
a little more sleep…would help…” Caleb heard himself say thickly, eyelids
yielding under the weight of his exhaustion and the glacial waters of Defane’s
unwavering stare. In the darkness before sleep took him completely he felt
something brush his cheeks, he distantly thought it might be Defane’s lips, but
he dismissed the idea without forcing open his eyes to check. No kiss could
possibly be so cold… 


 Clunk-tock, the clock intoned, like a distant peal of thunder
in the darkness...


 


 











Chapter Four


 Something to Remind Me 


London Bridge - 1679


The little
green vessel emerged safely from the frothing waters, the passengers reluctant
to release their grip on the sides of the
boat despite having reached the calm waters beyond the bridge’s starlings. Even
the damp dishevelled curls of the fashionable wigs that plastered their faces
could not entirely mask the comical expressions that were clearly visible to
the three boys sitting on the end of the old wharf.


“French!”
Daniel assured them.


 “How
can you tell?” Caleb asked, eyes returning to his drawing once the excitement
of the boat’s passage beneath the bridge had passed.


 “No
Englishman would be stupid enough to shoot the starlings bedecked in such
finery.”


 “Perhaps
they are simply generous Christian souls,” Caleb speculated, “if the Lord had
decided they were to drown today, then, at
least, the poor mudlarks of Deptford might
profit from their passing.”


 “Father
would say any man dressed so flamboyantly is no true Christian... though to
find such a corpse would make someone’s day.” 


 “I
doubt they would invest their windfall particularly wisely.”


 “If I
were to have such luck I would not waste it,” Daniel declared, “I would buy a
warm coat for the winter and a good pair of boots... the rest I would give to Mother so she could feed us royally on suckling
pig and fresh beef.”


 “And chocolate!” Jacob piped up.


 “Of course!”


 “Would
you not share your good fortune with the needy?” Caleb asked, “Surely you would
make a donation to the poor parish
children?”


 “The poor
don’t like chocolate,” Daniel said, eyes returning to the river.


 “The
poor like eating shit!” Jacob shouted in agreement.


 “Jacob,
don’t use such profanity!” Caleb told his little brother sternly, before
looking at Daniel “I can’t imagine where he picks up such language?”


 “’tis
those Hardcastle boys across the Close; you know what
a coarse lot they are?” Daniel replied,
not meeting his eye.


 Jacob
giggled.


 Caleb
sighed significantly before lapsing into a shared silence with his brothers, his
attention returning to drawing. Daniel focussed
on the river, waiting for the next boat with passengers foolish enough to want
to pass under the bridge and rich enough to tempt a boatman to risk his neck
while Jacob happily tossed stones at the bloated body of a dog that bobbed up
and down in the dark, fetid waters of the Thames below them.


 Caleb
and Daniel had often come here to watch the boats; the disused wharf was old
and rickety, one day someone would get around
to demolishing it and building a new one. As it was, it served as a great
platform for watching the Thames and the myriad of vessels that sailed upon it.
From the small red and green boats ferrying passengers along and across the
river, to the countless ships that came and went from the Pool of London. Barges laden with coal from the Black-Indies of
Newcastle or spices and silks unloaded from hulking East Indiamen berthed up
river at Blackwall Dock, fishing smacks selling their loads of mackerel,
shrimps, sardines and oysters from the quayside at Billingsgate, trading ships
of all sizes from sloops and brigs to big square riggers laden with all the
treasures of the world. An armada that turned the river into a forest of
undulating masts that stretched away into the afternoon haze as far as the eye could
follow upstream.


 They sat in the shadow of London Bridge and the
buildings that clung precariously to it, oblivious to the clatter of the water
wheels and the rushing hiss of the river as it foamed and frothed through the
narrow archways; the bridge’s starlings narrowing the Thames to such an extent
that its waters were agitated into an angry snarling torrent.


 For
those that needed to make a journey along the river, the sensible course was to
disembark at one of the starlings, climb up and over the bridge and catch
another boat on the far side; sensible, but far less entertaining for the
discerning spectator. Those few brave or foolish souls that considered their
journey too important to be interrupted by such trifling precautions and could
pay their boatman enough to take them straight through, provided one of the
best free entertainments in London, aside from the Hanging Days at Tyburn of course. The majority made the journey with little
more discomfort than a wet wig and their clothes fouled by putrid river water,
but even the most experienced of boatmen
could be fooled when shooting such ferocious rapids, and it was not entirely
uncommon for a boat to flip over or be smashed to pieces on the stonework. The
bodies usually washed up on the mudflats at low tide somewhere between the Pool
of London, Blackwall Dock and the shipyards at
Deptford.


 Though
unfortunate for the individual, such tragedy provided a rich bounty for the mudlarks who scratched a living from whatever they could
salvage from the mud and sewage revealed by the ebbing tide, they collected the
flotsam consumed by the river in the hope of selling it for a few pennies. The
river’s bounty usually consisted of no more than lumps of coal that had slipped
from one of the numerous barges, or old rusty
nails that could be sold as scrap metal. When the river gods were feeling generous, the occasional box or barrel of cargo
that had been lost overboard came their way. Corpses
were hardly uncommon finds, but the well-dressed remains of a Person of Quality
were a rare bounty that provided exceptional pickings for those who considered
half a sack of coal a good return for twelve hours spent wading through rancid,
shit-seasoned mud, whether the winter rains turned your fingers numb or the
summer heat made the air stink so foully it was barely breathable.


 “What
do you think?” Caleb asked finally, handing his drawing to Daniel. His younger
brother looked up and took the scrap of
paper, his feet still swaying in the air as he sat perched on the edge of the
old wharf.


 “I
thought you were drawing the bridge...” Daniel said quietly, his eyes first
widening and then lingering on the drawing.


 “I’ve
drawn it a thousand times,” Caleb shrugged, “I’m trying to sketch people now...
but I’m not very good.”


 “Caleb...”
Daniel’s voice faltered, and Caleb wished he hadn’t opened himself to his
brother‘s derision, “...this is superb.”


 Caleb
blinked and wondered if he’d heard his brother correctly, he loved Daniel
dearly, but he was never usually able to pass over an opportunity to tease and
ridicule if one presented itself.


 “It’s
not that good,” Caleb insisted, looking intently for signs of mockery or
some oncoming attempt at wit at his expense.


 Daniel’s eyes rose to meet his brother’s, when he
spoke his tone carried a seriousness he’d rarely heard before, “This is better
than good Caleb, it is like staring into a looking glass, except... more so,”
Daniel glanced once more at the drawing, before handing it back to Caleb, “you
have a rare talent Caleb… a gift from God.”


 Caleb
felt his cheeks flush, he could have laughed off his younger brother’s mockery,
but the sincerity of his words made him more uncomfortable than ridicule ever
could. He looked again at his work, noting its imperfections and crudeness. He
had drawn Daniel in half profile, the locks of his hair caught and caressed by
the warm river breeze, his eyes narrowed against the hazy glare of the
afternoon sun. His lips were drawn into a crooked half smile, that knowing
mischievous look that Caleb had seen so many times upon his brother’s face,
that smile that could dazzle or infuriate, depending on Daniel’s mood.


 “It’s
not… perfect,” Caleb managed to say at last.


 “Only
God is capable of perfection,” Daniel replied, “but your drawing is as close to
it as anything I have seen. Perhaps you should be careful. God might get
jealous.”


 Caleb
smiled at the thought of such a thing, gripping his stubby worn piece of
charcoal he signed his name and dated the corner of his work before passing to
back to Daniel, “Keep it,” he smiled.


 “Something to remind me of my talented brother?” Daniel
nodded, accepting the gift. “Perhaps it will be worth something when you are a
rich and feted artist!”


 Caleb
smiled and looked away; relieved to know he was being mocked once more.


 


 











Chapter Five


A
Small Wager 


Southwark, London, 1708


 The doorman waved them through with
a nod, his face expressionless beneath the wilting brim of an ancient felt hat.
Caleb could smell the crowd before he could see it, their stink rolled over him
like the breath of some fetid old dragon
that had over indulged on young maidens. The raucous buzz of hundreds of
voices, most of them intoxicated, reverberated through the old theatre,
expanding to fill all of its nooks and crannies from the uneven earthen floor
to the bat-infested rafters that just
about kept the sagging roof in place.


 “Isn’t
it just marvellous!!?” Defane whispered excitedly through his wide, too
white, smile.


 “Quite,”
Caleb replied. The rare good mood he’d enjoyed after his long sleep evaporating
a little as he eyed the rough, raucous
crowd that was gathered in a tight knot around a makeshift wooden stage that
appeared to have been thrown up as hastily as it had haphazardly. It stood
perhaps three feet off the ground in the centre of the gloomy building.
Lanterns hung from poles in a rough circle around it, their wan glow painting
the stage with a sickly yellow light made hazy by the palls of smoke rising from
numerous clay pipes. Beyond the stage, the lantern’s glow was easily swallowed
by the cavernous dark that surrounded them. 


 The
crowd was a rough sort, for the most part
stinking of stale sweat, staler gin and the lingering fumes of the tanneries,
breweries and metal works where many of the local men laboured. Others would be
employed in less honest endeavour, Caleb
decided, keeping his hand close to his purse.


 A
single gallery, furnished with rows of crude benches, circled the stage and
here a handful of gentlemen had gathered early to
entertain and impress each other with their wit. They only occasionally offered
disdainful glances down at the mob that hungrily circled the stage. The cut of
their clothes marked them out as peers of Caleb and Defane, drawn to this seedy
old theatre in search of the kind of thrills and excitement that came with a
rougher edge.


 “A
big crowd,” Defane noted approvingly, fanning the smoke away with a scented
handkerchief, “we will have great sport
tonight I believe, eh my friend?”


 Caleb
managed to nod, his eyes already lingering on the tight huddles of men that
circled the periphery of the main crowd where odds were being quoted, and bets
put down. His fingers were getting restless. It had been awhile since he had
gambled through anything other than habit or necessity, but tonight he felt rare anticipation. In fact, ever since he had
finally awoken from his slumbers, which Defane assured him had been for just
one day but felt like a week, he had been filled with energy and appetite; it
was as if half a dozen years had been spirited away from him. En route to the fight, they had stopped at several taverns
where he had downed ale with as much
gusto as he had lusted after the serving wenches.


 “We
have time aplenty for wagering,” Defane
grinned, reading his mind. Caleb offered a shrug in response.


 “I
feel eager for the off,” Caleb admitted, “I feel eager for many things, I feel
more rested than I have done in years.”


 Defane
leaned in and whispered, “I swear it was the soup, it never fails to put fire
in a man’s belly!”


 Defane
had spooned him the concoction from a shallow china bowl in between fits of
sleep as he’d lacked the strength to do even that himself. In truth,  he didn’t think he’d been entirely
awake as he couldn’t exactly remember what the soup was other than it
could have done with a little longer on the stove. It had been rather tepid, a
little extra water to thin it might have helped too for he remembered it being
rather thick and cloying on the palate. Still, it had done the trick for
whereas he had felt as weak as a neglected kitten before, after a few more
hours sleep he had awoken so energised he had leapt up and demanded to be
taken to the nearest tavern. 


 “Come,” Defane smiled, gesturing Caleb to follow him
with an airy wave of his gloved hand. His slight, graceful form wisely skirted
the edge of the crowd, this was a rough and raucous place, the kind the mob
frequented to sate its blood lust; a lust would not necessarily be confined to
merely watching a fight. 


Sadly, the
Frenchman’s attire hardly made them inconspicuous. He was resplendent in a sky
blue velvet jacket with an excessive number of silver buttons and buckles over
a canary yellow waistcoat, embroidered with what appeared to be peacocks (or
possibly turkeys). Huge yellow ruffles exploded from the confines of his
sleeves, all but obscuring his scented soft leather gloves. Over his britches,
he wore extraordinarily long riding boots that would have risen to his thigh if
the tops had not been folded down into what, he presumed only Defane could
possibly consider, to be a rakish manner.


 Caleb
genuinely feared for their safety. Defane was a riot of colour and indulgence
set against the drab crowd; the mob always considered a fop to be fair game. Caleb’s own clothes were dark and sober, but
even he felt their superior cut and quality made him stand out. After all, it
was not unheard of for a gentleman to have his throat cut in return for a fine
coat. 


 Once
Defane had found a place he liked at the back of the crowd, he perched his
extravagant hat upon the peaks of his powdered wig and patted down his coat
until he had located his snuffbox.


 Caleb
leaned close enough to Defane for his nostrils to be assaulted by the
Huguenot’s lavishly powdered wig and breath-taking perfume. “Perhaps we would
be more comfortable up in the gallery… not to mention safer.” He managed
to say through a stifled sneeze


 “Oh
no,” Defane replied between pinches of snuff, “I enjoy being part of the mob.”


 Strange
little man, Caleb thought, not unkindly, turning his eye wistfully up to the
relative sanctuary of the gallery; although it was slowly starting to fill they
would still have time to bag a prime spot if they hurried. He was wondering how
he might persuade Defane to put some distance between themselves and the mob
when he noted one particular figure that squatted rigidly at the very back of
the gallery. Despite the distance and the poor light Caleb still recognised the
shambolic bulk of Dr Rothery immediately. Although the Doctor’s eyes were lost
in shadow, Caleb got the impression he was staring at them quite intently.


 Caleb
turned to mention the fact the old card-playing quack was in attendance, but he
found Defane speaking to a burly ill-set man with a sour misused face, all
sagging jowls and beady eyes, dressed in a suit that was as threadbare and
patched as his rat-eared periwig. 


Defane
turned back to Caleb once the man had melted back into the crowd, “I’m advised
Jones the Barrel is offering the best odds tonight, and I am eager to take advantage!”


 With
that, the little man headed towards the shadowy recesses of the theatre with
Caleb in tow.


 “Who
are you going to back? My knowledge of the London prize fighting scene is a
little… rusty.”


 “I
have my eye on the second bout. Bob Figg is a whopping
favourite, mainly due to the fact he is a local Southwark man, but he’s no
sprightly young lamb anymore. He’s fighting a young lad known as Pretty Jim
O’Conner; an Irish; big, strong young lad, hands the size of shovels, jaw like
an ox, head’s bone right the way through, but they say he’s far too handsome to
be any good as a prize fighter.”


 “You
disagree?”


 “Just
because a man is pretty, it doesn’t follow he can’t be dangerous,” Defane
smiled and gave him a knowing wink.


  Defane
led him away from the stage and the bulk of the crowd to one of the theatre’s
gloomy nooks, where a small knot of men orbited one of the bookmakers working
the night’s prize fights. Caleb had naively assumed that the epithet “Barrel”
had been awarded to the man due to the possession of an oversized waistline,
the low wit of the streets normally highlighted any characteristic that
exceeded the norm. However, in this case, the name was quite literal.


 “Why
is he sitting in a barrel?” Caleb asked in a whisper.


 “He
lost his legs many years ago, so the story goes,” Defane explained, tapping his
cane impatiently while a sober-suited gentleman concluded his business with
Jones, “As he is never seen without the barrel, one cannot confirm his
diminished status for certain.”


 The
man was maybe sixty years old, his skin roughened, lined and worn. He wore no
wig; his natural grey hair had grown long and unkempt, escaping to hang limply
around his craggy face from beneath a black tricorn
hat. He sported a beard of kinds, consisting of no more than a few wispy clumps
of hair clinging to his weathered chin like particularly determined tufts of
grass to a windswept cliff face. Dark,
intelligent eyes peered through half closed lids. 


 A
makeshift shelf had been fixed upon the rim of the barrel; wide and sturdy
enough for Jones to scribble notes upon, hold his inkpot and quill as well as a
candlestick that threw a thin dancing light over the old man’s pallid skin.


 “What
has kept him from begging like most cripples?” Caleb asked. To live without
legs would usually be a short and thankless existence with little to live on
but meagre Parish hand-outs for the fortunate few and a slow cold death on the streets as one of London‘s countless
vagrants for the rest. 


 “His
body may be less than God intended, but his mind is sharper than most,” Defane
pointed the head of his cane discreetly in the general direction of two
lumbering forms that occupied the shadows at Jones’ shoulder, “his family
provide the overdeveloped physique.”


 The
two men Defane indicated were both tall and powerfully built, their heads were
shaven, and they dressed simply, in plain cotton shirts, black britches and
hose. Though neither man was particularly young, their bodies had the tight, sinewy musculature of men who had spent
their entire life engaged in hard physical labour while the cold mean
expressions that sat upon their ill-formed features suggested they‘d gained
their physiques as much through breaking heads as breaking stones.


 “His sons?” 


 “Indeed,”
Defane nodded, “they get their good looks from their mother, obviously.” 


 Once
Jones had dispensed with his customer, he
summoned them over with a flick of his bony fingers. 


 “Mr
Defane, always a pleasure!” Jones greeted them with a smile that managed to
send his teeth rattling around his mouth. It seemed Jones had invested in a
pair of false teeth; they looked fresh and clean, probably made from the teeth
of healthy street urchins for a few schillings a tooth. 


 “Is
business good?”


 “The
world is full of cutthroats and rascals,
how can an honest man make a few coins these days?”


 “’tis
fortunate then that you are not an honest man,
is it not?”


 Jones
guffawed heartily, his thick wet lips moving to prevent his teeth fleeing the
confines of his mouth.  


 “May
I introduce my companion and friend, Mr Caleb Cade?”


 Jones’
eyes passed over Caleb, cold and momentarily, before returning to Defane. In an
instant, he was dismissed with the faintest of nods.


 “Are
we hoping for a groping of Mistress Luck’s garters tonight, good Sirs?” Jones
asked, each sentence concluding with an audible click
before his mouth fell open to reveal his bright white teeth. Each tooth, Caleb
noted, was a front tooth.


 Louis
Defane leaned forward conspiratorially and rapped
his silver-topped cane on the side of Jones’ barrel, “We aim to go much higher
than that Mr Jones, much higher indeed!”


 Barrel
laughed, his eyes reducing to two dirty slits before his mouth fell open again.
He jerked his head towards two harlots who were lingering nearby, the motion
violent enough to make his teeth rattle. “They do a good turn,” he winked
theatrically, “can recommend them me self,
I can. Very obliging they is though you’d best get in early;
you know there’s nothing like blood on the canvas to get lead in
your shaft. They is going to be mighty
busy later on gents!”


 As
Jones spluttered merrily at his own wit, Caleb glanced at the two whores. Even
in the poor and flattering light of the dim theatre, he could see they were
wretched creatures, their carefully placed beauty spots and heavily powdered
faces doing little to conceal the ravages of too many nights on the street and
too many years with the pox. It would be a desperate man who dipped into their
delights, Caleb thought, though he knew Jones’ point was valid enough, watching
blood spill did seem to arouse something in baser men.


 One
of the girls noticed Caleb’s attention and curled her garish red lips back into
a demure black-toothed smile from behind the fan she fluttered furiously before
her, the motion vigorous enough to send a faint cloud of powder into orbit
around her head.  


 “…reckon
she’s in the No-Nose Club, won’t get no work till it’s much darker!”


 Daniel’s
distant voice echoed around his head, the words came so strongly that he could
almost smell the fragrant stink of Bartholomew’s Fair
in his nostrils and the boyish laughter of his brothers in his ears. He shook
the thought away, not caring to wonder why it had come unbidden from the dark
depths within him. Nothing came from dwelling upon your memories, Caleb had
always believed, all they did was chain you to the past, binding you to all the
regrets of your life. 


 Sadly,
of course, sometimes your memories had other ideas.


 Caleb
diverted his attention back to Jones who was laying out the odds for all of the
fights due that evening though it was
clear Defane was interested in only the one bout.


 “Those
are parsimonious odds for the Irish, Sir; surely he has little chance against
the local boy?”


 Jones
shrugged his shoulders, “’tis a two horse race Mr Defane, and he’s a big brute
of a horse.”


 “I
have a fancy for the Irish, but to endure the ignominy of backing a Teague, one
would expect a little encouragement in risking one's
money?”


 “Me odds are generous,” Jones asserted, looking as
implacable as any man could with his mouth hanging open, “an you know I gives
you better odds than most.”


 A
small choking noise rumbled in the back of Defane’s throat, suggesting he knew
no such thing, but after a few more minutes of quibbling for appearance sake,
he agreed to the odds before producing a weighty looking purse that he
deposited onto Jones’ barrel with a healthy clunk. Barrel Jones’ eyes opening a
fraction was his only reaction to the size of Defane’s wager. Caleb discounted
the fact his mouth was hanging open as an expression of surprise. Jones always
looked like that.


 “You
really is looking to give Mistress Luck a good
fiddling,” Jones chuckled, carefully emptying the purse out onto his little shelf. Jones examined each coin
carefully; producing a set of scales to assess their value. In addition to
English gold guineas of the realm, Caleb recognised Venetian sequins,
Portuguese moidores and French Louis D’or’s amongst Defane’s wager. 


Once each
coin was assessed, and its weight in gold or silver converted into a guinea
value each was checked for clipping. Jones ran a calloused finger around the
rim of some to ensure no gold had been shaved away, others he held close to the
candlelight, spinning the coin between
his grubby fingers so that it glittered dimly in the candle light as he peered
at it for the tell-tale signs of fault or forgery. Some he bit between his
teeth to test the metal was pure gold and not some base fakery. The procedure
was more cumbersome than might otherwise be in his case, for the springs that
held his upper and lower teeth together were a rather temperamental mechanism,
often springing open of their own accord. Hence Barrel Jones’ perpetually agape
expression, which could only be rectified by him physically pushing his jaw
shut around the coin with his hands, the springs snapping shut with an audible
metallic click.


 “Gentleman,”
he mumbled, after a particularly tense battle with his jaw, “if I only offer
you one piece of advice in my life it would be this. Never, ever, buy your
teeth from a Chinaman…”


 On Defane's insistence Caleb made a small wager of
his own; as he placed his coins in front of Jones he tried to glance inside the
barrel, but any view of his lower half was obscured by a combination of deep
shadow and a blanket that had been stuffed around his lap. Or at least where his lap should be.


 “He
is trustworthy?” Caleb inquired, watching
their money disappear into the dark bowels of Jones’ barrel in return for a
couple of crumpled bits of paper, upon which the old man had randomly splashed
a few blobs of ink.


 “You
should be a more trusting soul Caleb,” Defane chided, patting him lightly upon the cheek, his soft chamois gloves leaving
a hint of lavender in their wake as they bid adieu to Jones the Barrel.
A lifetime parting fools and maids from their money as a chevalier d'industrie had taught Caleb that was the last thing anybody
should be. 


 “Let
us find a prime spot,” Defane announced, “the game will soon be afoot!”


 He had assumed Defane would be keeping clear of the
throng of wretches that jostled around the stage, but to Caleb’s horror, the
diminutive Frenchman pushed into the thickest, and dirtiest, part of the crowd,
clearing a path with a light swishing of the bat-headed cane he held in his
right hand and the hat he clutched in the other.


 “Clear
your backs, good fellows!” Defane cried.


 Caleb
winced. The London mob adored all sport, but none more than the baiting and
tormenting of their betters. The grander a gentleman was dressed upon the
streets of the city, the more likely he was to be pelted with stones and shit
in return for his vanity. Many a young blade’s night had been concluded not
with brandy and a pipe, but a rare old beating and the loss of his wig and
purse to boot. 


 A few
mumbled curses of “French Dog!” were directed towards Defane (an insult thrown
by the mob at anyone displaying the slightest hint of foppishness, not just the
ones who actually were French) and several men turned angrily when they felt
the light touch of Defane’s walking cane upon their backs. Instead of
confronting the effete Frenchman, however, they dropped their eyes and shuffled
aside to make room for them.


 Caleb
rested one hand purposefully on the hilt of his sword; he hoped the brash easy
manner he affected would convince the surrounding ruffians that he had some
idea how to use the wretched thing. However, scores of wide eyes, shining white and bright through masks of grimy
skin, skimmed over him as if he were invisible. Caleb noticed a few lingered on
Defane, but never for long and never with the dark expressions of those
weighing up the worth of cutting purse strings or throats.


 If
anything, it appeared Defane made them nervous.


 Caleb
dismissed the idea as a daft fancy.
Perhaps he had not fully recovered from whatever malaise had affected him after
his last evening spent upon the town with Defane after all. More likely, the
crowd was not yet drunk enough to start handing out hidings, or the organisers
of the event had enough of their own head-breakers in place to keep these louts in order.


 Defane
finally found a spot to his liking at the very front of the crowd, close enough
for them to rest their hands on the stage that was little more than waist
height. A canvas had been stretched taut across the planks and Caleb noticed
the dark stains splattered liberally across it, which could only have been the
dried blood from previous fights. 


He let his
eyes wander around the crowd, alert for trouble, but thankfully the mob seemed
too intent on its own business for now. Ale was
being downed, bets placed, low guttural conversations were buzzing all
about them. Caleb could feel the weight of the crowd, it swelled and moved like
the sea before a storm, its fury yet unleashed, but the promise of its coming
was still thick enough to smell on the wind. Yet Defane was an island, albeit a
small and rather gaudy island, unmoved by wave nor wind, legs parted, weight resting upon his
cane, eyes fixed ahead. 


 Caleb’s
attention was drawn by Defane tugging at his sleeve and nodding towards the
part of the gallery that faced them across the stage from their place amongst
the rabble, “Quite a collection eh?” He sniffed, “the rich decorate their
whores so much more tastefully, don’t you think?”


 He
hadn’t noticed the benches filling up, but while Defane had been going about
his business, a fleet of coaches must have been arriving to deposit numerous
ample and well-to-do backsides on the rough splintered wooden benches. Though a
few younger men were scattered about, drinking and bragging with as much noise
and bravado as their inferiors, most were both older and wider than Caleb.
Ruddy faces glowed, and potbellies quivered as they eased themselves into
position, many with the aid of women too young to be their wives and too
beautiful to be their daughters.


 “I
did not realise prize-fighting was so popular an entertainment with
courtesans?” 


 Defane
chuckled, “A whore is a whore, however
grand her aspirations or exorbitant her fees. She does what her master wants if
he meets her price.”


 “Most
courtesans I have known are the ones who pull the strings, not the fools who
pay their price.”


 “You
have known many?”


 “Not
intimately,” Caleb admitted, “I prefer to get my entertainment for free.”


 Defane
turned and met his eye, “Always sweeter,” he agreed, before continuing, “Which
would you have, of those high-minded whores? For free of course?”


 “The
little doxy with the ringlets and the pout,
the one in the green silk gown,” Caleb replied without hesitation.


 “The
best of a sweet crop I grant you,” Defane raised his cane to his lips and
pressed the silver handle against his flesh for a moment. “Perhaps a little
wager as to which of us has her first, without paying a penny of course; will
you do sport with me?”


 Caleb
snorted, “She would no more cavort for free than she would swap her comfortable
bed for the beggar’s doorway!” 


 “You
say it cannot be done?” Defane’s eyes widened at the challenge as if shocked any could doubt him. 


 Caleb’s
gazed lingered on the courtesan; she was a sweet little thing. If she were some
lonely wife or unmarried daughter then he would have taken Defane’s wager and
been confident that the Frenchman’s purse would be well lightened by the
experience, but a courtesan? That was something else indeed. Her looks and her
skills were highly prized. Rich men had been known to fritter away fortunes in
return for the briefest of kisses, the most frivolous of favours. These were bright,
worldly women, well protected from the easy charms of a card-sharper and trickster like him.


 “I
say not.”


 “Then
that shall be our bet! I say I can have her without dropping a single penny, and
you shall back me to fail,” he flashed a mischievous grin, “what’s more I shall
do the deed this very night. If I have not enjoyed her charms before sunrise, then five bright guinea pieces will be
yours.”


 “Such confidence!”


 “One of my many blessings.”


 “And
you have no knowledge of this lady?”


 Defane
looked sweetly innocent, “We have never spoken
though I admit she has figured on my list for some time.”


 “Your list?”


 “Every
man should have a list my friend, how else can you know if you have had everything
you want if you have no list?”


  “You
will have to show me your list sometime Defane.”


 “’tis
an extraordinarily long list…” 


 Caleb
shrugged before shaking the hand Defane offered him, “Five guinea pieces it is
then.”


 Caleb
smiled and accepted Defane’s hand, the Frenchman was too confident in his
charm. No courtesan would indulge him for free. It would be the easiest money
he had ever made, and easy money had always been Caleb’s favourite kind.


 Any
further conversation was consumed by the roaring of the crowd as the first
contestants made their way up onto the stage, the two fighters were stripped
down to their britches and bore the scars of countless previous fights. Both
men stood above six feet and neither was
particularly young. Where once they would have carried nought but muscle, their
bulk was now padded out with fat, their paunches hanging noticeably over their
britches. Perhaps it softened the blows.


 Caleb
was jostled as the men around them hurled insults and encouragements at the two
combatants who circled the stage, eyes fixed intently upon each other. Their
bodies seemed to carry a weary resignation rather than any extravagant
aggression.


 “Most
disappointing,” he heard Defane sigh, “They’re not at all beautiful.”


 It
was a strange remark to make, though undeniably true, for the price of their
profession had left both men’s faces misshapen and disfigured from the blows
that had broken bones and pummelled flesh time and time again.


 The
bout began with little preamble and would continue until one or the other could not rise from the canvas. The two men
lumbered around each other, sullenly swinging punches that for the most part
came nowhere near their target. The crowd’s mood changed quickly from one of
febrile anticipation to irritation and then anger. The mob enjoyed nothing more
than a good scrap and hated nothing more than not getting what it wanted.


 Defane
stood motionless, eyes narrow, watching intently; seemingly impervious to the
movement of the mob as it flowed around him like an ocean of resentment.


 One
particularly wild swing resulted in the attacker losing his balance and
receiving a clubbing blow to the side of the head that sent him sagging to his
knees. The crowd howled their displeasure as his opponent backed off and let
the man regain his feet. 


 Defane
sighed and turned away from the spectacle, “This fight will spill little blood
I am afraid,” he said sadly, “let us retire to the gallery and indulge in other
sport a while.”


 Caleb
followed his companion back through the crowd, relieved to be away from its
raucous anger. Despite the press of bodies, Defane moved serenely forward, the
mob parting seemingly unconsciously for
him to pass with Caleb tagging along in his wake. Their focus was solely on the
fight, all around he could see rough wild-eyed men hurling abuse at the stage,
neck cords straining, spittle and ale flying from their lips as they screamed
their unhappiness at the meekness of the fight. A few rotten vegetables sailed
over their heads towards the stage. Strangely, wherever the mob gathered,
somebody always seemed to bring rotten vegetables with them. Just in case.


 Only
as they made their way through the dregs of the crowd at the very back did
anyone seem to notice the luridly dressed little Huguenot. A bald bull of a man with a mouthful of broken twisted teeth,
looking twice as intimidating as either of the half-hearted lumbering hulks on
the stage, barred their way.


 “What
have we here?” He slurred, his breath spiced with cheap rum, “a nasty little molly boy come to watch some real men?”


 “Let
us pass, there’s a good fellow,” Defane requested amiably, looking up at the
man, Caleb felt the familiar queasiness that always filled his stomach when
violence was in the offing. It was something he liked to think of as an early
warning mechanism, as opposed to simple,
uncomplicated cowardice.


 “Thing
is I paid good money to sees this half-arsed excuse for a fight and I‘m
disappointed” the man growled, crossing his arms across his barrelled chest, “I’m thinking I’ll see more blood if I make me own entertainment…”


 Caleb
was caught between the conflicting urges of avoiding the slightest possibility
of pain and seeing his new found friend being beaten to a pulp by this oaf. He
took a discreet step backwards. In his experience, it was far easier to get a
new friend than a new face.


 “Don’t
be a fool,” Defane said affably as Caleb looked around for an excuse to be
somewhere else.


 “Are
you threatening me?” The rogue asked,
leaning forward to sneer at the Frenchman.


 Caleb
had managed to inch far enough away for Defane’s words to be lost in the angry
buzz of the mob, especially as the little Huguenot had moved closer to the man.
Defane stood on tiptoes to reach his ear, like a child whispering some
tremendously important secret to an adult, delicately balancing himself on his
cane, which he gripped with both hands. It didn’t strike Caleb as a particularly intimidating pose, mostly
because the jauntily angled feather in Defane’s hat was tickling the end of the
thug’s nose, but after a moment the look of contempt upon his face wavered,
before flickering through uncertainty and unease before firmly settling upon
wide-eyed dread.


 He
stumbled backwards a pace, looking both left and right as if finding himself
surrounded by a gang of villains far uglier and more brutal than himself while Defane lowered his heels gently
to the ground and cocked his head inquiringly.
The man almost quivered, his mouth hanging open in a fashion not dissimilar to
Jones the Barrel though the blackened
stumps that lined his gums were certainly no mechanical contraption.


 As
the threat of violence evaporated into the rafters,
Caleb casually returned to Defane’s shoulder and was about to give the rogue a
penny or two’s worth of his own tongue, when the man turned tail and roughly
pushed his way back into the anonymity of the crowd. 


 Defane
adjusted his hat slightly, before glancing back towards Caleb, “Turned out not
to be such a bad chap after all,” he grinned boyishly, before continuing on his
way.


 


 











Chapter Six


The
Never-Green Tree


 Tyburn, London - 1680


 The crowd surged forward slightly, washing
around them like a hot eager sea. Without thinking, Caleb moved backwards a little
as if to find shelter in the lee of his father’s body. He half turned as he
felt his father’s hand grip his shoulder, the hard bony fingers squeezing into
his flesh. Caleb was unsure whether the gesture was intended to reassure him or
simply prevent him from running away. He still
expected to see his father looming up above him, a gaunt rocky giant, unmoving
and unbending, in mind as in body, silhouetted against the sky; but Caleb was
no longer the small child he had been when he’d first been brought to Tyburn to
witness the strange fruit of the Never-Green Tree. Both he and Daniel
had grown rapidly over the last few years, sprouting into gangling youths who
now gave their father only a few inches in height. Perhaps next year he would
be tall enough to look him straight in the eye.


 Caleb
shivered at the thought and hurriedly turned to face forward again.


 The
crowd was jostling and straining to see the procession that was slowly
trundling up Tyburn Road from London. Their father
had always insisted they arrived early to claim a good vantage point so, with
Mr Berwick’s blessing, he had risen well before dawn to join his father and
Daniel to make the journey across the
city, (Jacob had the sniffles and had been excused).
Despite the early start, they were still a dozen or so ranks back from the very
front of the crowd, however, a
combination of a slight rise in the ground and his own increasing height meant
Caleb had a better view of the spectacle than he’d ever endured before.


 Most
non-conformists had no time for Hanging Days, many believing only God had the
right to take a life, others were appalled by the drunken rowdiness of the vast
crowds who turned up to witness the spectacle. Nathanial Plunkett had no such qualms. His only complaint was that too many
sinners were reprieved, that and the noticeable lack of Anglican bishops and
members of the Royal family swinging from the gallows of course.


 The
crowd were eager to catch their first glimpse of the procession labouring
towards the gallows. It was led by a group of mounted men that included the
City Marshall and the Under Sheriff along with a troop of cavalry. Caleb,
however, found his eyes drawn to the three wagons behind them. Led by the
Ordinary of Newgate, the prison chaplain who
ministered the souls of those about to be departed, and surrounded by nervous
looking constables armed with staffs and cudgels


 The
first two wagons held six men each, not including the black-hooded executioner Jack Ketch and his assistants, while the
final wagon carried just two women. On leaving Newgate
prison, the Yeoman of the Halter had hung a noose around each prisoner’s neck
and coiled the remainder of the rope around their bodies. Once the prison
blacksmith had removed the iron fetters that had shackled them during the weeks
they had spent in the condemned cell, their hands had been tied before them,
allowing them to pray to the God they were about to meet. However, given the
procession always made stops at the Bowl Inn and the Masons Arms during
the two mile journey from Newgate, many of the condemned considered final communion with as much ale as they could throw down their
soon to be throttled necks to be of more use.


 So
that they need not stand throughout the last three hours of their lives, the
authorities had kindly loaded the wagons with the coffins that would hold their
lifeless bodies so that they might have something to perch upon.


 “Behold
the sinners!” Caleb’s father said, his voice no more than a cold dark hiss.


 It
seemed to Caleb there were a number of
ways you could go to your death, and the condemned were displaying most of
them. Some of the men had bowed their heads over
clasped hands in furious prayer, others slumped in either despondency or
drunkenness; one of the two women sat sobbing bitterly upon her coffin, her
companion knelt at her side trying to offer some meagre comfort, holding the
distraught woman’s hands tightly within her own, leaning in towards her so
their heads touched as she spoke softly and quickly. Whatever she was
saying seemed to bring little comfort,
for the crying continued without respite. As the Never-Green Tree drew
inexorably closer, the sobbing became a dreadful wail.


 The
crowd had little sympathy, from the muttered voices around Caleb it seemed the
woman had murdered her fiancé; there was much speculation as to just why she
had done it, the matter had not been fully resolved at her trial. However, the
consensus seemed to be that it was fortunate she had killed him before they
wed, for if the man had been her husband when she killed him, she would have been tried for petty
treason rather than murder, the punishment for which was to be burnt alive.
Caleb tried to ignore the more experienced execution watchers summarise the
benefits of a simple hanging over a roasting to anyone prepared to listen.


 Another
man, older than most of the others, stood impassively at the rear of the second
wagon, his eyes fixed back upon the road
towards the flat grey spires of London,
half lost in the faint mist the midday sun had not been able to burn away.
Caleb thought him a practical sort of chap, for he had dressed in a shroud
already, perhaps to ensure there was nothing for the hangman to sell; it was a
perk of the job that all the possessions of the dead passed to the executioner
on completion of his work. Even their bodies could be sold to medical schools
if there were no relatives to claim them. 


 One
young man drew Caleb’s particular attention,
however. He stood proudly at the front of the first wagon, head held high and
grinning incongruously. He seemed to have slipped his bindings and was swigging freely from a bottle of rum, probably
purchased from one of the enterprising souls who would dart between the
constables in the hope of conducting a little business with those no longer so
concerned about paying over the odds. 


 In
between drinks, he would doff his hat and blow kisses to women that caught his
eye in the crowd. Being something of a good-looking fellow, in a roguish kind of
way, many of the women blew kisses back, one even went so far as to run from
the crowd and push a faded paper rose into his hand. With a cock-eyed grin, he
slipped the bloom into his lapel before bowing deeply to the woman as she was bundled back into the crowd by the
constables pacing alongside the wagon. 


 It
seemed he wasn’t the sort of chap who would let the prospect of being executed
spoil his big day out.


 It
was the kind of bravado the mob warmed to and he was spared some of the abuse
his fellows were subjected to, even eliciting a few calls of “Good luck
Son!”  and “God have mercy!” Caleb could feel the
icy glare of disapproval from his father.


 As if
tired by his exertions he languidly stretched out upon a coffin, propping
himself up on one elbow while he returned
his attentions to the serious business of rum drinking. He looked for all the world like some beau taking a lift home on the back
of a tradesman’s cart after a hard night of carousing. He was gaily dressed in
a fancy frock coat, britches and good leather boots that were far too clean and
well-tended to have accompanied him during his stay in Newgate.
He must have bought them especially for the occasion; they would provide the
hangman with a fair booty. Perhaps Jack Ketch would reward such generosity by
fixing the knot of the noose tightly behind his ear and giving him a generous
drop of rope so he might benefit from a quick death; as Ketch was considered to
be both incompetent and vicious, few of his charges tended to be so fortunate.


 Caleb’s
attention was diverted by Daniel hissing in his ear, “The dandy fellow with the
rum, that‘s Eddie Cade.”


 When
Caleb returned a blank stare, Daniel rolled his eyes in mock exasperation, “You
know, the famous thief. Valentine Cade,
they call him.”


 Caleb
shrugged and smiled sheepishly, he’d been far too busy to keep up with the
latest news. Daniel, however, was an avid reader of the cheap broadsheets that
were sold on street corners; recounting the trials held at the Old Bailey,
salaciously describing the crimes and lives of those sentenced to swing from
the Never-Green Tree. A nickname was
often conjured to make the convicted sound more glamorous, notorious or
exciting, anything that might sell a few more copies.


 “Valentine?”


 “He
wooed rich women, and once he’d won entry to their beds he would make off with
their jewels and money,” Daniel recounted, in a low almost awestruck tone.


 “He
seems quite popular for a thief,” Caleb noted dryly as another woman broke
through the cordon of constables, managing to throw her arms around the
condemned man’s neck and plant a lingering kiss on
his lips before being dragged away.


 “By
all accounts he is irresistible to women,” Daniel explained earnestly, “they say he used gypsy love magic;
he made women so enamoured with him that many did not even press charges after
he robbed them!”


 “Gypsy
love magic?” Caleb asked, eyes widening with incredulity.


 Daniel
leaned in even closer towards his brother and nudged him none too gently in the
ribs, “Don’t suppose he will be needing
it where he’s going, maybe you should have a word, probably the only way you’ll
get anywhere with Maggie Huddlestone…”


 “Stop
your idle gossip,” their father growled from behind them, “you are here to bear
witness and to learn.”


 The
words dried in their mouths as quickly as the colour faded from their faces.
They had both thought the raucous crowd would cover their words well enough. It
was not wise to utter such things in their father's presence, and both boys
bore the scars to prove it.


 The
wagons had finally reached the Never-Green Tree and their drivers were
manoeuvring them beneath it. The Tyburn gallows
consisted of three twelve foot high posts, connected by three cross beams to
form a triangular structure; each of the three beams could carry the weight
eight men at a time. Once each of the wagons was under a beam, the free end of the rope was unwound from
each prisoner’s body and tossed over the cross beam, where it was tied off by
one the executioner’s boys who had shinned up onto
the top of the structure.


 Jack
Ketch moved along each of the condemned, testing their bindings before
tightening each noose. When he reached Valentine Cade, the thief shrugged
almost apologetically that he had freed his hands and offered his executioner a
swig of rum by ways of making amends. Ketch shook his hooded head. Cade grinned
and knocked back another swig of rum. If the executioner was annoyed at the
delay he didn’t show it, he was smart enough to know Cade’s bravado made him
popular with the crowd, and it didn’t take much for the mob to turn ugly if
they considered one of their favourites was being unduly mistreated.


 The
bottle finally emptied, Cade let a rueful little smile play across his lips
before tossing it into the crowd, where a scuffle briefly broke out to gain
possession of the memento. His last drink finished he dutifully held out his
hands for Ketch to re-tie, which the executioner did with a flourish of knots
and a final pull that was hard enough to make Cade wince through his boyish
grin. 


 “’tis
God’s judgement you are witnessing boys,” Caleb’s father said. Although his
words were quietly spoken, Caleb and Daniel heard them plainly enough above the
cries of the increasingly unruly crowd, many of whom had been drinking since
before dawn.


 “All
sinners will be punished, whether directly through the hands of the All Mighty or via the ministries of men. If ye sin,
ye will be judged. If you boys ever stray from the path of
righteousness, then you will be punished in similar kind. You will swing
with the thieves and the liars, the drunks and the fornicators, the papists and
the disbelievers. Either from the Tyburn
gallows or from the Devil’s own rope. All sinners will be
punished, for the wages of sin are death.”


 “Amen,”
both boys muttered, they knew the words well enough. Their father repeated them
whenever he brought his sons to watch some more sinners receive their final
reward of a one way trip to hell on the end of one of Jack Ketch’s ropes.


 It
was a slow process making sure each rope was securely tied to the Never-Green Tree though it probably seemed a lot quicker to
those with the other end tied around their necks. Caleb tried to let his eyes
glaze over as the executioner and his assistants did their work; he found it
difficult watching people waiting to die, whatever sins they may have
committed. However, he knew if his father caught him looking away he would feel
his hand on the back of his head. 


 He
stood and tried to think of other things, but nothing much would come. He could
feel the anticipation of the crowd around him. From where he stood, he had no idea how many were here, but
crowds of fifty thousand plus were not uncommon. Seats in a wooden stand
overlooking the gallows could be hired so the Quality could witness justice
being served away from the throngs of common Londoners, but the vast bulk of
spectators ringed the gallows in an enormous shifting mob. Hanging Days were
generally considered a splendid day’s entertainment, a chance to see those
infamous villains that people had been reading about for months, drink and eat,
to make merry and thank God you were not swinging from the Deadly Never-Green.


 Caleb
could not see all of his fellow spectators, but he could smell them well
enough. A great roiling miasma of Human stink,
mixed liberally with stale beer and tobacco. There were other smells too, pigs were being roasted somewhere to the back of the
crowd and his stomach bubbled faintly; chestnuts as well, rich and nutty. He
shook the thought away, it wasn’t seemly to fret about food when people were
about to die.


 He
glanced at his brother, but Daniel’s attention was fixed upon the gallows.
Daniel was a dreamer; for all his mockery and quips he was far more of a
romantic. How a boy might develop so under such austere an upbringing he could
not imagine, though if he stopped to think about it, the same might be said
about his own artistic ambitions. Daniel read the ludicrous tales that could be
bought on every street corner and believed every word of them, he did not see
desperate people doing desperate things merely to survive, nor did he see sin
and evil doing, not in the way their
father taught it anyway. They were just characters to Daniel, playing to some
script, their lives thrilling adventures, their exploits, their loves, their lives and certainly their deaths, writ larger
than the mundane world he inhabited.


 Caleb
knew his brother would look up to a rogue like
Valentine Cade and see not some raggedly thief, hiding his fear behind bravado
and rum, but some nobler manner of a man, who thumbed his nose at authority and
their laws to do as he pleased. Daniel could admire a man like that, for he saw
himself toiling beneath the burden of his own overbearing
authority that had no time for such small matters as pleasure.


 It was a foolish thing to believe and he found himself
wishing Cade would blub and beg for mercy before his death so that Daniel might
see the reality of the man; a small time thief whose petty crimes had been
glorified beyond reason for profit, for there was surely no glory in stealing a
few coins and tarnished heirlooms from lonely women.


 Finally,
all of the prisoner’s ropes were fixed to the crossbeams. Once the Ordinary of Newgate had led the condemned in final prayers, Jack Ketch
moved solemnly from prisoner to prisoner. Before he placed a hood over their
faces each of the condemned were allowed to say their last words and a hush
descended upon the vast crowd so all might hear the wisdom of those about to
die. 


 Caleb
knew that on the verge of eternity the
condemned were expected to publicly repent their sins by calling on God to show
mercy upon their souls. That was how it
was supposed to work, but perhaps understandably those about to have the life
choked out of them did not always want to stick to the script. Although some
did repent, and extremely earnest they seemed too, others yelled their
innocence, cursed the King or insulted the crowd. Some were simply too
terrified or drunk to utter anything. A few, like Cade, however, were
determined to put on a good show for the crowd until the very end.


 “I am
Eddie Cade! Valentine Cade, they calls me!” His voice was only marginally slurred by rum, “I
am a thief, a rogue, a breaker of hearts, heads and empty rum bottles. Do I
repent of my sins? Do I hell! I’ve lived a better life
than most, I’ve had some fun and I’ll pay the price for doing it. Of all these
things I‘ve done, I regret nothing! Not a drop that I’ve drunk. Not a pipe that
I’ve smoked, not a penny that I’ve gambled and not a woman that I’ve bedded…”
Cade bellowed, before nodding towards his executioner, “…save for Mrs Ketch;
who is not only a weasel-faced doxy who‘ll open her legs for all and sundry,
but who gave me a terrible dose of the French Pox to boot!”


 Anything
else he might have planned to say was lost amongst the laughter of the crowd
and the hood that Jack Ketch unceremoniously pulled over his head.


 Once
each prisoner had shouted, cried, pleaded, repented or stared vacantly into
oblivion, Ketch jumped from the wagon and nodded to the Under Sheriff sitting
astride his horse. There was no further ceremony and the crowd grew hushed once
more. At a nod from the Under Sheriff, the wagon drivers whipped their horses.
The startled beasts bolted, pulling the wagons away and leaving twelve men and
two women hanging by their necks and twisting in the Tyburn
breeze.


 As
there was little drop, none of the poor
souls found a quick death via a broken neck. Instead,
they hung slowly choking, legs flailing in the air, bodies twisting back and
forth, wet muffled noises emanating from behind their hoods. A few people were
allowed to stand beneath the gallows, jumping up they hung on to the legs of
the dying. They were either relatives or hirelings who had been paid by the
condemned to hasten their departures. By adding their weight to the rope the
condemned would choke a little quicker, and, therefore,
their suffering would end a few moments sooner.


 Some
kicked for only a few minutes until they came to
rest, others took much longer. Londoners, who were never generally slow
to see an opportunity for a quick wager, hastily made bets as to who would be
the last to die; a few even calling out encouragement to their particular
favourite. “Hang on another five minutes and I’ll buy you a pint!” One wag next
to Caleb cried. 


 One
by one the bodies came to rest, the man in the shroud, the sobbing fiancé
killer, the woman who had tried to comfort her. The drunks, the deniers and the
repentant all went the same way. As it happened, any who bet on Valentine Cade
would have won by a good margin, for ten minutes later he still thrashed in
their air, long after all the rest of the Never-Green tree’s latest harvest had
grown still, rocked only by the gentle breeze.


 Perhaps
Ketch had loosened the noose a little when he’d pulled the hood over the man
who had insulted his wife, which would be a terrible vengeance for a petty
insult.  The crowd began to stir
uneasily, if Cade had been some dreadful child murderer then they would have sung
and toasted him loud enough for him to hear, not only whilst he writhed in mid-air, but all the way down to Satan’s bakehouse. However, he was just a thief and
half of the mob had probably thieved at one time or another during their lives to put food on their table or beer in their
bellies.


 Fifteen
minutes was generally considered the length of time before a man was cut down
if he still lived, for if a man survived
a hanging, it was generally considered
being God’s will that he be reprieved.


 Ketch
waved at two of the boys that had eased one of the other prisoners out of the
world towards Cade. When they remained rooted to the spot, Ketch was forced to
produce a coin, which one of the boys deftly caught before they duly clambered onto Cade’s legs. The only effect this appeared
to have was to make the thief thrash all the harder, perhaps he was trying to
dislodge the boys, perhaps he knew if he could stay alive just a little longer
he might be cut down and spared. 


 The
two boys clung to his polished boots as if their lives depended on it; they seemed as oblivious to Cade’s
thrashing as they were to the dark stain that was spreading out from the
choking man’s crotch. Clearly, they considered themselves to be professionals.
It wouldn’t be good for their reputation if a client didn’t die swiftly with
their assistance.


 The
cries of “Reprieve!” and “Mercy!” were growing louder around them now, Caleb
ventured a look over his shoulder, but found his father’s face to be utterly
impassive as he clutched his bible to his chest. Daniel, however, was wide-eyed
and awestruck. Caleb could see he was keen to join in the chorus calling for
the thief to be spared, if only so that he could say that he’d witnessed such
an extraordinary thing. What a tale it would be! A thief so bold and daring
that he could mock Jack Ketch himself and still walk away from his own hanging.


 The
Under Sheriff shifted uneasily upon his horse and made a show of pulling a
clunky looking timepiece from his waistcoat, he may have had a troop of cavalry
and several dozen constables, but he wasn’t enough of a fool to think that
might be enough to quell the mob if they got really ugly. 


 His
horse shuffled in agitation as, what appeared to be, a dead rat sailed from
somewhere behind Caleb to land a few feet before the Sheriff and the City
Marshall. Presumably, someone had seen
fit to bring it with them that morning, on the off chance a suitable moment arose for vermin hurling. It was the
signal for anyone else that had anything vaguely unpleasant to throw at the
city officials and their escorts to open fire; the crowd’s genuine outrage at
Cade’s lingering death fuelling the love that all Londoners shared for throwing
shit at their betters. 


 The
Under Sheriff glared at Jack Ketch who stood below the still kicking Cade and
the two boys clinging gamely to his legs, the fact that he still wore his black
executioner’s hood did little to disguise the scowl that was plastered on his face.


 Much
of the mob was chanting in unison now, “Cut him down! Cut him down!”


 A
dark screeching object, that Caleb did not immediately recognise as a cat,
sailed over his head and, whether by luck or design, struck Ketch squarely
between the shoulder blades. This sent the crowd hollering with delight, and
instantly everybody else was trying to hit the country’s most notorious
executioner with whatever object that come to hand.


 Ketch
turned towards the crowd, his lips a thin,
angry line beneath his mask, he half lifted his hand to wave derisively at his
tormentors, but fifty thousand angry Londoners were enough to make even the
most pig-headed of men consider his actions. So instead, he looked enquiringly
at the Under Sheriff, who was busy
ordering the cavalry troop to station themselves to
protect the most important person at the
execution, which coincidently happened to be himself. He made an impressive
display of pulling out his watch again, examining it, looking up at Cade in
that hope that he might have the good grace to die and resolve the matter, but
found he was still inconsiderately thrashing and twitching as vigorously as he
had been for the last fifteen minutes.


 With
a withering look that suggested he considered the fact one of his charges was
still breathing to be entirely due to the incompetence of his executioner
rather than divine intervention, he carefully replaced his watch before making
a slashing motion with his hand. One of Ketch’s boys, who still sat astride the
cross beam above the kicking body of Eddie Cade, pulled a small hatchet from
his belt and with a couple of blows cut through the rope. The crowd was
immediately transformed from an ugly drunken mob teetering on the brink of riot
into its other persona; a cheering, hat throwing joyous mass as Cade and the
two boys clinging to his legs were deposited unceremoniously into the piss,
shit and mud beneath the corpses hanging
from the Tyburn gallows.


 As
the boys disentangled themselves from Cade, the crowd roared with laughter at
the sight of Jack Ketch clipping them around the ear and demanding his money back.
The executioner was clearly in a foul mood, not so much from the ridicule of
the mob, which he was used to, but the fact that he wouldn’t be getting his
hands on Cade’s fine boots and jacket. 


 “It
is time to go,” their father announced.


 Daniel
tried to protest, and even Caleb, who could not usually get away from a Hanging
Day quick enough, hesitated to follow his father’s command for he wanted to see
if Cade actually did still breathe. “Do not question me,” he said sternly,
sensing their reluctance, “I have no desire to linger amongst such… weakness.”


 All
around them the cheering and back slapping continued and the ale houses of
London would do a grand business as the mob spent the rest of the day toasting
the name of Eddie Valentine Cade, the man Jack Ketch couldn’t hang.


 “Was
it not God’s will that he lived?” Caleb found himself asking.


 “God
is not so weak,” his father spat in reply, “the wages of sin are death, always
they are death, ‘tis only the weakness of man that lets that sinner live. Why should
God let him live when he did not even offer mock repentance for his
sins? Come, we must pray to God to forgive the weakness of our brothers and the
Devilry they do.”


 Their
father turned and shouldered his way through the celebrating mob, Daniel and Caleb
looked at each other, they knew better than to do anything other than follow
him through the sea of bodies. Daniel turned back for a moment to see what was
happening, but Caleb tugged his arm. It wasn’t worth a beating. 


 


 











Chapter Seven


The
Courtesan


Southwark, London, 1708


 She was even prettier at close quarters. 


 Defane
had found space on the bench behind the young courtesan, a few feet to her left,
giving them the opportunity to study her profile discreetly while they awaited
the next bout. She was very young, no more than eighteen or nineteen at most.
Her young skin was lightly powered to a fashionable paleness, coloured only by
patches of rouge on her cheeks to simulate a faint feminine blush and her red
lips, which occasionally flickered into a half-hearted smile as her companion
bestowed some laboured witticism or another.


 The
girl had an intriguing mouth, Caleb thought. Her bottom lip was noticeably
fuller, giving her a pleasing pout, it also appeared slightly crooked and he
wished the buffoon she was with would find the wit to say something genuinely
amusing so that he might examine the contours of her smile. Caleb suspected it
would be a wickedly enticing one. Instead, he settled for the ample consolation
of her cleavage, which was so deep and fulsome it appeared to be on the point
of exploding from the confines of the pale green silk dress that framed it all
so pleasingly. The gallery’s steps gave him an almost perfect angle to enjoy
the spectacle. 


 “Who
is our lady’s companion?” Caleb whispered, dragging his eyes away.


 “Sir
Charles Massingham,” Defane replied, noting Caleb’s blank expression he added,
“he is something significant in the Navy Office, as well as being the member of
Parliament for some godforsaken collection of cowsheds and inbreds
too far north of London to be much noticed by anybody.”


 “He
must be very rich,” Caleb noted, for the man had taken ugliness to a quite
unnecessary extreme. Not all the powder and beauty spots in the world could
disguise his pudding belly, bulbous nose, sagging folds of overindulged flesh
and spectacular collection of warts. “No doubt that expensive looking silver
necklace and those large pearl earrings that decorate her so prettily have
helped her enormously in coping with his appearance?”


 “His
wealth is only exceeded by his appetite for pretty young girls, a quite
terrible old letch in fact; a buck fitch,
I believe, is the local term?” Defane replied, “He is also quite corrupt, by
all accounts, it is only his connections at court that have kept him in office
and allowed him to indulge his one unqualified talent, which is keeping that
bulging snout of his snuffling deeply into the trough of government finance.”


 “I am
beginning to suspect you are a terrible gossip, Louis.”


 Defane
airily waved away the comment, “One simply likes to be well informed, it is an
unavoidable hazard that if one is diligent enough to keep one’s ear pressed
closely to the ground, the lobe will occasionally pick up a little dirt.”


 Caleb
smiled, more at Defane’s boyish expression of pleasure at his own wordplay than at the Frenchman’s wit, and
returned his attention to Massingham’s little companion. He must be paying well
for her favours; she was pretty enough to attract a fair number of wealthy
young bucks who would be happy to shower
her with gifts in return for her pleasures. Still, it was not for him to judge
her choices, perhaps she was smart enough to know the career of a courtesan
lasted only as long as their beauty and so indulged the highest bidder
accordingly, whatever his looks. Many a lovely girl had not appreciated that
simple fact, believing their prettiness to be eternal they squandered their
money almost as soon as it filled their purse. When
their looks faded, they had nothing left to fall back on once their former
suitors rejected them in favour of younger, fresher game. Their lives became an
inevitable spiral of despair that ended in destitution, working the slums of St
Giles as pox-ridden hackney drabs for a penny trick or a couple of shots of
gin.


 Whatever Massingham was paying, it was obviously not
enough for her to feel she needed to conceal her tedium. Behind the torpid
swish of her silk fan, the courtesan’s eyes moved listlessly across the old
theatre, dull and flat as if vainly searching for something that might offer a
little diversion from Massingham’s company. The old letch regained her attention however as he
leaned close and squeezed her knee while
his lips quivered wetly against her ear. Judging by the eager bulge of his eyes
and the lascivious smile that split his face, he was not commenting on the
weather.


 She
half turned towards the old man and breathed a reply through the luxuriant
tresses of his wig before shooing his
hand away with a light swish of her fan. Massingham rocked with laughter,
his fleshy jowls trembling with delight as he roared in her ear. The courtesan
smiled demurely before checking the delicate powdered curls of her own intricately
sculpted wig, ensuring they had not been displaced by Massingham‘s fetid breath
and flying spittle.


 “And
what of our little courtesan, do you know anything about her?”


 “A
little,” Defane returned his attention to the stage, his hands folded over the
head of the cane he had planted firmly between his splayed feet. “Her name is
Liselot Van Schalkwyk, daughter of a Dutch merchant.
Her family was once quite wealthy by all accounts; indeed, her grandfather was a supporter of William of Orange and
helped to finance the fleet that brought William across the Channel to depose
that Catholic buffoon James Stuart whose arse you English so carelessly allowed
to rest upon your throne.”


  “Sadly,
Liselot’s father did not inherit either the talent
for making money that so many of our Dutch cousins enjoy or maintaining the
family’s friends in high places. From almost the instant Van Schalkwyk got his hands on the purse strings, the family fortune was frittered away
on high living and some rather unfortunate overseas investments, leaving the
Van Schalkwyk business teetering on the verge of
bankruptcy. Consumed by his failure he tried to find inspiration at the bottom
of gin bottles, which, no doubt, led him to a final desperate attempt to regain
the Van Schalkwyk fortune; the card tables of
Amsterdam. Unfortunately, he was even poorer at cards than he was at business. Thus, faced with destitution at her father’s hearth or a dowry-less
marriage to some clerk or shopkeeper, little Liselot came to London to make her
own way in the world.”


 “As a courtesan?”


 Defane
shrugged, “I do not know if that was her attention on arrival in London, but
there are few paths open to independently minded women that require her knees
to stay together; however, I understand she is very good at what she
does.”


“Tell me
more?” Caleb demanded.


“I’m far
too much of a gentleman to recount such ribald gossip… besides, if you had a
little more ambition you might have found out for yourself.” 


Further
discussion was curtailed as the crowd roared to herald the arrival of Bob Figg and Pretty Jim. 


“Let us
hope this is more of a spectacle than the last shoddy affair!”


 Rapturous
applause greeted Figg as he climbed onto the stage,
acknowledging the adulation of the mob by pounding a clenched fist against his
heart as the Master of Ceremonies introduced him as a “true son of Southwark
and a defender of the Faith!” He was a tall brute of a man, with shoulders as
broad as a door lintel. He had pulled his thinning hair back into a tar
stiffened queue tied in a short bow, naval fashion. He carried himself with a confidence that bordered on arrogance
and a manner that suggested he was used to winning.


 “He
looks impressive,” Caleb muttered, “are you sure this Irish lad is good?”


 Defane
merely smiled, his eyes flicking between the stage and the figure of Massingham, who had pulled himself unsteadily
to his feet in order to clap and
encourage Bob Figg in the manner of a drunken
peasant. 


 “Did
I mention he also hates Catholics with a rare passion?” Defane added as Pretty
Jim joined Figg on the stage and the cheers turned to
a cacophony of hisses and catcalls as he was introduced as “Pretty Jim
O’Conner, Champion of all the Irish!”


 “It
would appear he is not the only one,” Caleb noted.


 The
Irishman matched Figg for height if not breadth, but
he had, at least, ten years on his opponent and his fresh-faced good looks,
unmarred by a broken nose or old scars, spoke of either a man with little
experience of the brawl, or one who was an exceptionally good fighter indeed.
His body was taut and lean, with nothing to spare. He positively glowed with
good health, which made Caleb suspect he was new to London.


 A sea
of fists were being waved at the Irishman
while the Master of Ceremonies description of Pretty Jim as “The Papist Prize
Fighter” only managed to whip up the mob’s fury further.


 “My
man Figg will break that pretty little Broganeer clean in two,” Massingham bellowed as
he juddered back onto his bench, loud enough for Liselot to wince behind her
fan.


 Defane
leaned across Caleb to call to Massingham, “Would you care to wager the matter,
Sir?”


 Massingham’s
head swivelled in their direction, his eyes narrowing to podgy slits as he
peered quizzically at Defane “What say you?” He bawled, his primary mode of
communication appeared to reside somewhere between a shout and a belch, a habit he’d probably picked up in
parliament.


 “You
seem most certain of the local boy’s victory; would you care to take a small
side bet on the matter?” 


 Massingham
snorted, “Sir, I think you know little of the art of fisticuffs if you believe
that papist whelp has any chance against Bad Bob Figg,
it would be little more than theft to take your money.”


 “£50
says the Irish will bring Figg’s arse to anchor on
the canvas…” Massingham’s eyes widened at the size of the bet while Liselot,
who had been staring disinterestedly into the middle distance, froze her fan in
mid-stroke and threw Defane a brief sideways glance “…in the first three
minutes of the fight.”


 Massingham
laughed loudly, “Either you jest with me, or you have more money than sense.”


 “I am
quite serious,” Defane insisted, “of course if the bet is too rich for you…”


 Before
Massingham could answer, Liselot giggled behind her fan, “How little you know! Charlie is one of the richest men in London, such a
trifling little bet is utterly beneath him.” Her English was perfect
though her accent was pronounced enough to reveal her continental origins; deep
and smoky, Caleb couldn’t help but imagine how it would sound if whispered
softly in his ear, breaking the still darkness of the night after all passion
was spent…


 Sir
Charles flustered a little at her boast, but before he could reply, she flashed
a sudden smile at Defane that was even more
dazzling and intoxicating than Caleb had imagined. “You’ll have to wager at
least £100 for it to be worth Charlie’s time and effort,” her eyes widened
suggestively as she asked Defane, “Is your purse big enough to satisfy us,
Sir?”


 “It
is deep and wide enough for all pleasures, Ma‘am” Defane replied.


 “Steady
on!” Massingham declared staring aghast
at the little courtesan, but Liselot smiled sweetly at him before leaning close
and whispering something behind her fan. Her voice was far too low for Caleb to
make out her words above the clamour of the crowd, but judging by the way the old letch’s eyes bulged and face flushed
beneath his powder he assumed Liselot was explaining exactly how
grateful she would be if he took Defane’s bet. No doubt, she expected to take
the winnings for herself, on top of whatever gifts Massingham had already plied
the courtesan with for her company.


 While
she worked her wiles on Massingham, Caleb turned incredulously towards his new
friend, he had made some insane bets during his life, but he could blame most
of those on drink, Defane did not have even that meagre excuse for such folly
for barely a drop had passed his lips. “Louis, what are you doing? This is
insane, you cannot be so sure-”


 “It
would seem the lady is in the mood for wagering,” Massingham announced after
clearing his throat and giving Liselot’s knee another
playful squeeze, “will you take my hand on the matter?”


 “With
pleasure,” Defane beamed, ignoring Caleb’s protestations, even when he clutched
at the Frenchman’s arm. “Life is nothing without risk… you know that already I
believe?” Defane carefully pulled his arm away from Caleb’s grasp before nimbly
clambering down onto the bench below and squeezing next to Liselot. He leant
across the courtesan to take the wager, his small hand engulfed in Massingham’s
fleshy grip.


 “Sir
Charles Massingham,” the portly man said with a nod.


 “Louis
Defane…” he indicated Caleb, who still sat on the bench behind, “and my good
friend Mr Caleb Cade.”


 Caleb
nodded a greeting; Massingham moved his voluminous bewigged head in a barely
perceptible nod while Liselot offered
even less by way of acknowledgement. Unlike Defane, he had done nothing to
indicate he was of sufficient worth to be of any note to her. Caleb felt the
faint damp hand of disappointment settle upon him as it always did whenever a
beautiful woman took no interest in him whatsoever. He quickly shook the
feeling aside however, intrigued as to
Defane’s game. Did he seriously think he could bed this mercenary wench based
on flamboyant gambling alone? Moreover,
just how much was Defane worth if he was prepared to risk the princely sum of
£100 on top of the sizeable bet he had already placed with Barrel Jones? 


 “And
may I ask the name of your delightful companion?” Defane was asking Massingham,
tilting his hat slightly back upon his head in
order to cut a more rakish figure for Liselot‘s
benefit.


 “Forgive
my manners,” Massingham said, in the cold manner of a father who suspected
sharks were circling his daughter, “may I present Miss Liselot Van Schalkwyk.”


 “What
an absolute delight it is…” Defane murmured throatily as he took Liselot’s gloved hand and raised it gently to his lips, “to
meet another stranger from a foreign land in this great, but lonely, city.” 


 He
is so smooth his arse is in danger of slipping off the bench...


 Liselot
smiled her crooked, enticing little smile that Caleb was sure would make her a
fortune one day (if it hadn’t already). “It is always a pleasure to meet a
gentleman, wherever one finds oneself,”
she purred as Defane let her hand slip reluctantly from his.


 “I
suspect there is something of the French about you, Mr Defane?” Massingham
interrupted with a sniff.


 “Indeed
Sir Charles, my parents were Huguenots who fled to London many years ago to
escape persecution by the papists.”


“Ah!” Massingham
nodded; clearly relieved he hadn’t inadvertently shaken hands with a Catholic,
“I presume your family has found prosperity among the decent God-fearing people
of London.”


 “God
has smiled upon me,” Defane replied, his
mouth curling into a strange little half-smile.


 “That
won’t go on for much longer if you keep backing papists, eh Sir?” Massingham
guffawed.


 “We
are happy to take Spanish gold on the high seas, and use Irish workers on our lands
and in our mines,” Defane demurred, “I’m sure the Lord will not object to a
little more wealth finding its way into a good Protestant purse on the back of
Catholic labour.”


 Massingham
seemed unconvinced, but any further debate was cut short by the master of
ceremonies winding up his oratory with some even handed comments about Ireland
being Europe’s urinal, before retreating into the cheering mob and leaving the
fighters to circle each other, apparently eager for the contest to begin.


 “Inside
three minutes, you say?” Massingham checked, fumbling with his pocket watch.


 Defane
nodded, “If Pretty Jim wins in three minutes and a single second the money will
be yours, Sir.”


 Massingham
nodded, settled back and examined his watch as the fight began. Around them
gentlemen rose to their feet to cheer on Figg, their
behaviour only marginally more refined than the crowd gathered below. As the two men circled each other warily, the mob
appeared to be in a good mood. The disappointment of the previous fight already
forgotten as they hurled their insults at the Irishman; one well-prepared wag
had even produced a crude effigy of the Pope which he was waving good-naturedly
about his head from the end of a noose.


 Roared
on by the crowd Figg launched a series of murderous
right hooks at Pretty Jim’s torso. Caleb winced, but the young Irishman nimbly
dodged the blows with ease and flashed a toothy grin in his opponent’s
direction.


 Figg scowled and came forward again, powerful arms trying
to club Pretty Jim to the canvas; once more the younger man danced away, his
broad smile clearly infuriating the local hero.


 “The
bog-trotter is light on his feet, I’ll give him that, but he can’t run away all
night,” Massingham scoffed, glancing at Liselot he added, “I think we will be dining royally at Mr Defane’s expense tonight,
my dear.”


 Though
Caleb had always loved the thrill of a good wager,
he’d never had much appetite for violence. Rather
than watching the fight, he found his eyes drawn to the three figures below him.
Defane motionless, hands once more resting on his cane, Massingham shifting
uncomfortably from one inflated buttock to the next as his attention moved from
fight to timepiece and back again, and the lovely Liselot, all fashionable disdain
behind her ever-moving fan, though her eyes remained fixed and fascinated on
the contest below.


 In
fact, he became so engrossed, particularly in the pale, smooth line of Liselot’s neck, that
he entirely missed Figg’s clubbing blow that Pretty
Jim had clearly anticipated. Deftly ducking inside his opponent’s reach, he delivered an uppercut of such force
that the Englishman’s feet left the floor before his twitching body crumpled to
the canvas a good yard away from the grinning Irishman.


 The
sudden gasps of the crowd brought Caleb’s attention back to the fight. Only
Massingham’s strangled cry of, “Good grief!” broke the stunned silence that
fell around them.


 Defane
glanced casually over his shoulder and gave Caleb a slow theatrical wink.


*


 They
retreated to the back of the gallery when the mob turned ugly.


 By
the time Bob Figg was dragged unceremoniously from
the stage, the shocked silence had turned to anger at the Irishman’s unsporting
behaviour. Obviously, someone had
forgotten to tell him that he had only been invited to take part on the proviso
he took a good beating. A hail of assorted missiles, ranging from the
obligatory rotten vegetables to the effigy of the Pope, forced Pretty Jim to
flee the stage. The magnitude of the crowd’s displeasure was demonstrated by
the Pope’s demise escalating from a good natured hanging to a more symbolic burning before it was hurled at the only
obvious Catholic in the building. Once the Irishman had made it to safety, the mob turned their wrath towards
their betters perched in the gallery
above them.


 Defane
grabbed Liselot’s hand and unceremoniously pulled her
over the benches towards the back of the gallery. Any reluctance Liselot might
have had at being manhandled evaporated as a mouldy potato narrowly missed her
elaborately decorated wig. Given that the long silken skirts of her hooped
dress were not the most practical design for clambering over benches Caleb
positioned himself to take her other arm, and between them they half carried
half dragged the girl out of missile range.


 There
was space enough at the rear of the gallery to accommodate a small bar and the
ladies and more refined gentlemen quickly gathered along its length. Spirits
were hastily fortified with a stiffening brandy or two while the more hot-headed bucks returned the missiles
thrown at them by the mob, along with the occasional empty bottle, whose impact
on the masses below was no doubt sharpened when accompanied by the cutting wit
of the young gentlemen.


 “Why
thank you,” Liselot managed to pant, a slight flush visible beneath her layers
of powder, “the rabble are most volatile
this evening.”


 “Once
the Irishman was out of sight,” Defane mused, “the mob vented its anger on the
next best thing after a papist.”


 “Which
is?” Liselot asked, deploying her fan once more.


 “Anyone
dressed better than they are,” Defane grinned, brushing some minute speck of
dust from his lapel, “which means I am in some considerable danger.”


 “Poor
thing,” Liselot declared, “I must make sure Charlie sees you are both kept
safe.”


 “There
is no need to fret,” Defane said reassuringly,
“besides as you can see from Mr Cade’s sartorial performance tonight, he is in
no danger whatsoever!”


 Liselot
laughed softly, covering her mouth with a gloved hand as her eyes darted
between the two men. Caleb forced an indulgent smile in return.


 Defane
patted Caleb’s arm playfully before he produced a bottle of brandy from
somewhere and pressed a glass into Liselot’s hand,
which he generously filled, “Seriously, I am sorry you had to face such an
ordeal, this is no place for such a refined young lady.”


 Liselot
smiled demurely before downing the glass in one and holding it out for a
refill, “Sir Charles does have a fondness for the rougher things in life.”


 “That
must be quite a tribulation for you.” Defane poured more brandy into her glass.
Feeling in as much need as the young courtesan for a little fortification Caleb
looked around in vain for a glass of his own. Sadly the remaining glassware
appeared to have been requisitioned as ammunition by their gallant defenders
out on the edge of the gallery.


 “Er, where is Sir Charles?” Caleb asked, realising a spare
glass was not the only thing missing.


 “I do
hope he hasn’t vanished with my winnings,” Defane took a swig straight from the
bottle.”


 “No,”
Liselot sighed, her chest heaving majestically with the gesture, “I believe he
has other matters on his mind just at the moment.” She nodded back down the
gallery, to where the Honourable Member of Parliament for some remote corner of
Lancashire was hurling, what appeared to be, a blackened turnip at the mob
below. 


 “Swine!” Sir Charles bellowed down at some unseen target.


 “He
seems to be quite enjoying himself,” Caleb noted, accepting Defane’s offer of
the bottle.


 “Charlie
has never been particularly enamoured with the London mob,” Liselot admitted,
“I think it is because they always throw shit at his coach.” Caleb took a long
hard swig from the bottle as he wondered if he’d ever heard the word shit
pronounced so beautifully.


 Defane
tutted loudly, “A man should never hold a grudge; it
is most unseemly; Cade would you be so kind as to rescue Sir Charles for us. I
wouldn’t want some particularly heavy vegetable to strike his head and rob me
of my winnings, I would go myself, but I am just too captivated by this
delightful creature.”


 Liselot
snapped open her fan to cool her brow and conceal her smile.


 “My
pleasure,” Caleb said, giving Defane a long
knowing look that said he thought the Frenchman still had no chance of getting
between Liselot’s legs.


 Caleb
hurried down to retrieve the old reprobate, not because of any great concern
for his safety, but to minimise the time Defane would be alone to work upon
Liselot. Caleb had never liked losing a bet, whatever it was and whatever the
stake. It was one of his very few principles


 He
trotted quickly down the steps of the gallery towards Sir Charles, who was
busily berating some hapless steward who
had the temerity to try to stop the Honourable Member from using the theatre’s
better glassware for ammunition. 


 Before
he could intervene, Caleb felt someone
grab his coat and yank him backwards with enough force for him to lose his
balance and totter on the edge of one step.


 “Dr
Rothery!” Caleb exclaimed, trying to regain his composure.


 “Are
you well?” Rothery asked urgently, his brow creased in concern beneath his
lop-sided periwig.


 “The
entertainment has proved a little more riotous than I expected,” Caleb managed
a thin smile, and glanced at the Doctor’s ink-stained
fingers that now tightly clutched his lapels, “but I have managed to survive
the mob so far.”


 Rothery
peered above his spectacles for a moment, his mouth slightly agape. Just when
Caleb was about to repeat himself the Doctor blinked and nodded vigorously in
understanding.


 “Ah, no! I meant your health. Have you been unwell?” The
Doctor tilted his head to one side, causing his wig to slide perceptibly across
his scalp, like the side of a mountain slowly gaining momentum as it slid
towards some unsuspecting valley below, “Anything… odd been troubling
you?”


 Apart
from being accosted by the odd quack, you
mean? Caleb pushed
the thought aside and smiled warmly, “No, I’m quite well; if you’re looking for
business-”


 “No!
No! Dear boy!” The Doctor cried, waving podgy ink-stained fingers beneath Caleb’s
nose, “Not so mercenary! Just enquiring… you look a little… pale?”


 “I
believe that’s the fashion?”


 Rothery
stared at him for a second or two; so intent was his gaze that it seemed the
Doctor’s entire body went quite rigid, every bodily function frozen in place
while his mind turned over Caleb’s words as if they concealed some devilish
puzzle that required his entire attention to solve.



 Without
warning, he grasped Caleb’s hand between both of his and pumped it vigorously,
“Good to see you again dear fellow,” he murmured before raising it up to his
face to examine. For a moment, he thought the eccentric old fellow was going to
kiss it, but instead Rothery let Caleb’s
hand slip from his grasp. His face cracked into a smile, and he laughed
heartily enough to send his wig jigging
back up the slope of his forehead, “Yes you seem quite well,” he said,
expression flowing back into his momentarily slack features. 


 “As I
said,” Caleb replied, shuffling awkwardly from one foot to the other, but
Rothery just continued to peer at him. Caleb was about to make his excuses when
the Doctor was struck on the shoulder by a rotting vegetable of indeterminable
type.


 “My, my!” Rothery exclaimed, brushing off scraps of
putrefied vegetable from amongst the assorted clutter that already soiled his shapeless black coat, “I didn’t realise this
prize-fighting game was such a dangerous sport for the spectator.”


 “You
know how volatile the mob can be,” Caleb muttered, nervously glancing over his
shoulder in case anything more dangerous might be coming their way.


 “Volatile,
yes…” Rothery moved his great head in what might have been a nod of agreement
or a shudder; his movements being so exaggerated and random it was hard for
Caleb to be entirely sure, “Perhaps it would be best to take my leave, such
rowdiness is certainly not my thing. If you do fall ill Mr Cade, please feel
free to call on me. I have a residence in
Lincoln’s Inn Fields…”


 “You
sound as if you expect me to fall ill; you’re not looking for some ghastly
plague are you?” Caleb demanded, his eyes widening in alarm; the plague was one
of the great fears of the age, and in the overcrowded,
filthy streets of London all manner of horrid diseases could spread like wildfire. The only way of protecting yourself
from a wretched death was to get out of the city for the relative safety of the
countryside as soon as a new outbreak appeared. This option, of course, was only available to the rich, who would pay
handsomely to be forewarned of impending contagion. Was this the Doctor’s game?


 Rothery
laughed again, “No, nothing like that dear boy, nothing like that.”


 Caleb
remembered the strange weakness that had left him bed-ridden, but quickly
dismissed any connection to what the Doctor must be looking for if he had been suffering some variety of
plague he would never have risen from Defane’s bed.


 “Must be off!” Rothery announced, in the manner of a man who
had just remembered he should be somewhere else. Once more Caleb’s hand was engulfed
in the old Doctor’s flesh and shaken vigorously before he turned and hurried up
the stairs.


 “Nice to see you again!” Caleb called after him. 


Caleb
watched as Rothery struggled to the top of the stairs where he lingered to mop
his brow with a grubby handkerchief. He stood panting and resting on his cane,
to all intents a fat old man regaining his breath amidst the hurly burly of
younger men rushing back and forth. However, for
all his apparent discomfort his small dark eyes lingered long and hard upon the
figures of Defane and Liselot standing in the shadows at the back of the
gallery, the courtesan pressed close against the Huguenot, head tilted upwards,
eyes wide and attentive, stretching up to speak softly into Defane’s ear.


 She
is so beautiful… 


 Caleb
sighed, all thought of the Doctor, and anything else, slipping from his mind.
Unnoticed he simply stood, his chest tightening as he watched her, feasting on the sight of her beauty until another
vegetable splattered by his foot and brought his attention back into focus. He
blinked and looked around him before remembering his task. He hurried down the
stairs to find Massingham; the quicker he could drag him away, the quicker he
could get back to Liselot and prevent Defane from working whatever magic he
expected to weave. 


 Sir
Charles stood by the gallery rail like a corpulent emperor looking down upon a
besieging barbarian horde that was threatening to visit rape and ruin upon his
civilisation; which was probably pretty much how Massingham did view the
situation.


 He
seemed in no particular mood to retreat as he glowered down at the mob, his
face flushed with a combination of excitement and indignation, “Look at the
filthy laggards!” Massingham growled as Caleb joined him, pointing down at the
milling crowd. The audience had thinned a little, but a fair few remained
intent on breaking whatever came to hand. Stewards were cracking heads and
trying to regain some kind of order, but the mob seemed in no mood to be
dispersed. Caleb guessed only a call out of the militia would finally bring
them to heal.


 “They
are in a foul mood,” Caleb agreed soberly, watching the blackened remains of
the pope being whirled around on the end of its smouldering noose above the
baying heads of one particularly vociferous knot
of the crowd.


 “Surely,
we are enduring the end of all days,” Massingham announced, “when the masses
lose respect for their betters all that is left is chaos.”


 Caleb
thought King Charles I probably thought much the same when his inferiors had
decided to lop his head off sixty years earlier, but decided it was probably
not the wisest quip to make as Massingham had the look of a Royalist about
him.  “I believe your companion is a little
troubled by all this dreadful brutality,” Caleb said instead, nodding towards
the back of the gallery, where Liselot could be seen bravely coping with her
distress by giggling flirtatiously with Defane, “perhaps she would be more at
ease if you were closer at hand to protect her honour from the mob?” 


 The
bluster fell from Massingham like the wind from unexpectedly becalmed sails,
his face softening as he spoke, “The poor creature, what a terrible boor I’ve
been! Abandoning her in this arena of brutes!” Sir
Charles hastily dusted down his billowing scarlet coat as he turned towards the
stairs, the mob forgotten. “Isn’t she a prize?”


 “A
great beauty,” Caleb agreed.


 “I do
quite love her, you know,” Sir Charles blurted out in a voice that for an
instant belonged to a man forty years his junior, struck down with love for the
very first time. He stared longingly up at Liselot. Caleb was quite sure
Defane’s presence at her side was utterly unnoticed by him, let alone the
playful look in her eyes and the way she leaned far closer towards the
diminutive Frenchman than was entirely necessary for the mere act of
conversation.


 “Any
man would,” Caleb replied after an awkward moment’s silence. 


 Liselot’s attention returned immediately to Massingham once
the old man reappeared at her side, flushed enough by
his exertions for some of his powder to have washed down his face in chalky
rivulets.


 “Forgive
me, my dear!” He boomed. “Those rascals
fair raised my blood.”


 “You
should not fret so,” Liselot purred, leaning into Massingham’s vast belly to
add in an audible whisper, “after all, is that not my job?”


 Massingham
laughed hard and lewdly, “Am I not the luckiest man alive gentlemen?”


 “Indeed,
and so long as your wife remains away from London I’m sure you will remain in
that happy condition,” Defane replied with a knowing smile and a wink, before
adding, “alive that is!”


 Caleb
wasn’t sure whether the old man was going to laugh or hit Defane for his jest; in the end, he did both, slapping the Frenchman
heartily on the back as he belched another laugh. “You’re a capital fellow,
Sir!”


 “For
a Frenchman,” Caleb added ruefully.


 “Nobody
is perfect,” Massingham conceded before
he turned to Liselot and added with uncharacteristic gentleness, “well, almost
nobody…”


 “Charlie…”
Liselot fluttered her fan.


 Any further
banter was cut off by a raucous cheer from the mob below and the acrid smell of
fire; they appeared to have tired of pope burning and had progressed to firing
parts of the old theatre itself.


 “Perhaps
it is time to depart,” Sir Charles offered, protectively seizing Liselot’s elbow.


 “Those
savages have quite ruined my evening Charlie; I was so enjoying myself,”
Liselot pouted, “perhaps we could continue elsewhere?”


 “Of course, my dear. I will just need to arrange to settle
my debt with this good gentleman.”


 Defane
shook his finger theatrically, “I will hear nothing of the sort Sir Charles,
and I would be no sort of a gentleman if I did not give you the opportunity to
win your money back.” 


 “Very
decent of you,” Massingham replied with an approving nod, “perhaps-”


 “Cards!” Liselot chipped in before he could finish, “let us
play cards, I do so love a little flutter. Tell me you play, Mr Defane? Mr
Cade?”


 “I
have been known to study the history of the four kings, from time to time,” Defane
conceded.


 “Then
it is agreed,” Liselot snapped her fan shut, “we can show these good gentlemen
our hospitality at the card table, safe from scoundrels!”


 “Well-”


 “Besides,
the streets will be swarming with vermin looking to crack heads from here to
the other side of London Bridge, our new friends will be much safer in your
coach, will they not Charlie?” Liselot declared, staring pointedly at
Massingham, the rigid set of her jaw suggesting the matter was decided.


 Massingham
sighed in mock exasperation before leading the way, “Gentleman, if you will be
so kind as to follow me, my carriage will soon have us away from this place,
and it‘s wretched denizens!”


 “This
will be such fun!” Liselot declared, clapping her small hands softly together
in delight before taking Massingham’s arm. She glanced back over her bare
shoulder to shoot Defane a look that was both smouldering and knowing.


 “I
quite like cards too…” Caleb muttered faintly to Defane as they began to trail
in the couple’s wake, but the Frenchman said nothing in return for he was far
too busy concentrating on the delicious curve of Liselot’s
waist.


 Caleb
was beginning to wish he hadn’t taken Defane’s wager…


 


 











Chapter Eight


A
Suitable Occupation


Bell Yard, London - 1680


 “The man they couldn’t hang…” Daniel
said again, rolling the words slowly around his mouth, his head still buried in
the latest account of Valentine Cade’s miraculous survival. This was, at least, the fifth version Caleb had seen.
No doubt there were plenty more floating around, and he was equally sure his
brother intended to read all of them.


 “How
long was he hanging for this time?” Caleb asked.


 “Thirty
minutes.”


 “And
how many boys did Jack Ketch send to weigh him down?”


 “Four.”


 “And
how many wailing women threw themselves at Mr Ketch
begging for the “roguishly handsome heartbreaker” to be cut down?”


 “Erm… quite a few.”


 “Strange, not quite how I remember it.”


 Daniel
looked up from the edge of the rickety little bed upon which he was perched,
“Well, we couldn’t see everything could we? Not from where we were.”


 “Perhaps,”
Caleb conceded, “but I doubt the hack that penned that piece had any better
view, and I doubt even more he could have heard the words that passed between
the thief and Mr Ketch.”


 “Why
do you refer to him simply as the thief? He has a name.”


 “Because
people have forgotten he was hanged for a reason, he was a thief. A sinner.”


 “And
God must have spared him for a reason. Perhaps he is meant for greater things?”


 “He
is meant for a sugar plantation in Jamaica.”


 Daniel
carefully folded the broadsheet and slipped it back into his jacket pocket, Caleb
noticed his brother’s fingers were almost as grubby with ink from the cheap
paper of the broadsheet as his own were from Mr Berwick’s presses, “The King
will commute his sentence then?”


 “Mercy. It’s what happens in these cases, apparently. What
does father say on it?”


 Daniel
grinned, “He expects no more of the weak crypto-papist fop.”


 “From
Father, that is virtually a pledge of
allegiance to the Crown. Is he mellowing do you think?”


 The
smile faded from Daniel’s lips, “No, not really…”


 Caleb
turned away from the dim grubby window. He had been keeping an eye out for Mr
Berwick; he wasn’t supposed to have visitors during working hours. He’d
repeatedly explained this to Daniel, but his little brother had decided he
couldn’t possibly go before he’d passed on every last titbit concerning the continuing adventures of Valentine Cade. 


 Eventually,
against his better judgement, he’d relented and let him in. It was wet and cold
outside, and he simply didn’t have the heart to close the door in his face,
especially as he knew Mr Berwick would be out for most of the day. He’d brought
Daniel up to his little attic room partly so he would be easier to hide if Mr
Berwick returned early, but mainly because there was less chance of his
brother’s inquisitive nature and fiddling hands breaking anything valuable
here. He eased himself down next to Daniel, the bed shifting uneasily beneath
their combined weight. “Is he still free with his fists?”


 Daniel
lowered his eyes to the bare ill-fitting floorboards, and his shoulders
twitched in a shrug, “You know…”


 They
sat in silence for a while for their father’s temper was something they did not
discuss. Simply mentioning it might mean the angry squalls of righteous fury
were real and not just some half-imagined fancy; like a restless phantom that
daylight reveals to be no more than creaking floorboards or the kiss of the
wind on an ill-fitting windowpane. 


 As
tedious as the long hours spent in Mr Berwick’s print shop were, Caleb was
grateful he no longer shared the same roof as his father. It was better here,
even if it were not what he truly wanted or desired. Mr Berwick’s occasional
clip around the ear was like a lover’s embrace compared to the beatings his
father handed out.


 “You
are nearly a man Daniel; you will be able to leave soon.”


 Again,
Daniel’s shoulders offered a twitch of a shrug, “There will be no
apprenticeship for me; I heard mother and father discussing the matter when
they thought me asleep. There is no money for even a modest premium. I must
stay and earn coin for the family.”


 “What
are you going to do?”


 “I do
odd jobs around the market, fetching and
carrying for a few pennies here and there. I suppose that will be my life. So
much for all that learning father forced into my head. Mr Cutter, the night soil man, has need of a new
boy, apparently his last one died of the consumption leaving him short-handed.
I am sure my knowledge of Latin verse will be of enormous assistance once I am
shovelling rich men’s shit out of their night pits.”


 “Perhaps
father can make arrangement for you some other way. Call in a favour in lieu of a premium?”


 Daniel
laughed, “Who might owe our father such a favour? Even the Quakers and the
Barkers think him mad; he talks too freely of executing kings. He makes people
nervous. I’m just a boy and even I can see that. I will be tied to him forever,
carrying his books, handing out his sermons, hanging on to his coat-tails as he harangues the sinners and
wrong-doers. It will be a suitable occupation for me.”


 “Who
can know our futures? The Lord alone, no one else.
Things may change.”


 Daniel
shook his head, “I am thirteen, and my life is already decided. You are the
gifted one Caleb; you will be the one to do extraordinary things. I will be the
one left shovelling the shit. One way or another.”


 Caleb
snorted, “Great things indeed.”


 “Show
them to me, go on.”


 “Show
you what?”


 Daniel
rolled his eyes, “Your drawings, of course!
Now you haven’t got Father spying on you all the time you must have done lots
more.”


 “I’m
very busy. I spend all day learning my trade… or scuttling about town running
errands for Mr Berwick. I have no time.”


 “Don’t
believe you!” Daniel insisted, springing to his feet, “where are they?”


 “My
fingers are either too numb with cold or too tired from cleaning Mr Berwick’s
presses to draw.”


 “Definitely
don’t believe you!” Daniel repeated, dropping to his knees to look under the
bed. Finding only dust and Caleb’s chamber pot, he straightened up and looked
quizzically around the cold little attic room. It wasn’t over endowed with hiding places. 


 Eyes
rolling in exasperation, Caleb followed Daniel around the room trying to calm
him down, but there was little he could do to stop him short of violence when
his brother was in such a mood. 


Daniel
patted down the bedding and lifted the thin straw mattress from the bed’s
ill-fitting frame; he examined the little table, the chipped water basin and
the threadbare ink-stained clothes that hung from pegs on the wall. All to no avail.


 “Perhaps
you might believe me now?”


 Daniel
paced the room a few times while Caleb stood watching him, fists resting on his
hips.


 “Oh,”
Daniel said, coming to a stop. A mischievous grin crept across his face as he rocked back and forth on his heels, “you’re a
sly one Caleb Plunkett and no mistake.”


 “No!”
Caleb cried as his brother dropped to his knees and removed a loose floorboard
from the corner of the room. 


 “My,
we have been busy!” Daniel laughed as he pulled out a pile of paper scraps of
varying sizes. His laughter turned to a yelp as he dodged out of his brother’s
grasp and danced about the room, a trail of tumbling drawings marking his
progress.


 “Give
them back!” Caleb shouted, his stomach suddenly churning.


 “Very good!” Daniel laughed again, “Oh brother, you shall be
a master indeed!”


 Caleb
made a lunge for Daniel, but his brother
ducked out of the way, scattering more paper as he jumped up onto the bed, which groaned alarmingly in
protest. Caleb scooped up the drawings, realising he was only making things
worse by trying to chase his brother. Better to let him have his fun and calm
down of his own accord. Perhaps he would get bored and not get to the drawings
at the bottom of the pile. His special drawings…


 “Please
don’t break my bed,” Caleb pleaded in exasperation, “’tis uncomfortable enough
as it is and I doubt Mr Berwick will be so kind as to treat me to a new one.”


 Daniel,
who had been flicking rapidly from one drawing to the next, drew suddenly still
as he concentrated on one particular sketch. He looked down at his brother and
flashed his devilish little grin, “My my, I can see
why this bed is so worn…”


 “What
do you mean by that?”


 “The
lovely Maggie, quite undressed I’d say…” Daniel reversed the scrap of paper to reveal one of Caleb’s
special drawings of Maggie Huddlestone. Despite the
shaking hand he had drawn it in, the
simple charcoal sketch was a striking impression of Maggie looking boldly up at
the viewer, her hair untied and tumbling over bare shoulders. It was one he’d
drawn partly from the memory of her face, but mostly from his imagining of her
naked body, “I didn’t know her titties were quite so
big…”


 “That’s
enough!” Caleb shouted in distress as Daniel leapt away from his forlorn lunge.
His brother landed heavily enough on the floor to send a cloud of dust motes
into the air.


 “Can
I keep this one?”


 “No!”


 “But
it’s very good.”


 “The
answer’s still no.”


 “You’ve
given me other drawings.”


 “That
was different.”


 “What, because there weren’t any titties
in them?”


 “Don’t
be so coarse!”


 “Have
you jumped her then? Is that how you know what her titties
look like?”


 “Or so vulgar! Of course
I haven’t!”


 “Wait!”
Daniel laughed, holding out a hand as Caleb finally backed him into a corner, “these are really very good!”


 “Thank
you; artists always appreciate the praise of vulgar
little boys!”


 “Think
about it, we could make money, people would buy these!”


 “Don’t
be so foolish,” Caleb snapped, finally snatching the drawing of Maggie from
Daniel, whose attention turned to flicking through the other sketches. “Well,
maybe not the ones of dogs and trees and churches…” Daniel said before
producing another drawing of Maggie and adding, with a grin and a playful glint
in his dark blue eyes, “but ones like these… well, I know certain lewd and quite wicked boys who’d pay well for
this kind of thing…”


 “You disgust me sometimes!” Caleb hissed. “Is that you
plan for the future is it? To become a bawdy-basket?!” Genuinely
offended by his brother’s suggestion he snatched the bundle of drawings that
Daniel still held, but his embarrassment made him so hasty and clumsy that most
of them spilled onto the floor.


 “Hey!
It’s just an idea… doesn’t actually have to be of Maggie. Any pretty girl will
do. You’d earn a better living than being Mr Berwick’s errand boy!”


 “Do not
say such things! I do not know where you get such ideas. Hawking pictures of
naked girls indeed-”


 The
door swung open so loudly and unexpectedly that both boys jumped in surprise
and the remaining drawings flew from Caleb‘s hands. They turned to stare at the
door with mouths and eyes comically wide as the drawings swirled around them like giant
dirty snowflakes in a storm.


 Mr
Berwick filled the doorway, his cloak still bejewelled with beads of London
drizzle. “Would you care to explain exactly what is occurring here, boy?” As he
roared, his eyes flicked between Caleb and the drawings that were settling on
the floor. Inevitably, the particular drawing his eyes fell upon was one that
heavily featured the glories of Maggie Huddlestone’s imagined breasts. It was
enough for his eyes to bounce straight back to the drawing for a good thirty
seconds. During each of those thirty seconds, which to both boys seemed
infinitely longer, the colour of Mr Berwick’s face traversed incrementally
darker shades of red, in rather uncanny symmetry to the rate the colour drained
from the two boy’s faces.


 Finally,
Caleb’s master dragged his eyes back towards his apprentice.


 “We
need to have words with your father, boy…”


 


 











Chapter Nine


The
Devil in the Cards


The Strand, London 1708


 Sir
Charles Massingham was besotted with young Liselot. 


 It
was obvious from the way he looked at her, but if the doting expression that occasionally
crossed his bloated features when he looked at her was not testament enough to
his affections, then the sumptuous apartment he had settled her in was surely
enough to dispel any lingering doubt.


 The
little courtesan had rooms in a fine house on The Strand, which while not being
the most fashionable address in London, was still hardly a St Giles
rookery either. Most of the crumbling Tudor mansions and their estates that had
once overlooked the Thames on the road that had linked the cities of London and
Westminster had vanished during Caleb’s absence, their owners selling the land
and moving westwards to the new fashionable developments around St James’
Square. 


 Now
modern terraced townhouses sat upon much
of The Strand, along with expensive shops and arcades selling the finest goods
from around the world, many of which appeared to have made the short journey up
the stairs to Liselot’s second-floor apartment.


 In
fact, so distracted had Caleb been by the obvious signs of wealth that he had
turned his attention, albeit momentarily, from appreciating Liselot’s
figure to run a calculating eye over her
home. From the silken drapes that hung beside
the sash windows overlooking The Strand to the delicate Chinese porcelain
perched upon stylish mahogany furniture, the crimson damask wall hangings on
the freshly plastered walls that gave the rooms a remarkably light and airy
feel for London, to the large looking-glass that sat on the marble mantle above
the drawing room‘s fireplace. The elegant French armchairs, upholstered
to provide a degree of comfort Caleb’s father would have considered morally
corrosive. No doubt, the garde-robe in
the lady’s bedchamber would be equally endowed with expensive dresses; the
thought of what he might find within her jewellery box fair made his fingers
itch.


 Liselot’s maid had fussed about them almost as much as her
mistress did. The fire was stoked, drinks poured, and bread and cold meats
produced for supper before Liselot waved the girl away and told her to retire
to whatever nook or cranny was set aside for her. Caleb smiled to himself; the
young courtesan had all the graces of a lady of quality. He had to admit she
had done well for herself, given her age it could not have been more than a
couple of years since she’d stepped off the boat that had brought her from
Amsterdam, penniless and alone. Most girls arriving in London under such
circumstances would never have left the streets, but Liselot must have both
brains and determination, in addition to her obvious beauty, to have risen so
far so quickly. 


 The
longer he spent in her company, the more his admiration for her grew, though
when it came to women, admiration was just another word in Caleb‘s vocabulary
for lust. He watched her closely, as was his way, noticing the small things
under the cover of other’s noise. She sat straight-backed and eager to please,
a slight flush noticeable beneath her powder, wide and bright of eye, trying
hard to be the perfect hostess. For a moment, she seemed no more than a little
girl dressed in her mother’s finery, hosting the poshest
tea party for her favourite dolls.


 She’s
so proud of her home, Caleb thought, sipping brandy that was as expensive as
everything else in the apartment. For the first time in her short life, she
considered these few rooms to be hers and hers alone, her sanctuary from a
thoughtless world and all its disappointments. This was important to her,
Defane and he being here, being her guests. She could not know this was
just a braggart’s game, a bet and a list. Nothing more.


 She
was proud. Why shouldn’t she be? She’d worked hard for the money, Caleb glanced
at Sir Charles slumped into an armchair by the fire, trying to force a large
drooping slab of pink meat between his fleshy lips while Liselot’s
sat with Defane on a velvet covered two seat couch, her attention entirely
diverted by his charming small talk. 


 Yes,
she had worked exceptionally hard for it.


 She
sat listening intently to Defane as he discussed each treasure she owned with a knowledge that was surprising for one whose
own home was so frugally furnished, her delicate hands now shorn of their
scented kid gloves folded demurely in her lap. It seemed to Caleb he could see
both a woman and a girl before him. Elegant and beautiful, a desirable, worldly
woman, but remove the silk and lace, the powder and paint, a small and
vulnerable girl could occasionally be seen peeking out from beneath the
expensive and elaborate curls of her powdered and bejewelled wig.  


 What
manner of life had she had? She’d been born to
wealth and comfort if Defane was to be believed (and he was rapidly concluding
Defane knew a great many things), with each passing year the trappings of
wealth would have fallen aside one by one as her father frittered away the
family fortune, first on bad business and then on bad living.


 Until
there was nothing left.


 What
had motivated her to come to England at such a tender age? What fears had she
been trying to escape? How had she so quickly found riches and comfort again in
the bed of so wealthy and powerful a man as Sir Charles Massingham? Caleb had
not been much older when he’d fled England, making the reverse crossing of the
Channel; it had not only been the journey that had been an opposite for while she served the lusts of rich men, he had
pursued the wives and daughters of men not so dissimilar to Sir Charles
Massingham.


 Caleb
watched her and wondered. He had always been fascinated by the wheels that
turned behind the eyes, if you could understand how a particular person was
geared and constructed, you could find the levers and handles, the ropes and
pulleys that could deliver anything you wanted. He had studied diligently and
knew he was good enough at that particular game, good enough to have wooed,
bedded and wedded countless women across Europe. He could figure out Liselot,
given time. Perhaps Massingham gave her more than just the material comforts of
life, perhaps she, in some way, looked at him as the father who would not ruin
her life, her future, her inheritance. Working from that foundation, he could find her levers, uncover her ropes, the block and tackle
to move her emotions and redefine her needs, to make her want him. 


 Caleb
knew he was good, but he was a ham-fisted, tongue-tied schoolboy compared to Louis Defane.


 Liselot
was eating from his hand, eyes sparkling in the candlelight, laughing
delightedly at every little joke he made; lips moist and parted, as eager to
speak as she was to listen; excited by his company and his freely offered
friendship. She wanted him, Caleb marvelled, and she probably wasn’t even fully
aware of the fact yet.


 Caleb
glanced at Massingham, but he seemed oblivious to Defane’s seduction of his
beautiful young mistress, too busy gulping wine and staring at the crackling
fire. Perhaps he did not care; perhaps she could do as she wished. She was a
courtesan after all; she did not necessarily save her affections for just one
suitor, though Caleb thought if a man had provided her with such comforts as
Massingham had, then he would, at the very
least, be entitled to a little discretion in her dalliances.


 Caleb
let the thought slide away; he was far more interested in Liselot and Defane,
who seemed so utterly oblivious to the rest of the world he feared they might
start ripping each other’s clothes off in front of them. 


 Once
more, he noticed Defane’s own childlike qualities, the gestures and
affectations that he had initially considered effete, he now saw as boyish.
That quick and often smile dancing across his face, the hands that never
rested, emphasising and expressing each word he uttered as if his tongue could
not be trusted to act alone, and those eyes, those liquid blue sensitive eyes.
Were they not the eyes of a young and innocent boy, eager to see all and
everything that the world could show him?


 “Sir
Charles,” Defane said suddenly, startling both Caleb and Massingham from their
thoughts, “perhaps we should resolve the matter of our wager?” Caleb’s eyes
widened in surprise, for as Defane spoke to the old man, his hand was
purposefully working up and down Liselot’s dress,
slowly exploring the shape and feel of her leg through the layers of silk
skirts and petticoats. Her eyes widened in time with Caleb’s, but the
expression that crossed her pretty features was not surprise or distress, but a
lustful delight, an expression she poorly concealed behind her fan.


 “I
suppose we must,” Massingham replied, showing not the slightest sign that he
had noticed what Defane was doing for his line of sight was obscured by another
sumptuously upholstered armchair. He could not see the languid, but purposeful,
movements of the Frenchman’s long, sensitive fingers, “you will give me the
opportunity to clear my debt?”


 “Most
certainly,” Defane beamed. 


 Rising
to his feet, he offered Liselot his hand, which she eagerly accepted. Defane
gave her a sufficiently meaningful look as she rose to make her virtually
swoon, her own grey eyes never leaving her suitor’s even after she had gained
her feet and let her hand slip reluctantly from Defane’s grasp.


 “Fetch
some cards, my dear,” Massingham
instructed as he rose unaided to his own unsteady feet, absentmindedly brushing
crumbs from the frills of his shirt as he moved ungainly to take a chair at the
small round table that sat in the bay of the room’s large window.


 “So,
what shall be the game?” Caleb asked, eager for the turn of the card and the
chance to add to Massingham’s debt, “Piquet? Put? Faro
perhaps?


 “No,
no,” Defane rested his hand on the back
of the seat opposite Massingham, “let us not draw this business out through the
night. I am a simple fellow at heart; these fancy games are too complicated for
me. Let us settle the matter in a more straightforward fashion.”


 “What
do you suggest?” Massingham asked as Liselot returned to place a moderately
thumbed pack of cards between the two men.


 “Why
the simplest game of all,” Defane announced, removing his jacket with a
theatrical flourish before hanging it over the back of the chair. “Double or
quits, highest card wins. Aces are high.”


 “A
game of much luck and no skill,” Caleb sighed in disappointment.


 “On
the contrary, it is a game of boldness and nerve,” Defane said emphatically,
slowly rolling up the elaborate sleeves of his canary yellow shirt to reveal
the bare snow-white flesh of his forearms, “to risk so much on so little a thing as the turn of a single
card. That is bravery.”


 “Or
folly,” Sir Charles chuckled, “very well Mr Defane, I am no longer a young man
and late nights do not sit as easily upon
me as they once did. Let us play your little game, and I’ll try and win my
money back.”


 “Mr
Cade,” Defane pushed the deck towards Caleb, “will you be so
kind as to shuffle the deck and then pass it to Miss Van Schalkwyk
to cut.”


 “Very
well,” Caleb agreed, shuffling the deck slowly enough for all to see he was not
tampering with the cards. He agreed whole-heartedly with Massingham, it was a
foolish offer to make, for luck would rob Defane of his winnings soon enough.
Better to have played a proper game with the chance of winning more. Once
shuffled he pushed the deck to Liselot, who cut it twice before daintily
placing it in the middle of the table and moving to stand at Sir Charles’ side.
Although she delicately draped one hand over
the old man’s shoulder, her gaze never left Defane‘s azure eyes.


 Caleb
opted to stand where he was, arms folded; he saw little point in sitting as
this was not going to take long.


 “Shall
we flip a coin for the first draw?” Sir Charles asked.


 Defane
shrugged as he pulled a small delicately engraved silver snuffbox from his
waistcoat pocket, “You may choose Sir Charles, first or second?”


 It
was Massingham’s turn to shrug, his broad shoulders quivering slightly, “I
doubt it makes much difference in matters of luck,” he reached out, and his
plump fingers split the pack, turning the cards to reveal the seven of hearts.


 “Could
be better,” Defane mused, taking a large pinch of snuff, “could be worse.” The
little Frenchman blew lightly over his fingers, his pale lips making a perfect
O before reaching out. His hand hovered over the uncut half of the pack,
fingers moving as if he were playing a few random notes on an invisible piano.


 “You
have an over developed sense of the
dramatic, Monsieur,” Sir Charles muttered, his features flicking between
amusement and irritation as if not quite knowing where to settle.


 “Qui,”
Defane replied, cocking his head and closing his eyes as he picked up the deck.
Seemingly, one by one, he let the cards fall face down onto the table until the
ghost of a smile flitted across his face and he held up the card at the bottom
of the pile he still held for his companions to see.


“Well?” He
asked, eyes still closed, head cocked slightly further to one side.


 “Ten
of diamonds,” Massingham smiled.


 “Bravo!”
Liselot clapped, which earned her a mildly scolding look from her benefactor,
“Oh, Charlie you can afford it, besides you’ll win next time, I’m sure.”


 “That
will be £200 Sir Charles,” Defane smiled broadly, “do you care to try your hand
again?”


 “Of course,”
Sir Charles replied, shuffling the pack himself this time as he ordered Liselot
to bring him more wine. “This time, you
may draw first,” Massingham announced as he swapped cards for glass.


 Defane
nodded and smiled a strange little smile, before repeating his theatrical
card-finding act. Caleb watched him intently; he looked for all the world as if
he were concentrating on something, but there was no way he could tell one card
from the other. Even with a marked or weighted deck it would have been some
trick, and he had no reason to suspect that might be the case anyway, after all, they were Liselot’s
not Defane’s, and he doubted that she was a card-sharper.


 Defane
finally winked at Liselot as he produced the king of hearts.


 Liselot
confined herself to a twinkling little smile that she tried to hide behind her
fan. Caleb wondered if Defane had promised her the money in return for her
favours. Did he actually plan to seduce the little courtesan in front of
Massingham using the man’s own money?


 Massingham
remained silent, other than for the air he expelled irately through his hairy
cavernous nostrils. He reached out with the posture of a man already resigned
to losing £400, which would probably be enough for him to cover the annual rent
on the whole building, rather than just the second floor.


 The three of clubs.


 “You
are fair breaking me Sir,” Massingham sighed, rising from the table, “I will
have my man-”


 “Again?” Defane offered, his hand
outstretched towards the deck.


 “Louis?”
Hissed Caleb, he’d won enough tonight to live well for the next year, and
royally for the next month. Why risk it, he could not keep winning?


 “A
game of boldness and nerve, my friend, boldness and nerve…” Defane said
by way of a reply, his eyes locked with the older man who stood frozen,
half-raised from the table, momentarily unsure of what to do before easing
himself back down.


 “Liselot,
bring a candle or two my dear. The light is not so good for my old eyes.” Caleb
thought Massingham saw well enough, but the possibility that Defane was engaged
in some form of trickery had clearly crossed his mind too.


 Liselot
quickly placed two candlesticks, heavy and silver Caleb noted with approval,
either side of the deck Massingham had reshuffled.


 This time, Sir Charles took a long hard look at
the cards in the flickering candle light and, in
turn, Defane watched the old man through steepled
fingers. Liselot stared openly at the Frenchman, her breathing quickened enough
for her constricted cleavage to roll and heave as if it were some pale fleshy
sea.


 Caleb
wondered again what games were being played as he watched each of them in turn.
He found it odd to be the outsider, for he usually wrote the unknown rules for
others to follow.


 Massingham
hunched forward and lifted the deck once more, brow wet and furrowed beneath
his heavy wig; the lines eased a little as he displayed the queen of clubs. He
relaxed back into his chair and took a long slow sip of his wine as Liselot patted his shoulder in muted
congratulation.


 Though
the game was probably up for Defane, the Frenchman showed no sign of worry,
though of course as he would leave with no less than he started the night then
what did have to be concerned about? This time,
he blew on the fingers of both hands and vigorously rubbed his palms together
before performing his trick, except this time as the cards fell to the table he
intoned, “One by one they slowly drop, who knows where
the cards will… stop.”


 The king of clubs.


 “Damn
it!” Massingham cursed, slapping his palms onto the table with enough force to
make the candles dance to the beat of his ire.


 “Life
is good,” Defane rewarded himself with a little more snuff.


“Again?” 


“Again!”
Massingham agreed.


Caleb
rolled his eyes, but Defane’s ten of clubs beat Massingham’s five of hearts
with ease. Before he could offer another round, Caleb leaned over the table
blocking his view of Sir Charles, who was slowly turning a most peculiar colour
beneath his powder.  “This is enough Louis; take the money for God’s
sake.”


 “Why
should I be worried about God, I believe my sake takes precedent?”


 “Precisely,”
Caleb hissed, “you’ve won £1,600 man, that’s a king’s ransom. How will you
feel if you lose that?”


 “I
have no intention of losing it,” Defane laughed at the absurdity of the remark,
the conviction in his eyes so utter and total Caleb momentarily believed he
actually could pick whatever card he wanted from the pack by touch alone. Which of course was preposterous.


 “If
you carry on like this you’ll bankrupt him,” Caleb warned in an even lower
voice.


 “There
is still some way to go before that,” Defane replied, so assuredly that Caleb
half expected him to announce Massingham’s worth to the exact penny, “and even
if I do, what of it? His misfortune is no concern of mine.”


 “He
is a powerful man,” Caleb warned, “he has friends.”


 “Really?” Defane cocked an eyebrow and laughed, before
gently pushing Caleb aside.


 “Again?” Defane offered.


 Massingham
drummed his fingers on the table and drained his glass, pushing it roughly in Liselot’s direction to be refilled. The calculation in his
mind was clear to see. Just how much could he afford to lose? How long could
Defane’s outrageous luck hold? Another hand and he would lose £3,200. Caleb did
not know how much Sir Charles earned from his posts in government, but Caleb
doubted it could be much more than that. It was a brave man that would gamble a
year’s income upon the turn of a card.


 Nevertheless,
Defane’s luck could not hold.


 “Again…”
Massingham said finally, reaching forward to cover the cards with a large
fleshy hand like a bear swiping a salmon, “…but with a different deck.”


 “A
more sensitive man than I might take offence at your implication, Sir,” Defane
grinned amiably, “but I have no objection.”


 “There
is no implication, those cards are just unlucky. Damn it, another deck woman!”
Massingham growled, shoving the old deck unceremoniously to one side. Liselot
shot Sir Charles a cold, uncertain look
behind his back before doing as he instructed.


 Massingham
insisted on shuffling the deck himself, which appeared brand new to Caleb’s
eye, before placing them down in the centre of the table. 


 “I’ll
go first,” Massingham announced, to no one in particular, he was concentrating
so firmly upon the cards he probably would not have noticed if the room had
burst into flames around him. Finally, he took a deep and shuddering breath
before turning the ten of spades.


 Under
normal circumstances, one would have thought that enough to give a man a fair
chance of winning, but by the look on Massingham’s face, it was clear he was
expecting Defane to beat it.


 “Don’t
fret,” Defane reassured him, “different cards, different
luck.” He reached out and carefully split the remaining deck, letting them fall
from his fingers, “Or maybe not…”


 The jack of diamonds.


 Defane
laughed triumphantly, his eyes so bright and blue they seemed to outshine the
candles around them; their feeble glow unable to compete with whatever fire
burned inside the delighted Frenchman.


 Massingham
wiped a weary hand across his face, smearing powder and sweat to reveal the
flushed and waxy skin beneath, his shoulders slumped downwards, eyes as flat
and lifeless as Defane’s were wickedly alive.


 “What manner of Devilry…” the old man managed
to say, but he could not raise his eyes from the latest card Defane had
produced to beat him.


 “No
Devilry,” Defane said simply, “Just luck… wouldn’t you say, Cade. Just luck?”


 Caleb
glanced into those dancing blue eyes and saw something cold and sly deep in
their inky depths, something that crawled out and slithered briefly across his gaily powdered features. Something that made
him look unlike a man.


 “Never
seen the like,” Caleb admitted, averting his eyes, “but, yes, just luck. No
more than that.”


 Surely?


 Defane
flashed his wide white smile and he was as he always was again, a mischievously
painted imp, a fop addicted to fun and foolery. Caleb glanced at Liselot, but
there was nothing in her expression to suggest she had seen anything amiss. If
anything, she appeared utterly smitten. Greater than power or wealth,
women loved men who were lucky.


 The Frenchman crossed his arms on the table and leaned
forward towards the forlorn figure of Massingham. He leant so far forward his
feet came off the floor and his scrawny backside vacated his chair, leaving him
balanced solely on his forearms like some fidgety schoolboy eager for new
pranks and adventures with which to amuse his friends.


 “Again?”


 His
voice was low, no more than a breath really, but they all heard the question
clearly enough. Caleb and Liselot stared at him with the same intensity, though
for different reasons while Massingham slowly looked up from the table, his
eyes narrow and suspicious.


 “Again? You would risk all you have won. Again?”


 “Oh,
I do so love a little gamble,” his voice was no more than a melodic whisper
above the crackle of the fire, like a distant song carried on the breeze, “and
so do you Charlie, and so do you…”


 The familiarity passed Massingham by as he shook his
head sadly, “Not that much,” he replied, “I can afford to lose no more,” his
words were clear enough, but there was still a hint of hesitation in his tone,
for a little voice whispered in the old man’s ear as insistently as the one
that breathed in Caleb’s.


 He
can’t win again. He can’t. Not again!


 All
gamblers knew that particular voice of course. That sweet, reasonable devil of a voice that urged you ever onwards, urged
you to recklessness, that begged you stay at the table, that assured you so
sweetly that lady luck would sit in your lap and reward your devotion soon.
Reward your sacrifice. It was the voice the good gambler ignored while the bad
ones were ensnared by it, trapped by honey-coated promises until they found
themselves in some desperate place half way between the Poor House and
Purgatory.


 That old sweet familiar Devil.


 “I
will honour the money I owe,” he said finally, “I do not quite believe you could
win so much, but I will not risk a penny more. I will not risk all I have… all
my family has, all I have worked a lifetime for, on the turn of a card. I’ve
been a big enough fool tonight. I will not be a bigger one.”


 Defane
sighed long and deep before settling back down in his chair, “I swear I have
not cheated you Sir Charles, truly this is just luck. The most extraordinary
luck I have ever known,” he said slowly and earnestly, almost earnestly
enough for Caleb to believe him. “However, I had no intention to cause you such
a loss, a ruinous loss for most men.” The Frenchman rose quickly,
fluidly, and paced to the fire, stared
into it for a moment before returning to the table to stand before Massingham,
Liselot uncertainly at her benefactor’s side.


 “I
feel badly… I have acted badly.
This is just a game, just a little entertainment. I hoped to make some money,
of course, but not this. No, too much, far too much. I will not cheapen your
name by refusing your money. After all, who am I to offer Sir Charles
Massingham charity?” Defane laughed suddenly as if the mere suggestion was too
preposterous, and he were embarrassed even to have uttered it.


 “No,
I must give you a chance to clear this terrible debt, I simply must!”


 Massingham
shook his head, “I will risk no more.” The old man began to struggle from his
chair, but a raised finger from Defane kept him in his place. 


 “I
have a suggestion…”


 Caleb poured himself a brandy and retreated to the far
corner of the room, wanting to be away from Defane. In a strange moment of
fancy it seemed to Caleb that the little Huguenot was exuding some aura or
miasma that thickened the air around him, making each breath a struggle, each
thought a labour. Nonsense of
course, but the throbbing pain that he had not even realised had been building
behind his eyes seemed to dissipate almost as soon as he was out of Defane’s
line of sight.


 Defane
retook his seat, thoughtfully running his thumb back and forth along the edge
of his jaw. “We turn again. If you win we are
even, if not I will be due £6,400, but, as I have no desire to bring such
financial hardship on your house I am prepared to waive the money in exchange
for something else…” he leaned back in his chair, his thumb finally coming to
rest beneath his chin, “…something of equal worth?”


 Massingham
snorted, “Of equal worth? What do you want? My mansion?
My lands? My seat in Parliament?”


 Defane
laughed and rose to his feet again, as if some terrible energy coursed through
him, precluding the possibility of rest. “Such things are of no value to one
such as me, no value at all. What I want is worth far more than all those
trinkets put together.”


 “What
do you want, Sir?” Massingham demanded, his eyes narrowing. 


 Defane
crouched down beside the old man. He smiled then, a wanton feral smile, all
teeth and desire, and through it, he breathed a single word, so faintly Caleb
almost thought he had heard nothing at all.


 “Liselot…”


 For a
moment, the only sound in the room was the faint hiss and crackle of flames
devouring coal, a myriad of expressions flitted across Massingham’s bloated
features before they flowed into a mask of incredulity. He managed to utter the
exclamation “What-” before Defane silenced him once more with
a raised finger.


 The
Frenchman straightened himself, running his long-fingered
hands over his canary yellow waistcoat, before lifting first his eyes and then
his face towards Liselot.


 “It
is an outrageous proposition,” he said in a voice so soft and sweet and full of
contrition that it stilled any further protest from Sir Charles, “but hear me,
please. Three thousand pounds buy me that at least?” He glanced at Massingham
who conceded the point with the faintest flick of his hand before it went in
search of his wine glass again. Liselot remained expressionless, her grey eyes
all that moved.


 “I
must confess myself besotted with her,” Defane continued, “such beauty would
normally be beyond my reach, but the circumstances of this night have conspired
to present an opportunity to ask for something that so poor a wretch as I could
only dream of. I do not ask the world, I do not ask forever. Just this night,
till the sun rises, let your lady lie with me, and all will be even between us.
All will be settled. No one will hear of it, but those in this room.”


 Once
more Defane crouched down before Massingham, “No one will hear of such
recklessness, of so large a debt, of fortunes squandered on the simple turn of
a card. You are a respectable man, after all. It would not do for idle tongues
to twitch about such matters. However, all that can be resolved in return for
this one little thing. Really? Six thousand four
hundred pounds for the affection of your lady, for just a few brief hours that sleep would normally carry you away for?”


 “You
are a scoundrel!” Massingham hissed, but he was stilled
by Liselot’s hand firmly squeezing his shoulder as
she spoke to Defane.


 “You
put too high a price on my affection, Sir,” she said evenly, her young face as
pale and impassive as a death mask.


 “You
are beyond price, child,” Defane replied in a gentle voice, “and I am not so
boorish as to force you into an act unwillingly. If the prospect is too ghastly
for you to endure then simply refuse and I will speak no more of it…” his pale
lips curled into a wry half-smile as he
added, “…for my heart will be utterly broken.”


 Caleb
downed another brandy in one clean shot and turned to refill his glass so no
one would see his eyes roll towards the ceiling.


 Liselot
cast her own gaze to the floor as if unable to stare into the dark fluid pools
of Defane’s eyes, perhaps she could see herself reflected in them, her face
thrown back at her as if she were staring down into some bottomless tropical
lagoon. 


 “I
will not hear of this!” Massingham balled, “you can take the money and crawl
back to wherever you come from. Only a Frenchman could offer such an obscene
trade!”


 “Turn
the card, Charlie,” Liselot said softly,
“’tis too much money.”


 “I am
no pauper woman, I will not be dishonoured so!”


 “You
are not as rich as you once were either,” she smiled, almost apologetically; “I
am not stupid, I know you kept turning the cards because you cannot afford such
losses. This is my fault; I should not have bragged and badgered you into
betting on that silly fight.”


 “I…
cannot let you.”


 “Your
luck is due to change,” she shrugged, “if it does not, do
not despair; it is far too late to fear for my honour.”


 Massingham
dropped his eyes to the floor, his bluster evaporated, “I am sorry child,” he whispered, “for all I have
done.” She bent down and placed an arm around his broad shoulders,
speaking to him so quietly that Caleb could not make out her words.


 While
they talked in low, hushed voices, Defane
joined him in the corner and filled a glass to the brim with Massingham’s
brandy.


 “He’s
right,” Caleb whispered, “you are a scoundrel.”


 Defane
smirked, a look of unbearable smugness sitting upon his boyish features.


 “I
hope you get the pox.”


 “Don’t
be a bad loser, please,” Defane scolded, “not in my moment of triumph.”


 “You haven’t
won yet.”


 “Oh,
I rather think I have,” Defane flashed the sly little smile of his that Caleb
was beginning to find slightly unsettling. The Frenchman moved to return to his
prey, but Caleb grabbed his elbow and pulled him firmly towards him. He wanted
to tell him to stop being a fool, that no woman was worth so much money, he
could hire a harem with the amount he had won from Massingham, to take his
winnings and enjoy his spoils.


 However,
he said nothing.


 For
in the moment he touched him, and those strange blue eyes turned upon him,
Caleb knew Defane had no interest in the money, he was indifferent to it in a
way Caleb could not even hope to comprehend. God alone knew how much he had
squandered himself on women over the years, but he had never lost sight of its
worth, even if that worth were simply the provision of pleasures.


 He
did not believe it was really Liselot either, she was certainly beautiful, and
men would go to ridiculous lengths for such as her. But not
Defane. It was the thrill he sought, some dark pleasure he took from the
games he played for Caleb could sense a vast and terrible energy pent up within
his slight frame.


 Caleb
had visited Naples on his travels, a region plagued by earthquakes, some strong
enough to rattle cutlery and furniture, dislodge the odd roof tile, some were
strong enough to bring down whole buildings, but most had been barely
perceptible. The kind you only realised were occurring if you happened to
glance at your glass and catch the wine shimmering gently within the confines
of its vessel; tiny ripples breaking the surface for no apparent reason.


 That
was how Louis Defane felt, faint tremors undulating across his flesh, no, Caleb
corrected, beneath his flesh. Too slight
for the eye to notice, but there all the same; some strange excitement racking him so powerfully it manifested itself
in a physical form. A lusting beast eager for its reward, something dark and
dreadfully wanting that curled and clawed within him. 


 A
living thing buried under soil too soft to contain it; under flesh
too soft to contain it.


 “Careful,”
Defane warned amiably, a knowing look in his eye, “you’ll crease the shirt; ‘tis frightfully expensive.”


 Caleb’s
fingers sprung open, and he pursed his lips in contrition, “I guess you know
what you’re doing…”


 Defane
grunted his amusement and returned to the
table, “Are we ready to turn some cards?” He asked in a jovial tone that
utterly belied the tension and excitement Caleb had felt within him. 


 Liselot
rose and stared pointedly at Massingham, who looked singularly miserable. In
fact, he looked so far beyond mere misery that Caleb could not conjure a
suitable word to describe his abject unhappiness.


 “Yes,”
he said finally, his voice as flat and hollow as his eyes, which appeared to
have retreated somehow into the fleshy folds of his face. His previous flushed
and overheated countenance had cooled to
something pale and sickly as if the night’s events were sucking the very life
from his old abused body.


 He
recalled the old man’s words back at the prize-fight. Caleb had dismissed them
at the time as an old man’s bluster. How had Defane described him, a buck-fitch? Yes, just a buck-fitch
showing off his pretty little plaything. Perhaps he had misjudged him, perhaps
beneath the bluster, the wig and the powder, beneath the fashionable clothes that were generation too young for him
and the beauty spots that tried to conceal his warts, he genuinely did love
her. Or at least think he did. He would
not be the first rich old man to fall in love with what he paid for.


 And what of Liselot? Was she simply protecting her
investment, not wanting to see her benefactor so financially wounded? Yet she
was beautiful enough to find others willing to pay pretty pennies for her
affection. Perhaps she simply wanted Defane to bed her; perhaps they had
somehow arranged this charade between them while they had been alone in the
theatre.


 Caleb
wanted this whole business ended, wishing heartily he’d found his own
entertainment.


 Defane
settled himself back into his chair, raising his hands to his face, concealing
his mouth and nose behind long steepled fingers.
Caleb could see only the back of Defane’s head from where he stood, one hand
curled protectively around the brandy decanter, but he almost felt the
Frenchman’s huge wet eyes boring into Massingham.


 “Turn
a card,” Defane said, his tone almost commanding.


 By
Caleb’s reckoning, it was Defane’s turn to go first, but Sir Charles made no
protest. He reached out slowly across the table as if lead weights were
attached to his arms, his eyes no more than flat,
expressionless slits looking out from behind his mask of blubber and smeared
powder. 


 Caleb’s
attention flicked to Liselot, still standing dutifully at Massingham’s
shoulder, a porcelain statue bereft of movement or breath, other than her full
pouting bottom lip that she was biting ever so gently, rolling a small pull of
flesh back and forth between her teeth. The movement stopped as the faintest
expression of disappointment rolled over her immaculately painted features.


 “The
king of diamonds,” Massingham muttered, staring at the card he held between his
podgy fingers as if he could not quite believe it, before carefully placing it
face up on the table for the world to see. A flicker of a smile played over his
mouth, but when his gaze met Defane’s whatever he saw in the Frenchman’s eyes
was enough to transform it into a strange stillborn
grimace of blackened teeth and twitching lips.


“It would
appear your luck has changed, Charlie,” Defane said quietly, the room
was utterly still, not a sound reached their ears from the street beyond. Even
the flames of the fire seemed to have
fallen silent. 


Massingham
offered only a shrug by way of reply, his hand fumbling for his drink and
downing it in one gulp, his eyes flitting noticeably from one point to the
next, but never settling upon Defane.


“I would
not wish you thinking ill of me,” Defane continued, making no move towards the
cards, “I want the pleasure of your lady, but what manner of a man would not?
Part of you thinks there has been some trickery here. There has not. To
demonstrate that there is no… devilry,” he looked up at Liselot, “I will
let the lady draw the last card for me if you have no objection?”


Liselot’s
eyes widened in surprise while something akin to relief crossed Massingham’s
face as he nodded his acceptance on her behalf, “Most fair,” he muttered, “most
fair.”


Liselot
began to speak, but whatever she intended to say died on her tongue under the
gaze of her two suitors, eventually she gave a small curt nod before folding
her hands in her lap and staring at the floor.


Caleb
wondered what emotions were flicking through her mind; he settled on either
excitement or humiliation but decided he
did not know her well enough to judge which was more likely. Given the contrary nature of women he had no doubt she was capable of both in equal measure
at the same moment.


“Take a
card,” Massingham said, his voice betraying the softness he reserved only for
Liselot.


“Please
do,” Defane added, leaning forward to place his elbows on the table.


Liselot
took a hesitant step forward, her gaze still downcast, not wanting to meet the
eye of either of the men who were using her as a gambling stake. Slowly she
reached out for the cards, but somehow her hand was held between Defane’s.


Caleb
blinked. He swore he had not seen the Frenchman move to take her hand, though
clearly he had, for it was now being caressed by his long sensuous fingers.
Caleb glanced at the nearly empty brandy decanter and decided against another.


 “Sweet
Liselot,” Defane breathed, his lips caressing her name as he drew her bright
grey eyes to his. For a moment, it seemed
she tried to draw away, but clearly she saw something that held her
attention.  Where Massingham had appeared unnerved by what he found in
those strange eyes, Liselot seemed fixated, speared and unable to move. “Find
me no number or face,” Defane continued, his voice a strange little singsong,
his thumbs gently rubbing the girl’s knuckles, “bring me only a single
beautiful ace.”


 Liselot’s bottom lip hung open limply as if she had been
robbed of all sense. She seemed to nod her agreement
though the gesture was so brief and faint Caleb might have just imagined it.
Strangely, he found he did want her to draw an ace, which he knew was
nonsense for if she did he would lose his bet. Small beer compared to the
amounts wagered tonight, but a tidy sum all the same.  


 Defane
let the girl’s slender hand slip from his grasp, and it fell to the table as if
she no longer had the strength to hold it aloft herself.


 “Draw
the card, please,” Massingham intoned, his voice a weak harsh grubbing tone
compared to the Frenchman’s sweet lilting plea.


 Liselot
appeared to compose herself, reaching out once more, her movements no longer
hesitant or uncertain, but smoothly purposeful, as if some part of her knew
exactly which card she was stretching for and exactly where she might find it.


 Caleb
felt himself drawn to the table, reaching Defane’s shoulder as Liselot took
hold of the remaining cards and without hesitation split the pack. Massingham,
who had inched his overly padded buttocks to rest precariously on the edge of
his chair, let out a lingering, painful hiss of air, which went on long enough
for Caleb to fear he was expelling his final breath from the dank bottom of his lungs. 


 Liselot
showed them all the ace of spades before letting it tumble from her hand to lay
face down on the table.


 “Oh, my!” Defane
exclaimed, immediately slapping his palms to his mouth as if he had uttered
something dreadfully impolite.


 Liselot
stared at the card before turning her eyes in Defane’s direction, “It would
appear that you have won me, Sir.”


 “Indeed, it does,” Defane’s lips curled into a
crooked half-smile that even to Caleb’s jaundiced eyes appeared to convey more
dark wanton lechery than was entirely healthy in just one man.


 “Go,”
Massingham said hoarsely, staring only at the bottom of his empty glass though Liselot had already moved
obediently to the victor’s side without encouragement from her benefactor.


 Defane
rose smoothly to stand before his prize, he gently run a finger along her
cheek, and Liselot fair trembled at his touch; her eyes wide and bright enough
to reflect the hunger in Defane’s.


 “We
will have some entertainments tonight my dear, I promise you that…” 


 Liselot
let him take her hand, and she unquestioningly followed him towards the door,
her face clearly flushed beneath the powder, her chest moving to the frantic
rhythm of her breath, like a small bird caught in the hand. Which Caleb
supposed was exactly what she was.


 Defane
turned back towards Massingham as Liselot opened the door, “No hard feelings
Charlie, all’s fair after all. Best you sleep elsewhere tonight eh? For this
bird will sing a sweet, loud song for me
as I have my reward,” he curled a possessive arm around Liselot’s
slim corseted waist, before adding with a wink, “They always do.”   


 As
they disappeared out of the door in the direction of Liselot’s
bedroom, Defane called out, “Goodnight Cade, I shall see you soon!”


 He
offered no reply; instead, he turned his attention back to Massingham, who sat motionless, head lowered towards the empty
glass he still clutched tightly. Caleb poured a long measure into the old man’s
glass. 


 It
seemed the kindest thing to do.


 “Well,
I guess I should be bidding you goodnight,” Caleb ventured somewhat awkwardly
after a long moment’s silence as Massingham morosely emptied his glass.


 The old man said nothing, but as Caleb attempted to
edge discreetly towards the door Sir Charles rose unsteadily to his feet and
pointed towards the two upholstered chairs that sat beside the fireplace, “Sit
with me,” he said, lumbering across the room and depositing himself into one of
them with a hefty grunt.


 Caleb
glanced longingly at the window and the sanity of the street outside, where he
would have to contend only with the cold, footpads and the odd bucket of shit
carelessly tossed out of a window. With a heartfelt sigh, he joined Massingham
at the fireplace after recovering the brandy decanter; Defane may have made off
with his woman, but there was still the old man’s booze to enjoy. Heavy-heartedly he decided to stay a little
longer, if for no better reason than ensuring the old rogue didn’t decide to
run Defane through with a blade for his troubles.


 Massingham
stared long enough into the fading embers of the fire for Caleb to begin fidgeting
in his seat, eyes roaming around the room as he took constant sips from his
glass for no better reason than to give his hand something to do. 


 Massingham eventually turned his gaze wearily in
Caleb’s direction. “I do love her,” he said, Caleb was alarmed to see the old
man’s face contorted by what he could only think of as dewy-eyed emotion and
his heart sank a little, not with empathy for Massingham’s pain, but the
sentimental tone he had adopted. In Caleb's experience, it invariably
meant a man was about to embark on a long, tiresome and quite unnecessary
monologue.  


 “Old
fool, you probably think,” Massingham continued astutely, “thinking himself in
love with some pretty strumpet young enough to be his daughter.”


 Granddaughter actually…


 “I hear
what people say, behind my back, all the hushed nasty little whispers, they
call her my courtesan, my little doxy, a game pullet…
worse besides I don’t doubt. Except… she isn’t that at all.”


 Caleb
sipped his brandy and smiled in a manner that he hoped was polite without being
too encouraging.


 “She
is Dutch you know… though I doubt that is much of a revelation given her name
and accent. A long time ago,” Massingham sighed, “a long, long time ago,
I knew her grandfather. A good man, good Protestant man, in our way we both
helped ease James Stuart from his throne and gave it to William of Orange, just
small cogs in a big machine of course,
maybe not even so much as cogs, just the oil that helped them turn.”


 “We
stayed in contact after William became king, he was a master wordsmith, never
met a man who could make me chuckle so much with no more than quill and paper.
I was most saddened when he died; more saddened still when his fool of a son
wasted his inheritance on hair-brained get rich schemes in the Indies. Fool of
a boy, I told him he should have stuck to slaves; always guaranteed a good
return on slaves. However, some men never heed sound
advice and Liselot’s father was one of them. When he
was on the verge of destitution, he pleaded with me to take in his daughter,
fearful of what might become of her with him reduced to the poor house. I owed
her grandfather that much.”


 Caleb
raised an eyebrow slightly; perhaps Defane did not know quite everything after
all.


 “My
wife knew almost at once, she was a famed beauty herself in her day, so I put
it down to an old woman’s jealousy when this pretty young slip of a girl
arrived in our home. My intentions were honourable, look after her, find her a
suitable husband and pay the dowry her father had squandered. Entirely honourable…”
Massingham emphasised the word with such intensity it sounded like he thought
it important that everybody in the room understood that point, himself
included.


 “But
women can have a way of making you forget honour?”


 Massingham
nodded his head in agreement and returned his gaze to the fire as he continued,
“I found myself spending more and more time with her, showing her London
society, my country seat, taking her to grand balls and introducing her to
persons of quality. Handsome young beaux fell over themselves to pay her court,
but she rejected each and every one. I could not understand it, for some of
those gentlemen were handsome and eligible, but part of me was pleased. No… all
of me was pleased, for I could keep her to myself. I told myself she was the
daughter the Lord had never granted me.”


 “How
we fool ourselves Mr Cade, how we fool ourselves.”


 “This
state of affairs did not continue?”


 “No,
my wife insisted she left, she said she would not be made a fool of. We argued,
but in the end I acquiesced, if for no
more reason than my wife is the sister of the Earl of Abermarle, who has a great many
friends in high places. Poor Liselot was heartbroken when I told her, I
promised I would see her settled, but she wept and begged my forgiveness for
she had found herself in love with me and blamed herself for my wife‘s actions.
She said that I had shown her the greatest kindnesses of her life; that I was
the father she had always dreamed of having, but her feelings went beyond that
relationship. She said she dreamed of being my wife and wanted to bear me the
children poor Daphne had never been able to produce,” Massingham shook his head
sadly, “What was I supposed to do?”


 Caleb
knew exactly what he would have done, and it seemed he and Sir Charles agreed
on that point at least.


 “I
took her to my bed and had my way… and it was wondrous. I told my wife I had
found Liselot a respectable place as a governess in Norwich. Never being much
of a fool I don’t know if she believed me or not, but at least I was not defiling the girl under her own roof. Daphne
never comes up to London anymore, so I rented these apartments for my young
lover and paid to have it filled with things as beautiful as her. Far more than
I could honestly afford, my pursuit of her has cost me dearly in more ways than
one.”


 “She
made me feel young again, on the inside anyway… and I paid a pretty penny to
try and look young on the outside too,” he pulled his flowing full-bottomed wig
from his head and tossed it disgustedly to the floor. A few wisps of grey hair
clung to the side of his bald head. Bereft of his wig he looked like some sad
variety of clown, the powder on his face smeared and patchy from sweat and the
passage of his hands across it, incongruous next to the waxy mottled skin of
his unadorned scalp.


 “All
the powder and beauty spots in the world cannot turn back time,
nor can fancy wigs and expensive clothes make you a young buck once more. Only
a woman can do that, and even that is just an illusion that nobody else can
see.”


 “You
would be the envy of many a man to have such a lover,” Caleb ventured, feeling
a rare and momentary kind of pity for the old man.


 Massingham
snorted, “I call it love, but underneath we both know
it was a baser thing than that. I proclaim to love her, yet I make a whore of
her to pay my gambling debts. What manner
of a wretch am I?”


 Caleb
was about to say that Liselot had gone with Defane eagerly enough, but decided
that was not going to make the man feel any better. The story was a familiar one,
for Caleb had acted it out enough times himself. Massingham was old and fat and
ugly. If Liselot was in love with
anything it was his money. She had done well by opening her legs for him. She
was a shrewd little courtesan, no more than that. Not that Caleb thought any
less of her for it If
anything he could admire her professionally as well as physically, for they
were both masters of the game. Perhaps she realised she had squeezed the old
man dry and saw Defane as a new benefactor, after
all, a man who bet so outrageously
must be wealthy indeed.


 His
thoughts were interrupted by the faint muffled cry of a woman, whether with pain or pleasure, he could not
tell, but by the way Massingham’s eyes
dropped to his lap he could tell both of them knew exactly what the sound had
been.


 “Your
friend is a devil,” Massingham said, when the sound had faded away, “perhaps he
is the devil.”  


 “You
give him too much credit.”


 “His
wager was so outrageous, I knew I should refuse it, that it would break my
heart, better to lose the money and endure the hardship, yet… yet it was so
reasonable too, he made it seem… the right thing to do. Part of me even wanted
to lose. It was like he said one thing with his
mouth, yet another thing in my mind, a little voice that whispered she was a
whore, and I was better off without her, hadn’t she cost me enough money, she
would walk away soon anyway, how could she sleep with you for anything but
money?”


 Your
conscience more like, Caleb thought again holding his tongue, pushing away
the thought that he had experienced the same illogical desire for Defane to
win. “He is a rum fellow,” Caleb finally agreed, “but he has no magic, no
devilry; just an inordinate amount of luck and a persuasive tongue.”


 “Perhaps,”
was all that Massingham would say.


 They
lapsed into an uneasy silence interrupted only by the occasional noise from the
bedroom. Caleb itched to be away. He took
no pleasure from either Massingham’s misery or the sound of Defane’s conquest.
He watched as Massingham stared vacantly into space, the occasional tear
further smearing his powder. Eventually,
the lateness of the hour crept up on him, his great jowls sank into his chest
and by the time he started to snore wetly Caleb had vacated his seat and
quietly slipped into his coat.


 He
stood and looked at the man for a moment, wondering if he should ensure he did
not do anything foolish, but quickly dismissed the idea, he had stayed long
enough to prevent trouble. It was not his business and Defane was capable of
looking after himself when confronted by one fat old man.


 Helping
himself to the last drops of brandy (it seemed a shame to waste it), Caleb's eyes
lingered on Liselot’s fine silver candlesticks.
Wandering over to the table he ran a finger down one of them, exquisite
workmanship and a good weight. He could earn a pretty penny if they were to
accidentally fall into his coat pocket.


 He
sighed and pushed the thought away, had he come all the way home just to carry
on as before? It would be rather obvious who had taken them anyway, and Caleb
tried hard not to be obvious unless he was about to leave a town far behind
him. It was the best way of avoiding the noose, he’d found.


 Instead,
he let his hand fall to the card Liselot had dropped on the table, what luck
Defane had, he thought sourly, I really must remember not to play cards with
him again. Being a superstitious soul when it came to gambling he picked the
card up with the intention of slipping it into his pocket, maybe some of
Defane’s outrageous good fortune would rub off on him. His hand froze as he
glanced down at the face.


 It
was the two of spades.


 Caleb
frowned and looked at the cards on the table, Massingham’s king still lay face
up, while the two piles of cut cards lay where they had been left. Quickly he
flicked through the remaining cards and found the ace of spades tucked away in
the pile that Massingham had cut.


 Defane
must have shuffled them after they had drawn cards; he must have, yet… Defane
had been too eager to claim his prize to dally further with the tools of his
triumph; Massingham too distraught and Liselot too busy being hurried into her
bed chamber. But he’d seen it clearly with his own eyes; it had been an
ace…


 The
card tumbled from Caleb’s fingers and he hurried out of the room, deciding it
was unlikely to bring him any luck after all.


 


 











Chapter Ten


The
Adoration of Maggie


Bartholomew Close, London -
1680


 “Do
you think father will be angry?” Daniel asked eventually, his eyes still cast
downwards as they walked.


 As
Caleb considered the answer to be blindingly obvious he didn’t dignify it with
a reply; instead, he huddled further
inside his threadbare coat. The garment had been repaired so often it now
consisted primarily of a multitude of patches held together by only the
occasional piece of coat. Although it
kept the worst of the cold out, the light drizzle that had been patiently
turning the streets to lumpy brown sludge
over the last few days still managed to seep through.


 “They’re
only drawings, after all,” Daniel offered again when he realised he was not
going to get an answer from his brother.


 Again
Caleb ignored him. He felt utterly miserable, not to mention embarrassed and
ashamed. Daniel was right, of course, they were only drawings. Mostly. If he’d stuck to drawing animals and flowers, washerwomen and market traders, then he would probably have escaped with only a mild
beating. But he hadn’t, he’d given into his lust. He’d corrupted his talent in order to give himself a cheap lewd thrill. 


 They
were nearing Bartholomew Close now. Mr Berwick, when he had calmed down a
little, had sent him home and said he would call that evening to discuss the
matter with his father. The fact that Mr Berwick considered it serious enough
to send him away and raise the matter with his father did not bode well. 


 Perhaps
Mr Berwick intended to dispense with his services. If he thought Caleb had
given sufficient cause to break his contract he could throw him out and keep
the premium his father had paid, it would not be difficult to gain another
apprentice and the premium that would come with him.


 “Are
you mad at me?” Daniel asked tentatively, glancing at his brother from the
corner of his eye.


 “Mad?”
Caleb managed to mutter, “Why ever should I be mad at you?”


 “I
just thought you might be,” Daniel said more brightly, the sarcasm in Caleb’s
voice sailing over his head.


 Caleb
shot him a withering glance.


 “Oh,
I see, you were trying to be funny.”


 “Don’t
say any more Daniel, please.”


 “Sorry…”
Daniel muttered, sounding miserable. Caleb knew well enough his brother had
meant no harm, but that didn’t detract from the fact his foolish playfulness
had caused it nevertheless. 


 Was
his lust so obvious? His thoughts glumly turning back to the drawings Mr
Berwick had seized as evidence of his slovenly, pilfering, ungrateful ways. His
father had vouched that Caleb was a Godly, hardworking boy. Caleb recalled his
master staring at his drawings of Maggie and the way his eyes had bulged while
his fat fleshy Adam’s apple had bobbed up and down like a cork in the Thames.
The way he had looked up eventually from those drawings suggested he thought
Caleb’s father must be either a fool or a liar if he believed this wicked child
had ever been within spitting distance of Godliness.


 “I’m
sorely disappointed in you Caleb,” he’d said finally, eyes lingering on the
drawings. “Go to your father, I will call later to discuss this matter with
him… when I’ve finished up here.” Caleb had scurried away then, his cheeks
flushed with embarrassment and his ear red from the boxing Mr Berwick had given
it. 


 The
thought of Mr Berwick alone with his sketches of Maggie made Caleb’s flesh
crawl. What would his master think of the way he’d caressed the paper with
lovingly crafted strokes of charcoal to create those images? Would Mr Berwick
know those drawings stirred something deep and disturbing within Caleb’s soul?
Would he share a fraction of the excitement Caleb felt when he made Maggie’s
eyes sparkle with mischief, made promises of her smile, decided how she might
wear her hair or her clothes or how deeply he could cut the neck of her dress
to reveal the shadowy crevice of her young blossoming cleavage. It was a preposterous thought,
of course, Mr Berwick was a Godly man, Mr Berwick was
not weak like he was. All he would see in
the drawings would be a reflection of Caleb’s own sin. His
weakness and shame. 


 But
what else would he see?


 Perhaps
he would see nothing at all? Perhaps he would just see a few drawings of a
pretty girl amongst all the other ordinary things he sketched. Perhaps nobody
else would see them as a manifestation of his lust, they would tell no story
other than he was a boy who idled his time by drawing the things he saw around
him. They wouldn’t see the evidence that he lay awake staring at Maggie’s smile
and her firm young breasts in the flickering light of a candle stub, thinking
ungodly things about her. Things that sent a shiver through his body as the
Devil came and moved his hand unconsciously to his stiff, aching, unfeasibly
hard cock.


 While
he pondered such uncomfortable thoughts, he found his feet had brought him
reluctantly back to Bartholomew Close. His parents would be surprised to see
him, he supposed glumly. He tried to push Maggie from his mind frightened his
father would be able to sense his wickedness. 


 The
houses clustered around the Close as they always had. Mismatched and tired, sagging against each other like old
drunks whose only purpose was keeping each other from falling face down into
the shit of the kennel. Despite the fine drizzle, there were plenty of people
out and about in Bartholomew Close, being damp was
something people became accustomed to here, and it would take a far heavier
shower than this to send people running for shelter.


 A
group of feckless lads congregated on the far side of the Close; Caleb knew
them well enough as they were usually hanging around causing a commotion of
some kind. The neighbourhood ne’er-do-wells as their father described them
during his more charitable moments. Today they loitered in a loose circle
around a toothless old goat everyone called Arab James for no obvious reason,
given that he had flame red hair and a broad Irish accent. 


 Arab
James would materialise from time to time with distractions for the rougher
boys in the Close; today he had evidently turned up with some sorry looking
chicken in his hand in order to whip up a
game of throwing-at-cocks. It was a
straightforward enough game. Each player would pay Arab James a penny and in
return he got to throw a stick, more accurately a cudgel, at the chicken which
was tied by its leg to a peg driven into the ground, the player whose throw
finally killed the poor creature would  enjoy a scrawny chicken dinner
that evening. From the way they guffawed at the bird as it screeched and
flapped ineffectively on the end of its
tether each time the stick was hurled at, they seemed to take far more pleasure
from tormenting the animal than they ever would from eating it.


 “It’s
a wonder father hasn’t been out to give them a piece of his mind,” Daniel
muttered. Games of any kind of were frowned upon by Nathaniel Plunkett, but
when gambling was involved he would see it as his divine duty to lecture the
participants about their moral failings. Given that those involved were
invariably more interested in concentrating on their winnings, whether it be a
chicken or hard coin, the response he got generally ranged from mild irritation
to threats of physical violence.


 Unfortunately
for Caleb and Daniel, whereas it was generally considered bad form to hand out
a hiding to a preacher, on the basis that it was better to keep on the right
side of God just in case; the same consideration was not always extended to his
offspring. 


 “Watch
out lads,” one of the gang cried out when he caught sight of Daniel and Caleb,
“’tis the church bawler's boys come to
prattle on about Old Nick again!”


 His
insult was met with a few snickers, but today the boys seemed more intent on
chicken bothering than baiting them and when none of his fellows followed up
his witticism, he returned his attention
to the game.


 “Caw-handed
urchins, they‘ll be here till morning
trying to brain that bird,” Daniel muttered, “we’ll be kept awake all night by
its screeching.”


 “That’s
what I was thinking,” a voice said behind them.


 They
turned, not realising that Maggie was drawing water from the standpipe in the
corner of the Close. She smiled sweetly at Caleb’s surprise.


 “Good
day Maggie,” he replied, quickly doffing his battered hat, Daniel simply
grinned a greeting.


 “And
to you boys,” she said, easing up on the hand pump to rub the small of her back
as the water sloshed over the side of the bucket.


 “Fetching
water?” Caleb asked, after failing to think of anything less obvious to say;
his mind was too busy noting how pretty she looked in her bonnet, even if it
was a bit soggy.


 “Would seem so.”


 “Looks
heavy that,” Daniel noted, staring at the bucket.


 “’tis
quite,” she agreed, “been fetching them for Mother, she got bored and decided
to wash the sheets again. Told her it‘ll take a week
to dry em in this weather, but…” Maggie shrugged and
pulled a face to signify that her mother never listened to any of the good
advice her teenage daughter gave her.


 The
three of them stood silently around the bucket for a moment. Daniel glanced at
his brother and realised his tongue had disappeared as it usually did when
Maggie was around these days. 


 “Looks
really heavy,” he repeated, nudging his brother less than discreetly
with his foot. 


 “All
the carrying has made my back fair sore,”
she sighed, pointedly rubbing her back again.


 Maggie
and Daniel both stared at Caleb until the penny finally dropped.


 “Oh,
would you like me to carry it for you?”


 “Would
be most kind,” she beamed, “I’d be very grateful.”


 “Well, I’ve got… things to do,” Daniel declared
suddenly, “Bible things… you know,
with father, can’t be late!” With that, he turned and trotted off across the
Close with a big grin splattered over his face.


 “So, what
brings you back to visit us, Cal?” Maggie
was the only person who called him Cal, for some reason he’d never quite been
able to fathom.


 Caleb
shrugged and lifted the bucket, it really was quite heavy, “No reason… just
visiting,” he muttered noncommittally.


 “On a work day?” Maggie asked with a little frown.


 Caleb
just shrugged again as they began to cross the Close.


 “There
was a time when you told me things,” Maggie sighed, “I don’t know what’s
changed.”


 Despite
himself, Caleb risked a sideways peek at her breasts,
but thought it best not to mention them.


 “Do
you not like me anymore?” 


 As
Caleb struggled to answer her, a momentary lull in the chicken tormenting
allowed Arab James’ clientele to notice that Caleb was now walking with Maggie.


 “Hey,
is carrying a bucket a sin?” One wag cried.


 “Course
it is, according to old man Plunkett everything is a sin,” another replied.


 “Nah,
that’s no sin…” shouted a third, “…but what I’d like to do to her, now that’s
a sin!” 


 “You
keep your foul tongues in your head,” Maggie snapped, “and your vile thoughts
to yourselves.”


 “Ignore
them, it doesn’t matter,” Caleb muttered, staring at his feet to conceal his
blushes as the boys hooted with laughter.


 “Rogues
and knaves,” Maggie cursed, “all full of filth and wickedness, what must it be
like to be so chock-full of wretched wantonness?”


 “I
can’t imagine.”  


 They
crossed the remainder of the Close in silence, and he followed Maggie miserably
up the three flights of stairs to the rooms she shared with her parents and
younger brothers and sisters, Caleb had lost count of exactly how many there
were of them.


 Most
of the brood must have been out and about, for only Maggie’s mother and the
latest baby were at home. They found her boiling water to wash her sheets while she bounced the child on her hip.


 “Good
day Caleb!” Mrs Huddlestone beamed, seemingly
genuinely pleased to see him. He’d always liked Maggie’s mother, she was one of
those women who, despite working from dawn to dusk to cook, clean, look after her
husband and raise her collection of children, coupled with popping out another
one every year or so, was always indefatigably cheerful. “Are you well? It’s
been so long since I’ve seen you, my you’ve grown, I do hope you’re not being worked too hard, how is the
apprenticeship going? Is Mr Berwick a kindly master?”


 Caleb
struggled to answer the stream of questions as he took the bucket through to
the kitchen and added it to the big iron cauldron that hung in the fireplace. In addition to her natural cheerfulness,
Mrs Huddlestone also possessed a tongue that never
ceased waging.


 “That
was so very kind of you to help Maggie, all the other children are out… somewhere
or other, I was just taking advantage of the quietness to clean this place,
‘tis such a mess, I do apologise, Maggie’s been helping me, but you know what a
delicate child she’s always been, forever sniffling aren’t you dear? Not really
good for her to be running back and forth with buckets, but I can’t really
manage by myself anymore, not with little
Michael to keep an eye on, he’s such a little scamp. Have you seen Michael? Did
you come to the christening? Oh, I don’t know what is that matter with me, I
can barely remember my own name these days,” she paused long enough to draw a
breath and place a horrified hand over a mouth. Despite the unexpected
intermission neither Caleb or Maggie were quick enough to get a word in before
she was off again, 


 “Oh
Caleb, you must forgive me, here I am prattling, and you’re all wet from the
rain, hasn’t it been awful, it just never stops these days, still mustn’t
grumble eh? I’m completely out of my manners, the Good Lord forgive
me, you must be hungry? You look hungry? Do you eat well at Mr Berwick’s? Now you mention it, why, you do look a bit thin, young
lad like you should be filling out some by now, oh I do hope you’re not being
worked too hard, I know you need to learn a trade an all, but really, you’ve
always been such a kind boy, haven’t I always said that Maggie? What a
kind boy Caleb is? Your brother too, little Daniel, bit too cheeky maybe, but a
good heart. Anyway here I am blabbing about
while you’re fair starving to death on your feet, why don’t you go and sit down
in the drawing room, take Mr Huddlestone’s chair, be hours before he comes home
from work, if he doesn’t stop off at The Cock for some ale, in which
case who knows! You get yourself warm, and I’ll bring you a lovely piece
of cake, you’d like that wouldn’t you? Don’t want you going home all wet and
starving and telling your folks you’ve been to see old Mrs Huddlestone,
good Lord what would they think? Making you fetch and carry buckets of water
without so much as a by your leave, not without a crumb of hospitality? No, I
won’t hear another word, Caleb! Go on
Maggie don’t just stand there gawping, you take Caleb through, and I’ll cut him
a nice bit of cake, some chocolate too eh? Yes, a nice mug of chocolate, chase
all those chills away, you too Maggie, I don’t want you catching chills again.
That’s enough water for now.”


 Caleb
and Maggie were duly herded out of the pantry while Mrs Huddlestone
juggled the baby and a knife and started to carve huge chunks of fruit cake.


 “Your
mother seems well,” Caleb said once they were out of earshot, he could still
hear Mrs Huddlestone chatting in the pantry, although
he couldn’t tell if she was addressing the baby Michael, herself or the fruit
cake.


 “Very
well,” Maggie sighed as they both warmed themselves by the fire. Despite Mrs
Huddlestone's insistence, he didn’t sit
down. Taking his own father’s chair had always been a thrashing offence at
home, something which had left him slightly wary of sitting in other people’s
chairs. 


 “You
never answered my question?” Maggie said after a long silence.


 “Which
question?”


 “It
doesn’t matter,” she shook her head as she crouched down to poke the glowing
embers of the fire back to life before
throwing a couple of extra lumps of coal on top.


 Caleb
looked down at her; his heart was pounding and his palms were slick with sweat.
He felt such an urge to crouch down next to her,
to stroke her hair, kiss her and tell how he lay awake every night thinking
about her, how much he wanted to hold her, how sometimes he even dreamed they
might one day sit in front of their own fire, surrounded by their own children,
none of whom he would ever hit, least of all for parking themselves in his
chair.


 He
pushed the daydream aside, he didn’t deserve her. The only difference between
him and the chicken bothering boys outside was that they had the honesty to give
voice to their sinful thoughts while he just kept it all inside him, at least
until he was alone with his drawings when he allowed all the wickedness to
slither out of him. 


 His
thoughts were interrupted by the approach of Mrs Huddlestone,
like a storm hurtling across the sea her voice grew in pitch and noise until it
filled the room.


 “Well
here we are, some nice cake and chocolate for you
both, fill up your tummies and keep you well it will, no doubts about that my
dears. Sit down, sit down…” 


 Weighed
down with cake and a steaming mug of chocolate Caleb felt helpless to resist
Mrs Huddlestone’s flapping hands and collapsed into the big chair by the fire. 


 “Make
sure you eat the cake all up, ‘tis only a little slither so it won’t spoil your
dinner,” she insisted, nodding towards the door stop sized wedge she’d forced
into his hand.


 “Now you two must have so much to chat about,” Mrs
Huddlestone beamed, almost deviously Caleb thought, “now I know you won’t want
a silly old lady like me fussing around you two so I’ll take Michael back in
the kitchen, but if you want anything else you just call and I’ll be right
here. Now you stay there as long as you fancy Caleb, we hardly ever gets to see you no more, so no rushing off
without saying goodbye eh?”


 “Yes
Mrs Huddlestone,” Caleb smiled as she loomed over
him, her blackened teeth fully exposed by her fulsome smile.


 “She’s
always liked you,” Maggie explained once her mother had returned to the kitchen
to talk to herself once more.


 “Why?”
Caleb asked, trying to fit a piece of cake into his mouth.


 “I
can’t imagine,” Maggie sighed, rising to take her bonnet and coat off now the
fire had chased the damp chill of the afternoon away; her hair had worked loose
and she untied it, letting it tumble dramatically half way down her back.


 “Are
you choking?”


 Caleb
shook his head, looking up at her through momentarily watery eyes.


 “You
shouldn’t try to put so much cake in your mouth at once,” she advised sternly,
“mother’s cakes can be quite dangerous if not treated with due care.”


 “I’m
just not used to food being edible,” he explained, taking a sip of chocolate to
clear his throat.


 Maggie
giggled; she’d eaten at his home once or twice when they’d been children. After
shaking out her hair, she began to bundle it up again.


 “Why
do you not wear your hair down now, like you did when we were little?”


 She
looked at him curiously for a moment as if she was not sure she’d heard him
quite right before replying, “’tis not practical.
If I were a rich lady, I would have it
all chopped off and wear only fine expensive wigs. I would be uncommonly
beautiful I think… and the nits would be
less of a problem too,” she smiled, “why do you ask?”


 “’tis
just… it looks pretty when it’s down.”


 “Oh,”
Maggie said, immediately dropping her hair and letting it fall to her
shoulders, “like this?”


 Caleb
nodded and looked sharply down at his lump of cake. It wasn’t getting any
smaller.


 “You
don’t usually say nice things about me,” she said, moving a little closer,
swishing her head slightly from side to side, “when we were little you teased
me terribly, now you don’t really say anything to me at all.”


 “We
are not children anymore.”


 “No,
we’re not, are we?”


 Caleb
risked another mouthful of cake; it was easier to keep his traitorous tongue in
check that way, “I never teased you much anyway,” he finally said, moving to
safer ground.


 “As I
remember you were forever tying my hair to things, or putting spiders down my
dress, or making me climb trees to play boy’s games.”


 “We
needed a Princess to rescue,” Caleb insisted, “You know Daniel always kicked up
a fuss about being the Princess.”


 “Hmm,
that doesn’t excuse the hair tying and the spiders.”


 “Boys
will be boys.”


 “I
suppose, we did spend a lot of time together didn’t we?”


 “Inseparable.”


 “You
know everyone assumed we were sweethearts and would be wed one day.”


 “They
did?”


 “Oh
you were too busy slaying dragons with the other boys to notice, but everybody
said.”


 “Like
who?”


 “Old Mother Hancock for one.”


 “You
mean that mad old woman who thought there was a Jesuit hiding in her cupboard?”


 “That’s
the one.”


 “Hardly
counts as everybody.”


 “My
mother said so too.”


 “Your
mother never stops saying things, in order to
talk so much she must have said everything it is possible for someone to say
during their life; ’tis inevitable she must have said that once, she must have
said everything once.”


 “Ssssh, don’t mock my mother, she quite dotes on you.”


 “Stop
it!”


 “Why?”


 “You’re
making me blush.”


 “I
know.”


 “Do
we actually need to talk about this? I have cake
to eat.”


 “I
need to talk about these things, I’m nearly sixteen after all, ‘tis time I
started thinking about marriage.”


 “You’re
not quite an old maid yet Maggie.”


 “Why
don’t you like me anymore?”


 “I
never said that.”


 “You
don’t usually say anything to me anymore; this is the most you’ve said
to me in… years.”


 “That’s
an exaggeration.”


 “Only a small one.”


 “Don’t
you want to put spiders down my dress anymore?”


 Caleb
fumbled his cake.


 “You’re
really blushing now…”


 Caleb
was saved from further embarrassment as Mrs Huddlestone
blew through the room once more.


  “How
are we doing? Do you need any more cake? Chocolate? No?
If there’s anything you need you just call, is it warm enough? I do try to keep
it nice and warm, Mr Huddlestone does so complain
about the amount of coal I burn, but if you can’t keep warm, why, we’d be no
better than beasts in the fields I’d say. Anyway, ‘tis a little luxury we can
afford I say, especially now Mr Huddlestone
got promoted to senior clerk. I know he’s extremely proud of it, not
that he would brag or anything, a singularly modest man is Mr Huddlestone, always has been, one of the reasons I married
him after all, never had time for fellows who are full of bluster and
self-importance, no, no. Always an inauspicious sign I’d say. Oh ‘tis so lovely
to see you again Caleb you must come again, oh please do. It does bring such
joy to my old heart to see you and my Maggie together again. What a fine and
lovely pair you make. You were such good friends when you were little ones. Such good friends. You must come to dinner; all the children
would love you to come. You’d like Caleb to come wouldn’t you Michael?”


 Mrs Huddlestone bounced the baby in the air, and they both
gurgled at each other for a moment.


 “’tis
very kind of you-” Caleb began to make his excuses in the lull, but once Mrs
Huddlestone’s lungs were refilled with air,
she was off again.


 “Oh, splendid! Come
next Sunday, after church. We’ll have beef, I’ve decided, why not? After all Mr
Huddlestone is senior clerk now so a nice side
of beef will go down good and proper, I says. Nice bit of beef washed down with plenty of beer. Perfect Sunday I’d say. Your father won’t mind will he? I
know he has funny ideas about Sundays an
all. Still, you’re a man now aren’t you, so you do what you wants to do. Well, that’s all decided; maybe I’ll go and
think about pudding recipes. Come on Michael come and help Mother think about
puddings.”


 Maggie
shrugged and smiled at him, her gaze darting between her feet and his eyes.


 “I
should be going,” Caleb said, making no effort to rise, for all he wanted to do
was sit and stare at Maggie.


 “Do
you have to?”


 “I
have to see my father,” he munched forlornly through another mouthful of cake.


 “You
make it sound like you’re being sent to Tyburn?”


 Caleb
only smiled; he certainly didn’t want to explain to Maggie why he had to see
him.


 Maggie
walked across to the window and pressed her nose against the glass, “’tis
raining harder now, even those awful Hardcastle boys
and their cronies have stopped bothering that poor chicken. You should stay
till it stops. You’ll get soaked.”


 “I
only have to go across the Close Maggie,”
Caleb said, reluctantly rising.


 When
she made no move to turn around or return
to the fire, he took a few hesitant steps across the room to stand behind her.
She was right, the rain was falling hard enough to send muddy streams coursing
through the Close’s kennel, washing the filth away towards the Fleet Ditch. The
only movement other than the raindrops dancing on the mud was a mangy dog
pawing some scrap in the kennel.


 “Will
be summer soon,” Maggie mused.


 “Yes,”
Caleb agreed, “and the air will be too ripe to breathe again, no doubt.”


 Maggie
smiled and lowered her head, “I was thinking more of the fields outside the
city where we used to play.”


 “Oh
yes, the big old tree that was really a sorcerer’s tower that Daniel and I had
to rescue you from.”


 “And
the high grass we played hide and go seek in.”


 Caleb
laughed, “Most of the time we were tripping over lads and maids a courting.”


 “Bunting-time
they calls it,” Maggie said coyly, “when
the grass is high enough to hide all manner of things.”


 Caleb
felt himself blushing again.


 “The
grass will be long again soon…” Maggie added, quickly looking out of the window
again.


 “Maggie…”


 “Yes?”


 “I…”
he fumbled for words to grab hold of, like a terrified man sliding down a steep
hill, desperate for some root or branch to save him, “…really must be going.”


 “Oh,”
Maggie turned around and looked up at him, Caleb hadn’t realised quite how
close he’d been standing to her, “will you come to
dinner on Sunday?”


 “Yes,
I’d like that,” Caleb nodded.


 They
stood looking at each other for a long minute, Caleb memorising every contour
of Maggie’s face. It had been a long time since he’d been this close to her and
when he had been this close in the past, as she said, he’d been more interested
in putting spiders down her dress than concentrating on just how heart
quickening pretty she was.


 “Perhaps,
when it’s warmer…” he found himself saying, “…we could take some food and beer
and go out into the country again… like we used to?”


 Maggie
beamed radiantly, “Promise you won’t make me climb any trees again?”


 “Promise.”


 Then
she kissed him. Just a small kiss, chaste almost, her lips brushing his cheek,
they were warm and soft, like moistened velvet against his skin. Not quite knowing
what to do he kissed her on the cheek too; letting the warmth of her skin
tantalise him, the touch of her locks against his face torment him.


 They
smiled at each other for a little while, their fingers lightly touching each
other as if not sure what they should do next. The only sound Caleb was aware
of, other than the pounding of his own heart, was a long happy sigh coming from
the other side of the kitchen doorway…


 


 











Chapter Eleven


Besottment & Distraction


Duck Lane, London - 1708


 There
were a number of reasons why Caleb
decided it best not to see Louis Defane again. 


Foremost
was the stark fact that he’d always found paying his gambling dues an onerous
business best avoided. However, in this instance
it was simply because he was unnerved by too many things about their time
together; the hours he couldn’t remember the night he’d met him, the strange
malaise that had confined him to Defane’s bedroom, a house that in itself was
rather odd, the whole affair with Massingham and Liselot, the persistent
suspicion that there was something just a little bit too strange, a little bit
too different about the man; from his peculiar eyes to the way he seemed able
to manipulate people to do just about anything he wanted.


 Not
to mention the ace. Caleb certainly did not like to think about that final
card, it made him uneasy in a way that he was entirely unfamiliar with.


 No,
Caleb liked his world to be arranged in a certain order; it was a world where he was in control, where he
pulled the strings, where he understood everything that was occurring around
him. It was a world where he got to enjoy
the girl. That was how the world was supposed to work, with Caleb Cade firmly
in the centre of it. He found life’s passenger seat to be too hard and
uncomfortable a berth.


 When
he’d returned to his rooms that night,
he’d tossed and turned alone in a cold lumpy bed. He’d tried to push thoughts
of Liselot drawing that ace from his
mind, but when he finally succeeded his mind conjured images of Defane and
Liselot rutting in the dark instead to keep him from sleep. 


 Eventually, he lit a candle and in its flickering
light he had slipped the silver chain from his neck. For a few minutes he had
turned the locket over in his hands, cool and familiar, his thumb had rested
upon the catch awhile before he had released it and the locket had opened as
smoothly as it always had, all those years before. The locket split into
two halves. The right-hand side bore the
miniature painting of a striking blonde woman. Despite being so small in size,
the hand that had painted it had been a fine one and the likeness was good
enough to make Caleb catch his breath; just like he had when he’d seen her for
the first time. 


 The left-hand side was scratched and marked as if
something had been prised out with the tip of a dagger; whatever had once lain
there had been replaced with a few strands of blonde hair. Delicately he
stroked the hair for a moment with the tip of his finger. How could she still make
him feel like this? Time had dimmed his memories and altered his features, but
still his heart raced when he thought of her. For a few more minutes, he
allowed himself the torment of staring at her picture and to dream impossible
dreams of things that he knew could never have come to pass. 


 “Torturing
yourself again?” The voice came from the darkest
corner of the room, Caleb’s eyes flicked in its direction for just a moment
before returning to the locket.


 “Somebody
has to do it when you’re not around.” Caleb sighed, clicking the locket shut
and slipping it back around his neck.


 “Strange
evening you had.”


 “I’m
trying not to think about it.”


 “So
you stare at her portrait till the pain drives thoughts of Liselot and Defane
away?”


 “Something
like that… Liselot is a very beautiful girl.”


 “Stop
it.” 


 “Stop
what?”


 “Scheming. Planning. Working out
how you might get to have her.”


 “She
is very beautiful.”


“I can see
the cogs in your head turning, even that business with the card, that card that
could not have been an ace; even that you brush aside because the thing that
unnerves you and upsets you the most is that Liselot hardly noticed you at
all.”


 “Very
very beautiful…”


 “After
all these years and all those beautiful faces you have still learned nothing.
Don’t let her become another of your besottments,
like Isabella, like all the others. It never ends well, and you surely haven’t
come all this way home just to run away again.”


 “Bessottment.
I really don’t like that word.”


 “Well,
what else can you call it? It certainly isn’t love, is it?”


 “No,”
Caleb shook his head, “’tis never love.”


 “You
meet a beautiful woman, and you chase her and chase her until you-”


 “I
know, but what else can I do? After all these years ‘tis all I know.”


 “Do
something different?”


 “So I
should chase plain women instead?”


 The
figure sighed in exasperation, “Just keep away from Liselot… and Defane too for
that matter. He’s a terrible influence.”


 “I
think it’s too late to worry about someone corrupting me.”


 “Just
stay away, find someone else to spend your time on.”


 “Like
who? I don’t know anybody else in London, save Rentwin and that strange old
doctor friend of his. Are you suggesting we pull up chairs around the fire and
put the world amends like three old codgers waiting for the grim reaper? I’m
not quite that decrepit.”


 “What
about Harriet?”


 “I
have plenty of money, I don’t need to work.”


 “She
seemed a nice girl, lonely though I thought.”


 “Perfect,
but I have money and she has none. So what’s the point?”


 “You
might like her. She seemed nice.”


 “Nice…
are you trying to marry me off. For real?”


 “You’re
sick of the road and sick of yourself, so why not try and do something
different, be someone different.”


 “With Harriet?”


 “Pay
her a visit. What harm can it do? If nothing else she will be a distraction,
something to keep you away from Defane and Liselot.”


 “A distraction?”


 “Nothing more.”


 “Not
work?”


 “You
won’t have to steal a penny from her, I
promise…”


*


 Duck
Lane was old and narrow, at its northern end it opened out into the great
animal market of Smithfield while to the south it joined the wider street of
Little Britain, which formed a snaking S-shaped connection between St
Bartholomew’s Hospital and the major thoroughfare of Aldersgate Street. 


 The great
fire had not quite reached Smithfield, leaving this an older world than most of
the re-built City of London. Made of wood, plaster and lath rather than brick,
their gables projected ominously over the street, they adopted unique angles,
sagged and stooped, time and poor
construction making them settle as uneasily into their foundations as a drunk
into his chair. The fact that newer buildings had been squeezed between the
older existing ones at occasional intervals swore testament to the unfortunate
tendency for these old houses simply to give up the ghost and collapse from
time to time. 


 All
were blackened to some degree by the soot from the sea-coal fires that belched
their fumes constantly into the London air, something which had already given
Caleb’s phlegm the blackish tinge that he remembered from his distant
childhood.


 Duck
Lane was crowded with pedestrians; those who were not perusing the many booksellers’ premises busied themselves by
avoiding either being run down by the numerous sedan chains that forced their
way along the street or being pushed into the small sewer ditch known as a
kennel that had been dug along the centre
of the street. 


 The road consisted of a thick layer of sediment about
ten parts mud to one part shit above the crude and uneven cobbles, which told
Caleb this was still one of the parts of London inhabited by the middling
sorts, who could mostly afford to pay the night soil men to come and take their
waste away to throw into the Fleet Ditch or the dumps that littered the surrounding
fields; save the odd parsimonious fellow or bone-idle servant who saved money
or time by disposing of their shit directly into the kennel from the
convenience of an upstairs window.


 Vendors
and maids plied their trades through the shifting crowds, selling roasted nuts
and sweets, shrimps and smoked fish, herbs and dried flowers or a halfpenny
worth of gin to take the chill off the cold spring day. The sun’s heat seemed
lost between the hazy fug that hung over
the city and the long shadows that shaded the narrow street.


 How
strange that I should find myself here again, Caleb thought, looking about
him at sights that were both familiar and alien. That I should travel so far,
only to find myself returned to whence it all began. Or very
nearly. His eyes were drawn momentarily towards the very southern end of
Duck Lane, but he resisted the urge to walk that way. 


 There
must still be a few people here I know, he thought, though whether any would
still recognise him was another matter entirely. Despite the excesses of his life, twenty years of travelling and a passion
for swimming in the warm seas of southern Europe had made him leaner and more
muscular than the young man who had fled England; the last decade spent
skirting the Mediterranean had also left him far darker than the pallid
Londoners who thronged about him.


 He
pushed such thoughts, and the faint queasiness they brought to his stomach,
aside; the past was done and he had other matters to attend to, though, in
truth, he could not fully explain just why they needed attending. Still, little
that he had done over the years could be attributed to cold deductive reasoning
or logic. His actions had always been motivated by an uneasy combination of
boredom, lust, the sating of his vices,
the amount of money in his purse and the acceptance of the fact it was better
never to linger too long in the same place. He loosely thought of this as his fancy.
The fact that following his fancy usually resulted in him finding
himself in enough trouble for a least one person, in any given town, to want
him dead was beside the point.


 Amongst
this bustle of commerce, Caleb found
Brindley’s shop to be a veritable oasis of peace and calm. Along a street
packed with booksellers, stationers,
engravers and printers, Brindley had made his establishment stand out from his
competitors by being by far the dirtiest, most dilapidated and least appealing
shop on Duck Lane.


 The building was so encrusted with soot and dirt Caleb
managed to walk past it three times before he noticed the cracked wooden board
that hung loosely above the shop’s windows and that some of the slightly darker
smudges could be words that might, with a certain degree of imagination, say; BRINDLEY’S
FINE & ANTIQUARIAN BOOKS.


 Caleb
stood for a good few minutes across the street, pushed his hat back slightly
and puffed out his cheeks. He tried to remember what had been here during his
childhood, but no memory would come
although he doubted the place had endured much in the way of renovation or
repair since then. Brindley clearly belonged to the school of mercantilism
which believed it was bad form to do anything that might encourage people to
enter your shop, just in case they put you to the inconvenience of actually
buying something. Where the new-fangled shops of
The Strand had invested in large, expensive windows in which they proudly
displayed their wares in order to entice the passer-by, Brindley’s small mean
windows were so grubby and stained by decades of soot and general filth that
their ability to allow light to pass through them was only marginally greater
than that of the surrounding walls. 


 Not only did the façade do little to encourage one to
enter and part with any money, the general shoddy demeanour of the building
suggested if anyone were foolish enough to cross the threshold it might end up
costing more than the price of a few books. The building sagged wearily towards
the street and it seemed the entire weight of the building was being restrained
from collapsing to the ground solely by the ill-fitting front door. An
impression reinforced by the worryingly large crack that split the middle of
the stone lintel above the doorway.


 Gathering
himself Caleb covered the few paces
across the street to Brindley’s door with the air of a man who knew exactly
what he was doing and if any of the locals nudged their fellows and nodded in
the direction of that rarest of sights, a customer for Mr Brindley, Caleb
certainly didn’t see them. 


 His
eye lingered only momentarily on the cracked lintel and the way the upper storeys were looming over him like a giant
bending forward to note some curio floating along the kennel, before pushing
against the door. At first, he assumed
the shop must be closed for the door didn’t budge, but a second more forceful
shove caused it reluctantly to open a few inches. Caleb assumed the door was
simply old and ill-fitting, but he didn’t entirely discount the possibility it
was another of Brindley’s customer deterring ploys. 


 One
more effort that fell halfway between a hefty shove and a shoulder charge was
sufficient to gain entry, albeit by way of a somewhat undignified stumble
rather than the more poised entrance Caleb had planned.


 Once
he had regained his footing he blinked several times as his eyes adjusted to
the gloom of the shop, for other than the light that poured in through the open
door behind him, only a faint brown murk
penetrated the windows.


 “Shut
that door Sir! You’re letting out the warmth,” a voice barked at him.


 Caleb
carefully did as he was asked without bringing the house down on top of his
head, before turning his attention to the matter of who had shouted at him, for
his first impression had been that the shop was utterly deserted.


 The
next thing that struck him was the fact that there were an awful lot of books;
this initially would not seem a particularly surprising fact considering it
was, after all, a book shop. Caleb was the first to admit to having little
experience of book shops; he had always preferred to live life rather than
reading about other people’s. However, he was
quite sure he had never in his life been surrounded by so many books, even the
Duke of Pevansea’s expensively stocked library did not have a tenth of the
books, volumes, tomes, manuscripts, leaflets, pamphlets, booklets and assorted
loose scraps of papers as were wedged into the groaning floor-to-ceiling
shelves, stacked into precarious towers, piled onto the ancient sag-legged
tables or generally crammed into any available nook or cranny of Brindley’s
Fine & Antiquarian Books.


 Of
course, there were numerous other differences between Brindley’s book shop and Pevansea’s library. Where Pevansea’s
immaculate mahogany shelves had been neatly stocked with some of the finest
manuscripts in Europe, Brindley appeared to have bought up every dog-eared
piece of tat that could loosely carry the description of “a book” in England.
Where Pevansea’s library had welcomed you with the
faint and rather comforting aromas of the leather bound tomes and the beeswax
used to polish the wooden floors to a mirror-like shine, Brindley’s smelt only
of dust, dank and the mildew that was
clearly consuming whole swathes of his stock.


 The
major difference between the two places, however, was that Caleb doubted he
would meet the love his life here.


 It
had been many years since the memory of Pevansea’s
library had come to him so strongly, perhaps it was a combination of being back
in London and being surrounded by so many books, perhaps it was for no reason
whatsoever. Memories could be like that, lurking like gasses trapped in the mud
for years on end until, unbidden, they suddenly escaped their confines and came
bubbling up through the waters of the mind, bringing with them all manner of
associated emotions and recollections.


 For a
moment, he could see her face as clearly as it had been that day. He could
recall how she had swept him away with her passion and her beauty and shown him
a world he had never imagined. Twenty
years ago. Was it really that long? Yes, of course
it was. After all, hadn’t he quietly counted every passing day since he’d run
away from her?


 Before
he could reminisce further, Harriet
appeared from a canyon of wilting shelves, alarmed enough to have rushed from
some distant corner of the shop, wide-eyed
and breathless. No doubt the sound of the door being forced open could mean one
of only two calamitous and unlikely events were occurring; they were either
being robbed or a customer had actually made it into the most unwelcoming shop
in London.


 “Mr
Cade!” She exclaimed, pulling up short and struggling to keep hold of a couple
of large moth-eaten books she clutched to her chest.  Her lips moved
soundlessly, but when they failed to catch on
anything comprehensible, she settled upon
a shy, but quite touching, smile. 


 “Miss
Brindley,” Caleb returned his own smile, before casting an eye around the
deserted shop “I haven’t called at an inconvenient moment, have I? 


 She
was prettier than he remembered, perhaps he had been too hasty in his judgement;
few people would look their best after a long coach ride on a freezing day. The hair she had hidden beneath her cavernous bonnet
was a soft honey blonde, though it was shaped into nothing that could even
vaguely be described as a fashion, hanging loosely from whatever collection of
pins and clasps she had devised to hold it under control; the effect was to
leave numerous curling strands hanging pleasingly around her face. Her
colour also seemed better, although that might have
simply have been a combination of her
blushing at his appearance and those appalling windows that left the shop in a
cloying half-light.


 Harriet
had never emerged from beneath her heavy cape during their journey, allowing
him only the vaguest idea of what kind of figure she possessed. While the dress
she wore was high necked and modest enough to win the approval of even his
father, it still suggested that she had been well compensated for her plain
features in other aspects.


 “No,
 not at all,” she beamed, fussing with a stray lock of hair that had been
bobbing before her left eye while managing to press the disintegrating books
she clasped even more firmly against her breasts, “’tis fairly quiet today.”


 She did
have quite a lovely smile, Caleb thought. Deciding the immediate goal of this
distraction would be to make her use it as often as possible. 


 “So I
see… is your father about?”


 “No…”
her smile faltered a little, “…did you wish to see him?”


 Caleb
shook his head, “I don’t think he would want to see me even if I did. No, ‘tis
you I’ve come to visit.”


 Harriet
managed to smile, look relieved, blush, find another piece of hair to play with
and drop the books she was clutching all at the same moment.


 “Oh
dear,” she said biting her lip and looking in horror at the scattered remnants
of the books that had exploded over the
floor as if she had just broken some priceless artefact. Harriet fell to her
knees and begun gathering up the reams of scattered paper. As much as he
generally enjoyed having a young woman kneeling at his feet, Caleb crouched to
help her and caught a hint of lavender in the air. Given that most people in London smelt of month old sweat, street shit and
rotting teeth Caleb found her scent a refreshing change.


 Harriet
smiled, “Do books normally crash to the ground wherever you appear Mr Cade?”


 “’tis
a terrible affliction I suffer from,” Caleb admitted, “I generally avoid places
where books congregate; I find it the only way to avoid the inevitable
carnage.”


 “Then
you must never come here again.”


 “But
then how would I be able to see you?”


 Harriet
flicked some wanton strands of hair behind one ear, “Now that is a quandary.”


 “Where
is your father?” Caleb asked as they stacked the remnants of the ruined books
into a neat pile.


 “He
is buying stock this afternoon.”


 Caleb
glanced up the groaning shelves that surrounded them, “You need more
books?”


 Harriet
laughed as she rose smoothly to her feet, “My father is somewhat better at
buying books than selling them.”


 “Will
you keep that infernal racket down!” A man roared, it
was the same voice that had castigated Caleb for leaving the door open earlier.


 Harriet
winced. “Sorry Mr Winney, we’ll be quieter!”


 Following
her gaze, Caleb realised part of a
mountainous pile of loose manuscripts, which sat atop a desk by the window, had
detached itself from the rest and was bobbing up and down in a quite agitated
manner. What he had taken to be the summit of that particular heap was, in
fact, a dusty horse-haired periwig that had swivelled to reveal a long pinched
face hidden behind the thickest pair of spectacles Caleb had ever seen.


 “’tis
usually very peaceful here Miss Harriet, I do so object to needless disturbances!”
The man protested in a shrill voice, rising to
his feet to reveal a thin straight body that did not appear to thicken at any
point, atop which bobbed a pointed angular face with a nose so long and sharp
Caleb supposed a particularly stout fellow might be able to use him as some
variety of useful farm implement at harvest time.


 “We’ll
be as quiet as mice Mr Winney, promise!”


 “I
come here to work Miss Harriet, not to listen to young people… prattle!”
Winney spat before sinking back behind his manuscripts.


 “Sorry,”
Harriet mouthed, pulling an apologetic face before ushering Caleb back into the
cavernous interior of the shop, only stopping when she deemed there were enough
intervening shelves of books between them and Winney
to muffle their words sufficiently.


 “You
allow your staff to speak so brazenly to you?”  Caleb asked.


 Harriet
appeared to find the idea faintly amusing, “Staff? Oh, we cannot afford such luxuries. Mr Winney is our customer.”


 Caleb
noted the singular use of the word customer.


 “He is a scholar, researching a great work,” she
cocked her head as if she was trying to hear what Winney was up to before
dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “although he is far too much of
an old miser simply to buy books willy-nilly, so he insists on reading a whole
volume before parting with any coins. Every day he comes in and starts
reading where he left off the day before.”


 “Does
he ever actually buy any books?”


 “No, not
really,” Harriet sighed, “but my father seems happy with his company, they sit
and bemoan the state of the world together.”


 “They
do not seem the ideal company for a young woman.”


 Harriet turned her lips into a resigned little smile,
“At least when Mr Winney is here it means I do not have to listen to my
father’s incessant moaning…” she put her hand to her mouth in alarm, “I am
sorry Mr Cade, do not think ill of me for speaking so poorly of my father.”


 “I
could never do that,” Caleb said, “I have shared a coach with him after all.”


 They
stood silently for a moment, her face tilted up towards him. It was dark enough
back here for them to have been in a bedchamber
together, albeit a bed chamber stacked to bursting with mildew infested books,
but he had the urge to reach out and kiss her all the same. It was an urge he
resisted for she was no whore or tavern slut and he suspected such
impetuousness would earn him a slapped face.


 “May
I be so bold as to ask what your intentions are, Sir?”
She asked hesitantly.


 “The
basest kind,” Caleb found himself replying with unusual honesty.


 A
look of uncertainty crossed her face, before softening into a sheepish grin. “I
thought as much,” Harriet sighed, “I have little… experience of men, so I was not entirely sure. How precisely
do you think you will be able to achieve such a conquest? I am exceedingly
virtuous.”


 “Oh
my looks, wit and charm usually suffice,” Caleb grinned, “plus a little gypsy love magic.”


 “I
see…” Harriet looked unconvinced.


 “You
wish me to leave?” Caleb asked.


 “My
father will probably be home soon… best he does not
find us back here together, he would consider it most improper.”


 “Best
not,” Caleb agreed, reaching out to brush his fingers against hers, he heard
her suck startled air in through her teeth, and for a moment he feared she
would slap him for even that boldness, but her fingers returned the gesture,
ever so lightly.


 “But
he will be away the whole weekend… if you wanted… to… return?”


 “I
will call again on Saturday then… be ready by noon.”


 “Why?”



 “Oh,
there is no need to worry Miss Brindley. I am only after your money.”


 “I am
afraid you will be sorely disappointed on that particular score,” Harriet shook
her head, before adding briskly, “don’t dally with me Mr Cade, I do not
understand your motivations and have no wish to have my time or affections
wasted.”


 Caleb
slowly raised her hand to his lips and kissed it gently, her hand was small,
just a petite little thing no bigger than
a child’s, he could feel the hard skin of her fingers that evidenced the manual
work she did on her father’s behalf. Harriet’s eyes widened, enough for them to
catch what little light reached that particular dark corner of the shop, and
glisten like two dew ponds in the moonlight.


 “Until
Saturday,” Caleb repeated.


*


After
leaving Harriet his fancy, inevitably, took him back towards the place
he least wanted to go.


Just before
Duck Lane joined Little Britain, an equally small alley broke off on the left.
Caleb thought he must have taken that turning every day as a boy, but that was a long time ago and his feet had not touched
these streets in over twenty years. 


He half
expected to hear his name cried out in shock or surprise, but the locals paid him
little heed. A few mildly curious glances were thrown in his direction, but
that was more to do with the cut of his clothes and the sword that hung from
his belt, which marked him out as a gentleman. None recognised him as a former
resident; between mortality and migration,
there would only be a handful of locals left who had lived here when he’d been
a boy. Caleb doubted those few who remained would believe the ghost of a dead
man returned to his former home in broad daylight.


The alley was a handful of yards long and opened out into the southern end
of Bartholomew’s Close, which begun with a roughly oblong shaped courtyard
surrounded by weary two and three storey wooden buildings running parallel to
Duck Lane, and continued with a narrow lane that run to the north-east, before
turning sharply to the left; all the while spitting off alleys, mews, passages
and yards in every direction until it reached Cloth Fair and the taverns of
Long Lane.


It hadn’t
changed much since he’d been born here; a relic of the shadowy old medieval
city destroyed by the Great Fire forty years earlier. The peeling
plaster and splintered wood, the ever present smell of refuse, the
distant bellowing of cattle that echoed through the narrow passages from
Smithfield Market. Children running, women gossiping as they pumped water from
the standpipe in the corner of the courtyard, the surrounding shadowy passages
and alleys, so narrow that the sunlight never caressed the soiled ground. One
particular small passage led off of the north-east corner into Middlesex Yard.
Caleb recalled there had been a small Presbyterian meeting house there, and
judging by the plainly dressed, sombre-faced men heading in that direction,
there still was.


How many
times had he been forced to sit there for hours upon end having the numerous
ways you could end up spending eternity burning in Hell explained to him? Caleb
smiled, almost despite himself, wondering if there were any of those sins left
for him to try.


Bartholomew’s
Close was still a home for artisans and clerks. For those too poor for the
grander houses of the City and the West End, but too wealthy for the rookeries
of St Giles and the destitute wards that
circled the city in a disease ridden noose
of despair, or the vermin-infested slum
towns like Limehouse and Shadwell that festered
further along the Thames. Above all, it had been one of the places that
Puritans, Dissenters, Nonconformists, call them what you will, had chosen to live. 


Men whose beliefs were not encapsulated by the wider Anglican Church,
those who saw Popery and idolatry at every corner, who thought the Reformation
had not gone nearly far enough in establishing a truly Protestant country along
the lines of the Calvinist or Lutheran states in Europe, those who opposed the
interference of the state in religious matters. Men of iron will, godliness and utter
conviction in the righteousness of their cause, men for whom God came before
all other things; men like his father. 


Or, if you
took the view of the Establishment, a bunch of perverse, dangerous, radical,
fundamentalist lunatics, with an utter disregard for the rule of law and the
stability of the State; not to mention a disturbing penchant for lopping off the heads of their rightful Kings.


He stood
and looked up at the small second-floor
window that he had once called home and found that he was shaking ever so
gently.  He could almost see his father’s cold,
joyless face in the window, the soft light of a candle on the table before him,
eyes downcast as he soundlessly mouthed the familiar words of the Bible resting
in his lap. 


Old
memories came unbidden to him; voices and faces that usually only haunted his
dreams. Why had he come here? What could be gained from it? He had travelled across
half of Europe and two decades of his life to come to a place that was home in
only a name. The few people he had ever cared for were either dead or had long
forgotten him. Home was a place where
nobody remembered him, and if anybody did, he’d likely end up in the back of a
cart making that long journey from Newgate to the
Deadly Never-Green Tree at Tyburn. 


He was a
ghost that nobody could see.


The past took a dry tight grip upon his throat, forcing Caleb to turn
abruptly upon his heels towards Duck Lane and in doing so colliding with a man
whose attention was too divided between clutching a loosely bound manuscript to
his chest and talking to the young boy at his side to notice Caleb’s sudden
change of direction.


“Oh, my!”
He exclaimed, managing to keep hold of the manuscript and his footing despite
the collision, “I’m so dreadfully sorry.” The man was maybe half a dozen years
older than Caleb and dressed in a plain and often repaired suit. His accent was
Cumbrian, partially eroded by decades of softer London vowels


“No harm done,” Caleb smiled reassuringly at the man and the
wide-eyed boy of ten or eleven who bore enough of a likeness to be his son.
Marking Caleb as a Person of Quality it wasn’t entirely unreasonable for them
to fear he might chastise them with either hand or blade for their impudence in
letting him walk into them.


“My fault
entirely,” the man insisted, doffing his battered tricorn
hat. When Caleb smiled again and made to move on, the man, reassured that he
was not about to be cut down to size, continued, “May I be of any assistance, Sir? Are you lost perhaps?”


Caleb shook
his head, though, in truth, he had felt lost for years, “No… I knew a family
who lived here… a long time ago.”


“Oh, I have
lived here for many years. Perhaps I know them, who are you looking for?”


For a
moment his family name hovered on his tongue, “They all died a long time ago,”
he said finally, with a sad shake of the head.


“May God
rest their souls,” the man said earnestly.


“I have no
doubt,” Caleb replied.


“If I may
be so bold,” the man said hesitantly as once more Caleb made to leave, “I
cannot help but notice you are a man of means, an educated man no doubt. Have
you a fondness for the Latin tongue?”


“My Father
made me learn it as a boy, but I have had no call to use it since and, frankly,
even less inclination.”


“Oh, please
forgive me for wasting your time, my name is Hogarth, Richard Hogarth, I teach
Latin and run a small coffee house in St John’s Gate for discerning gentlemen
who care to practice the tongue…” there was a faint air of pleading underlying
the disappointment at Caleb’s response. Like many men with too much learning and too few connections, he scraped a living from those willing to be
educated, all the time seeking a patron who could open doors for him. Sadly, the only doors Caleb could open would be
of little interest to a man like Hogarth, “I write
too…” he added, indicating the manuscript he clutched protectively to his
chest.


“I wish you
good fortune in your endeavours, but I am
no man of letters I am afraid Mr Hogarth.”


“My fortune
continues to evade my best efforts to find it, I fear I will have to wait for
William here to make me rich,” Hogarth said ruffling the hair of his son who
offered a shy smile in return.


 “And
how do you intend to make your father rich young man?” Caleb asked the boy.


William
glanced at his father, who smiled encouragement, before shuffling his feet and
saying in a small voice, “I will be a great artist.”


Hogarth
once more ruffled his son’s hair, “He is forever drawing, I
do believe he has a gift for it, certainly a greater gift than my poor
scribbling.”


Caleb’s
eyes fell from William to stare at the
cracked, mud encrusted cobbles beneath him for he did not want the child to see
the watery hue they had suddenly taken on, “I once
knew a boy who loved to draw. He wanted to be a great artist too.”


“And did
God grant him his wish?” Hogarth asked.


“No,” Caleb
replied thickly, “God just… intervened.”  


“Perhaps it
is not too late for him still?”


“Some
matters cannot be changed, regardless of how much we might wish it so,” Caleb
looked up; reaching out he touched the
boy’s ear and plucked out a penny. It was an old trick, but William’s eyes
widened in delighted surprise all the same. Caleb’s own smile mirrored the
boy’s, and in its brightness, the sadness
within him was concealed. He carefully placed the coin in the boy’s palm, “If
you are to make your father a wealthy man, you should not be so careless as to
leave pennies behind your ear, understand me,
young man?”


William
nodded vigorously, his fingers tightening into a fist around the coin.


“Go and buy
some charcoals with it,” Caleb glanced at Hogarth “make sure he keeps drawing.”


“I will, thank you, Sir,” Hogarth replied, his
hand resting on his son’s shoulder.


Caleb
touched his hat and bade them farewell. When
Hogarth called after him that he had not caught his name he replied without
breaking his stride. 


 “I am
nobody Sir, nobody at all!” 


*


 Harriet
moved her sipping dish a fraction to the left, frowned slightly before deciding
she preferred its original position and slid it back to where the serving girl
had placed it. Realising that she was being watched, she looked up at Caleb and
smiled radiantly at him. Caleb returned the smile
but said nothing, content to enjoy the sunshine and the simple pleasure of the
moment. 


 The
day had proved to be both unusually mild and clear, hinting at the coming
summer without the unbearable stink that it inevitably brought to London, while
a southerly breeze was sufficient to blow the sulphurous haze that usually hung
over the city away, leaving the spring sky uncommonly bright and blue.


 It
had taken some persuasion for Harriet to close the shop for the afternoon though it seemed even less
inconvenienced by customers than on his first visit as even Mr Winney allowed himself Saturdays off from his otherwise
hectic schedule of freeloading.
Eventually, he had convinced her that it would not be a sin to have a little fun
for once. He had even selflessly offered to buy a book, which would probably
have equated to a week’s takings rather than just a single afternoon’s. In the
end, Harriet had agreed, wrapping her cape around her and stepping out into the
street with Caleb so timidly it was clear she half expected her neighbours to
immediately denounce her as a shameless harlot. 


 He’d
been initially disappointed that she had not made much effort with her
appearance until it dawned upon him that the faded grey dress she wore probably
was her best while her hair
appeared to be dishevelled in a slightly more organised manner than before.


 Eyes
darting between the tea and Caleb, nervous smiles flashing across her features,
she held the shallow dish daintily between her small hands and sipped the tea
cautiously, careful not to spill a single drop of the ridiculously expensive
drink. 


 Once
she had returned the dish to the safety of the table, she announced with
evident surprise, “I believe I rather like it!”


 “It
is quite the addiction amongst ladies of quality,” Caleb replied, sipping from
his own dish. He would have preferred wine or ale, but thought Harriet might
consider such tipples a little bawdy at this hour. Instead, he had decided to
introduce her to the more refined pleasures
of tea drinking.


 “I
would not know about such things,” Harriet sighed, glancing around at the
fellow patrons for perhaps the hundredth time since they had sat down twenty
minutes earlier, “Father says we cannot afford such luxuries as tea, so I have
never had the opportunity to try it. I think you are trying to spoil me, Mr Cade.”


 “Absolutely!” Caleb agreed, “I intend to spoil you rotten.”


 “I
really do not know what I have done to deserve such generosity…” she leaned
forward to inform him seriously, “…this is very expensive you know?”


 “My
purse is deep enough,” Caleb reassured her.


 Two
young women at the next table laughed shrilly. From where Harriet sat she could not see that they were looking in
her direction. They were both prettier and better dressed than Harriet, as they
moved Caleb caught flashes of the silk dresses they wore beneath the thick furs that kept any
possibility of chill at bay from their delicate pale skin. Their hair was
expensively teased into elaborate piles while jewellery sparkled in the
afternoon sun as they tilted their heads and leaned together for conspiratorial
whispers and mutual bitching about their fellow customers. Shallow
and vain, rich and pretty.


 They
were far more his type than poor little Harriet.


 “When
we got off that coach at London Bridge you promised to tell me about your
Father, why he is so protective of you?” Caleb asked, wanting to keep Harriet’s
attention on him. It was clear she was uncomfortable enough sitting outside
this fashionable tea house, he didn’t want her to realise her ordinary attire
and plain looks had become the focus for mockery.


 “I
really do not want to make him sound so terrible…” the words hung in the air
while she carefully sipped more tea. 


 “But…”
Caleb encouraged, focusing beyond Harriet’s shoulder despite himself.


 “When
I was young, my mother… disappeared. That sounds terribly dramatic
doesn’t it? Father would never talk about it, never explain what happened. One day
I had a mother and the next…” she sighed deeply before continuing in a small
hesitant voice, “I only found out much later that she had run away with…” she
looked sheepishly into her tea, “…the local coffin-maker.”


 “Good
steady work,” Caleb said with a straight face.


 “Stop
it,” Harriet chided though there was
no offence in her tone. 


 “So
your father was left to raise you alone.”


 “A more accurate description might be that I was left
to raise him alone,” Harriet corrected, “he was lonely and hurt, I was
all he had left and slowly over the years, by some process I still do not fully
understand, I took on all the duties of his wife,” she shook her head
forcefully when Caleb’s eyes widened, “in every respect save that one.
He is far from perfect I will grant you, but he is not a monster.”


 She
began to play absent-mindedly with one of the many stray locks of her hair that
danced gently in the spring breeze, “I cook, I clean, I
manage the house and help him run the shop. I am his companion.”


 Unpaid servant might be a more accurate
description, Caleb thought.


 “He
has never spoken of it directly, but I know he fears I will leave him one day,
leave him to grow old and frail alone with only his mouldy books for company.
He would never consent to any marriage, he would pay no dowry. His love has
become possession,
and I am become bound by it,” her voice trailed
off as she finished speaking.


 “He
can’t keep you locked up forever,” Caleb said, resisting the urge to reach over
and take her hand.


 “Men
do not beat a path to my door, Mr Cade,
the occasional peculiar fellow aside,“ she looked pointedly at Caleb through
her dishevelled locks before favouring him with a crooked half smile, “but on
the rare occasions that any man shows an interest in me, he chases them away. By hooks or by crooks.”


 “It
will not always be this way,” Caleb offered.


 “If I
were a poor beauty or a plain heiress then maybe there would be a gentleman out
there who would be persistent enough, but look at me. I am a homely creature of
the most modest means. I am an old maid of twenty-four,
I should have been long since wed and blessed with child, but these things will not be for me. With each day that passes, I am even less of a prize than the day
before. I know it sounds like self-pity Mr Cade, but it is just honesty. I have
a blunt face and a sharp mind, and am, therefore, doubly cursed for men
generally find neither attribute
particularly desirable in a wife.”


 “Do
not speak so ill of yourself,” Caleb said sharply, “I desire you, why should not
other men?”


 Harriet
blushed and smiled, “But I believe you have something of the scoundrel
about you Sir, not all men are so inclined.” 


 Caleb
laughed, “And what do you know of scoundrels Miss Brindley?”


 “Very
little,” she admitted, allowing Caleb to refresh her dish from the small china
teapot that had been left at their table before adding, “even less than I know
about tea.”


 “As
we appear to be in the mood for interrogations, you never did answer my
question?” Harriet asked when Caleb
answered by simply raising an eyebrow she continued, “As to what your
intentions were?”


 “Oh,
I rather thought I had.”


 “No,”
she corrected, “you made some glib comment about wanting to steal my
non-existent money.”


 “No,
no,” Caleb said seriously, “forgive me, I wasn’t
being at all glib, I really did intend to steal
your money… after I’d seduced you and had my wicked way, of course.”


 “Of
course,” Harriet echoed with an exasperated sigh, “you know Mr Cade, you really
are the most peculiar of fellows. I don’t know what to make of you at all,” she
paused, dish poised by her lips as she levelled her eyes at him, “other than
that you provide a slightly amusing alternative to cataloguing books.”


 “Careful
Miss Brindley,” Caleb warned, “I am singularly vain
and most susceptible to flattery.”


 Harriet
added a little shake of the head to her favoured smile cum blush expression
before finishing her tea and pulling her cape more tightly around her shoulders. “Now perhaps we can enjoy
a little walk in the sunshine?” She leaned across the table to add, “even
though it will mean those two silly girls behind me will have to find somebody
else to ridicule…”


*


 They
managed to negotiate the traffic of Charring Cross and made their way down
Cockspur Street, passing Cockspur Yard, where the finest spurs in the land had been manufactured for
fighting cocks for years. Before Cockspur Street turned into The Hay Market,
they left the clattering noise of wagons and coaches behind them by cutting
down Spring Garden into the comparative peace and quiet of St James’ Park.


 They
strolled quietly for a while beneath avenues of budding elms and lindens At first, Harriet had only tentatively taken the
arm he offered, though after a short while her grip became firmer. Caleb had initially taken that as a sign of her
growing trust and possible affection for him, but it slowly dawned on him that
it had more to do with the finely dressed ladies of court who had wandered down
from the Mall to make the most of the opportunity provided by the unusually
sunny weather to parade themselves in the latest Parisian fashions.


 St
James’ was one of a number of places the
well-heeled came to see and be seen, except on Sundays of course, when the
poorer sorts got the day off and descended upon the park en masse, making it
quite unbearable for People of Quality.


 “They
all look so very grand,” Harriet sighed eventually as three finely dressed
women passed by, resplendent in their heavy silk capes lined with fur that
matched the muffs that hid their dainty hands. Caleb had nodded a greeting to
them, but they had pointedly ignored him, which he took to mean they considered
him of far too low a station to
acknowledge, or, at least, they had
dismissed him as such, given the poor bedraggled creature clinging to his arm.


 Perhaps
coming here with Harriet was a poor career move.


 “They
are all much the same as anybody else underneath,” Caleb replied eventually,
hoping his words had not sounded as lecherous to Harriet’s ears as they had to his own.


 “I
don’t think they would agree with you,” Harriet said, before adding with a
frown, “I don’t think I agree with you either for that matter.”


 “If I were to dress you in Huguenot silk and Flanders
lace, pay for your hair to be so artfully curled around a high commode and have
your face finely painted and powdered, you would not look so very different,”
Caleb glanced down at Harriet, comparing her timid demeanour and uncertain gait
to the straight-backed haughty-eyed creatures they had just passed. “Not
so terribly different at all...”


 “I
would not want a man to be so frivolous with his money… I am sure I would look
quite ridiculous if so fashionably rigged.”


 “Then
we must find you a rich and adoring husband to prove you wrong Miss Brindley.”


 “I
have no desire for a rich husband,” Harriet laughed, “though an adoring one
would be…” her words trailed off into a sigh and she let her eyes drift over
the pond they were passing towards half a dozen red deer who were managing the
lawns on the far side.


 “If
your Father is such an impediment to your happiness, perhaps it is time to make
your own way in the world?” Caleb ventured.


 “Even
if I were of such a bold mind Mr Cade, I
have no independent means, having only a little learning and less money. The
only alternative to my Father’s house is domestic service, which would be
swapping this life for a similar one but with less freedom. Otherwise, it would be the street for me; I am
not so distraught that such a terrible prospect holds any appeal.”  


 She
squeezed his arm gently, before continuing, “Besides, my own happiness is not
paramount, I have a duty to my Father, he would not be able to manage alone. He
is quite hopeless at such things. Society would view me as a poor daughter
indeed if I were to run away as my mother did, and leave him to fade away
alone.”


 “Duty,”
Caleb mused, “obligation… they are just concepts that ensure we do the things
that make others happy; be they our parents, our employers, our betters, our
God… even if we make ourselves miserable in the process. I learnt a long time
ago that sometimes it is better that the reverse be true. It was the most valuable lesson my father ever taught me.”


 “And
was he a selfish man?”


 “No,
he was the most devout and righteous of men,” Caleb said quietly, “and to be
the son he wanted me to be would have made me a most miserable creature
indeed.” 


 “You
do not seem so miserable now,” Harriet noted, “so I assume you became a
disappointment to your father?”


 “I ran
away from everything; responsibility, expectation, duty, the small life…” the
noose, Caleb added silently.


 “Where
did you go?”


 “France,
Spain, Italy… from Amsterdam to Muscovy; wherever the road and my fancy took
me.”


 “I
can only dream of such places,” Harriet sighed, “what things you must have
seen!”


 Caleb
only smiled, oh yes; he’d seen a thing or two, though mostly not the kind of
sights Harriet was thinking of.


 “And your father, what of him? Did running away not break
his heart?”


 Caleb
stopped beneath the spreading limbs of a particularly large elm, lifting his
face towards the sunlight that was dappled by the trees. He shivered at the
sound of the breeze hissing through the branches. 


 “No…”
he spat, unable to keep the bitterness from his voice, “…that man never had a heart to break.” 


 


 











Chapter Twelve 


 Sins


Bartholomew Close, London -
1680


 Though neither a verbose or expressive
man, Caleb had learnt enough about Nathaniel Plunkett’s state of mind from the
manner of his silences to determine the likelihood of imminent violence 


 While reading his Bible by the window of an evening, the harsh lines of his father’s
face softened in the candlelight, lips moving silently in time with the words,
he was generally content and, therefore, at his most peaceable.


 However,
if he were to be rocking back and forth by the fire, his lap free of any
reading material, eyes following the dance of the flames around whatever scraps
of coal they had been able to buy, then it would mean he was thinking; an
activity that never made him particularly happy. Inevitably those thoughts would take him back to all the imperfections he
endured; be they in his church, his profession, the failings of parliaments and
kings, the failure of his wife to keep their rooms as clean and orderly as he
required, the insistence of his sons in refusing to learn the lessons he was
teaching them. Generally, the longer he spent thinking, the worse his
mood became and more violent his eventual rage
would be. 


 Worse
still was when he paced, which indicated his thoughts were troubling him more
greatly than usual, and a conclusion stubbornly eluded him. He walked to burn off
the energy his agitation built up inside him, releasing some of the pressure.
When he paced, the room fell utterly silent, and all that could be heard was
the creaking of the floorboards beneath his heavy tread. Martha Plunkett and
her sons would look longingly for the door in moments like that, wishing there
was some excuse they could find to leave, but knowing any such bolt for the
door would be as a dusting of gunpowder to a smouldering fire.


 Tonight,
however, he was so unnaturally still even his breathing appeared to have
stopped, as if it were some irritant that distracted him from his thoughts.
Although Caleb could not recall him ever reacting in such a manner before when
confronted by an unwanted problem, he knew the fires of his father’s anger were
still smouldering hotly somewhere deep down inside. 


 He
sat on one side of their wobbly dining table, Caleb stood awkwardly on the
other. Besides the two candles his mother had brought to the table when the
last grey light of the winter‘s evening had leached from the sky outside, the
table had been swept clean of everything bar two piles of roughly cut paper
scraps of varying size. Caleb’s father would pick up a piece of paper from one
pile, holding it at arm’s length he would peer at the drawing before carefully
placing it face down on the second pile. His face was utterly without expression.


 Caleb’s
mother hovered, unable to remain in any one place for more than a minute or
two. She would flit from Caleb’s side to her husband’s shoulder, before noting
some speak of dust she had previously missed which required immediate
attention. She would wander around the room thus, only stopping when her
husband swivelled his flat grey eyes in her direction, paralysing her in his
gaze. Once his attention returned to the drawings,
she would manage to remain still for a few torturous minutes before the silence
became unbearable and she had to move once more.


 Caleb
glanced at Mr Berwick, who sat by the fire in what passed for the room’s most
comfortable chair. His tricorn hat rested on his lap
and his fingers tapped faintly and constantly upon it. His attention did not
stray from the feeble flames in the hearth. The anger he’d displayed when he’d
found Caleb and Daniel had faded, as had the ringing in Caleb’s ear from the
blow he had received from his master. Berwick now simply bore the expression of
a disappointed man whose good nature had been seriously abused by an ungrateful
world. 


Berwick had
already been with his father when he’d returned from the Huddlestone’s, he
hadn’t realised he had been there so long, and the shock of seeing Berwick
talking to his father in hoarse whispers, Caleb’s drawings spread out before
them, had brought his fear and anxiety flooding back. Both the giddy elation
he’d left Maggie’s with and the strange tingling impression of her lips on his
cheek had been washed away by a cold,
sickly sweat that had erupted upon his skin. 


 Caleb
shifted uncomfortably, moving his weight from one foot to the other. His fear
and embarrassment mixed with boredom at the time his father was taking, but
that was the thing with Nathaniel Plunkett, his rages were never sudden
ill-considered matters. He thought himself a Godly man and he never succumbed
to anger without adequate consideration; it was a slow, measured business, not something ignited instantly by a
misdemeanour or slight. The temper of Nathaniel Plunkett was a thing that was
brought to the boil slowly, stoked and banked by attentive hands, carefully fed
the tinder of injustice, twigs of
unfairness, and logs of prejudice until it was a twisting, writhing bonfire of
rage within him. 


 Only
then could it be unleashed upon the world.


 As
Caleb fidgeted, his father turned his
eyes upwards, like the guns of a great man ‘o war being brought to bear upon
some ramshackle fishing smack. His father raised a questioning eyebrow. Caleb
stopped moving and lowered his eyes.


Once
satisfied his son was respectfully still,
his attention returned to the drawings. Caleb’s eyes rose after a while, examining
his father’s features once more, hoping that he might see something from which
to take comfort. It was a vain hope. To any
stranger his father’s demeanour would have been impassive and unreadable, to
his son, however, he could almost feel the fury building within him, could
almost see his flesh quivering from the molten anger that bubbled and broiled
within, like the lands around a volcano, shaking and trembling, portents of the
inevitable eruptions to come.


 Nathaniel
Plunkett was not, and never had been, a handsome man, but any fetching
characteristics he might once have possessed had long since been worn away by
time and austerity. He wore no wig, which he considered frivolous affectations
of the French (as were most aspects of modern living he disapproved of). He
meticulously shaved his head each day, so save for his eyebrows and lashes he
was quite hairless. Such was the care taken in shaving it could have been
construed as an act of vanity in itself
though it would be a foolish man who suggested such a thing to Nathaniel, who
thought any kind of vanity to be “Devilish.” 


 The
skin around his skull was tautly drawn with little spare flesh to pad the bone
beneath and pock-marked from a brush with
smallpox during his youth. Other than crow’s feet around his eyes time
had etched few lines into his flesh, despite his near fifty years of age. In
the wrong light and with a bit of imagination he looked more than a little like a living skull.


 Although
spare of flesh and wirily built, he was a strong man. Quite where he found his
strength from Caleb had often wondered, for as far as he knew Nathaniel
Plunkett had never done a physical day’s work in his life, save for the regular
thrashings he dished out to his wife and sons of course.


 “Well?”
His father’s voice broke the silence suddenly enough for Caleb and his mother
to flinch in unison. 


 Nathaniel
had placed his large bony hands upon the now single pile of drawings; the veins
on the back of his hands were dark and hard against his pale skin. There was a
network of small white scars crisscrossing
his father’s fingers and knuckles. Someone who only knew Nathaniel Plunkett as
a teacher and lay preacher, a man who had never worked with his hands, might
wonder how he’d came by so many scars. Caleb knew how, though. 


He knew his
father worked with his hands a plenty.


Caleb’s
throat felt painfully coarse, and he cursed Daniel for the thousandth time; why
had he come to see him today? Why had he been stupid enough to let him in? If
he’d just kept quiet, just stopped larking
about none of this would be happening, if he hadn’t found those drawings, at
least not the ones of Maggie anyway. The thoughts rolled darkly across the back of his mind, distant
thunderclaps of regret and despondency.


 “They
are just drawings Sir,” Caleb said eventually, eyes flitting between his father
and Mr Berwick, who simply sighed and shook his head, his gaze fixed on his lap.


 The
corner of his father’s mouth twitched. In another man that might have been seen
as suppressed laughter and that he was just going through the motions of giving
his son a stern ticking off for the sake of form. Caleb, however, knew better.
The gesture was just another tremor, another sign of what was happening beneath
the surface. The earth was starting to slip.


 “Mr Berwick has been a good friend to this family, a
good friend to me,” Nathaniel said slowly, Caleb noticed Berwick nodding
in agreement at his father’s words, “he has given you an opportunity, I
have given you an opportunity; an opportunity to make something
of yourself, to learn a trade, to provide for your family one day as I have
provided for mine. We are both extremely disappointed.”


 “Very
disappointed,” Mr Berwick agreed, his fingers still tapping out a beat upon the
rim of his hat.


 “I am
horrified that you have stolen Mr Berwick’s property to do these… drawings,”
his father said, the last word pinched out into a dark hiss. Caleb considered
pointing out what he’d taken had simply been unwanted scraps discarded by Mr
Berwick anyway, but he instantly decided against it. That would only make
things worse. 


“That you
should find it so easy to bite the hand that feeds you, to steal from your
benefactor and master…” his father took a long deep breath, the kind another
man might take to calm himself, but Caleb knew if you pumped air into a fire,
it just burned brighter…


 “However,
Mr Berwick is a reasonable and charitable man, and I am sure he would be
agreeable to deducting a sum from your allowance to pay for your petty
pilfering.”


 Mr
Berwick nodded in agreement at Nathaniel’s generous description of him.


 “Sadly,
that is not the issue that has concerned us the most.”


 “They
were only drawings,” Caleb insisted, knowing what was coming, but vainly
hoping if he got his protestations of innocence in first it might, somehow,
improve his lot.


 “If
this were simply a matter of you wasting your time with idle drawing all I
would need is to remind you that you are now a man and make you recite
Corinthians 13:11 until that simple fact seeped into your dense and slovenly
mind.”


 “When
I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a
child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things,” Caleb said
without further prompting. 


His father
nodded. There was nothing like a quickly and accurately recited biblical quote
to abate his anger. Even if only momentarily.


 “It
is not that you have wasted your time, despite the specific instructions I have
given you on this subject. It is not the fact that you should be spending your
time exclusively in the service of your master, Mr Berwick,
that troubles me. It is not even the fact that you have ignored my
advice that any time that Mr Berwick kindly grants you as your own, outside the
necessities of eating and sleeping, should be spent at your bible that
disappoints me.” Caleb’s father wrapped his long bony fingers around some of
the drawings, in a semi-clenched fist he raised them up before his face, his
hand was shaking ever so slightly as he spat. 


“It is the nature
of these drawings that concern me.”


 “Their nature?” Caleb asked, hoping to sound innocent, but
his shame made his voice thin and weak against the rich certainties of his
father’s words.


 “Has
Satan so blinded you, child?” 


 “I…
just draw the things I see.”


 “At last! We come to the crux of the issue,” his father derided, shaking the papers he held before
throwing them aside as if he were a child tossing a handful of dried autumnal
leaves into the air. His eyes were wide, and they darted from one piece of
paper to the next as they fell about him. 


 “See!”
He hissed, jabbing a finger at one particular image that landed face up. Caleb
recognised it well enough. He clenched the hands he held before him fiercely
together in the hope they might stop shaking.


 “It is
just a drawing of Maggie… Maggie Huddlestone.”


 “I
know well enough who it is boy!” His
father shouted rising to his feet, the heat of his anger warming his skin. He
snatched up that particular drawing, holding it out towards Caleb, pinching one
corner daintily between thumb and forefinger in the manner of a man holding
something soiled. 


 Caleb
thought of it as one of his better sketches of Maggie, in half profile, head
lowered but eyes turned towards the viewer, a faint, distracted smile dusting
her lips. It was only a crude thing really, drawn hastily from memory. She had
been standing outside her home talking earnestly with her mother, probably
about some chore or errand she had not done judging by her posture and
expression. As Caleb had walked past, she had glanced at him and smiled a
little half smile that had momentarily turned his legs to water. It had been
upon her face for just an instant, but it had been there long enough to make
him want to sing and dance; as he could neither sing nor dance, he had drawn it
instead. It wasn’t perfect, the smile wasn’t as heartbreakingly beautiful as
the real one had been, but it had been good enough for him to stare at
hopelessly for hours on end, hours when he should have been enduring
inconvenient necessities, like eating and sleeping.


 He
had not picked out any of the other drawings that were now scattered across the
table. Not the sketches of a sparrow perched
upon a fence, not the drawing of a child toddling after a misshapen cloth ball,
not the tree heavy with spring blooms, not the labourer resting from a day’s
toil on the new St Paul’s Cathedral, not the rain clouds heavy and dark over
London’s spires. No, none of those; just a picture of a pretty girl who
smiled at him now and again.


 “Look
at this image, boy,” his father insisted, his tone picking up both pace and
fury now, “your eyes and hand hath turned this child into a whore, a Jezebel
upon which you may sate your wickedness! You have made her eyes mirrors to your
lust, you have given her a harlot‘s smile and the stance of a fallen woman, and
this is one of the more innocent ones…
these others… I cannot even speak of!”


 From
the pile he produced other drawings of
Maggie, some just of her face, some of… much more. Caleb felt his cheeks burn
furnace hot.


 “How
could I have sired such a creature as you?” His father was asking, “I have done
all in my power to teach you the word of the Lord and ensure you live in accordance with His divine laws. I have used
the strength of the good book and strength of my good arm to teach you these
things. Have they all been in vain Caleb, all in vain? Do you not listen? Do
you not understand? You are an apprentice; it is your time to learn your trade.
Not dream of lust and fornication. That
is the path that leads to damnation, both in this life and the next. Does
Proverbs 6:25 mean nothing to you? Lust not after
her beauty in thine heart; neither let her take thee
with her eyelids!” Nathaniel’s eyes were
wide and wild now, spittle flew from his mouth, and the glowing tongues of the
candles seemed to dance to the beat of his fury.


 “And then there is the matter of
what Mr Berwick heard when he found you corrupting Daniel with these images.
What was it again?”


 “There
was talk of a… bawdy-basket,”
Berwick piped up a small voice when Caleb’s father turned his molten eyes
towards him for confirmation.


 “And
what, pray tell, is a bawdy-basket?” Nathanial demanded.


 Caleb
wished he could fall into a deep dark well.


 “He
seems to have lost his tongue, Mr Berwick, perhaps you would be kind enough to
remind me what that term refers to.”


 Berwick
cleared his throat and glanced apologetically at Mrs Plunkett, “The term, I
believe, refers to a certain type of villain who peddles foul and despicable
books and drawings to the meaner sort of folk who find some perverse enjoyment
from such debasement. I got the impression Caleb was discussing selling his
drawings in such a manner with young Daniel.”


 “It
was-” Caleb began to protest, but thought better of it and promptly shut his
mouth.


 “It was…what?”
His father glowered, the heat of his voice almost palpable despite the
table that separated them.


 Caleb cursed his brother once more. He had intended to
protest it had been Daniel that had suggested such a thing, but he knew that
would just sound like weak and weasel words, besides even if he could convince
his father this was the case it would not spare him his fate and would only
earn Daniel a severe beating too.


 “It
was… just a joke. I would never do such a thing!”


 “How
amusing is your wit,” his father spat back rising and moving around the table
to face his son, “that you would corrupt your little brother and make him an
accomplice to your sins.”


 “They
are just drawings, I meant no harm-”


 “’tis the Devil’s work, in my own son! This filth! This foul
depravity! This wretched,
despicable scratching!”


 Caleb
felt his shame eclipsed by the unfamiliar shadow of his own anger. It was one
thing for his father to accuse him of drawing pictures of Maggie for his own
lustful purposes. That, after all, was not entirely untrue, but that his father
thought so low of him that he was drawing her to sell on the street offended
him in a way none of the blows or insults he’d endured previously ever had. 


 “I
draw the things I find interesting,” Caleb said suddenly.


 His
father had paused for both breath and
effect; it had not been an invitation to speak. He seemed shocked that Caleb
had found voice to speak at all. He had
been called all manner of things by his father and he had just cowered before
his wrath, but to hear his drawings and his character so derided provoked
something entirely new within him. 


 Caleb’s
sudden anger rode down the flag waving outriders of his own better judgement as
he snatched up another drawing, one of an old crone, almost bent double under
the weight of a bag of coal she carried upon her shoulders, “What of this one
father? What evils does this coquette conjure in your mind?” He snatched up
another, of a mangy dog pawing at a bone, “And this one? What bestial lust must
exist in me to produce such filth as this? How much would a bawdy bask-”  


 Any
further debate was curtailed by a clubbing blow to the side of Caleb’s head
that sent him crumpling to the ground. Caleb sat on the floor, stunned for a moment or two. It was not the first time
his father had struck him so, but his own unexpected anger had blinded him to
the prospect of the blow, catching him off guard when it arrived. He was
usually better at seeing them coming. When his senses did return, he found
himself staring at his father’s scuffed boots while his mother was sobbing
somewhere behind him in the long shadows of the room.


 “The father shall be divided against the son and the son against the father…” 


 “One
day I will be too big and strong for you to hit anymore.”


 “Yes,”
Nathaniel agreed, looming over his son, “But that day is not today.” 


He
emphasised his point by planting a full-bodied kick into Caleb’s side.
Distantly he heard his mother sob again, but she made no other move to protest
or intervene, she bore enough scars of her own to know the price for doing
that.


 When
Caleb regained his breath, his father was slowly crumpling a drawing of Maggie into a tight, compact ball, which he tossed casually at his prostrate son.


 “You will
burn this sinful, despicable, vulgar thing. Then you will burn all of the
others. One by one,” Nathaniel said, his voice
tight and controlled once more, though Caleb could hear the fury beneath the
words, like horses running wild and unchecked in the distance, mad horses that
might change direction at any instant to trample you into the dust if you were
foolish enough to gain their attention…


 “No,”
Caleb said, his voice sounding small and trembling to his own ears, but it
stopped his father who had already retreated towards his chair, the matter
considered closed in his own mind.


 “You
will do as you are told my boy!” He shouted,
half-turning back to fix baleful eyes upon his son. 


 Propelled
by his own anger Caleb pulled himself to his feet. How many years had he
endured this? He was tired of being scared of this man, tired of his anger,
tired of his fists, tired of his ranting, tired being told every single thing
he did was a sin. He loved Maggie and if he had no better way of expressing
that love than drawing her, how could such a thing be a sin? He only felt
ashamed of what he‘d done because this man had taught him to be ashamed of
everything.


 “I am
not a boy, I am a man and I will not be lectured by you anymore!”


 Nathaniel
gripped his son’s jacket, and when Caleb tried to brush him off his father
propelled him against the wall with enough force to shake dust from the plasterwork. He felt Nathaniel’s
hands grip his throat, half choking him. 


 “I am
your father and so long as I draw breath you shall obey me!” He snarled, his rage a feral, living thing that Caleb could see
dancing in the grey motes of his eyes. 


 “Honour
thy Father…”


 “Honour
you? Every day I wake up and curse the fact you are my father…” Caleb managed
to spit before his father’s hands gripped his throat so hard it made it
impossible for him to speak.


 Darkness
crept into the corners of his vision, and
he truly believed his father would kill him, for his eyes filled the world and
all there was to see in their depths was rage.
Just as the room began to spin, he felt himself
thrown again to the floor, where he lay sucking in air, expecting his father to
continue the preaching with his boot. When nothing came, he looked up. His
mother had retreated to the far corner of the room and covered her eyes; he
could catch faint segments of a prayer between her sobs. 


 Mr
Berwick had risen from his chair, still clutching his hat, but clearly
discomforted by his friend’s behaviour. His mouth moved wordlessly as if he
were not quite able to force anything through his lips.


 “This
is family business now, Mr Berwick,” his father was saying, which suggested his
employer had managed to speak, but Caleb had simply been too occupied in trying
to breathe to hear him.


 “Quite…
quite…but really,” Berwick stammered, the man had no qualms regarding
punctuating the learning process with the odd wallop for emphasis, but the
occasional whack of Berwick’s palm was almost loving
compared to the homely kind of violence Caleb had grown up with.


 “Sit
down,” Nathaniel ordered, running a slow hand over his bald scalp which
glistened with a slick sheen of fresh sweat. His eyes fixed on Berwick until he
melted back into his chair.


 Caleb’s
father returned his attention to his wayward son.  “It would seem Mr
Berwick has been lax in his discipline. He is a good man, but I did not take
him to be such a soft one,” he slipped his fingers into his wide leather belt,
a belt Caleb knew his father did not wear just to keep his britches from
falling down.


 He
stood looking down at his son for a long hard minute, panting softly, his
thumbs running along the cracked leather of his belt, thinking, contemplating,
considering. Caleb expected him to untie the belt and thrash him with it, and a
distant part of his mind whispered that if he did he would not stop beating him
until he was dead.


 Perhaps
the same thought occurred eventually to his father, for instead he folded his
arms over his chest, hugging himself as
if he were trying to hold something in. 


“The choice
is yours, Caleb,” he said when he had finally regained some manner of control, “you
burn this filth or you walk out this door and never return. If you disobey me,
there will be no home for you here and none at Mr Berwick’s. You will be
unknown to us both.” He glanced at Mr Berwick
for confirmation and received the curtest of nods from him, “You’ll walk the
streets with the whores and the sodomites,” he loomed over his son, his hand
darting out to jab a finger at Caleb, “A fugitive
and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth.”


 “Genesis,
4:12...” Caleb whispered, slowly rising to his feet.


 “The
choice is yours,” Nathaniel cried, finger still jabbing at Caleb, “as will be
the consequences!”


 Caleb
shook his head sadly, for the first time in his life he looked his father
squarely in the eye and realised all he
could see was madness and despair. 


“If thou
wilt give me half thine
house, I will not go in with thee, neither will I eat bread nor drink water in
this place,” Caleb smiled, “Kings 13:8 if you’ve forgotten the quotation.”


 Caleb
was sure his insolence would earn him another blow, but though the rage clearly boiled within him, his father did
not lash out. 


“Get out of
my house and do not take one single thing with you!” 


 Before
Caleb could move, his father had scooped
up his drawings, bounced across the room and flung them wildly at the fire, a flurry of discoloured papers flew from his hands
like birds erupting from a cage. For an instant,
Caleb wanted to save them, but as his father fell to his knees to grab the drawings
that had floated to the floor rather than fly directly into the fire, he
decided to let them go. Most were imperfect, hastily drawn. He could do better,
he had a talent, and now he was free to pursue it. Free of his father, free of
Mr Berwick, free of his infernal printing presses, free of the stink and stain
of ink. At last, he could be his own man. Drawings could be redrawn, freedom
could not.


He ignored
his father who was scampering across the floor on all fours to retrieve the few
drawings that had so far escaped the fire.


Caleb’s
mother was looking at him through splayed fingers, wide-eyed and vacant, which
was not entirely an unfamiliar expression for her. Perhaps that was how she had
dealt with twenty years of marriage to a man like Nathaniel Plunkett; vacating
her senses when necessary.


 “Do
not fret mother,” he said, resting his hand on
her arm for a moment. “I will be a success,” he declared, “I will be an artist!
A great artist!” The words made him feel almost giddy;
perhaps that was what happened when you gave words to dreams, “And then I will
come back and take you all away from this.” 


 With
a nod to Mr Berwick, who seemed all too engrossed in watching his friend
scampering around the floor like an overly excited two-year-old to pay him much heed, he left the room without a
backward glance. 


He almost
knocked Daniel from his feet, who had been watching events with increasingly
wide-eyed amazement from the shadows of the hall.


 “Caleb…”



 “Thanks, little brother, thanks for everything,”
he said with a little smile, he spoke breathlessly for he was still flushed
with excitement and the novelty of freedom. He rushed to the door, fearing his
father was still capable of saying or doing something that might drag him back
into his small mean little world. The door meant freedom, possibilities. He
would draw, paint, and become famous, he would study in Amsterdam, Venice and
Milan; he would become a master. Maggie would marry him, and he would live a
fine and happy life, raising children who would be full of laughter and would
have no reason to fear their father.


 This
was the beginning of his life; he wouldn’t hide from
anything now. No, he would call on Maggie tomorrow, tell her of his
plans, of his feelings, the words would no longer stagger waywardly from his
lips like drunks from a tavern whenever he saw her. No, if he could stand up to
his father, he could tell Maggie he loved her. He knew she felt the same. He
knew it!


 His
hands shook as he struggled with the door, for an awful moment he thought his
father might have locked it, trapping him here, but it was only the door
sticking in the warped frame as it always did when the weather turned wet.


 He
heard Daniel calling his name, but the door held his entire attention, and when
he finally managed to jerk it begrudgingly open he bounded down the stairs and
didn’t stop until he’d burst into the cold air of Bartholomew’s Close.


 He
pulled up suddenly, panting. It had been late afternoon when he’d arrived home,
despite the growing darkness and the candles his mother had been forced to
light he hadn’t quite appreciated the fact it was now night. He glanced towards
the darkened sky and felt several fat raindrops smack into his skin. It was
cold too, not so cold for snow and ice,
but chilly enough for a man who had rushed out without a coat.


 He
shook his head and laughed. What did it matter? He would have gold enough for a hundred coats one day! The practicalities
of becoming an artist were ones he had turned in
his head enough times for him to have developed a rudimentary plan, all
he lacked previously was the courage to implement it. He had no intention
of selling lewd drawings to feed the lusts of Daniel’s sordid little friends,
but there were plenty that would pay for a quick and flattering sketch; the
fashionable ladies and gentleman who paraded through St James’ Park for one.
All he needed to do was make them look more beautiful than they actually were,
and they would gladly give him a few pennies in return. He could do that. 


 Oh
yes, he could do that alright! 


 Events
meant his actions would now be forced rather than chosen, but who was to say he
ever would have done anything if it had not been forced. Perhaps God had
intervened to make his dreams come true, perhaps if he had not been forced into
the night, he would have done nothing but
lived an unfulfilled life always wondering what might have been.


 He
began to walk away from his father’s house with confident steps, his mind still
racing with possibilities he had never
thought to be more than idle daydreams. The
creaking of the window and his name called in an urgent hiss made him turn around and look up to see his brother
leaning precariously out.


 “Come
back Caleb, I’m sorry,” Daniel called, “look, I can make a rope out of the
sheets, climb back up later. Father will have calmed down by tomorrow. You
can’t walk the streets all night. I’m so sorry!”


  “I
won’t be stepping foot in that house again!” The words sounded mad and daring
and rather exciting.


 “What
are you going to do?” 


 “I’ll
go to Uncle Jonathan,” Caleb said as if
that were the simplest thing in the world.


 “Do
you know where he lives?”


 Caleb
shrugged, “I’ll find him.”


 “Tonight?”


 Caleb
shrugged again, “Don’t worry, I can look after myself, I’ve got some coins. Take care little brother.”  With that, he turned and
trotted away towards Duck Lane. His mind
full of grand plans and the thought that tomorrow would be the start of the
life he had always dreamed of… and it would be the day that he kissed Maggie
properly for the first time. 


 He
wondered, with a giddily racing heart, what her lips would feel like against
his.


 Daniel
watched him for a moment, still cursing himself for causing all this to pass
when he heard the door to the bedroom swing
open. He turned to find his father standing in the doorway, slowly turning his soot-blackened hands over and over each other.


 “Daniel,”
he said. His voice was calm and considered, but the dark rage in his eyes was
enough to force all thoughts of his brother from Daniel’s mind, “we need to
have a little talk…” 


He stepped
into the room and closed the door behind him.


 


 











Chapter Thirteen


 Dust & Bones


London - 1708


 “Message for Mr Cade!” 


 The
spotty youth bellowed into Caleb’s face as soon as he’d opened the door.
Caleb’s usual reaction when a stranger came looking for him was to deny all
knowledge, pack his bags and head for the stables. However, as Caleb couldn’t
immediately think of anything he’d done in London to warrant him getting into
serious trouble, not in the last twenty years anyway, he admitted that he was
Cade with only the slightest reluctance.


 The
lad, who was probably no older than fourteen, had more spots plastered over his
face than he had teeth remaining in his mouth. He wore a shapeless soiled coat
that was big enough to have belonged to a man twice his size and smelt bad enough to suggest the previous owner had
been buried in it. He rummaged around the various pockets before finally
thrusting a folded piece of paper closed with an unmarked wax seal in Caleb’s
direction.


 Caleb
took the letter with a perfunctory nod, fished out a ha’penny
bit worn almost smooth by the hands it had passed through and flicked it at the
boy, who caught it as deftly as a lizard catching a fly before depositing it in
the folds of his dead man’s coat. Caleb looked enquiringly at the boy when he
remained rooted firmly in the doorway grinning toothlessly at him. “I was asked
to wait for a reply, Sir,” he explained, before adding earnestly, “t’was paid to wait in
fact; or rather I will be paid when I takes
back your answer.”


 “Very
well,” Caleb sighed, tearing open the seal. By his reckoning of the handful of
people in London who might have cause to write to him; only one would not be impeded by the fact that Caleb had never
actually told anyone where he had taken lodgings.


 


 My
Dearest C-


 Please
accept my apologies for being out of sight for so long, but the delightful
charms of young Liselot have been terribly time-consuming.
I do hope you can forgive my dreadful selfishness and utter boorishness. 


 So
captivating has she been, in fact, I had quite forgotten the winnings Mr Jones
has been holding for us since that rather raucous evening of prize-fighting we
enjoyed. I have taken the liberty of collecting said winnings, a tidy sum
despite The Barrel’s miserly odds, on your behalf.


 Although
I am far too exhausted for an evening on the debauch, I do require some rest
from my game little pullet. To that end,
please bestow me the honour of meeting your unworthy comrade at the Gray’s Inn Cockpit, in Cockpit Yard, for
this evening’s programme, where I will be able to reunite you with your
winnings.


 Ever your most respectful friend.


 L.D.


 


Despite his
reservations about Defane, the money would be welcome and simply seeing Liselot’s name was enough to dry his throat and wet his
palms. As had happened countless times before, Caleb let his fancy lead
his tongue before his judgement had fully awoken from its usual state of
torpor.


 “Tell
the gentleman, I will meet him as he suggests.”


 “Very good Sir!” The boy nodded, clamping a saggy brimmed
hat atop his greasy locks before hurrying down the stairs.


 “I do
hope I’m not going to regret this,” Caleb muttered, before closing the door of
his lodgings.


*


 Caleb
was disappointed to see the moth-eared green book propped against the newly
cleaned window in the gable over-hanging Brindley’s bookshop, the room he now
knew to be Harriet’s bedroom and, therefore, the location in London he was
currently trying hardest to enter. Sadly, she had repulsed all of his advances,
albeit with charm and endearing good humour.


 The day
was as dull, damp and grey as one would expect of spring in London, and Caleb
only momentarily hesitated to pull his cloak more tightly around him as he
passed the shop. The book was Harriet’s sign that her father was home and he
should not come in. He did consider entering anyway as it might provide a
little sport to tease the old bore. However, Harriet had suggested on more than
one occasion that, for all his claimed Godliness, Brindley possessed both a
temper and a hefty walking stick which combined exceptionally effectively to
thwart the intentions of any man rash enough to woo his daughter.


 Being
above all other things, a coward, Caleb hurried along Duck Lane until he
emerged amongst the drovers, merchants,
butchers, buyers and livestock of Smithfield. He skirted along the eastern edge
of the market, passing the churchyard of St Bartholomew the Great before
quickly turning into Cloth Fair. Smithfield was no place for a gentleman, even
if it had been one of the playgrounds of his youth.


 The textile merchants who had given Cloth Fair its
name had moved on long before Caleb’s birth, leaving the streets to the same
assortment of artisans, merchants and shopkeepers who had made their homes and
livelihoods in the nearby Bartholomew Close where Caleb had grown up. However,
the many taverns that had once sustained the drapers and tailors still did a
brisk trade serving the current inhabitants of the area and Caleb soon found
himself confronted with one of the other playgrounds of his youth. The Old Dick Whittington Tavern.


 Caleb
pulled up with a start, he had gotten drunk for the very first time behind
those smoke-blackened windows, shortly thereafter
he had vomited beer from his nostrils for the very first time in the small yard
at the back reserved for pissing and the other consequences of heavy drinking.
He’d even fondled his first barmaid in The Old Dick Whittington, he
remembered with a sudden sly grin, absent-mindedly running a hand across his
cheek in a far gentler fashion than that particular barmaid had. He tried to recall both her face and her name, but
could only bring to mind a fuzzy image of fair hair and heavy breasts for the
former and nothing at all for the latter.


 Strange,
they had both seemed so very important once upon a time.


 He
soon found himself pushing through the door of the tavern in order to dip another toe into the cold bath of his memories. He was
greeted by the comforting stink of warm beer and pipe smoke, both so strong and
pungent they had long since permeated the very fabric of the building.


 He
settled himself into a comfortable but gloomy nook at the back of the bar that
afforded him a fair view of the room, he ordered ale from a tired looking wench
who nodded and favoured him with a perfunctory glimpse of her mostly blackened teeth.
While he awaited his drink, he let his eyes wander over his fellow patrons,
trying to deduct twenty years of London living from their faces before
comparing the result with his memories. He didn’t come up with any matches. 


 How
many bodies had London chewed up in those twenty years? Between the cold, damp weather, the sulphurous air, the
over-crowding, the shit-filled streets, vermin infested houses, multifarious
unpleasant diseases and the natives long held admiration for all forms of
mindless violence, he wondered if there were anyone left alive who would have
known the young man he had once been. 


 The
barmaid returned with his ale, which was rich, hoppy, and exceedingly fine; he
soon slipped into a rare and brief moment of easy contentment. He had always
found there was something wonderfully soothing about sitting alone in a tavern
and supping ale, knowing he had the money, time and constitution to continue
for as long as he wanted. His thoughts and desires had always been his closest
companions. They were always happy to talk to him, to cajole and tease, suggest
new paths to follow, new endeavours to attempt. They would reminisce with him
and allow him to relive any moment of his life he chose, without fear of
ridicule, scorn or disgust. Moreover, they always, but always, laughed at his
jokes.


 They
did not judge him or condemn him. They would not betray him. They would not use
him and let him die for them…


 He
closed his eyes, and their faces came, the dead and the disenchanted. From
London to Venice and back again, he’d closed the vast circle of his life and
found no answers, other than that one immutable fact. 


 Everything
dies. 


 Sometimes
they died because he did too little, sometimes because he did too much and
sometimes for no damn reason whatsoever.


 Caleb
opened his eyes to find both his ale and
his good mood had gone.


 He
ordered another drink, swiftly followed by a third, but his mood had darkened
to the point beyond which beer was much help. He felt old, tired, and more than
a little pointless. He had never had much of a purpose, meandering through life
and across Europe wherever whim and want
had nudged him, but since Venice he had
been sustained by the urge to return to London, an urge he could not entirely
explain. Perhaps he had been driven by a desire to discover if the man he could
have been still existed beneath the skin of the
one he had become. The one he quietly despised. Ghosts and memories had
whispered to him to come home and find that man, but now he was here a dark
void seemed to have consumed him, and no answers were forthcoming. He was still
carousing, drinking, wenching, still following his
lusts and when the money run out as it inevitably would, he would do what Caleb
Cade always did... and then he would hate that man just a little bit more.


 All
London had shown him was that life was as meaningless and pointless as he’d
always suspected it to be, only now the salve
of pleasures that had once soothed away the empty pain that realisation had
brought was losing its potency. He had spent twenty years on the road running
away from death, running away from the old yew tree that was always over his
shoulder, masking his fear with wine, women and song, living as hard as he
could in the certain knowledge of where he was going to end up.


 Just
me and thee and the King of the Winter…


 He
closed his eyes and thought of Harriet awhile, she was sweet and intelligent,
and he had found to his surprise he rather liked her. Yet what was the point of
their relationship? He could not bring her lasting happiness. He did not doubt
that she might feel genuine affection for him, but love was one thing he could
not reciprocate. 


 Well,
not anymore at least.


 All
he would bring to her in the end was pain
and disappointment and heartbreak, the only variable was the degree. Whether it
be the hurt and betrayal of realising she had simply
been used for sex or money, to the horror of feeling the life being squeezed
out of her.


 He
turned away from that particular path of memories and headed down the track
marked Not My Fault instead. It was a familiar, if unrewarding, journey for his mind to take, but he pushed
himself along it all the same until he was back on the broader and brighter
byway that had carried numerous names over the years, but currently bore the
sign Seducing Harriet.


 She
did not burn as brightly as Liselot, she was little more than a candle held
against the sun in that respect, but she would suffice as he knew Harriet would
not consume him the way a besottment would.
She would leave him time to attend other matters. He knew well enough what he
needed to do next, where he must go. It would solve nothing and hurt a great
deal, but he knew he had to go even if it were the last place on Earth he
wanted to go. Perhaps that was why he found himself drawn to Harriet’s gentle
kindness. Perhaps that was the point of their relationship; she was a hand he
could hold in the darkness, a comfort to his pain. Perhaps she could help him
dispel some demons? Perhaps she could even be his friend?


 It
was such a novel idea he almost choked on his beer.


*


By the time
he reached Bunhill Fields the rain had hardened to a
determined downpour, provoked to spite by harsh swirling gusts of wind. It had
taken several more beers and a sedan chair in
order for him to make the journey from Smithfield to the northern edge
of the city.


 It
was the thought of where he was going that had made his legs feel like rubber
rather than the beer he had consumed. He had found a chair without too much
difficulty despite the onset of rain, its bearers carrying the wooden box back
to front on its two long poles to indicate they were for hire. 


 The
chair was born by two men with bare arms wider than
Caleb’s thighs, the muscle and sinew knotted like seasoned oak. When he had
told him where he wanted to go, the front bearer had looked at the plain dark
cut of his, albeit, expensive clothes and nodded, “Aye Brother.” If Caleb had
any inclination to dissuade the man of his assumption that he was a fellow
nonconformist, the cold spring rain being blown into his face quickly
discouraged him. Still, any thoughts of Brotherly affiliation held by the
bearer did not extend to his fare; given the rain and the clamour for
transport, Caleb was in no position to haggle.


 The
men took the longer route along the major thoroughfares of Pickax
Street, Rotten Row and Old Street, which boasted stone pavements, before
turning into Brown Street, rather than attempting to navigate the direct route
through the narrow alleys, backstreets
and mews of Aldersgate and Cripplegate. The heavy
rain would have transformed those passages into rivers of filth as it washed
away the accumulated detritus of refuse, shit and small dead animals that
invariably collected between deluges.


 Caleb
paid little heed to the journey, closing his eyes he was only peripherally
aware of the bearer’s cries of “By your leave, Sir!” directed at any
pedestrians that impeded their progress. The fleet of foot managed to stand
aside, but any dawdlers were unceremoniously barged into the muddy road as the
bearers negotiated their way through the soggy throngs of Londoners that
clogged the streets at a backbreaking trot.


 All
was lost to Caleb, the last time he had made this journey had been on foot,
they had never been so grand as to have taken a chair then. He remembered that
long walk despite himself; he had made it enough times after all. How many
brothers and sisters had he buried? He was ashamed to admit he couldn’t
remember, most had been no more than babes, a faceless procession of swaddled bundles
that had never lived long enough for him to think of as a brother or sister.
The family and friends, the rituals, the preachers and the wake, the
pedestrians looking on as they’d made their way in a sad, rag bag little
procession. Funerals were a common enough sight, but Londoners never lost their
fascination for them. There but for the Grace of God…


 He
was jilted from his memories as the sedan was suddenly deposited to the ground.
They’d arrived. The lead bearer opened the door for him and touched his hat.
Caleb looked beyond him, through the rain to Tindal’s burial ground. Cemeteries
were never good places to be, but especially so in the rain. Gravediggers were
notorious for burying the dead too close to the surface. A good downpour often
stripped away enough mud to bring the departed back into the light. He shivered
slightly. It would be easy to go back to his lodgings, back to somewhere warm
and dry and not associated with his past. Somewhere he didn’t have nightmares
about.


 He
hesitated, reluctant to leave the sanctuary of the sedan. The bearer stooped
lower, the rain dripping from his wide-brimmed
hat, words forming on his lips. 


 Caleb
waved him away and struggled to his feet. He hadn’t spent so much time coming
home, only to run away again. He had ghosts to see. He pulled his cloak tightly
around him and nodded his thanks to the bearers, he could have paid them to
wait for him, but that would have only provided him with the temptation to
leave as soon as possible. He watched the sedan bearers trot back along
Featherstone Street in search of another fare. A large tavern occupied the
corner with Brown Street, and sodden Londoners were pushing themselves through
the doors, eager for the fire. It would
be warm and welcoming inside; there would be ale and cards, women and dice.


 Instead,
he turned to face the graveyard, keeping his eyes ahead of him as he passed
through the simple wooden gate and a screen of trees that separated the burying
ground from Featherstone Street. To the east of the burying grounds lay Bunhill Fields, which had once been fenland that London had
used as a convenient sewer, but the land had been drained centuries before and
was now used for rough pastures and tenter
grounds, where the Huguenot silk weavers of Spitalfields
pegged out their freshly dyed cloth to dry. However, these were constantly
shrinking islands in a sea of hastily thrown up houses. The buildings of Spitalfields and Shoreditch loomed in the distance through
the dancing curtains of rain. What had once been sorry collections of hovels
hugging the roads to the east of the city had swollen and merged into a town in
its own right, bolstered by tens of thousands of Huguenots who had fled to
London to escape Catholic France after Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes in
1685, effectively condemning French Protestants to state persecution. 


 In
the muddy field that Caleb crossed lay the remains of the food London had
consumed to fuel that growth. The people who had lived and died in the city,
who had been devoured and digested by it and were now returned to its poisoned
earth to be forgotten by it.


 Here,
the nonconformists were laid to rest, save for the Quakers who had their own
burying ground on the west side of Brown Street; the Methodists, Presbyterians,
Calvinists, Ranters, Muggletonians,
Behmenists and any other Protestant whose beliefs
fell outside the official Anglican faith to be collectively known as Puritans. 


 A
handful of diggers worked on despite the rain, shovelling mud without comment
or complaint, there was always a need for more graves. Such was the demand,
most of London’s cemeteries were full to overflowing, Tindal’s burying ground
was much less congested than the small ancient Anglican churchyards of the
city, which had been interring London‘s
citizens in their thousands for centuries. Dark tales were told about the old
medieval churchyards where graves were dug one atop
the other and half-rotted corpses were removed and dumped in the river to make
way for fresh ones. Though Tindal’s was far bigger,
there was no shortage of nonconformists in London and they tended to die just
as quickly as the Anglicans. 


 Although
all men might be equal before God, such egalitarianism did not apply until the
deceased had reached the pearly gates, for the social status quo was as evident
amongst the dead as it was among the living. By
the nature of their beliefs the nonconformists were less ostentatious than
their Anglican cousins, even so, the better off were laid to rest in their
solid oak coffins at the western end of the cemetery, headstones straight and
erect, identifying the deceased and giving some insight into their lives, a
garden of sorts was tended to make the whole affair easier upon the eye.


  The
further east you progressed, so the poorer became the graves, stone gave way to
crude wooden crosses, which in turn gave way to nothing at all. Here, the
bodies were crammed into shallow barely marked graves in cheap coffins and
sackcloth, which disintegrated almost as soon as a few paltry feet of earth had
been piled atop them. The rain seeped into the corpses and washed the rot through the soil. No one tended this
contaminated earth; no grass grew here, no flowers, no shrubs - only a few
sickly trees clung to life on the edges
of the burying ground.


 This
was where Caleb’s feet reluctantly carried him.


 He
had not been here for over twenty years, yet he knew well enough where to go
for his dreams had kept the memory fresh. He walked without the need for sight
until his feet came to rest in the soft damp soil beneath the naked boughs of
an ancient yew in the south-eastern corner of the graveyard. The tree gave
little shelter from the rain though the
rows of trees and the wall that separated the graveyard from the grounds of The
Honourable Artillery Company to the south provided a windbreak of sorts. Beyond the trees came the distant clamour of hooves
and wheels muffled by mud as traffic moved along Royal Row towards Finsbury and
the pleasure gardens at Moor Fields, where on warm summer days Londoners could
stroll and enjoy wholesome entertainments such as ballad singers, Punch &
Judy shows, wrestling matches and the public whipping of thieves. 


 To
the east Caleb could just make out the top of Windmill Hill, he remembered
being told as a boy the hill was actually an enormous pile of bones that had
been moved from St Paul’s Charnel House in the mid-1500’s
and covered with earth to make room for
fresh burials. Being as practical as ever, the locals had promptly taken
advantage of their gruesome new hill by building a Windmill on top of it, which
at least afforded it a much nicer name. 


 Caleb
pulled his attention back to the old yew that loomed above him. He’d always
been scared of that ancient tree, which he guessed had been ancient when those
carts full of bones had rattled past on the way from St Paul’s a century and a
half earlier. It was one of the strongest images from his childhood. Whenever
they had come to lay somebody to rest it had been standing here in this corner;
quiet, dark and brooding, its limbs twisted, contorted and, even in summer,
mostly bare of leaves; a nest of thick brown snakes forever writhing towards the sky. He had hoped it would have long since been uprooted to
make way for more graves, though deep inside he knew it would still be here, the
Guardian of the Graveyard, forever standing sentinel over the dead, forever
mocking the living; somehow sucking the rottenness and corruption from the
soil, feasting upon it, malevolent magic giving it spirit and consciousness.
As a child he had never taken his eyes from it
for long throughout the preacher’s words, be it in summer heat or winter ice,
even when those small coffins were lowered into the earth’s dark embrace he had
watched that evil tree, always half-believing it was edging closer to him, ready
to wrap its branches around him, cold, damp bark upon his skin pulling him down
into the dark, down into its roots with all his dead siblings…


 I
see you well enough. I’ve not forgotten you…


 The
wind kicked up for a moment, strong enough to send a shiver through those
rotten boughs as if, with a start, the tree had recognised an old familiar
face. 


 I’ll
take you, one day… as I’ve taken all of your little brothers and sisters. Me
and thee and the King of the Winter. Forever.


 There
was no cross on the grave anymore; all that remained was a decayed splintered
stick protruding from the ground. The earth itself was flat and even, for there
was nothing of substance left beneath it to form a mound. It marked where he
lay well enough, and he would never mistake it for another. They had laid him
down here, of all places, by the roots of that evil old tree.


 “It’s
been such a long time,” he said eventually, staring at that piece of
featureless earth, “do you remember me anymore, like I remember you?”


 There
was no reply, of course. Both grave and tree were silent. Always had been,
always would be. There was nothing left of him here, hadn’t been for decades.
There was nothing but a filled in hole
and an old tree; nothing remained but dust and bone and the memory he carried
forever within him. A memory so strong it sometimes seemed to have a life of
its own. Did he live on in heaven? Caleb hadn’t believed that since the day he’d died. He didn’t believe it
now. The only place his brother lived was in his own memories; the fact that
the memory of his brother spoke so clearly on occasions that he could see him
standing next to him didn’t make him any less dead.


 “I’ve
been away,” he continued hesitantly, his voice thickened by the memories; “I’ve
seen so many things, so many places… so many women.” He smiled despite himself.
“I’ve tried to live enough for both of us, just like you asked me to… kind of.”


 He
crouched down, close enough to the ground for the heavy smell of wet earth and
decay to fill his nostrils, and placed a gloved hand above the place his brother’s still heart had once lain.


 “I’ve
come home,” he whispered hoarsely, “after all these years I’ve come home. It’s
me, your brother. It’s Daniel…” 


 


 











Chapter Fourteen 


The
King of the Winter 


Bartholomew Close, London -
1680


The sudden
sharp rapping on the door made everybody jump; everybody save for the figure
prone in the bed for he was too far removed from the world to hear it. 


 Martha
Plunkett sat on a stool, her eyes puffy and red as her calloused fingers
worried the worn grey fringes of a handkerchief. Her husband stood stony-faced at the foot of the bed, an unopened
Bible clutched between latticed fingers
and stomach. His closed eyes were moving as if he were scanning words written
on the inside of his eyelids.


 Both
turned towards the noise, but it was Nathaniel who spoke. “Daniel,” he ordered,
“see who it is and send them away. We are receiving no
visitors today.”


 Mrs Plunkett’s
eyes lingered on her husband for a moment as her lips twitched around words she
briefly considered speaking, but her gaze returned to the bed and she said
nothing.


 Daniel
rose from the floor where he had been sitting with Jacob, who had been holding
his hand with enough fierceness for his nails to leave white crescents embedded
into his palm. He offered a brief and perfunctory smile to his little brother
by way of reassurance that he would not leave him alone for long.


 He
walked numbly along the short corridor as the sharp rap of a knuckle on wood echoed forth once more. He
assumed it was another neighbour offering what little help they could, but his
father had given strict instructions that no such charity was required, and the
family wished to remain undisturbed so God would be better able to hear their
prayers.


 He
had already had to repeat his father’s words several times today, sending away
those who wished only to help. They had nodded their understanding and asked
Daniel to tell his father their prayers were with the family. Daniel had
thanked them before returning to his vigil. He had not bothered to pass on
their kind words for he knew they were meaningless to his father, who believed
the purity of his own prayers so far exceeded all others for them to be
rendered worthless. Only Maggie and her mother had refused to be turned away,
and they had braved the harsh glare of Daniel’s father. His cold quickly spoken
words had forced them to leave after only a few minutes. Daniel did not know exactly
what he’d said, but he’d heard Maggie crying all the way across the Close well
enough.


 The
door was as stiff and unyielding as always when he tried to pull it open. The
protests it made as he yanked at it reverberated down the corridor and he could
almost see his father’s eyes become still beneath their lids as a faint sigh,
born both of disappointment and exasperation, escaped his thin, pale lips.


  “That
door is getting worse,” a portly man in his early forties declared, breezing
past Daniel despite the narrowness of the corridor and his own sizeable girth.


 Before
Daniel could cry “Uncle Jonathan!” His even portlier wife had followed in his
wake. Lacking her husband’s lightness of foot Daniel had to flatten himself
against the wall to avoid being crushed.


 “Uncle
Jonathan! Aunt Beth!” Daniel finally managed to exclaim, clinging to the edge
of the door, “Father said we-”


 “…are
not receiving visitors?” Jonathan finished for him, “Yes, we can imagine. That
is as maybe Daniel, however, we are not visitors, we
are family. As much as my brother might curse that fact,” Uncle
Jonathan’s face, still red from the cold air outside, softened as he reached
out to lay a heavy clammy hand upon Daniel’s cheek, “How are you, my boy?”


 “Well,
thank you…” Daniel murmured, looking down to conceal the livid bruise that
darkened his right eye.


 Jonathan
sighed, and from beyond him Daniel could hear Aunt Beth muttering to herself, which was what she generally did whenever she was
upset or distressed, “And Caleb? We came as soon as we heard. We have been
hoping we heard incorrectly?”


 Daniel
wondered who had told his Aunt and Uncle, for he was quite sure it had not been
his father. He hoped he would not think his mother had sent word, for that
would be enough to start his tinder
smoking and Daniel did not want to see another of his father’s rages for a
long, long time.


 “He
is poorly… very poorly…” Daniel felt his throat tighten and his bottom lip
quiver, but before any tears could surface he felt his Uncle’s arms about him
and he was pulled into his softly upholstered chest where he was gently
suffocated by the smell of jasmine scented alum powder, stale tobacco fumes and
sweat. He distantly heard a comforting sigh of, “My poor boy…” before he was
released and allowed to take air again. However, his respite was only temporary
as he was passed deftly over to his Aunt and subjected to the same degree of
comforting, which differed only in so much as her chest was even more
comfortably upholstered than her husband‘s.


 When
Daniel had finally been allowed to take a step backwards, he found his Uncle
had purposefully closed the front door. He smiled reassuringly at Daniel as if
the sight of his finely carved false teeth were all that was required to make
things better. Despite himself, Daniel
smiled back, albeit it a painful and faltering one, for, unlike his father,
Daniel knew there was no harm in Uncle Jonathan. 


 Daniel had never seen his Uncle raise a hand to anyone.
In fact, his hands rarely wandered far from his waistcoat, where he would
comfortably hitch his thumbs in its pockets while he rested his hands upon his
large round stomach, save when he conjured a few small pieces of candied fruit
or chocolate for his nephews, which he usually dispatched with a knowing wink
whenever his brother was out of sight.


 Their
father did not permit such treats, so the three boys had always illicitly
enjoyed the rare visits of Uncle Jonathan and Aunt Beth. For reasons that their
father never explained he did not approve of his brother. Daniel actually knew remarkably little about his Aunt
and Uncle, other than that they “lived across town,” and that Uncle Jonathan
was a “merchant,” though exactly what kind of merchant Daniel’s father never
elaborated. The dark look that crossed his face whenever one of his sons asked
him about his brother was more than enough to discourage further questions.


 Whatever
it was that Uncle Jonathan did, he was clearly a greater success at it than his
father was at his vocation, for Uncle
Jonathan was always dressed in a well-cut
suit of good quality cloth while his wife wore dresses of colourful patterned
silks rather than the shapeless grey smocks Martha Plunkett owned. 


 Despite the efforts Nathaniel made to distance his
family from them, Uncle Jonathan and Aunt Beth would turn up uninvited, without
fail, for each of the boy’s birthdays and Christmas, despite the fact Nathaniel
insisted Christmas was a time for reflection and prayer rather than
celebration; thus making the festival practically indistinguishable from the
rest of the year.


 The
only other occasions he could be guaranteed to see them would be for a funeral.


 “Take
us through Daniel,” Uncle Jonathan said in a soft voice, carefully adjusting his
neat periwig as if his brother would somehow care if it were askance. 


 Daniel
did as he was told, deciding if his father were angry, he would be angry with
Uncle Jonathan rather than him.


 Nathaniel
had clearly both heard and identified the voices in the corridor and had
selected a suitable scowl to wear by way of a greeting for his brother. Most
men would have been unsettled by such a sight, but Jonathan paid it no heed as
he strode purposefully across the room to stand beside him. Daniel’s mother half
raised from her chair in hesitant greeting, but a glance at her husband was
enough to make her promptly sit down again. Aunt Beth, however, had other ideas
and quickly hauled her back to her feet in order
to smother Daniel’s mother between her breasts in much the same way
Daniel had a few minutes before. His mother was a slightly built woman; a
mixture of austerity and twenty years of constant pregnancy had left her spare
of flesh, so though she was only a fraction shorter than her sister-in-law she
virtually disappeared within an embrace she had no means of withstanding.


 Daniel
followed in their wake, dwarfed by his Aunt and Uncle he felt as visible as a
fly following two broad shire horses. Feeling protected by such obscurity he
ventured forward and stood by the worn knotted wood of the bed’s headboard,
concealed from his father’s attention. 


 A
thin sheen of sweat lay upon Caleb’s skin, which seemed grey and waxy in the
half-light. His eyes were closed, and he could almost believe he was in some
deep and restless sleep if it were not for the pink saliva that bubbled
rhythmically from his lips like a small bloody geyser. His face was bruised,
but not so much worse than some of the beatings his father had handed out.
However, Daniel had caught sight of his body when his mother had undressed him
and seen the bruises, some of them vividly boot-shaped, which discoloured his
ribs and chest.


 Daniel
felt the tears come again; this time,
there was no one to smother them away, so they rolled silently down his face.
He wanted to cry aloud, to shout and scream, to do something. However he
choked the sound back; if his father were disturbed,
he would send him from the room. Sobbing was not conducive to prayer. He felt a
deep and broiling anger within him, for perhaps the first time in his life he
sensed the same beast that tormented his father
though he was too young and distraught for that thought to come to his mind. He
hated the men who had beaten and kicked his brother senseless, he was angry his
God had allowed this to happen to his brother, he hated his father for sending
him out onto the streets at night; but
most of all he hated himself. If he had not been
playing the fool, none of this would have
happened. Caleb would still have been working for Mr Berwick, and he would have
spent the night hunched over his drawings and dreaming of Maggie rather than
lying in his parent’s bed clinging desperately on to life.


 “How
did this happen?” Uncle Jonathan was asking Daniel’s father.


 “I do
not recall inviting you here,” Nathaniel, snapped back, “you are interrupting
our prayers.”


 “What
happened?” Uncle Jonathan repeated, pointedly shoving his thumbs into his
waistcoat to signify he wasn’t about to go anywhere.


 “He
was robbed and beaten…” Martha said suddenly, her voice thin and watery, she
raised her face a few inches from Aunt Beth’s chest, but made no move to turn
towards Uncle Jonathan or the glowing eyes of her husband, “…they beat my
lovely boy so hard they left boot marks all over him.”


 “When
was this?” Jonathan asked gently, turning his back on his brother to place a
comforting hand on her back.


 “Sometime the night before last… Mr Rogers found
him in the gutter and brought him home.”


 “Why
was he on the streets after dark… was he running errands for Mr Berwick?”


 Daniel
turned his eyes slowly to his mother and
willed her to tell Uncle Jonathan, willed her to tell him that it had been his
father who had sent Caleb away, out into the cold and the rain and the
cut-throat infested streets. All for a few harmless drawings of a girl he loved
but was too afraid to talk to. 


Tell him, Mother, tell him!


 A
hush fell upon the room, and Daniel could only hear the screaming in his own
mind, but before his Uncle could repeat the question,
Caleb let out a terrible low moan that
brought all the eyes in the room back to his stricken form. Jonathan leant over the boy and placed a hand against
his nephew’s clammy forehead.


 “He
is terribly feverish, has a Doctor been called?”


 Nathaniel
let out another of his immense sighs and shook his head.


 Jonathan
straightened up and smoothed down the creases in his waistcoat before his
thumbs found their usual refuge, “Nathaniel
if it’s a matter of money-”


 “Of course it is not a matter of money!” He
spat, “we have no need of quacks and mountebanks. If our prayers are pure and
heartfelt, God will answer them, ’tis the only medicine we require.”


 “Don’t
be such a pig-headed fool!” 


 Hearing
his father so insulted was such a rare thing that Daniel, in any other
circumstances, would have been stricken between staring in wide-eyed amazement
or getting out of the room before furniture started to fly. This time, however,
he let their angry words fade from his ears as he stood by his brother’s side.
He found Caleb’s hand and wrapped both of his around it.


 Please
God, he thought,
screwing his eyes tightly shut so no more tears would escape, I do not know
what Caleb has done to deserve this. He is my brother, my best friend, please
let him live, please let him live, please…


 Distantly he could hear his father and uncle shouting.
There were other sounds too; his mother crying, his aunt tut-tutting, but the
louder their voices became, the louder he recited his prayers to drown them
out, and the more tightly he gripped his brother’s hot wet hand as if somehow
he could squeeze the fever from his body.


 Please
let him live…


 He
shut his eyes so tightly they hurt. So tight lights and colours flashed before
him and in the shadows between those colours, memories of times past played
out. The times they had laughed and fooled
together, the times they had endured their father’s wrath together, the times
they had run through the streets, the livestock of Smithfield and the fields
and lanes outside the city, the times they had studied and read together,
trying to understand the things their father demanded they learned. 


 He
remembered the times they had shivered together under thin blankets, sharing a
bed to keep warm and in the darkness Caleb had told him stories of distant
fantastical lands, of dragons, heroic knights and beautiful princess. The
stories he recalled most vividly, however, were the ones he had told him about
Jack Frost, the King of the Winter. Each year he would
venture out from his castle built of storms to ride the north wind, bringing
the night and the cold with him. He came in search of bad children to steal
away to his kingdom that was forever cold and dark and bound by ice. Caleb
would whisper how you could always tell if Jack had been peering into the house
looking for naughty ones, for his frozen breath would remain upon the
windowpane as crystals of ice.


 He
remembered cuddling up to his brother for warmth after Caleb had fallen asleep,
afraid that Jack was plotting outside to steal him away for whatever
misdemeanour his father had reprimanded him for last. He would peek over the
edge of the blanket to stare at the dirty little
window in their room, waiting for that pale face with icicle hair and cold blue
January eyes to appear. Although he was scared of Jack, Caleb had told him that
the King of the Winter had weaved a magical cloak, using snowflakes as cloth
and the north wind as thread and when Jack was about, leaping from rooftop to
rooftop, snow would tumble from his billowing cloak to fall upon the streets
below. Daniel had thought that would be such a thing to see, a cloak made of snow and wind, so even though he was afraid,
he stayed awake in the hope of catching a glimpse of Jack Frost and his
wondrous cloak. 


 Although
he often awoke to find Jack’s breath had painted stars of frost upon the
window, or snow covered the streets to show he had been about on his business,
Daniel had never stayed awake long enough to see him. He had always fallen
asleep to the comforting beat of his brother’s heart, and he had always awoken
safe and sound in his own bed, rather than in the icy realm of the King of the Winter.


 Daniel
climbed onto the bed beside his brother,
he wanted to hold him, the way Caleb had when he’d been younger and the
darkness had scared him. He didn’t want to touch him in the places he had been
hurt, so instead he turned on his side so that Caleb’s head rested against his
chest and he might hear Daniel’s heart and know he would be safe. So he would
know no one could come and take him to some cold
dark place, not even the King of the Winter.


 He
felt his brother move next to him, and he opened his eyes to see Caleb’s
eyelids flutter, he mumbled something, too thick and wet for him to hear
properly. Daniel smiled, thinking his brother had returned, but his smile faded
with the light in Caleb’s eyes. He gave a little choking cough, and the spittle
that flew from his mouth was thick and dark red. A last faltering sigh left his body before the bubbles of drool
around his lips became still, for there was no more breath for them to dance to.



 Daniel
felt a terrible emptiness descend upon him, nobody else realised Caleb was
dead, they were still arguing. He cradled his brother’s head and stroked his
long sweat slickened hair, begging him in hoarse soft whispers to come back. He
was vaguely aware when the quarrelling was replaced by a terrible wail from his
mother; he felt hands pulling him from the bed, he felt a smothering embrace
that he dimly recognised as his Aunt’s before he was moved further from the bed
until he found himself discarded by the window. 


 After
a while, a pain in his hand summoned his attention, and he looked down to see
Jacob, his only brother now, fiercely gripping his hand again, his eyes wide
and wet and not at all understanding what was occurring.


 He
thought he should do something, but he didn’t know what. Caleb had always been
the clever one, the gifted one, the oldest one. They had both looked to him for
guidance. The one who knew what to do. Now he was
gone, and Daniel did not know what to do at all.


 Jacob
began to ball and cry, but Daniel turned his eyes from the room, the weeping
and wailing was too much, be it from the adults clustered around Caleb’s body
or from his little brother.


 Instead,
he found his eyes drawn to the window. The last light of the day had leached from the world when he hadn’t been
looking, and the temperature had plummeted quickly with the passing of the sun.
So cold was it that a few ice crystals had formed in the bottom corner of the
cheap uneven pane of glass as if from the frozen breath of someone who had been
peering into the room. 


Someone
cold of heart and sly of eye…











Chapter Fifteen


Men
and Other Beasts


Cockpit Yard, London – 1708


 The evening’s entertainment had already commenced by the time Caleb had
reached the Gray’s Inn Cockpit and a
great rabble of people milled around the conically roofed arena at the far end
of Cockpit Yard. Given the finery on display and the grand coaches that jostled
to drop their passengers off at the top of the Yard, it was clear The Quality
had turned up en masse to enjoy the evening’s bloodshed.


 As he jostled his way through the crowd he wondered if
he’d even be able to find Defane, but he need not have worried; nobody else was
wearing a cherry blossom coloured frock coat over scarlet britches with a
powdered pink wig that fell almost as far as their waist, topped off with a hat
no bigger than a tea saucer perched jauntily to one side of their massed pink
curls. 


 “My dear fellow!” Defane beamed, “I was beginning to think
my little urchin had not delivered that note after all.”


 “I
was visiting family…” Caleb explained,
“…it made for a long day.”


 “How tiresome. I find it far
more agreeable to spend the day in bed, it ensures you are fresh and alert for
the pleasures of the night,” Defane replied with an airy wave of the hand, or
rather the folds of intricate lace cuff that erupted gaily from the end of his
sleeve, “and I fear your tardiness means it is unlikely we will be able to find
a good seat for the evening’s sport.”


 Before
Caleb could reply, the little Frenchman brusquely pushed him back against the
wall of the narrow yard as a sedan chair bounced over the spot where he had
been standing. A moment later, the profusely sweating bearers deposited a
grossly overweight man swathed in acres of velvet before the entrance to the
Cockpit.


 The
Frenchman made no move to stand back, his face close enough for the stink of
expensive cologne to rob Caleb of breath. Defane’s eyes darted briefly in the
direction of the corpulent newcomer, “Even less chance of a seat now,” he
grinned. 


 “I
fear I have little taste for blood tonight anyway,” Caleb said half-heartedly,
he’d almost forgotten how startlingly beautiful Defane’s eyes were, and he was
only slightly surprised to realise he’d rather missed the odd little man after
all.


 “Pity,”
Defane muttered, straightening Caleb’s lapels and flicking a few specks of dust
away with his frangipane-scented gloves, “personally, I always find the
spectacle of brainless animals ripping each other to shreds immensely
entertaining.”


 “Perhaps
another time,” Caleb said quietly, distantly remembering he’d intended to see
as little of Louis Defane as possible while realising some deeper part of him
simply wanted to dance to whatever debauched tune the Huguenot struck up.


 “Whilst I’m here…” Defane opened up Caleb’s
coat, and he felt something being pushed into the inside pocket, “compliments
of the Barrel; less our wager of course. Feel free to count it.”


 “I
trust you,” Caleb managed to smile, “when it comes to money.”


 “You
wound me…” Defane muttered in mock offence, before finally taking a step
backwards.


 “Perhaps
I can make amends with a drink or two; beer
seems more appealing than chicken blood at the moment.”


 Defane
nodded vigorously, sending cerise waves rippling along the length of his great
and ludicrous wig, “Very well. I suppose we can see cocks fight any night in
this city.”


 They
made their way slowly back up the yard, their progress
hampered by the numbers still moving in the opposite direction. “The Duke of
Marlborough was rumoured to be in attendance tonight,” Defane offered by way of
an explanation for the size of the crowd. Caleb only managed a grunt of
acknowledgement as he concentrated on keeping his money safe from any
light-fingered scoundrels who might be about.  


 Once
they had emerged from Cockpit Yard, Defane said no more and Caleb was happy
enough to follow his brisk pace as he marched them down James Street, towards
Bedford Row. He tried to suggest they find chairs, for the wan light of the
whale oil lanterns that swung gently from their poles in the evening breeze
already seemed inadequate as the night sent the last flickers of dusk scurrying
from the streets. With his garish appearance and expensive clothes, Defane was
just the type of financially well-endowed fop
the footpads and ne’er-do-wells of London took great sport in robbing and
beating to a pulp. 


 Caleb
walked with his hand resting purposefully on the hilt of his sword and glanced
over his shoulder several times, knowing that he would be considered pretty
fair game too. Several times he thought he saw a
figure melting back into the shadows of a doorway or side alley. However, if it
were anything more than imagination then perhaps they were saved from any
ill-intent by the fact the night was still young, and there were enough people
scuttling towards the sanctuary of home or tavern to deter all but the boldest
of villains. 


 They
reached their destination without any greater mishap than Caleb treading on a
loose paving slab after they had crossed The King’s Way, which sent a jet of cold, muddy water squirting over his clean
stockings.


 “Oh,
I should have warned you about that…” Defane admitted with a malicious grin,
“…’tis a notorious beaux trap!” 


 Caleb
managed a thin smile of his own as he shook his leg to the accompaniment of
sniggers from a nearby shop doorway; a spot that provided the perfect
grandstand for a couple of urchins to enjoy the free entertainment provided by
watching the shoddy paving ruin the finely cut clothes of their betters. He was
about to yell curtly to the boys that they should run along home, but he
remembered clearly enough when he’d been a boy and hung around similar spots,
finding malicious humour in the minor miseries of others. Instead, he just
shook his head and smiled ruefully at the boys before following Defane further
down Bedford Row, past the impressive modern homes favoured by the lawyers that
infested the area, and into a tavern just off Bedford Row in Jockey’s Fields. 


 A
small, ramshackle pile it was too, The Lion sat incongruously next to
its grander neighbours, a tilted, mismatched wooden relic that the Earl of Bedford,
who had been busily building grand houses and squares in the area since the
Restoration, appeared to have overlooked.


They had stooped to get through the main door, which
appeared to have been built to cater for an entirely smaller breed of men. The clientele, which was packed into every nook and
cranny of the place, was an eclectic mix of modestly bewigged lawyers, clerks
and scriveners, whose drab uniform of black and grey was broken by the
occasional fop (though none could compete with Defane in terms of sheer joyous
garishness), a few rougher looking types whose company their betters seemed to
bear well enough, enlivened by a generous sprinkling of what Caleb, who had
some experience in these matters, could only describe as strumpets. A saggy faced old crone was striking up a noise with a
fiddle in one corner. However, given the tuneless din she was torturing out of
the instrument it was not entirely evident whether she’d been hired as
entertainment, or had simply wandered in off the street in the hope that the
landlord might throw a few pennies at her to stop offending the ears of his
customers.


 Defane
collared a serving maid and ordered a pair of ales
before they took up residence in one dimly lit corner of the bar. There were no tables to be had, but a hook-nosed old
goat who had the dusty air of the law about him was deep in conversation with a
girl who had half his years and twice his number of teeth. The room was too
noisy for Caleb to make out their words, but he recognised a haggle when he saw
one, and the couple soon disappeared to conclude their business in private.


 “And
what brings us here?” Caleb asked, easing himself gratefully into the vacated
chair.


 Defane smiled, balancing his chair on its rear legs as
he leant back against the wall in order to hook his expensive leather boots on
the table, “I‘m partial to the local whores,” he explained, waving his cane at
the serving girl to catch her attention as she searched them out among the
crowd.


 “They
seem an unexceptional collection,” Caleb muttered, his eyes flicking over the
crowd, before settling on their serving girl who was still young enough to be
pretty, in a flushed and harried kind of
way. He could do little but stare into the deep valley of her cleavage as she
leant forward slightly to deposit their mugs on the table.


 “Perhaps
I’ll get some sport tonight after all,”
Defane mused, his icy eyes hungrily following the girl before she was consumed
by the crowd. He took a long greedy gulp of beer, the rough earthenware mug incongruous in his diminutive long-fingered
hands, like a child playing with his father’s things behind his back and
wishing the simple touch of them would be enough to make him a man.


 “She’s
no better than many,” Caleb replied after taking a long swig of his own,
“pretty enough, but not exactly noteworthy.”


 “Ah,
but did you not smell her, my friend? She is so… delicious.”


 Caleb
simply smiled, for he doubted any aroma could survive in the tavern beneath the
weight of tobacco fumes, spilt beer and the miasma thrown up by a hundred
unwashed bodies forced together in one small space.


 “So,
tell me,” Defane said, drawing his eyes away from where the girl had
disappeared into the crowd, “what adventures have you been engaged in whilst my attentions have been elsewhere? I
take it you have some game little pullet
to warm your bed by now?”


 “Is
that the only manner of adventure that is important to you?”


 “So
you have… what is her name?”


 “Harriet…”
Caleb found himself saying, though he had not intended to breathe a word of her
to Defane “…but she is neither game nor a pullet and she most definitely does not warm my bed.”


 “Ah… a woman of means then; the type who may take a little
longer to pleasure, but who will be rewarding in more ways than one,” Defane
said in a knowing way that Caleb found uncomfortable, for he had never breathed
a word of how he had made a living to the Frenchman, nor to anyone else for
that matter.


 “She
has neither money nor great looks… but I find her appealing in more intangible
ways.”


Defane’s
eyebrows arched expressively, “If she has neither money
nor looks than I am quite at a loss to
fathom what you see in this Harriet wench?”


 Caleb
shrugged, feeling uncharacteristically defensive about the girl, “I enjoy her
company-”


 “Her company!” Defane cried, “Her company he
says! Dear Gods, you do not pursue a woman for mere company. If you desire wit,
conversation and friendship then you need to look no further than a man. One
such as I, for instance,” he said, running his hands along his lapels for
emphasis.


 “Cannot
a woman simply be a friend?”


 Defane
leaned forward and peered suspiciously at him for a moment, “You’re not in love
with her are you?”


 “Good grief no!” Caleb snorted, almost offended by the
suggestion, “I just find her interesting.”


 “Are
you trying to bed her as well as enjoying the scintillating company she
offers?”


 “Well…
yes.”


 “That’s
something at least,” Defane sighed, looking vaguely perplexed as he
returned his booted feet to the table, “and you are meeting with no great
success I assume.”


 “’tis
a slow road,” Caleb admitted, wishing he had simply lied, which was how he
usually dealt with awkward questions.


 “Perhaps
this strange malaise will pass when you have lanced the boil,” Defane mused.


 “She
is not so plain that I would think of her as a boil. Anyway, I do not see what
is so strange about the matter at all.”


 “Let
us recap,” Defane said, holding up a long straight finger, ”we have a woman whom you admit is plain, who has no
money and whom you do not love. A woman whose only attribute is her good
company, yet this is enough for you to pursue her, and continue to do so, even
though she spurns your advances. Is that a fair summary?”


 “I
suppose…”


 Defane
grinned broadly, “I am as debauched as any man alive, and most of the dead too
for that matter, but this is a perversion quite beyond even me!”


 Caleb
looked away from those big, all-consuming
eyes and gazed across the bar, “’tis hardly a perversion...”


 “That
would depend upon your church,” Defane said, finishing his beer and calling for
more before continuing, “We are brothers you and I. We take our pleasures and
ignore our cares. We do not give pretty names to our lusts, we take all the
spoils life has to offer, for one day we will be gone, and nobody will be left
to recall our sins. Do not throw away what you have for mere companionship,”
his lips curled into one of his odd unreadable little smiles, “I can
give you that.”


 “You
do not know me.”


 “Just
because you do not know yourself,” Defane whispered, “do not fool yourself into
thinking that I do not. Now…” he continued before Caleb could reply, “...when
are you going to introduce me to your Harriet? She sounds quite fascinating!”


 “Firstly
she is not my Harriet, secondly, I
would not expose her to such cheap ridicule and thirdly… I don’t want you
corrupting her.”


 “Corrupting!” Defane bellowed, “Quite scandalous. I think
you are just afraid she would welcome me gladly to the places she refuses you!”


 Any
reply Caleb might have conjured was lost as the young serving girl returned
with more beer and Defane’s attention was diverted immediately by her cleavage.
“Tell me,” Defane asked, raising his cane deftly so its tip hovered
fractionally above the flesh exposed by the deep cut of her dress and enhanced
by the tight leather stay she wore beneath it, “is the apple dumpling shop open
tonight perchance?”


 She
shot him a resigned expression, a well-thumbed riposte forming upon her lips,
but instead of dismissing him as she would the countless advances she no doubt
received each night, the words died upon her tongue, and she simply stared
dumbly along the length of Defane’s cane.


 “Well?”
Defane insisted, “I’ll pay a pretty penny or two for the pleasure?”


 “I… just
serves drinks, Sir,” she whispered, her
eyes fixed upon Defane’s, “there are plenty of other…”


 “But
I don’t want others…” Defane pushed the tip of his cane against her
skin, running it slowly across the top of her left breast, leaving a faint
muddy streak in its wake “I want you.”


 “Sir?” She said uncertainly, she flicked her eyes in Caleb’s
direction, but immediately they snapped back to Defane as if they were subject
to some great and terrible force that could not be resisted.


 “Tell
me…” Defane purred, “…what is your name child?”


 “Clara,”
she whispered.


 “Hold
this cane in your hand, Clara, hold it
tight,” Defane smiled as the girl wrapped the fingers of her right hand around
the shaft of the walking cane that was still pressed against her breast. “Hold
it as you would my manhood.” Her grasp tightened noticeably, and she began to
move it up and down the polished wood in small hesitant jerks. 


 “See,”
Defane whispered, “such an easy thing to do for a few pretty pennies.”


 He
pulled the cane towards him, hand over hand, bringing Clara closer to him as if
he were reeling in some poor and beaten beast of the sea. Caleb wanted to shout at the girl, beg her to let go
of the cane, to run away for if she came too close to the orbit of those
immense and terrible eyes she would be utterly lost, for surely he had never
seen eyes grow so large, great chasms in the ice that stretched down to
creation itself.


 She
bent down towards Defane’s face until he was close enough for his breath to
move the lank strands of straw-coloured hair that hung about her face. “You
would do anything for me wouldn’t you my beautiful girl? For
my money, for my love… for the simple damn
pleasure of doing as I wanted?”


 Clara
mumbled something, which might have been “yes” but was far too quiet for Caleb
to be sure.


 Defane’s
tongue flicked out like a snake tasting the air and brushed against her lips.
The girl seemed to almost quiver, and, at
that moment, he released the cane. As it clattered to the floor whatever spell
he had cast, for this time Caleb was certain it was some form of magic he
weaved, was broken. Clara jumped back and clamped her hands over her mouth.


 “Oh,
I am sorry Sir, I’m so damned clumsy!”


 “No
harm done,” Defane grinned amiably, retrieving the cane from the floor before
flicking a coin in Clara’s direction in one smooth action. The serving girl
clutched the coin to her chest and grinned.


 “Just
keep the beer coming
my girl and there’ll be more where that came from!”


 “Thank
you, Sir!” Clara beamed, backing off into
the crowd. 


 “Much
more…” Defane added, his smile fading as soon as she turned away from the
table.


 “What
was… that?” Caleb asked, curling a hand around his mug.


 “The
spoils of life… just waiting for the victor to claim them,” Defane grinned,
once more just a boyish dandy in a
foolish wig.


 Caleb
wanted to run after the girl, to make his excuses and disappear, for there was
some wrongness about this man, something he could neither fathom nor consider.
He had been right; he should have kept his distance.


 But
those eyes…


 “That
is an impressive trick,” Caleb said when he realised his legs had no intention
of taking him anywhere.


 “What
trick?”


 “Making
people do what you want.”


 Defane
laughed, “My dear friend, ‘tis quite impossible to make someone do what you
want… you can only make them do what they want to do.”


 “So
what do I want to do?”


 “I’ll
show you later…”


*


 The
apartment had changed considerably since his previous visit, it was no longer
the home of a house-proud young woman; like its mistress it had fallen under
Defane’s influence and become dishevelled.


 Chairs had been moved out of position, books and
papers were scattered around, the stubs of old candles lay discarded upon the
mantle, a thin layer of dust coated the table where they had played cards,
fingerprints were smeared across the expensive looking-glass. The fire was cold
and dead, some of its ashes had blown across the floor to smear the hearth rug
along with a splatter of darker stains that Caleb assumed were wine.


 “Has
the maid been away?” Caleb asked.


 “Oh,”
Defane sighed, “I dispensed with her straight away.” 


 Caleb
tentatively lowered himself into one of the chairs before the cold fire at
Defane’s signal while the Frenchman took the one opposite. His head span slightly from the beer and wine they had
downed, which he took to be the reason he had agreed to take a nightcap with
Defane, who seemed to have taken up permanent residence with Liselot. 


 As well
as being grubbier, the room appeared larger too, and it took a few moments for
him to work out that was because there was considerably less furniture in it
now. Where there had been a beautiful mahogany dresser now there was just an
empty space, the delicate porcelain china that had sat upon the dresser was
nowhere to be seen, nor were the paintings that had decorated the walls or
those fine silver candlesticks he had so admired.


 The
room was indeed emptier than before, but not so empty
as Liselot’s eyes. 


 She
had poured two large brandies for them, the decanter seemed to be the only
thing that had been maintained, and Caleb tried to force a warm and welcoming
smile as he accepted the drink, the brandy still sloshing from the shaking of
the girl’s hand. He knew he should say something, a few words of thanks, some
little joke, some compliment, some sweet scented lie, but the words would not
come for he had been too taken aback by the change in Liselot’s
appearance.


 She
was still beautiful, but it was a lost and forlorn kind of beauty now. She
seemed almost ethereal, her skin so white it was nearly translucent, he fancied
that if she stood before a bright enough light
it would shine straight through her. She wore no paint or powder, no jewellery
or wig. Her natural hair was blonde and cropped short for comfort beneath the
expensive wigs that she normally wore. Dressed in a simple flowing nightgown,
she looked more like a beautiful young boy; save for her breasts of course,
which were as full and heavy as he remembered and near tumbling out from the
unlaced front of her nightdress.


 It
was her face that shocked him most,
though. It had been so full of life and vibrancy before, that quick, playful smile, those large beguiling
eyes, the throaty promise of her laughter; as if she found a new wonder in
everything and intended to enjoy each one of those wonders thoroughly. 


 Now…


 Caleb
sipped his brandy and stayed the thought; it was just his imagination. She
hadn’t been expecting guests, she was tired and unadorned. He had been drinking
for hours, perhaps he had been more disturbed by the sight of his brother’s
grave than he’d realised. Perhaps his memory had made her more beautiful with
every day that had passed, every day that had gone by without sight of her and
he’d fantasised about her, every day that had passed that he had thought of the
things he wanted to do to her. Of course,
he knew that was the real reason he’d accepted Defane’s invitation; so that he
might feast his eyes on her one more
time.


 “Is
she not a beauty still?” Defane beamed, curling an arm around her waist and drawing her down upon his lap. She did not
laugh or protest, she did not wriggle or tease, Liselot simply half-turned her
head to stare at the little Frenchman in his long pink wig and ridiculous hat
with an expression that was blank adoration. 


 Still?



What did he
mean still? It had been only a few weeks since he’d last seen her. Defane’s
spoke as if it had been nearer twenty years. Perhaps it was just that, for one
such as he to dally with the same woman for weeks was the same as other men
sharing a woman’s bed for decades. It was a feeling he could understand, after
a fashion, had he not constantly felt the need to move onward? Forever pulled
towards the horizon and whatever maid’s embrace that might lay beyond it.
Perhaps Defane was right. Perhaps they were brothers after all.


 He
stared at Liselot over the rim of his glass; no, he decided, he had never made
a woman look like that. So empty and so frightened, so incomplete without his love,
but so fearful of the dark places that very need visited upon her. 


 But
was that really true? 


Had he ever
seriously looked at anything beyond his own pleasures? He’d certainly never
seen whatever he’d left behind. Maybe there was a trail of women marking his
progress across Europe, each as broken and damaged as Liselot would be when
Defane discarded her.


 “Why so sad, my friend?”  Defane asked, the sincerity
in his voice somewhat undermined by the fact that he had hitched up Liselot’s nightdress so that his hand could explore the
soft pale flesh of her thigh.


 “Too
many ghosts,” Caleb replied, turning towards the dead fire so he did not have
to see the shudder that run through Liselot’s slender
form and wishing there were flames to dance for him, something to hold his eyes
from the gravity of her beauty.


 “Trust
me, Caleb, there are no such things as
ghosts in this world; only men and other beasts.”


 “Maybe,”
he tapped his forefinger lightly against his head, “but in here it is another
world entirely and your rules do not apply.”


 Defane
sipped his brandy with one hand while his other moved between Liselot’s legs, making her harshly suck air through her
teeth, “I can take your ghosts away if you’d let me.”


 “How? By fucking women and getting drunk?”
Caleb laughed more bitterly than he’d intended, “I’ve been doing that for half
my life; it doesn’t work.”


 Defane
just smiled knowingly, which Caleb found vaguely infuriating, he’d never been
fond of charlatans trying to sell their perceived wisdom as a panacea. Now he
discovered it was even more irritating
when they were fingering a woman at the same time.


 “I
did not know you had family in London?” Defane continued, lightly kissing Liselot’s ear before pushing her forward, shooing her away
from his lap like an overindulged cat.
She sighed deeply and looked up at him with big disappointed eyes before
curling her legs beneath her and resting her back against Defane’s chair, her
head lolling onto the inside of his knee whilst
she fixed her eyes firmly on Caleb.


 “I
don’t,” Caleb answered finally, unable to shake the feeling the pair of them were studying him, trying to delve deeper inside him than he
was comfortable with.


 “You
said you were visiting them today?”


 “Like
I said; just ghosts.”


 “How
enigmatic…” Defane purred, his fingers running through the short boyish locks
of Liselot’s cropped blond hair. “You do not like to
talk about yourself, do you?”


 “There’s
little to tell… I have few depths and less history.”


 “I
don’t believe that,” Defane laughed while
Liselot mirrored his mirth with a distant smile. 


 “Perhaps
I should go…” Caleb sighed half rising to his feet, only to be stilled by
Defane’s command of, “Wait!” That single word was like a hand on his shoulder,
gently, but insistently, pushing him back down.


 Smoothly
Defane pulled Liselot to her feet. She looked like a child who had misplaced
her mother whilst in a strange new place.
“Go to your bed my darling, Mr Cade and I are going to talk about ghosts
awhile…” Defane commanded in an odd singsong voice, “make yourself ready and we
will join you shortly.”


 Instructions
received, she nodded and headed out of the room, favouring Caleb with an empty
alluring smile. As she passed, she reached out and drew her fingers gently
across his cheek. Her touch was like ice, so cold was it that he almost
expected it to take the skin from his face when she pulled them away. He tried
to say something, but she shook her head in a short, quick, hopeless little movement
and was gone.


 He
turned back to face Defane and distantly heard bells tolling midnight. The
Frenchman pulled his wig off to reveal
the close shaven white hair beneath and tossed it casually into the ashes of
the cold fire, “I’ve decided pink doesn’t suit me
after all” he sniffed.


 “We?” 


 “I’m
sorry?”


 “You
said we’ll be joining her.”


 “Of
course,” Defane frowned as if Caleb was being particularly obtuse, “I know you
want her… and I want to watch you have her.”


 “Do I
have any say in this? Or Liselot for that matter?”


 “You
forget my friend; there are no secrets from me. I know what everybody wants,
and I can make all things possible.”


 Caleb
recalled the words the heartbroken Sir
Charles Massingham had uttered in the exact chair Defane now occupied, and
muttered, only half-jokingly, “You’re not…”


 “The Devil?” Defane concluded with a chuckle, “As I said
earlier, only men and other beasts live in this world. All else is delusion.”


 “You
frighten me all the same,” Caleb confided, the words escaping his mouth before
he could give proper form to the thought that bore them.


 “I do
not frighten you; it’s what I offer that scares you.”


 “And
what do you offer, exactly, Louis?”


 Defane
leaned forward, arms crossed over his knees, “Why, love, of course.”


 “Love?”


 “I
love you both,” he said softly, “Liselot and you, ‘tis a rare thing to find two
such people at the same time. I desire Liselot’s
beauty, her sensuality, her body. You, my dear friend; I love your company,
your humour, your desires. I love the fact that we are both the same.”


 Caleb
snorted, “There is no shortage of men like me in the world. I’ve met enough of
them and liked little of what I’ve seen; let alone loved.”


 Defane
rose and stood before the cold fire, resting his hands on the dusty mantle as he stared into the looking glass, examining
his image carefully, “And when you stare into the mirror, what do you see my
friend? The same things you see in those you abhor?”


 “I
see a man whose time is coming to an end,” Caleb said, bitterness creeping into
his voice, “I have travelled across Europe, indulging every pleasure and vice I
could imagine. I did not realise until recently that I was simply riding some
debauched carousel, a merry-go-round that
would inevitably return me to whence I came, and in that entire vast circle, I
have learned nothing. I have found no happiness, no answers, and no
peace. I have spent twenty years doing no more than looking at the horizon and wondering if the next woman
beyond it will bring me something that all the others have denied me.”


 “You
mean love?”


 “I
don’t know,” Caleb sighed, “’tis as good a word as any, but I am not entirely
sure if such a thing actually exists and if it does, whether I am even capable
of it.” 


 “’tis
difficult to imagine you have never known love in all your life?”


 “I
have loved just two people,” Caleb admitted reluctantly, the words taking him
down a path he did not like to walk for they made something in his soul creak,
like footsteps on brittle ice.


 “Tell
me about them?”


 “Why…
they are both long since gone.”


 Caleb
saw Defane’s image in the looking glass smile softly, “You do not like to talk
about your past. It is one of the things I like about you. Most men are too
eager to prattle away, their perceived victories and glories, their
self-importance dripping from every word. The things they think define them.
However, you and I, we know it is the moment that matters the most, for all
else is memory and memories cannot be changed - though men may spend a lifetime
trying to do just that. Tell me about your ghosts Cade, why do they burn you
so?


 Defane
was right, he realised, he did hate talking about his
past. He wanted to run for the door and bolt into the night, and this time he knew it was not for fear of the
little Frenchman and the strange things that happened around him. 


 “The
first was my brother,” he said, his voice quiet and hesitant, “he was
everything I was not. Clever, gifted, beautiful, honest… he has been dead this
past quarter of a century, yet not a day goes by that I do not think of him.
His memory haunts me like a ghost; sometimes so vividly I see him before me as
clearly as I see you.”


 “How
did he die?”


 “Misfortune and the stupidity of others.”


 “You
visited his grave today? He is the ghost you spoke of?”


 Caleb
nodded, “I knelt in the mud and tried to imagine him lying beneath it. Dust and
bone in the darkness. I’ve tried so hard to
believe some part of him still exists. I’ve tried to keep him alive, but I know
there is nothing other than the image I hold in my head and the memory of his
voice, but even they are distorted by the years and I do not trust them
entirely to be true anymore. It scares me to think one day I will be as
utterly lost as he… except no one will remember me. No one will keep my memory
close to them. I will do nothing worthy of it. One hundred years from now, who
will remember us at all?


 “You
might be surprised,” Defane muttered, but Caleb let the words go, for all he
could think of was his brother’s face and a heavy silence fell upon the room
awhile.


 “And the other?” Defane asked eventually.


 “Boyhood folly, no more. I confused love for callow lust as
it had never consumed me before. I call it love, for that was what I thought it
at the time, and it gave me a happiness I
have never known since, but it was all a lie,” he shrugged sadly, “I have never
made the same mistake again.”


 “Tell
me?”


 Caleb
shook his head and rose, “As you said, I do not like to talk about the past. I
should go.”


 “Please
stay,” Defane insisted, a pleading in his voice Caleb had not heard before, “I
do not ask you to bed Liselot to sate some carnal desire on my part. I truly do
love you both, and I want to see that love consummated. Give me this night and
if it does not fill your soul then you need not see either of us again, but, oh
Caleb! Think of it, the three of us together!” 


 Defane
suddenly spun away from the fireplace twisting giddily across the room his arms
outstretched as if dancing with a phantom lover to some spectral tune. 


“It will be
wondrous, we will carouse and debauch, dance and party, we shall laugh
and cry together and sample all of life‘s
richest pleasures. We will know every joy and experience all things. We will
live for centuries, we will see empires born and watch them crumble to dust,
great men will rise and fall away to nothing, cities will burn, and monuments
will rise; yet our love will bind us always and none of us will ever be lonely
again.” His wild dance brought him to a stop by the card table, where he uncorked
the brandy decanter and poured the alcohol down his throat, gulping and spluttering as it run into his mouth and down his face. 


 “Ever!”


 “You
talk like a madman.”


 “’tis
what love does to me,” Defane whispered, “you say you
have loved but two people. I have loved a thousand, and yet we are both here in
this vast, dreadful, magnificent city alone. I am tired of being alone Caleb,
stay with me please, I can give you such incredible gifts. Stay and drink with
me…” Defane pleaded, holding the dripping decanter out before him, “…please?”


 “I
lust after Liselot,” Caleb admitted, “I have shared a woman before and part of
me wants her so badly it burns. If it were just lust,
I would gladly share her, but I do not love her. I do not understand you, Louis. I do not know whether I want to
drink with you or run as far away from you as my legs will take me, but I know
I don’t love you.”


 “Call
it what you will, love or friendship, but do not desert me. Please.”


 “All
you can offer me is what I have spent the last twenty years doing,” Caleb swept
an arm around the room, “I have eyes, I can see what is happening here. You are
a cuckoo Louis, you find a nest and move in; you strip it bare to fund your
extravagances until there is nothing left. Then what? You will leave Liselot
with the kindling of her life and move on to another nest. The carousel will
have turned again. That is not happiness.”


 “I am
not like that!” Defane recoiled as if Caleb had physically slapped him.


 “Of course you are!” Caleb retorted, “You said
it yourself, we are the same. Believe me,
I know better than any, for that is what I do! I have spent twenty years making
women fall in love with me so I can rob them and never once have I felt a thing
for them!” Caleb turned and moved to the door, burned by his own words for it
was an admission he had never made outside the
sanctuary of his own conscience.


 “And
you think your plain little Harriet will make you happy?” Defane spat back, his
pale face uncommonly flushed by his rage, “do you think she can give you what I
can give you?”


 “No,”
Caleb shook his head, the door half opened, “but she does not scare me either.”


 “You
have nothing to fear from me,” Defane replied, the anger gone from his voice, “turn
around and let me show you what I am.”


 “I
know you are not a normal man,” Caleb said, his throat so dry and tight his
voice seemed to rattle around inside it, his palm sweating upon the door handle
he still tightly gripped, “if I did not know that before, I saw it in Liselot’s eyes tonight.”


 “Perhaps,
but I am still a man Caleb… just a lonely little man who falls in love too
easily; ‘tis the tragedy of me that my love is so great it breaks all that I
hold dear.”


 “A man… or some other beast?” 


Part of him
wanted to look at his strange friend, but he was afraid he would not see the
same man he had turned away from moments before. 


All the
sounds of the world had died; no bells rang, no dogs barked, no drunks wailed, no clocks ticked, no floorboards creaked.
Even the mice behind the walls were silent. All he knew was that Defane stood
behind him, a presence filling his senses. Part of him wanted so much to turn,
to know, but he feared he would see something so terrible his mind would
collapse from the horror of it. His sanity whispered Defane was a mortal man,
just like he; he’d sprouted no horns, grown no tail, bore no cloven feet. But
sometimes it’s best not listen to your sanity. He
forced his legs to take him out of the room, but not before he heard Defane
again; his voice small and impossibly sad.


 “Perhaps
you will believe me now,” he rasped, “I really can only make people do what
they want to do…”


 


 











Chapter Sixteen


Jack’s
Kingdom


Bunhill Fields, London – 1680


 Daniel’s
mother was pressing a soiled grey handkerchief to her face in a vain attempt to
stifle her sobs. Aunt Beth stood on one side dabbing her own, much finer,
handkerchief at the corner of her puffy eyes, a consoling hand resting lightly
on her sister-in-law’s stooped shoulder. Jacob stood on the other side,
clinging to his mother’s skirts so fiercely his body was partly submerged in
its black shapeless folds. 


 His
father was far too busy preaching to notice any of them. He wasn’t going to
miss an opportunity to tell people they were all going to burn in Hell just
because he happened to be burying his eldest son.


 Nathanial
Plunkett’s voice rose and fell, like the waves of the sea ebbing and flowing
over the rocks of his congregation. He talked a lot about Heaven and Hell; he
talked about judgement and atonement, eternal life and eternal damnation. He
preached about the mysteries and mercies of God. In fact, he talked an awful
lot about God and remarkably little about Caleb. Of the fact he was responsible
for the death of his son he said not a single word.


 Daniel
had always been too scared of his father to hate him; scared of his tempers,
his fists, his certainties and his righteousness. Fear had always usurped every
other feeling he had about his father, but now…


 He
felt his hands curl into tight hard fists.


 He
was torn between his desire to run from
his father and the urge to smash his face to a bloody pulp. However, he knew
well enough he could do neither, and the knowledge of that impotence simply
fuelled his hatred further. One day,
though, he would no longer be a boy, and the hatred that writhed like a
restless snake deep in the bile of his stomach would surpass his fear.


 So
instead he stood near the back of the small semi-circle of familiar faces that
huddled around Caleb’s grave, his brother’s cheap coffin already lying inside
the fresh and muddy hole like a rotten tooth in a loose socket. He stood with
his head lowered, his eyes rising only occasionally from his worn, muddy boots to stare at the man who stood
at the head of the grave, lest his father might see the dark spark of hate that
flickered in his gaze.


 The
day was cold enough to set Daniel’s teeth chattering, but at least it was dry. A strong, chill wind was
blowing from the north, making the bare contorted branches of the old yew under
which Caleb was being buried twitch and writhe, the old wood groaning slightly
from the exertion.


 Daniel
eyed the tree nervously, thoughts of his father momentarily receding. It looked
evil in a manner he could not quite describe. It was ancient, like a twisted
archaic relic of some lost world where monsters and demons still roamed. It was
a fitting pulpit for his father to preach from.


 It
was easy for Daniel, who still had not quite lost the imagination of childhood,
to believe it was not the wind that pulled those branches, but some malign
spirit that lived deep within the dark knotted wood. 


 He
could not remember the first time he had seen that tree, probably he had been no
older than Jacob and like his little brother he had hidden behind his mother’s skirts. No doubt the fellow mourners had
believed he was just a little boy, frightened by the sight of a funeral. But
that had not been it, not from the very first time. It had always been that
awful tree, casting its shadow over the funerals of his siblings, spreading its
roots down into the dead.  


 Daniel
knew why the tree’s dark, twisted boughs
bore no leaves, even in summer; it lived forever in winter. It was the gateway
through which Caleb would make his final journey, the journey to Jack Frost’s
world. 


 Daniel’s
vision blurred, and he looked down to
stare at his feet once more. Caleb could not be gone, it just wasn’t possible.
The Lord alone knew he had buried enough of his brothers and sisters in the
gaze of the god-awful tree, but they had been no more than babes, mostly;
transient bundles of swaddling, noise and grief that had inhabited the world
for a few months. They were gone before he ever really knew them. Annie, Roger,
Oliver, Jenny… he could not even remember all of their names with certainty.
Caleb, however, had always been there, the only constant in his life, one
bulwark that had protected him from the insanity of his father.


 “It’s
over,” a voice said from his side as a strong hand momentarily squeezed his
shoulder.


 “It
will never be over,” Daniel spat, glancing at Uncle Jonathan.


 As
his Uncle had said, the funeral was over. Caleb lay in the ground, and his
father had finished explaining how God’s will had been
done. All that remained was for the two disinterested grave diggers to finish
their pipes and cover Caleb’s flimsy coffin with thick wet earth. 


 Uncle
Jonathan smiled weakly and let his hand slip from Daniel’s shoulder as if
realising no simple gesture could take away his nephew’s pain.


 “I
hate my father,” Daniel said eventually, speaking to fill the silence that was
worse than his father’s sermon, “and I hate God.”


 “Do
not speak so rashly,” Uncle Jonathan warned. 


 “Caleb
died because of Father, why should I not hate him? And as for God…”


 “Your
father is a driven man, he has demons,
Daniel. Do let him become one to you.”


 “What
do you mean?” 


 Uncle
Jonathan’s thumbs sought their usual refuge in his waistcoat. When he found the way barred by his coat, he unbuckled
it and let it flap open, “Do not let this tragedy define the rest of your life.
I know how close you were to your brother, he was a wonderful boy and this…
this is a terrible thing, but life does, life must, go on. Do not let your anger devour you Daniel. Do not
hate your father so much it consumes your life before it has even begun.”


 Daniel
said nothing for a while as the other mourners drifted past. His father led the
way, his eyes lost in the shadow of a wide-brimmed
hat. He glanced at neither his son nor his brother as he passed. As usual Uncle
Jonathan had not been invited, but he had turned up none the less and even
Nathaniel Plunkett would not shame himself by barring his own flesh and blood
in front of his neighbours and friends.


 His
mother, Aunt Beth and Jacob trailed behind, each clutching the other for
comfort. Aunt Beth glanced at her husband as they passed and he nodded slightly
to indicate he would look after Daniel.


 “Do
you not hate him?” Daniel finally asked.


 “No,
my boy, I don’t.”


 “But
he’s a monster!”


 Uncle
Jonathan laughed, too heartily for a funeral and it instantly faded to a cough
as several passing mourners glanced at him curiously. “Believe me, Daniel, there are
far worse men in the world than my foolish brother. He is a proud and stubborn
man with an unfortunate streak of stupidity ingrained in him. Particularly when
the world steadfastly refuses to be as he believes
it should be.”


 Daniel
stared at his Uncle, unconvinced, “Caleb died because of him. I hate him.”


 “Caleb
died because there are rogues in this city prepared to beat a boy to death for
a few coins. If there are monsters here boy, that is where you will find them,
and it is for them you should reserve your hatred.”


 “But
if father-”


 “Caleb
knew your father’s temper well; he was bright enough to placate it. He chose
not to. It was as much his fault that he was on the street that night as your
father’s.”


 Daniel wanted so hard to make Uncle Jonathan
understand how it was all his father’s fault. He hadn’t been there that night,
hadn’t seen the anger and madness in his eyes, he didn’t know about the years
of torment they’d all endured, how Caleb had been pushed a little too far a
little too often. He didn’t know anything. In the end, he said nothing,
for there was nothing he could do to make him see the truth of things. 


 “Perhaps,”
he muttered.


 The
final straggle of mourners were passing by, heading for the road outside
Tindal’s Burying Ground and the long walk back to
Smithfield. Maggie shuffled past, clutching tightly onto the arm of her mother,
her usually cheerful exuberance lost in ashen silence. Daniel offered them a
watery smile, but Maggie’s distant puffy eyes were looking inwards to some
other place, and she did not see him. 


 “Come,
let us get you home. It is too cold to linger in this wretched place,” Uncle
Jonathan said, taking Daniel’s elbow.


 Daniel
resisted for a moment, watching the two gravediggers begin the task of
shovelling heavy clumps of damp soil onto Caleb’s coffin, each spade-full of
mud deposited with a hollow thud.


 The
wind picked up enough for Uncle Jonathan to have to clamp one hand upon his hat
to prevent it blowing away as his coat billowed around him. Daniel’s eye’s
moved slowly from the two wiry
gravediggers to the tree under which they worked. The wind hissed through its
branches, like a dark sibilant voice whispering to him. The more he listened to
it the more his imagination turned that random noise into something taunting
and malevolent.


 Don’t
fret Daniel, I see you well enough. I’ve not forgotten you…


 He
shivered and took a step back, pulling his threadbare coat around him. The tree
seemed to bend towards him, like a man examining something small and vaguely
curious that had crawled into his path.


 One
day I’ll take you down; down, down, down into the cold and the dark. Down into
my roots, down into the cold place where Jack Frost lives. I’ll take you, one
day, Daniel me boy, as I’ve taken all of your little brothers and sisters. Me
and thee and the King of the Winter. Forever.


 The
branches twitched in the wind, the countless bony fingers of a giant skeletal
hand. Come hither, those fingers gestured, come just a little closer, where I
can see you better. Faintly he could hear his Uncle talking, but the tree’s
voice was somehow louder and clearer.


 One
day you’ll come to sleep in my dark roots, and I’ll take you along to see the
King of the Winter. He is so terribly keen to meet
you. He just loves all the really naughty boys. All those
wicked boys who do wrong. The boys who make lewd drawings, the boys
whose foolishness gets their brothers killed. Oh yes, don’t you fret about
that, Daniel me boy, you might tell the world how your big bad father got Caleb
killed, but we know different me and thee, we know the truth of things, don’t
we? All you could do was prance and play, but it was poor Caleb who had to pay.
Wasn’t it like that me boy? Wasn’t it just? 


 The fact that his Uncle was talking
to him in a calm and rational voice reassured Daniel that the tree wasn’t actually
talking. The voice he heard was purely his own. But no matter how hard he told
himself that, he couldn’t stop his skin from crawling or that voice from
whispering.


 “Let’s
go,” he said suddenly, wheeling away and striding across the graveyard, leaving
Uncle Jonathan to waddle after him


 I
won’t say goodbye Daniel, me and thee are
gonna be good friends from now on, however far you
roam part of me will be with you. Don’t fret,
though; I’ll be waiting here too, keeping a spot just for you. Take your time
if you have to, but one day you’ll be back and however long it takes they’ll
still be a spot here for you. All nice and cold and dark and
damp. There’ll always be a spot for the really naughty boys here; my
master Jack just loves em all…


 He
broke into a run, but the thick mud of the burying ground sucked possessively
at his feet as if the earth itself conspired to keep him there. His arms
pumped, and sweat broke out on his skin,
his breath was hard, the cold air sharp and painful as he sucked it down into
his hot lungs.


 That’s
it, work that heart Daniel me boy, for one day it won’t work at all. Then I’ll
be having ya!


 Daniel
looked wildly back over his shoulder, his Uncle was falling way behind him, yet
the tree still loomed just as large. It rippled and shivered, like an old man
enjoying a hearty chuckle.


 He
had to get away. Away from that tree, he could feel its roots slithering in the
mud around him, searching for an ankle to snag so that it could drag him down into
the dark to sleep with Caleb. Panic gripped him. He felt his hat fly off his head, he ripped his coat from his
shoulders in the vain hope he might be able to run faster without it.


 Again
he looked over his shoulder. There was no sign of his Uncle now, or any of the
other mourners, he had run out of the graveyard and into London. He ran through
the grandest streets and down the meanest alleys, leaping ditches foul with
shit and the bloated bodies of dogs, dodging the market square crowds gathered around gaudy stalls and roasting
hogs. Through the throngs and the multitudes of
London; past the flour-smothered bakers, the pot-bellied bankers and the
nimble-fingered lace makers; the cries of hawkers selling their wares and
drunks losing their cares; pox-faced whores picking at their sores and stinking
fish-wives decrying their lives; curriers, criers and scurrying couriers;
sailors, tailors and misery mining gaolers; cloyers, coves and weasel-faced
rogues; flesh-brokers, free-booters and slack-jawed Ralph-spooners;
ragamuffins, picaroons and the wretched outstretched hands of shabberoons.
He passed them all; the jaunty fellows and the bawdy wenches, the carping
harridans and the braying fools, the hackneyed drabs and the boasting
mountebanks, the Church bawlers offering
redemption and the bawdy houses providing temptation.


 He
passed them all and kept on running until his feet had carried him down the
Oxford Road and the Never-Green Tree of Tyburn loomed
before him. The fields around the gallows were empty for today was not a
Hanging Day, yet oddly the hangman, Jack Ketch, was at work and a single body
was dancing manically on the end of one of his fine sturdy ropes.


 The
man swinging beneath the boughs of the Deadly Never-Green wore no hood, and
Daniel recognised that handsome, roguish
face. It was the heartbreaker, Valentine Cade, the thief they couldn’t hang.


 “You
better keep running Daniel,” Cade advised, in a voice that was surprisingly
jaunty for a man swinging at the end of a
rope. “Ol’ Jack here might not be able to hang me,
but he won’t make that mistake again. As long as you don’t stop, as long as you
don’t stay still he won’t get you. Keep moving, keep running, keep dancing,
keep dodging for if you ever stay still, still, still, ol’ Laughing Jack will be in for the kill, kill, kill!”


 Jack
Ketch was standing before the gallows, looking up at the dancing thief, hands
on hips and fingers drumming impatiently, clearly wishing Cade would have the
decency to be a good fellow and hurry up and die so he could get back to Mrs
Ketch and do whatever hangmen did on their days off. Slowly he turned around to
look at Daniel, his eyes just a suggestion in the shadows of the worn leather
hood that covered his face. 


 “Well, good day young Master Daniel,” Jack Ketch
said pleasantly, “Don't you go listening
to that rogue up there. I got a lovely bit of rope waiting for you, the bit of
rope I keep special for all the really naughty boys. Do you know what I keeps my bestest rope for Daniel?


 Daniel
shook his head.


 “’tis not for the common criminals! Oh, no Sir, not for them murderers, thieves, rapists, not for the
sinners and the tricky lying coves. I keeps it special for the really bad boys, the
ones whose foolishness gets their brothers killed.”


 “I
didn’t mean any harm,” Daniel pleaded.


 You
can’t run forever Daniel, you’ve got to stop one day, and
when you do…


 Daniel
didn’t look round, but he knew that somehow that terrible old tree had caught
up with him, its gnarled rotten branches and pale grasping roots were inching
towards him, eager to take him down into the dark, dank earth where his
brothers and sisters lay.


 “He’s
not wrong you know,” Jack Ketch agreed with a chuckle, “and it really won’t be
so bad...”


 The executioner crouched down before Daniel and slowly
peeled back his hood. For some reason he had always expected Jack Ketch to have
a fat, lumpy, ill-formed face, a face that God hadn’t quite got round to
finishing, but Jack didn’t look like that at all; his face was sharp and sly
and thin as a dagger, with snow white skin, icicle hair and eyes the colour of
a clear bitter January sky.


 “You’ll
be in good company down in my kingdom,” Jack Ketch/Frost smiled, revealing
teeth of translucent dripping ice, “you’ll fit in with all my other naughty
boys so very, very well.”


 “Run
Daniel!” Cade was shouting, “don’t listen to him, you can keep away from him if
you keep running, keep moving, keep dancing, like me!” The thief demonstrated
the point by dancing a little jig in mid-air, “they can only get you if you
stay still, still, still!” 


 Daniel
started running again then, Jack Ketch/Frost’s frigid laughter numbing his
ears; he run and run until London was long gone and forgotten; he run across
the sea, climbed mountains and traversed distant lands. Yet that terrible old
yew never fell away, it always remained behind
him, patient and abiding, it was in no particular hurry. It had all the time in
the world for there would always be a place for Daniel in Jack’s Kingdom. 


 You
can’t run forever Daniel, no matter how
hard you try. You can’t run forever…


*


 Daniel
awoke to find himself sitting upright, his body coated with sweat and coarse
blankets twisted around his sodden nightshirt. The room was silent and dark.
The only sound the faint bubbling snores
that came from Jacob’s bed, the only light a pale patch of greyness that marked
their room’s little window.


 Heart
still pounding hard enough to echo around his ribcage, he forced himself to lie
back down. The air was cold in the room, and he pulled the blankets up around him
again. He run a hand across his hairless chest and felt the sweat drip from his
fingers; he could not have been wetter if he had just climbed out of the
Thames.


 He
took a long shuddering breath and swallowed hard, wincing slightly for his
throat was dry and constricted. 


 Caleb’s
funeral had been three days earlier and every night since he had suffered the
same nightmare. Crystal clear and precise, a perfect replay of the event. Of
course in the original, the old yew had been no more talkative than any other
tree, although the vividness of the nightmares was such that Daniel was
beginning to wonder whether he actually had been taunted by that dreadful tree.



 Caleb
was dead.


 The
thought came to him again; as it had countless times each day since he’d lost
his brother. An awful weight of despair settled upon his chest, constricting
it; make each breath a struggle that barely seemed worth the effort.


 He
tried to imagine Caleb sitting on the edge of his bed, grinning reassuringly at
him, running ink-stained fingers through
his long unkempt hair. If he could just try hard enough, if he could just
remember him as he was, then it would be like he hadn’t really gone, it would
be like he hadn’t actually left him. He screwed his eyes shut and tried to
recall every aspect of his brother; the sparkle in his eyes, the twist of his
grin, the tiny mole on his neck, the faint scar above his right eyebrow he’d
got when his father had thrown a book at him for mixing his Latin verbs up. The way he sometimes cocked his head to one side when he was
concentrating. The way he would flush slightly whenever he saw Maggie in
the street. If he could just remember him well enough, if he just tried a
little harder then perhaps it would be as if a small part of Caleb were still
alive, still with him.


 Daniel
opened his eyes; nobody was sitting on his bed, he was alone. 


 He
sat and stared into the darkness until he felt a tear roll down his cheek.


 He
rose carefully from his bed and padded softly across the familiar room; he had
cried himself to sleep earlier and now his throat was sore and dry. He thought
of the tree’s words, they echoed around his head no matter how hard he tried to
stop himself. He thought of Caleb lying alone in the dark, those roots creeping
slowly through the dirt towards him. He wanted to cry again, and he stifled a
sob with his hand as he entered the dining room. 


 “Are
you unwell, boy?” 


Although
the words were softly spoken, they made
Daniel jump all the same. He almost expected them to be accompanied by the sound
of old wood groaning softly as something in the darkness repositioned itself to
inspect him.


 He
wasn’t sure how long he stood there shaking and unable to speak as reality and
dream merged, enough time for the question to be repeated. “I was just thirsty,
Sir,” he finally managed to say, regaining enough of his senses to recognise
the silhouette that sat by the un-shuttered window.


 His
father’s bald head nodded before returning its attention to the window. Daniel
didn’t doubt that his father’s favourite Bible
lay open in his lap. The lack of light would be little
impediment to him as he knew every page
of it by heart, drawing strength merely from its presence.


 “By your leave, Sir?” Daniel asked
when his father said nothing further.


 “Of
course Daniel, fetch yourself a drink. Pray be quiet
though, your mother has finally found her way to sleep,” his voice was softer
than usual and oddly strained, but Daniel paid no heed to it or the way the
soft light of the night seemed to catch and glisten upon his father’s cheeks as
he passed.


 Daniel
found the pall of drinking water in the
scullery and rapidly emptied two earthenware mugs before his throat felt better. He sipped a third quietly in the dark before wiping
his chin with his sleeve and returning. He found his father had risen from his
chair. Daniel lowered his eyes and hurried past, wanting only the quiet
sanctuary of his own bed.


 He
gasped slightly as his father moved in front of him. When he placed a bony hand
upon his shoulder he couldn’t help but flinch, his fingers felt like old dry
twigs.


 “Father?” 


 For a
while, he just stood there in the dark, looking down at his son’s face, before
a long slow sigh escaped his lips.


 “Go
back to bed Daniel, your lessons will resume in the morning.”


 Daniel
wanted to shy away from his touch, he wanted to kick his shins and pound his
fists upon his chest. He wanted to scream
his rage and hatred into his father’s face. He wanted to push him so hard he
would fly through the window, he wanted to look down and see his body dashed to
ruin on the ground below.


 “Yes
father,” he said calmly.


 His
father slowly let his hand slip away from his son’s shoulder as if there were
something else he wanted to say or do, but could not quite bring himself to
act. Instead, he stood aside and quietly returned to the window. As Daniel
moved across the room, he heard the creak of his father’s chair as he lowered
himself into it, followed by the faint rustle of pages being turned.


 Daniel
crept back into his sodden bed, stared at the ceiling and tried all the harder
to remember his dead brother...


 


 











Chapter Seventeen


A
Tide That Never Ebbs


Duck Lane, London - 1708


 Caleb inspected the plate before him
cautiously; taking up his knife he managed, with a little effort, to hack off a
piece of pale vinegar-boiled mutton which sat forlornly next to a pile of
flaccid greyish-green matter that might, once, have been cabbage.


 “Do
you like it?” Harriet asked, leaning forward with her own cutlery suspended in
mid-air while she watched Caleb with big concerned eyes.


 “Amazing…”
he finally managed to say, after some considerable chewing, “…’tis just like my
mother’s cooking…” 


Harriet
beamed, mistaking his reply for a compliment. 


Caleb had
grown up in a strict Puritan household,
ruled by a man who strongly believed that anything even remotely pleasurable
was at best morally dubious, at worst downright sinful and, either way, best avoided for the good of his children’s souls.
His mother had duly ensured everything placed upon the family dinner table was
free of Devilish temptations like flavour. Harriet had clearly been brought up
on similar lines. 


 Her
father had disappeared on another one of his overnight buying trips and when
Caleb had called at the shop she’d asked him to stay for dinner. Not realising
the shocking limits of her cooking he’d considered this a good thing as it
meant, firstly, he wouldn’t have to pay for his own dinner and, secondly, she
might be coming round to the idea of taking him to her bed. 


 He let Harriet do most of the talking. Partly because
he was still subdued after the previous day’s visit to his brother’s grave and
the strange night he‘d spent with Louis Defane, but mainly because his jaw hurt
from the excessive chewing the mutton required for him to be able to swallow it
without fear of choking. 


 Harriet
was dressed in what Caleb now thought of simply as “Dress Three” as it was the
third and final of the only three dresses he had ever seen her wear. Made from
faded lime green cotton it was a shapeless gown that seemed specifically
designed to conceal the fact she was a woman, and, like Dress One and Dress
Two, it was several decades out of fashion and had been subjected to continual
patching, alteration and adjustment to ensure it remained in one piece. Caleb
suspected it had been one her mother had left behind when she’d run off with
the coffin-maker. As with everything she wore it did little to compliment her,
and he’d paid a dressmaker in The Strand to create something far more
flattering. He’d had to estimate her measurements, but she could have it
adjusted later for a perfect fit. He would have been able to provide far more
accurate estimates if he’d managed to get his hands on her body, but to the
inconvenience of both the dressmaker and himself, Harriet was still proving
stubbornly uncooperative in that respect.


 They
ate in a small room on the first floor above the shop, which was furnished as
spartanly as his childhood home had been. The furniture was tired and worn,
sitting uneasily upon old warped floorboards that were themselves covered only
in front of the fireplace by a small threadbare rug. There were no ornaments or
decorations; no hangings or pictures to hide any of the dark wood panelled walls or patches of mould and rot that had
eaten away portions of the wainscoting. A small,
frugal fire burned, but it did little to lift the chill from a house Caleb
suspected froze all winter and boiled all summer.


 Despite
the foulness of the meal and the cold decrepit surroundings, Caleb still found
himself comforted by the mundane ordinariness of it all. From Harriet’s soft
voice, recounting the little moments of her life, to the smells and sounds of a
damp old London house. It reminded him of a childhood long since passed.
Despite the hatred and anger that still gnawed him whenever he thought of his
father he could still find a fondness in his heart for those days, at least those before his brother’s pointless
death anyway. 


 Only
friendly ghosts haunted him here, ones from the days before he understood his
father was a monster; before Henrietta, Isabella and Leon. Before all the women
he had cheated and stolen from. Before he’d become Caleb Cade.


 Before Louis Defane. 


 “You
have that look again,” Harriet said, pushing her empty plate away before
folding her arms and leaning on the table.


 “Which
look?” Caleb asked, snapping back into the present.


 “That
faraway look,” she smiled softly, “the one I have not quite worked out yet. The
one that means either you have just remembered something exceedingly important
or that I am boring you quite terribly.”


 “You’re
not boring me,” Caleb assured her, “I’ve always found the book business to be
utterly fascinating.”


 Harriet
pursed her lips, “Well, you must excuse me, Sir. Some of us have to work to
make a crust. I am sure if I had the opportunity to spend my life gallivanting
I would be unbearably fascinating.”


 “Gallivanting?”
Caleb mused, rubbing his chin, “now do you mean in the sense of travelling
around purely for pleasure or in the sense of flirting outrageously?”


 “I
believe scoundrels are generally guilty of both sins.”


 Caleb
just winked at her and smiled.


 “Terrible
man,” Harriet sighed, rising to her feet. She reached over to add Caleb’s empty
plate to her own until Caleb took her hand gently in his.


 “Leave
them,” he said, holding her eye. 


Harriet
could not have looked more aghast if he’d suggested they went out to find a
virgin to sacrifice to Satan.


 “I
can’t leave a mess for Father to find!!” 


 “They
can wait,” Caleb insisted, “sit and talk to me. I like listening to you.”


 Harriet’s
face underwent one of its frequent colour changes as she flushed to an appealing
shade of cerise, before pulling her hand reluctantly from his grasp. “No,” she
said sternly, putting her hands on her hips, “I’ll leave the cleaning up, but
on one condition.”


 “Anything.”


 “I
want to do the listening.”


 “Excuse
me?”


 She
shook her head, “I spend most of the hours God has given me running my father’s
house. I work in the shop; I clean and cook, scrub and wash. I have few friends
outside of mouldy books and the equally mouldy old men who wander into the shop
to shelter from the rain or stare at my chest. Other than a visit to market or
the occasional book-buying trip with my father, I rarely leave this street, let
alone this city. My world is a small one, Mr Cade. Yet, I have told you so much
about my mundane little life, what there is to tell anyway! I find myself
recounting my little anecdotes about Mr Carnaby’s
unpleasantly hairy ears and Mrs Klegg’s stale bread.
I find myself worrying whether I will bore you, amuse you, or make you laugh so
I can see that wonderful, heart-breaking smile of yours! With every day that passes, I spend more time thinking about you
and less time thinking about everything else, including what my father will do
when he finds out I’ve been having… assignations with you,  but…”
she spluttered, her voice rising in
pitch, “…I do all this, I have all these feelings for you and… Damn it!  I
don’t even know who you are!” 


 Harriet,
looking aghast at her lapse into appalling profanity, promptly sat down
again.   


 “You
have feelings for me?” 


 Harriet
glared at him.


 “What, kind of feelings, exactly?”


 “Stop
it!” Harriet cried, slapping her hand down on the table, “stop meddling
with me, and stop making fun of me. You cannot just wander into my life and not
tell me the first thing about yourself! I am not familiar with this; men do not
pursue me! I don’t know what I am supposed to do!” 


Her voice
quivered and her face had taken on a breathless glow that Caleb found rather
attractive. He was on the verge of commenting that he should make her angry
more often if she were always this
passionate, but quickly decided it might not be the best thing to say,
particularly given the sharpness of the knives that still lay on the table.


 “I do
not much like talking about myself.” Caleb sighed. 


“Have you
really got so very much to be ashamed of?” Harriet asked, her voice dropping
back to its usual gentle tone.


 Theft,
deceit, greed, selfishness, adultery, lying, cheating, avarice, cowardice,
drunkenness, lust… oh and several deaths, of course… 


“Well, not so
very much.”


 Harriet
sat back in her chair, rested her hands on
the table and carefully interlocked her fingers, “Then you may begin…” When
Caleb just blinked at her, she added,
“Just tell me something about yourself?”


 “I
have blue eyes.”


 “Please
don’t be facetious, ‘tis very unattractive.”


 “I
have a birthmark on my left calf.”


 “Does
that tell me anything insightful about you?”


 “No, not really, ‘tis just a birthmark.”


 “Then
it isn’t very helpful, is it, Mr Cade?”


 “Well,
it would be if you ever needed to recognize my leg.”


 “Is
that ever likely to be necessary?”


 “If I
were ever to suffer the fate of being blown to smithereens it might help to
identify me.”


 “Do
you often hang around large piles of gunpowder, smoking a pipe perchance?”


 “No, not often.”


 “Anything else?”


 “…if
it were stolen.”


 “Stolen?”


 “Yes,
stolen.”


 “I
was not aware there was a blight of leg thieves in London though admittedly I don’t get around as much as I should.”


 “Why
is that?”


 “Why
is what?”


 “Why don’t
you get around as much as you should, a lovely girl li-”


 “We’re
supposed to be talking about you, remember?”


 “Oh,
yes.”


 “So
other than your blue eyes and the birthmark on the back of your calf, tell me
something else.”


 “Would
you like to see it?”


 “See
what?”


 “The birthmark on the back of my calf.”


 “No
thank you.”


 “Why not? Admittedly, it may not be the most interesting
place for a birthmark. Now, if I had a birthmark on my-”


 “I
still wouldn’t want to see it.”


 “Oh.”


 Harriet
rolled her eyes, “You really are quite infuriating at times, I
must say I don’t know why I entertain you at all.”


 Caleb
smiled broadly.


 “Please
be serious,” she pleaded, “this is important to me. I am unused to a man…
pursuing me. I think I have the right to know a little more about you. I know
your name, your age and your nationality. I know you must have some wealth from
the cut of your clothes and the freeness with which you spend your coin, but I
do not know where this money comes from. I know you have travelled for some
time, but I do not know why you left England, where you have been, what you did
when you were there and why you have returned to England. I wish to know what
manner of a man you are. Is that so wrong of me?”


 “It
is not wrong at all,” Caleb sighed, the smile fading from both his mouth and
his eyes, “but, some things are best left unsaid. I... I am not a good man
Harriet. I don’t bear my soul lightly, not because I do not wish you to know,
but because I am ashamed of so many things. I fear you will not like me at all
if you know me too well.”


 “It
is difficult to be your friend when you hide so much from me,” she said, her
eyes darting away from him as she added, “let alone anything else.”


 She
was right of course; it was difficult to trust a secretive soul. It was a
problem he had always been able to avoid via the handy, yet simple, ruse of lying through his teeth at every
possible opportunity. However, the more he looked at Harriet’s open, honest face, the more time he spent
enjoying the uncomplicated pleasure of her company, the less easy he found it
to lie to her. Which was all rather odd as he’d never found actually liking
someone much of a hindrance when the need arose to lie to them before. 


 But
you weren’t trying to find the man you might have been then, were you?


 Caleb
bit down on the impulse to answer the voice he knew was only inside his head
and concentrated on staring at Harriet instead. He didn’t believe she was any
different from many of the women he had lied to in the past. She was lonely and
vulnerable, and he knew how to manipulate those levers
well enough. No, it was not Harriet that was different; it was that he was
changing. He had known that since leaving Venice. He didn’t want to lie
anymore; he wanted to be himself, a real man with real emotions and honest
motivations, not just a looking-glass man, simply reflecting back what others
wanted to see so that he might take whatever he wanted.


 The
problem was he had spent so many years living a life of lies,
he was not entirely sure who he was anymore.
Certainly not Daniel Plunkett. Just because he was not
dust and bone encased in mud and the roots of that wretched tree like his poor
brother, it didn’t mean Daniel wasn’t just as dead.


“Just tell
me something about yourself… anything at all…” Harriet asked, tilting her hand
and encouraging him with a little smile.


“You have family?” Harriet asked when he just stared
blankly at her.


“No,
they’re all dead.” Caleb dropped his eyes and decided not to mention the
imaginary ghost of his dead brother. That was the sort of thing that didn’t
always come across well.


“I’m
sorry.”


“It was all
a long time ago, most of them died before I left England, the others…” he
shrugged. He assumed they were all dead now anyway. 


Harriet frowned,
“I thought you said to Mr Rentwin you’d come back to England because of your
father...”


“I did?”


“Yes, when
we were waiting for the coach to be repaired.”


He was
getting sloppy; it was obviously what honesty did to you.


“I… lied.”


“Why?”


“I left England…
under a cloud; I thought it best keep the truth to myself.”


“So… why
should I believe anything you say?”


“I have no
reason to lie to you… I’m trying to be…” he shrugged and finished in a small
voice, “…a better man.”


“Why did
you leave England?”


Caleb
raised his eyes, “There was a… misunderstanding. I decided it was best to leave
the country.”


“What kind
of misunderstanding?”


 “I
thought I was in love… it turned out...” he shook his head “…badly.”


 “Where
did your travels take you?” She asked after a long pause and he was grateful
she didn’t press the matter. He really didn’t want to lie to her.


 “Across the length and breadth of Europe... wherever the road took
me.”


 “You
have been lucky,” Harriet sighed, “I would so very much like to travel, but I rarely
even get beyond the end of the street.”


 “’tis
a dangerous pastime, travelling. Not best suited to the fairer sex.”


 “Or
the elderly either, one would imagine,” Harriet countered with a sweet smile,
“is that why you came home?”


 “Perhaps
I realised it was time to shake the dust of the road from my cloak once and for
all and find myself a wife.”


 Harriet
offered him a slight rueful little smile, before shaking her head, “I don’t
think so. Tell me, please, why did you come home?”


 Is it
that obvious? Caleb thought, do their ghosts stand at
my shoulder for all to see? He shook the idea away, for Defane had never
troubled him about the matter and if there were ever a man for seeing ghosts he
guessed it was Louis Defane. 


 “You
look uneasy again?” Harriet asked, tilting her head slightly.


 “People
died,” he let out a long, shuddering sigh and looked at his hands which had
begun to rub each other of their own accord, “it was my fault.”


 When
he said no more, Harriet asked, “Is that all you are going to tell me?”


 Caleb
rose slowly, walked across the creaking floor to stand by the window, and
stared down into the dark and deserted Duck Lane below. He didn’t want to talk
about Venice, but he’d already dodged one question and he didn’t want to do the
same again. She deserved better than that however much he wanted to bury it,
bury it somewhere deep and dark where it would remain undisturbed, never
troubling him again. However, unlike the bodies of men, memories produced
restless ghosts that forever haunted you, no matter how much dirt and mud and
tree root you piled on top of them.


 “Two
years ago I was in Venice,” Caleb eventually said in a small hesitant voice, he
could see Harriet’s reflection in the window behind his, though it was too
distorted by the cheap glass for him to see her exact expression. He found he
preferred it like that. “There was a woman there; Isabella…” he
whispered her name, it had often come to
his mind, more frequent still to his dreams and nightmares, but he couldn’t
remember the last time he had actually uttered it aloud. Words could hold
powerful magic and they were best used carefully, if at all. 


 “Countess Isabella Medina, to be precise.”


 “She
sounds very grand.”


 “Grand?
Oh, yes, and much else besides. They said she was the most beautiful woman in
Venice. They said many things about her, but a lot of it was much less
flattering.”


 “And
was she very beautiful?”


 Caleb
nodded, “It was said she would break at least one heart a day and two on Sunday because on Sunday’s she broke God’s
heart too.”


 “What
happened?”


 He
stared at his distorted reflection in the glass and for a moment imagined the
face of a leering harlequin glaring back at him, with eyes as dark and empty as
the night beyond. He closed his eyes and begun to talk…


 “Isabella
was rich, young and beautiful, she’d been married to
one of the most powerful men in Venice as a makeweight in some political pact
between two influential families. She had been fifteen when she’d married; her
husband was three times her age. I understand she met him only once before
their wedding. In the ten years that followed she had grown into a beautiful,
if wilful and decadent, woman. I found her utterly intoxicating.” 


 “I
remember the first time I saw her; it was at some dignitary or others garden
party. I’d managed to obtain an invitation, the chance to rub shoulders with
the great and the good. She was standing in the shade of an olive tree, the
Venetian summers can be so terribly hot, but she took my breath away far more
effectively than the summer heat. We never spoke that time, I don’t think she
even noticed me; I was far too insignificant to fall into her orbit. I was
probably considered little better than a servant…” Caleb smiled, “I wanted her
from that moment beneath the olive tree; nothing else mattered.”


 “You
fell in love with her?” 


 Caleb
shook his head, “No, I do not fall so easily to love. My motives were much
baser, I’m afraid.”


 “Did
you succeed?” 


 “I
can be very persuasive when I try,” Caleb
muttered, “It took months before I could even speak to her, it cost me a
fortune in bribes and clothes and gifts - and that was just to gain entry to
the social functions she attended. All for the occasional half-smile and
lingering glance. I will spare you the details, but eventually we had an
assignation, as you might say, very elaborate, very theatrical. I whisked her
away from a Masquerade Ball and we spent a night together. It was just a game
to us, a dangerous one, but a game all the same. A foolish game as it turned
out.”


 “Did
her husband find out?”


 “No,”
Caleb shook his head, “I would not be standing here if he had. Isabella had
many lovers… no, that is not true, she had many suitors,
many men like me who lusted after her, who craved her body. For some, it was the danger, for others the
challenge. Maybe some had other, stranger, motives altogether. We were all rivals fighting for her favours, climbing
over each other for the grand prize that was her affection.” 


 “Never for love?”


 “Oh, some men pursued her for love. They were
the most dangerous ones of all.”


 Caleb
traced the outline of his face in the glass, remembering how he had once done
the same to Isabella’s extraordinarily perfect features.


 “One
of those men was Leon Foscari though he
was more of a boy than a man. Young and so foolish, he was besotted by Isabella
as many men were, but he loved her too intensely. He was convinced they were
destined to be together. Sadly, if that had been destiny’s intention, she had
never mentioned the fact to Isabella.”


 “Foscari was a distant relative of a family that had once
been extremely powerful in Venice, but he had inherited only a very modest fortune though his name could still open the
odd door. What little wealth he had he frittered away in his pursuit of
Isabella. All to no avail, to be a lover of Isabella Medina you needed to be
handsome or rich or clever; preferably all three. Poor Foscari
started with the most modest of fortunes and ended with his estate in ruins
while he had the looks of a man who needed to be exceedingly rich for any woman
to find him even mildly appealing.”


 “I
take it he was not clever either?”


 “No.
He was a fool; a mad fool to boot by the end. Isabella rejected him out of
hand, and with each rejection, his love took a step nearer to becoming an obsession. As his estate collapsed under the
crushing debts, he had incurred that
obsession descended into madness.”


 “I
found out later that he had scrapped enough money together to fund a costume
for the masquerade, borrowing money from the worst lenders in the city at the
highest possible interest. He must have thought that if he disguised himself
lavishly enough, with his face concealed by a masque like all the other guests,
Isabella might be his, at least for one night.”


 “He
dressed as a lion, which was a little unimaginative since the lion is the
symbol of Venice and the streets were awash with lions of every conceivable design and mostly much grander than poor Leon
could afford.”


 “So
Isabella ignored him again?”


 “It
would have been better if she had,” Caleb sighed, “somehow he managed to dance
with her. I don’t know whether she danced with him from kindness, a single
dance to reward his persistent efforts, or she was just torturing him a little
more, showing him that he may hold her in his arms that once, but he would
never have more than that. That was the thing with Isabella; I could never tell
whether she was the kindest woman alive or the cruellest.”


 “The
music played, they danced… Eventually,
the music ended and then another dance began. A man dressed as a leering
harlequin stepped in and carried Isabella away. A man as besotted with Isabella
as Foscari was in his own particular way, save that his besottment was driven by lust,
not love.”


 “The harlequin was you?”


 Caleb
nodded, “I believed I was being terribly
clever while, in reality, I was just working the same ploy as Foscari. I was just much better at it than he was. Of
course, Isabella knew who I was, she was no fool and her wit was comparable to
her beauty, but unlike poor Foscari, I had piqued her
interest.”


 “We
played a little game to guess each other’s identities, whoever won got granted
any wish of their choosing. I won and my wish was… well, I’m sure you can
imagine. We spent the night together in an apartment I had hired especially for
the purpose. In the morning, she left to get home before her husband returned
to the city, so she might resume the role of dutiful wife that most of Venice,
apart from her husband, knew was a sham. She asked me to be her lover and
perhaps I would still be there now if… things had happened differently.”


 “After
Isabella had left, I washed, I dressed, I preened
myself in the mirror and packed my things away. I congratulated myself on how devilishly
clever I was. I left the apartment and headed down the stairs; on the landing
below I heard a noise, a muffled sob which I took to be a child’s. I don’t know
to this day why I didn’t ignore it; I usually have little interest in the
discomfort of others. There was a door ajar…”


 Caleb
faltered, feeling his throat tighten. He did not want to sob in front of
Harriet, but the words were heavy on his lips, they had to be forced from him
one by one for they were things he had never recounted before.


 “I
pushed open the door to reveal a room much like the one Isabella and I had
shared on the floor above, the kind used by travellers and lovers. And there
she was being held in a terrible final embrace by Leon. He still wore his poor
little lion’s costume, though it was a ragged blood-stained
thing now, more like a mangy old beast that could no longer chase swift game
that had been reduced to hunting slower two-footed
prey. How he had found her… I’ll never know. I had been careful as I feared we
might be followed by agents of Isabella‘s husband
or others who might wish her ill. I was clearly not as clever as I thought if
one heartbroken boy had trailed us without detection.”


 “He
stood with Isabella, holding her limp body tight against him, rocking her in time
to the pitiful sobs that escaped his lips. He was turning her slowly around as
if in time to some dark music that only he could hear; some awful dance of the
macabre… Isabella had always loved to dance.”


 “On
the floor beside him, the knife he’d used
lay in a great lagoon of blood. He… he had done such terrible things to her…
with that knife. Unspeakable things… as if her beauty tortured him so much he
could not stomach any man to witness it. Even in death, he would not allow her
to remain beautiful. I only recognised her by the dress she wore, though it was
bloody and ripped; it was still the one I had helped her to put on a little
while before. Such a foolish, complicated, frivolous thing… “


 “I do not know how long I stood there though it was
long enough for every detail to be burned into the back of my eyes. The way her
arms were draped over his shoulders in some artifice of an embrace, her exposed
breasts, smeared with bloody handprints, the hair that clung in knotted clumps
around what had once been the most beautiful face in Venice, but was now…”


 He
turned back to Harriet, who sat with one hand pressed against her mouth and her
eyes as wide as any child being frightened by a bedtime ghost story.


 “He’d
raped her and cut off that beautiful face Harriet…” his voice stumbled and
thickened, “…and to this day I do not know which he did first, for his lips
were smeared with her blood and gore. Perhaps he thought he could only ever
truly possess her if he made her hideous...”


 “There
are many things that have haunted me about that sight,
but the one that comes back to me the most, the one that gnaws at my soul is,
why did I hear nothing? He cut her to pieces, there was so much blood, more
than I could have imagined a human body might hold; she must have screamed, she
must have called, surely, even if he had done her the mercy of killing her
first. All the time… all that time he did those things I was on the floor
above, in the room above, only a layer of floorboards and plaster separated me
from this horror, yet… I heard nothing.”


 Caleb
leaned against the wall before adding, “I often wonder if that really is true…”


 “Is
what true?” Harriet asked in a small voice, her tone and expression so unreadable that Caleb turned back
to the window.


 “That
there was no sound. Perhaps… perhaps I simply never heard her screams and cries
for help, perhaps I was too engrossed in my own little world of wants and
desires and frustrations to hear her. Perhaps I was too busy thinking about
what I had done to her to hear what Foscari was doing
to her. Perhaps part of me did hear it, but my mind chose to ignore it all the
same. Perhaps I was too busy talking to ghosts. Do you think such a thing is
possible?”


 “Just
because a thing is possible, it does not follow that it is true.”


 Caleb
had told himself much the same on numerous occasions; strangely, it was no more
comforting to hear the same words in a different voice.


 “Nobody
else heard it. If there was such a great
commotion, why did nobody else come?”


 “I
was closer, Harriet, I was closer than anyone else. I should have heard
something. I should have been able to save her, but I did nothing.” 


 “What
happened with Foscari?” Harriet asked, after a few
moments of heavy silence.


 “After
a while, he must have realised he was no
longer alone. He stopped dancing with Isabella’s corpse and stared at me over
her shoulder. Eventually, he spoke, or
tried to, at first
all he could manage were strange guttural noises that gurgled up from inside
him, forming little bubbles of blood and spittle around his lips.”


 “Finally, he managed to utter a single coherent
word, “You!!” He spat, before stroking Isabella’s hair and placing a
kiss upon her ruined mouth as soft as any that I had shared with her. He
lowered her gently to the ground and as he did I could see that the front of
her skirts had been torn away, and the hooped bone work beneath pulled free. I noticed from between her splayed legs that
her face was not the only thing Foscari had cut
away.”


 “It
was you,” Foscari was saying
though I barely registered his words for my senses were so bludgeoned by the
horror of what remained of poor Isabella, “you who took her away from me! You
who stole my dance away! Do you know how long I waited for that dance?!”


 “It
was only when he scooped up the knife that my mind reconnected with the rest of
my body. I had thought his eyes to be dark and empty, but as he moved towards me, I realised they burned utter madness. I had
never seen such a thing before. I had been too shocked by the scene I had
stumbled upon to be actually afraid myself, but fear came to me then and I
turned and ran. It never occurred that I might
draw the sword that swung from my waist though fear may have made me wise in
that instance for the thing was probably rusted in its scabbard and would have
proved little defence against this madman. Nor did I drop my bag, which I
clutched desperately as if it contained my very soul.”


 “I
don’t know if he was naturally fleet of foot, or insanity gave him unnatural
speed, but I had barely reached the top of the stairs when he caught me, his
blood stained fingers digging into my shoulder and spinning me round. I can
still see mad Leon’s face in that moment,
frozen in time, eyes wide, nostrils flaring, his pitted, blackhead encrusted
nose wrinkled like a snout, his florid waxy skin, slick with sweat, those
bloody lips drawn back in a snarl to reveal his half-rotten
teeth. I was close enough to see fleshy strands of gristle stuck between them…”


 “I
cannot remember what happened next, I vaguely recall his knife slashing wildly
for my throat, I think I managed to grab his wrist…
then we lay entwined together at the foot of the stairs. As we grappled we must
have tumbled together down the stairs, I scrambled away from him, scampering on
all fours to gain purchase, but I heard no cries or footfalls behind me, and
when my wits returned sufficiently for me to look back, I realised that he
would never rise again. His head lolled unnaturally to one side, and all the
madness had fled from his eyes along with his life; his neck was broken.”


 “I
stood there panting, waiting for shouts to raise an alarm, for doors to be
thrown open, for the sounds of feet on the stairs… but none came, perhaps we were alone in the building. For a moment, and it
was just a moment, I stood there unsure of what to do. My bag had come open in
the fall, scattering some of my things down the stairs. One of which was my
harlequin’s masque, a leering ugly thing, full of lust and ill intent. Its blank black
eyes accusing me; I could not bear the sight of the thing, but I stuffed it
back in my bag and run. Not for a moment did I think of going to the
authorities. I may not have killed Isabella, but she was the wife of a powerful
and ill-tempered man. If he could not have vengeance on the man that had
slaughtered his young wife, then he most certainly would on the man who had
bedded her the night before.”


 “I
ran and I ran and did not stop until I reached London. Till I reached home…”


 Caleb
pressed his forehead against the cool of the glass and watched his breath disguise
his reflection behind a curtain of fog. “I have never told that story to
anyone, I don’t think I should tell it again,” he said in a small quiet voice,
“It makes a poor after dinner anecdote.”


 He
heard Harriet’s chair scrape against the floorboards as she rose, but he made
no move to turn towards her for he did not wish to see the contempt he felt for
himself reflected in her eyes. She stood behind him for a moment, he could hear
her breathing against the stillness of the room before she tentatively placed a
hand upon his shoulder.


 “You
cannot blame yourself for the actions of a lunatic,” she said after a while,
her words were hesitant, but they held no scorn and Caleb was grateful for that
at least. “You are indeed a sinner Mr Cade, but I don’t believe God would hold
you to account for their deaths, nor would he have visited such a dreadful fate
on this Countess of yours for her sins. He would be a truly terrible God indeed
if he did. Not the God I know and pray to.”


 Caleb
curled a hand over his shoulder without looking round, letting his fingertips
rest against Harriet’s for a moment, before sadly letting his hand fall away.


 There
was more, of course, her words were kind and sincerely spoken, but she did not
know everything. He had come a long way in telling her so much, it was a story
he had never thought he would recount to another living soul. Only in the dark
hours of the night when he lay awake did he recite the tale, and then only to
the phantom jurors of his mind. Always they would listen silently to the
evidence before pronouncing his guilt and
sending him to the Never-Green Tree. He would lay in the dark and imagine what
it would feel like to have that coarse
noose slipped around his neck and look out at the expectant braying crowds of Tyburn, what it would feel like for the floor to disappear
and to be kicking thin air? Eventually,
he would slip to sleep, and his nightmares would continue where his imagination
had left off. However, his sleeping mind
always took him to Bunhill Fields and the terrible
tree that sat in the corner of Tindal’s burying grounds.


 They
always took him to hang above his brother’s grave…


 For
he had killed them, Leon and Isabella were dead because of him, because
of his own stupidity and lust and avarice. Leon Foscari
had not been some random lunatic, some dark storm that had torn through his and
Isabella’s lives without warning; a chance act of nature that could not have
been foreseen.


 No,
Leon Foscari had been his friend, as much as he could
use that term for anyone he had met in the last twenty years. He had taken that friendship and used it, brokered it
and traded with it, used it as currency for something he wanted more and once
he’d got what he wanted he’d discarded Foscari like a bucket of night soil from
a bedroom window; except the shit hadn’t floated down some kennel to the river,
it had come back and destroyed all three of them.


 But
those words did not come, could not come. 


 “If I
had not pursued her, none of that would have happened. Isabella would still be
alive,” he said finally though the words
were true enough he still felt damned by the greater truth that he had omitted.
Partly because he could not bring himself to force them from his lips and
partly because he knew Harriet would hate him as much as he hated himself if
she heard them, and he really did not want her to hate him.


 “Nobody
can know what might have been,” Harriet said, letting her hand slip from his
shoulder, “if it had not been you, then it would probably have been someone
else. Only God can know that, live your life as best you can
and let Him judge you at the appropriate time.”


 Caleb
turned slowly and looked down at Harriet and her wide-eyed kindness, “Is it
that simple?” He whispered, “Just continue with my life without regret and let
God punish me when I am dead?”


 “If
you do more good than evil in your life then you will be rewarded in heaven,
not punished in hell.”


 “I
would need to do an awful lot of good to balance my ledger. I would need to
live for centuries.”


 “Perhaps
then you are damned,” she breathed, leaning a little further towards him. Caleb
realised how close she was now, her breasts brushing against him with the rise
and fall of her chest, her head tilted, lips slightly parted. A look in her
eyes that he seen many times before.


 “If I
kissed you, would that constitute another sin?”


 “Just a small one.”


 “If I
am to avoid damnation, can I afford even the smallest of sins? I have much work
to do.”


 “You can
start to be good tomorrow; the poor house is always looking for benefactors I
believe.”


 “And
how much would I have to give to outweigh one kiss?”


 “Not
so very much…”


 Caleb’s
lips were hovering over Harriet’s now and he felt two powerful conflicting tides
churning within himself, his desire for this kind woman colliding with the
self-disgust that washed over him; he could be so tormented by the consequences
of his pursuit of one woman, but that realisation never stopped him wanting
others. It seemed all the guilt and nightmares he had suffered had taught him
nothing.


 He
hesitated a moment longer, but just a moment, for his lust was a tide that
never truly ebbed.


*


 The
bed was small, uncomfortable and clearly not designed to be shared; as was the
room in which it sat. Aside from the bed and a few pieces of clothing there was
little to distinguish it from the shop below, for every spare nook and cranny
held books in various states of deterioration. At
first, he thought it must be a storeroom for the shop as well as a place
for Harriet to rest, but she had told him later they were all her own. Most of
the meagre allowance her father paid her seemed to go on buying more books,
which struck Caleb as odd as she had a whole shop’s worth below she could read.
It was only when he let his eye wander over a few of the titles did he realise
they were not the dusty theological tomes her father sold. There were a great many books of poetry and philosophy,
natural history and mathematics, interspersed with cheap romances with which
she daydreamed away what little free time she had.


 When
they had kissed, she had been hesitant
and uncertain, but that had given away to passion. When they had finally
parted, she was blushing so furiously Caleb feared she might spontaneously
combust.


 “I
have wanted to do that for some time,” she had admitted coyly, before
retreating behind the table as if using it as a shield between herself and temptation.


 Caleb
had been about to make some glib comment to the effect that he often had that effect
upon women, when it dawned on him, with a start, that she hadn’t meant she had
just wanted to kiss him, but that she had wanted to kiss someone.


 “I
have never kissed a man before,” she said, smoothing the creases in her dress before sitting down, “I have so
wondered what it might be like.”


 Caleb
slowly walked over and retook his seat opposite her, he didn’t know why he
should be surprised, her father obviously did an
outstanding job of keeping her out of sight. “Was it… pleasant?”


 “It
was. Yes, although I am not entirely an innocent. I have read
several books on the matter.”


 “Really?”


 Harriet
nodded, “Though none of them mentioned… what you did with… your tongue.”


 “Was
that pleasant as well?”


 “Yes,
I believe it was; just a little surprising.”


 “’tis
a foreign habit I picked it up on my travels, ‘tis not much practised in
England,” Caleb teased.


 “I
would imagine not,” Harriet said earnestly, before
looking up from her lap to meet his eye, “Do you think me very terrible? You
have just told me about your dreadful affair in Venice and I react by… forcing
myself on you. Am I an appalling slattern?” 


 Caleb
laughed before he could stop himself, “I am sorry Harriet,” he said quickly as
she blinked and looked like she had just been mildly slapped, “I shouldn’t
laugh… but I have met nuns who are more wanton than you.”


 “That
would not entirely surprise me,” she said, a wry little smile breaking out
across her face.


 They
had sat and simply regarded each other in comfortable silence for a while. Silence was a void Caleb usually detested
because it was an emptiness his mind liked to fill with voices and faces he had
no wish to recall, but this time, he
simply stared into Harriet’s large eyes and found a rare comfort there. 


 “I
can give you nothing,” he said, finally with a sad sigh, “you could find
yourself many better men than I.”


 “Perhaps,”
Harriet replied, “but they are not here. You are not a perfect man, perhaps, as
you say, you are not even a very good man, but you are here and I have feelings
that I cannot deny all the same. You have not claimed to love me or promised me
all the fanciful things men say to bed a woman they believe to be foolish and
innocent to the ways of the world, and I appreciate that consideration, for I
may be innocent, but I am not a fool.”


 Harriet
let her hands fall into her lap and her eyes followed them there as she
continued in a hushed little voice, “I am twenty-four years old and I have just
kissed a man for the first time. If I do not take this opportunity, I do not
know how much longer I might have to wait for the next one to come along.
People die…” she said, her voice faltering, “…people die all the time. My
parents had five children, and I am the only one to survive into adulthood. I
have lost count of the funeral processions I have seen pass by the shop as one
neighbour after another has dropped dead from some terrible malady, usually
with little in the way of warning. One day that will be me and I do not want to
fight for my last breath upon my death bed still wondering what it might feel
like to lay with a man. If that means going to God with the weight of such sin
upon my back, then so be it.”


 Caleb
nodded slowly, “I will make no promises and tell you no lies. I do not love you
Harriet, but that is through no fault of yours. I am simply not capable of that
emotion anymore. I think I have spent
half my life looking for it, but it is my curse that people seem to fall in
love with me very easily, whilst I am
utterly incapable of returning that feeling.”


 Harriet
tilted her head and begun to speak, but Caleb hushed her with a raised finger,
“Don’t tell me you love me, somebody did that last night and it did not end
well.”


 “Another night, another lover?” She asked, eyes widening.


 Caleb
shook his head, “It was less straight forward than that as it was a man who
said he loved me.”


 “Is
that so strange?” Harriet asked, “’tis no sin to love a man surely?”


 Caleb
frowned, “I know I’ve been away for some time
but do they not still occasionally hang men at Tyburn
for loving other men?”


 “Oh…”
Harriet said, eyes suddenly as wide as saucers as her mouth formed a perfect O
shape, “…that kind of love? I’ve read some of my father’s pamphlets
about… that. I wasn’t entirely sure if it really went on.”


 “Well,
actually, I’m not sure if he did mean that kind of love. If he didn’t, then I
understand him even less than I thought I did; which would be difficult, for I
understand him not at all as it is.”


 “You
really do meet the strangest kinds of people don’t you?”


 Caleb
had merely looked back at Harriet and smiled.


 Harriet
had laughed gently and flicked a ringlet of hair from her eyes before sliding
her hand across the table towards Caleb, “Then I shall promise never to say I love
you, and you shall promise never to lie to me and we shall leave matters at
that.”


 Caleb
nodded and placed his hands on top of Harriet’s.


 “We
are both lonely you and I,” she said,
meeting his gaze without a blush for once, “though you have travelled the world
whilst I am confined to just one small
part of it. Let us take leave from our
troubles with each other a while. My father won’t return until late tomorrow…”


 With
that, she leaned across the table, and their lips met halfway. 


*


 He
watched her sleep, her face half lost between shadow and the hair that tumbled
across it and over Caleb’s chest. She snored slightly, not in a harsh, unpleasant way, but faintly, like a
cat’s purr; he more felt it against his skin than heard it.


 It
was strange, for though they had done little more than kiss and hold each other
he felt no frustration, no need for more than that which she had offered. She
had been coy and shy, and she had sat rigidly on the edge of the bed. At first, simply holding
Caleb’s hand while they kissed softly. When eventually they had moved
towards climbing into bed, she had insisted he turn his back while she put on a
long shapeless nightgown.  


 Later, when she was more comfortable in the darkness,
he had gently pulled it off of her. “I will keep you warm enough,” he had
whispered, causing her to bury her face into his chest to stifle both her
blushes and her giggles, but he had told her no lies as he had promised.
She had not wanted him to take her maidenhead, and though he desired it, he had
made no move to contest her wishes, for the feel of her in the dark, had been comfort
enough. Perhaps recalling Venice so vividly had baulked the tide of his lust
after all. Perhaps all he needed was the comfort of her body, the touch of her
lips, the sound of words she whispered to him in the
dark. 


 Later
Caleb had fallen into a rare dreamless sleep but had awoken with a start to find the
room dark and the night still black beyond the window. He had lain there for a
little while, fingers gently stroking the sleeping Harriet’s hair, and thought
a little of what it might be like to marry a woman like her, to marry for real;
to leave the road and his demons behind. To find a small peace and do as
Harriet suggested, reimburse the world for the evils he had inflicted upon it.
For a while, maybe as long as five minutes, it seemed such a marvellous idea he
nearly woke Harriet to suggest it.


 …and
you shall promise never to lie to me...


 How long would it be? How long before
the Devil came and took him? Took him willingly by the hand and led him back to
the tavern and the card table, the brothel and the easy take. How long might
that be? Not so very long, he decided.


 Caleb
sighed, long and sad and quiet as he stared up at the shadowy ceiling for
answers, but he only ever saw the same answer, whatever the question. However much part of him might yearn for something
more, he would always be a slave to his desires. Harriet did not deserve to be
so misused. Just this once he was being
honest; he supposed that was progress of
sorts. 


 He
did not trust himself further than that.


 He tried to return to sleep, Harriet’s father’s purse
did not stretch to such new-fangled contraptions as curtains and the first
light of the day would be forcing its way into the bedroom in a few hours. However,
he managed only fitful dozing that bounced him incessantly between thoughts of
his long dead brother, Harriet, Isabella, Defane and fragmented nonsensical
dreams featuring people and places he barely remembered or perhaps had never
existed in the first place. Although none of his dreams featured twisted
evil looking trees or faceless women, they troubled him enough for him to
become restless, causing Harriet to mumble sleepily and move a little away from
him. 


 Half
way betwixt one state and the other he turned as best he could in the bed to
find a more comfortable perch on its edge, hoping a different angle might chase
his dreams away and let sleep take him properly. Instead, he stared out across the darkened room, he knew well
enough that he would not sleep properly again that night, he had snatched a few
hours of undisturbed rest, but there would be no more. If he had been alone, he
would have risen, perhaps sitting by the window to watch the sun slowly breathe
life into the new day or reading by a candle light and wondering if he looked
like his father pouring over his Bible in
his perpetual, futile search for wisdom. If he had been with a whore, he would
have woken and taken her in the hope her body would provide momentary sanctuary
from his demons. As it was, he simply lay and stared, occasionally glancing at
the window to confirm there was no light, whilst
holding the vain hope he might still find a few hours’ sleep before the dawn. 


 It
was perhaps the sixth or seventh time he had looked at the window when he
noticed something was hanging outside, swaying ever so gently at the top of the
window, something dark and malevolent that was regarding them intently. A face
peering through the window from between two hands splayed wide and pressed
against the glass.


 Sleep
fell away from him and his eyes snapped fully open, his heart suddenly pounding
furiously from within his tightening chest. For a moment, he believed he had
fallen back into another strange little dream, but he knew well enough it was
no dream. Even the worst of his nightmares were not this real. Even while he
suffered the ones that disturbed him the most deeply, he always knew they were
just dreams.  He told himself it was just some bird, perched outside, an
owl perhaps, but, of course, owls did not
hover silently in the night and there was no perch at the top of the window. 


 Jack
Frost… the words popped into his head without bidding …he’s come to see if you’ve been naughty again… 


 For a moment, he was a small boy called Daniel, curled
against the warmth of his older brother, who had finally stayed up late enough
to catch a glimpse of the King of the Winter and he wanted to pull the sheet over
his head and screw shut his eyes, for what he could not see could not hurt him.



 Not giving the coward inside him time to protest he
leapt from the bed, heart still pounding and the thing at the window
disappeared, not  literally fading into nothing, but shooting upwards and
vanishing so quickly Caleb almost believed there was nothing there at all, but
in that moment he had seen the shadowy visage of a monstrous face. 


 It
was gone, and part of him wanted to crawl back to bed and a curl up next to
Harriet who had not woken despite his sudden movement, but instead he crossed
the darkened room in a couple of wild strides and tried to push the window
open.


 What
if I let him in? 


The thought
stilled his hand for a moment; if it wanted to get in, he doubted a pane of
cheap glass would be much of a barrier. He couldn’t help but feel faintly
relieved that there was not the slightest trace of ice upon the glass. The
latch was heavy from neglect and disuse, but he eventually forced it open and
stuck his head out of the window. Looking up,
he could see only a sliver of moonless sky above the guttering of the roof;
below the street was silent and deserted.


 “What
the…” he whispered as movement caught his eyes further down the street. It was
only a blur, but he could have sworn he saw a figure leap across Duck Lane from
a building further down the street onto an opposite roof. Fast and agile,
heedless of the fifty-foot plunge down into the shit filled kennel in the
street below, a cloak billowing out behind him. 


A cloak
made of snowflakes stitched together with a thread of the north wind?


 He
stared long and hard at the spot where it had disappeared into the deep shadows
opposite. However he could see nothing but darkness between the uneven sloping
roofs and the collection of mismatched chimney pots, and there was no prospect
of any moonlight to chase those shadows away. Still, he felt as if something
crouched in those shadows, still regarding him as it had done when it had hung
outside the window. 


 Carefully
he closed the window and breathed slowly and deeply as he willed his heart to
slow. It had hadn’t been some monstrous face at all, but a decidedly human one,
it had simply been hanging upside down. Which of course was crazy for the apex
of the roof was directly above the bedroom, and it was far too far to lean down
and stare into the room. Unless it was possible to hang by your toes from the
edge of the roof, but he could not believe anyone alive possessed the necessary
strength, agility and monumental stupidity to attempt such a stunt. It would be
possible with a rope, he supposed, but it would have been a foolhardy thing for
even the most daring of burglars to attempt. The speed with which the watcher
was hauled upwards would also have required a couple of accomplices up on the
roof. No robbers would go to such extremes to break into a penniless
bookseller, especially when a good kick or two at the front door would have
gained you entry with substantially less chance of breaking your neck.


 He
closed his eyes and tried to recall the shadowy features of the upside down face at the window, swaying a little from side
to side, hands steadying itself against the glass. He felt his stomach tighten
a little further. 


 “Defane…”
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