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  Praise for Georgina Clarke







'A gripping page-turner with a sassy and fabulously original heroine in the form of Lizzie Hardwicke – I loved it!' 
– Annie Lyons, author of Eudora Honeysett is Quite Well, Thank You 







'From sumptuous depravity to brutal murder, Death and the Harlot is a wild ride through the seedy side of 1750s London, while its heroine, Lizzie Hardwicke, is razor sharp and brilliantly original. 
I couldn't put it down' 
– Joe Heap, author of When the Music Stops 







'Fans of Sarah Waters and Kate Atkinson will adore this compelling, evocative and utterly gripping tale... It deserves to be huge'
– Red Magazine on The Dazzle of the Light







‘A tremendously enjoyable read with two spirited heroines’ 
– Good Housekeeping on The Dazzle of the Light







‘This was a marvellous read… Two fabulous protagonists, 
you will be rooting for them both’ 
– PRIMA on The Dazzle of the Light







‘There’s a diamond-hard glint to the central character in this 
cinematic tale of the criminal underworld in 1920s London’ 
– Daily Mail on The Dazzle of the Light







‘A wonderfully evocative, sweeping historical novel’ 
– Express S Magazine on The Dazzle of the Light
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Theatre Royal, Drury Lane 
May 1759

‘There’s little point in being famous if you don’t make the most of it, Lizzie.’ 

Mrs Sarah Farley, owner of the finest brothel in Soho, leaned out of the theatre box and waved to everyone she knew in the audience. Being the sort of woman who was generous with her charms, she waved to everyone else as well.

‘I’m not certain I want the fame, Ma,’ I said, shrinking back into my seat. We all called her Ma, those of us who lived with her.

‘Nonsense. You just have to know how to milk it.’ She sat down heavily, the jewellery jangling in her bosom. ‘You can learn a lot from me.’ She patted my arm. She had taken to patting me now that I was famous, as well as declaring that she had always been fond of me. We both knew that she was fonder of the money that I brought into her house, but neither of us was so impolite as to mention it.

There were four of us in the box. Ma Farley had decided that we were celebrating my new-found notoriety by parading ourselves in the most public way possible: taking a box in the theatre at Drury Lane. The play happened to be King Lear. This is not one of Shakespeare’s cheeriest efforts, but, as Ma said, we were not here to watch it – we were here to be seen. So here we were, me and Mrs Farley, with two others from our house, Polly and Lucy, each of us dressed, powdered and made up in our harlot’s best. We had brought a hamper of food and wine to sustain us through the evening of preening and flirting that stretched ahead of us. Ma would make sure that we left in the best carriages with the wealthiest gentlemen.

I took a sip of wine and closed my eyes for a moment. I had been in London for nearly nine months. Once a gentleman’s daughter, a clergyman’s daughter, even, I had fallen spectacularly from grace and landed in Ma Farley’s bawdy house on Berwick Street. The change of circumstance had brought me an income, but not, until recently, the sort of notoriety that had Ma reaching for enough of her own coins to buy us the best box in the theatre.

‘It’s not every day that a girl gets her name chanted all the way from Newgate to Tyburn,’ said Polly, pouring herself a glass of wine and knocking it back. ‘Everyone knows you now.’ Her face was already flushed, and a strand of blonde hair had fallen loose at the temple.

Two months ago, I helped to catch a murderer. Yesterday, they hanged him along with five robbers. I did not go to see it, but my dear friend Polly, like most London harlots, loves a good hanging and had given such a spirited account of the bodies twitching on the ends of their ropes that my stomach had twisted with horror as if I had been there. Crowds had turned out in their thousands, she told me. Three people had been trampled to death in the crush.

The murderer had gone to his death raging.

He had tried to kill me, but this was insignificant in the light of three other deaths. My name had been mentioned briefly at the trial, and I had enjoyed a modest increase in attention as a result, from the sort of gentlemen who read trial reports and fancied the thrill of associated danger. They had satisfied their curiosity, and I had charged them handsomely for it.

But the murderer had travelled to Tyburn in his cart yelling abuse all along the road at the one person in London who had chosen not to watch him die: the vicious whore who had sent him to his doom.

Me.

And now, everyone knew my name. Lizzie Hardwicke: London’s finest.

***



We could see the whole audience, even without leaning out. We were near enough to the stage that, should we ever wish to cast our eyes on this evening’s play, we might do so. The sconces were bright on the walls, the large chandeliers – the girandoles – were full of candles, and the whole theatre glimmered and glowed, giving us full view of everyone as the musicians began their pre-performance offering.

‘The pit’s nearly full already,’ said Lucy. Lucy Allingham, who by established custom in our house barely acknowledged my existence, except to pass a disdainful comment, was, for the time being, also basking in my reflected glory. Lucy Allingham, whose dark eyebrows were permanently arched into an expression of surprised innocence, would never stoop to entertaining a man who sat in the pit, so I assumed she made the remark for my benefit. It was kind of her to offer me the poorer scraps.

‘Perhaps they knew we were coming,’ Ma said to me with a wink. She rose from her seat, smiled benignly at the crowd below and waved to a box on the other side, as though she were the queen.

I thought, perhaps, that the crowds had come to see Mr Garrick rather than us, but held my tongue. David Garrick, the manager of the Drury Lane theatre, and also its finest actor, had given the world King Lear earlier in the year, to great acclaim, so this was something of a reprise. On the raked seats of the pit, gentlemen sat gossiping like market girls. Lawyers, lately well-fed and well-watered at their Inns of Court, were seated alongside newspaper men, clergymen, would-be playwrights and other gentlemen about town. Had they been so moved by Lear’s final scenes in March that they had returned for the thrill of it in May? Every newspaper and journal had spoken of grown men reduced to tears, after all. Or had they caught the rumour, as we had, that Susannah Cibber – so affecting as Cordelia – had given way to Lucy Hunter? There’s nothing like a change of actress to bring out the gentlemen. The hacks would, no doubt, be sharpening their pens, poised to offer their judgements and, even before the next performance, she might be toasted in the taverns and hailed in print as a goddess, or else damned as a pale imitation, unworthy to tread the boards. Much would depend on the name of her patron, of course; even the poorest actress can claim success if she has the right friends.

Neither of the two galleries was full. It was only six o’clock and, unlike the gentlemen, the working men who would fill those seats had not had leisure to eat. Many would arrive after the third act, on their half-price tickets, bringing baskets of bread and cheese and bottles of porter to share in companionable fashion with wives and children. I envied the conviviality and the anonymity of the lower gallery but knew that the likes of us would be unwelcome there.

Far above us was the upper gallery. I couldn’t see much of it, and I didn’t care to. No one wants to spend an evening watching the common sort jostling for space, but we could certainly hear them. They hadn’t started throwing fruit at each other yet, although I had seen a curl of orange peel fly through the air into the pit. They were making a tremendous noise, but I couldn’t catch the words of the song they shouted out.

It was the people in the other boxes that we had really come to watch, just as they watched us. Polly nudged my elbow and nodded to the box directly opposite. Three gentlemen were arriving, laughing with one another as they took their seats. A servant emerged from the shadow behind them and placed a large basket on the floor. He began lifting out the contents, wine and food, and laying them on the cloth-covered table. The men – young, wealthy and ready to be parted from their money before the evening was out – raised their glasses to us in salute. We knew far better than they how to play this game and gave them our prettiest looks and returned the salutes before coyly turning away. My smile, Ma tells me, can charm birds from trees; it certainly earned a response from a man whose diamond pin was so large and bright that I could see it from across the theatre. We had attracted their attention early in the evening, now we needed only to wait until the first interval before beckoning them over. A few teasing fondles while the dancers and tumblers entertained the galleries and we could be certain that they would drive us back to Berwick Street for the night, ready to lavish their affections – and their guineas – upon us. We were content to enjoy the theatre’s entertainment – being certain of how the evening’s sport would end.

The chairs on the apron of the stage were beginning to fill with the privileged members of the audience; those with enough money or connection to mingle with the players in the green room and sit nearest to them as they performed. Some of these were noblemen, charmed by the latest pretty actress, wanting to sit so close that they could smell the scent of her gown as she moved, or gentlemen of letters keen to breathe the air that Garrick exhaled, ready to be overcome by his majestic presence.

I swept a glance over the theatre, this vibrant house of play and illusion. We were all playing, in truth: the jovial fellow, the serious critic, the family man or the coquette. But, for a moment, in company with other players, we could lose our daily reality and give ourselves up to the fantasy that all was well and that we were gods or kings.

A man in the lower gallery caught my eye; a gentleman I knew well was looking up at our box. He was sitting at the edge, near to the balustrade, his wig pulled back into a low tail with a simple black ribbon. He was wearing a brown coat with unfashionable, loose-fitting shoulders. The coat, I knew, enabled him to run and climb, and to fight, if fighting were called for. He had a slender frame, but he was strong and wiry, like a cat. Yesterday’s hanging would have been a duty. He would have had no choice but to attend and would have taken no pleasure in it. This was one of the magistrate’s men. I wondered what he was doing here.

From our previous acquaintance, I thought it unlikely that he nursed a secret passion for theatre.

He was watching us. I tilted my head to acknowledge him.

He held my gaze for a moment, gave the smallest of nods and then turned his eyes back to the stage. The players had arrived.

‘Good evening to you too, Mr Davenport,’ I said, under my breath.
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There were two incidents of note in the performance – beyond anything that happened to Lear and his daughters. 

After the third act, during the long interval, the audience numbers swelled as those bearing half-price tickets made their way into the auditorium. There is usually a moment of tension when this happens, as those who paid the full two and six for a place on the pit benches are forced to squeeze in for the latecomers who have parted with smaller coin. There is always some grumbling. Those on the cheaper tickets are deemed to be philistines by the serious-minded critics in the pit. They have come only for the end of the main play and to see the after-piece – the frivolous little play tacked onto the performance. After-pieces are usually nonsense, but they draw the crowds. We, who had not come to see either play but rather to parade ourselves, did not judge.

The greater noise came from above, where the galleries now began to fill. The mood was cheerful. Garrick had already demonstrated his magnificence, and there was a general sense of satisfaction with the performance. Lucy Hunter was proving very nearly equal to the task of stepping into Mrs Cibber’s shoes with a sweet, if slightly garbled, rendering of Cordelia. Indeed, she was so pretty and delicate, and she flashed her eyes so adorably, that the gentlemen of the pit were happy to ignore a little stumbling over the words. I decided that her patron must be either wealthy or very notable.

The interval entertainment, by contrast, was miserable. A man was standing on stage, trying to coax a small monkey to jump between poles and ropes in time to music provided by the orchestra. Half of the orchestra. The other half had decided to disappear to the tavern next door for a beer and a pipe. The monkey was not interested in being entertaining. It sat on top of a pole and washed its face, looking up occasionally to stare at the audience before resuming its meticulous cleaning. If the monkey was not interested in us, then neither were we interested in the monkey. Its handler was growing increasingly anxious as we became restless. The noise from the audience began to drown out the music.

The people in the upper gallery began to throw fruit onto the stage – which did interest the monkey. It leapt from the pole and began gathering up apple cores and orange peel, to the exasperation of his owner and the amusement of the crowd. Finally, it gave us all a withering look, showed us its arse and then scampered off the stage into the wings, the owner running out after it, mortified with embarrassment. We cheered loudly.

Polly, who was bored with the Shakespeare but jolly with wine, shoved her fingers into her mouth and whistled her appreciation – much to Ma’s disapproval. Despite her profession, Ma disliked vulgarity. The whistle had the effect of causing one or two of the men in the pit to look up, so Polly began to blow kisses, to their evident enjoyment. One man, a lawyer a little to their left, glanced up and saw me. He began waving enthusiastically and shouting my name. At some point, since the trial, I must have entertained him, although his face was only dimly familiar. He, though, had not forgotten me.

Ma gave me a sharp poke in the ribs and nodded for me to acknowledge him. I played my part, waved back and favoured him with what I hoped was a warm smile.

But my name was, as of yesterday, known to the whole of London, thanks to the murderous man sent on his way to Tyburn. A few others began to shout it out, delighted to see the woman responsible for the downfall of a notorious killer. And then, suddenly it seemed as though the whole of the theatre was shouting, every head was turned in my direction while my name was chanted across the galleries.

I ducked my head down, praying for them to cease.

Ma was having none of this and hauled me out of my chair so firmly that I nearly tipped over the balcony.

‘Wave!’ she hissed at me. ‘Smile at them!’

‘Blow them kisses,’ Polly advised, giggling. ‘They’ll love it.’

I waved and smiled and nodded as best I could. The crowd went wild. ‘Lizzie Hardwicke! I think I’m in love!’ someone yelled.

‘My wick’s gone hard, that’s for sure,’ shouted another, standing up on a bench and rubbing his crotch. This set off roars of laughter.

‘Careful, lads,’ another voice rose up from the pit, ‘from what I’ve heard, if she falls in love with you, you’ll be on your way to Tyburn within the month.’ The man who shouted was fat-faced, wart-covered and the wrong side of forty. He thought it funny to lay the blame for a hanging at my feet. That was unfair. I glanced across to the gallery and saw Davenport’s scowl. He knew what that death had meant to me.

‘Don’t you worry about it, sweetheart,’ I said, now leaning out over the balcony and addressing the joker below. ‘I only ever fall in love with men who are very rich or at least middling handsome. You, dear sir, have nothing at all to worry about.’

The crowd roared with laughter and the man, now a dark shade of red, sat down – to be slapped on the shoulder by his friends.

Davenport had covered his face with his hands.

I did not like the attention, even though Polly, Ma and even Lucy were revelling in it.

Mr Garrick could not have appreciated it much either, for the orchestra members were being harried onto the stage. The music drowned the laughter and shouting and heralded the final act.

I sat down and handed my glass to Polly. ‘I need another.’

I drank it in one gulp and held out the glass for more, desperate for the play to resume. Mr Shakespeare, I am reliably informed, gave King Lear a miserable ending. Garrick, having a much better idea of what pleases the crowds, rewrote it to make more sense. Why would anyone want to see Lear die in grief, after all? Far better to know that the traitors would be punished, Cordelia and Edgar would rule in prosperity and that Lear would enjoy a tranquil retirement.

We were just coming towards the final scene, and the wrongs were being beautifully righted. Mrs Hunter had found her confidence at last and the quaver in her voice now seemed almost deliberately designed to tug the hearts of her audience. Mr Garrick was beginning a tender speech in praise of filial piety when suddenly, off-stage, there was a scream.

This gave rise to the second incident of note – a more devastating one for the performance than my own repartee with the audience.

The scream might not have been heard at all had the audience not been so gripped – and thus nearly silenced – by the closing lines. Above Garrick’s intense, whispered words we all heard it. Then it came again, louder and shriller. A woman was screaming murder.

I saw the back of Davenport’s coat as he sped from the gallery.

Garrick faltered. The screams continued. There was nothing he could do but stop speaking, gesturing to the orchestra to play as he and the actors ran into the wings.

There was uproar in the pit, and in the galleries, as everyone began to talk at once.

From our box, Ma and Lucy chatted amiably to our neighbours, discussing the merits of the performance so far as though nothing had happened. Their interest lay less in the acting and more in the fact that Mrs Hunter had worn different jewelled necklaces for each act. This was a sure sign – according to Ma – that she had more than one lover on the go.

‘Perhaps they came from her husband?’ the neighbour ventured with a titter. Ma’s laugh turned into a cough when she snorted her wine.

Polly nudged me.

‘Something’s happening. Look.’

On the stage, Garrick had appeared. He was no longer Lear; he was the theatre manager, with a look on his face that lay somewhere between anxiety and anger. He waved his hands in the air to quieten the crowds.

‘Honoured guests, ladies, gentlemen, please, I beg your attention. I stand before you, no longer a king, but your servant.’

There were mutterings in the pit. Garrick stepped forward again.

‘It is my unhappy duty, as manager of this fine theatre, to inform you that we cannot continue with tonight’s performance.’

Someone booed noisily from the gallery, but Garrick cut in. ‘There has been an accident. A most unfortunate accident.’

A ripple of excitement ran around the audience. The men on the stage, more privileged than us and closer to the wings, nodded to one another, knowing, perhaps, what he meant.

‘What about our money?’ a voice yelled from the gallery. ‘We paid for a whole play, not half of one.’

Garrick’s face wrinkled in annoyance. The players had reached the closing scenes of an immaculate performance – everyone knew it had been so. But the audience, this rabble of critics and philistines, would squeeze their pennies out of him for the sake of an after-piece. Anyone could see the conflict in Garrick: he had bared his soul as Lear, and now he was going to have to refund the audience for some nonsense full of lurid innuendo – or risk a riot. The manager weighed his options; the actor delivered his line.

‘Gentlemen, we have given of our best and have suffered a shock in the dying moments. If our play has displeased you, or if you feel that you have not had a spectacle worth your coin, then we will, of course, be pleased to offer you a refund. I would only hope that we may be glad of your generosity, if you have been glad of our energies in bringing Shakespeare’s genius to life.’

Some clapped. I clapped. I had no desire to have my money back, even if it had been my money – not when I had secured several guineas for the rest of the night. I’m always careful with my coins, but Garrick was right: they had given us a treat, very nearly. I respected those who worked hard, and the labourer is worthy of his hire, as my father might say. Others, though, were deciding to claim their money, and began bustling to the doors, looking for someone to claim it from. Ma, without a doubt, would have gone with them, but for the fact that the gentlemen in the box opposite, being men of adequate means, were gesturing to us that they were ready to leave without worrying after shillings. They were keen to continue the evening at Berwick Street.

Lucy, Polly and I nodded and waved, exchanging, behind our smiles to them, our private observations on their likely preferences.

Laughing along with the others, I soon found myself on the arm of a pleasant creature with a neat face and merry eyes. The elegant cut of his coat, the diamond at his neck and the bright jewels on his fingers were even more pleasing to see, as they promised a lucrative night.

Even so, as I giggled and flirted with him in his carriage, I wondered what had happened behind the scenery of Drury Lane. What was the shock that had cost Lear his final embrace with his cherished daughter?
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The gentleman sitting in my room at noon the next day was not the one I had brought home.  

My evening guest had been full of gratitude for the hours he spent in my company – and he had spent many hours. He had left in the morning kissing my fingers, after dropping his coins on my table, assuring me that he would return. The diamond pin that I had admired in the theatre was also now mine for a service that, in the harsher light of day, made me queasy to recall. But everything had been done, as it was always done, to build up my private treasure store: my retirement fund. The contribution to Ma had been given faithfully, as usual in our house, but the rest – the coins and gifts I had never declared – were hidden away under one of the floorboards.

This new gentleman was sitting stiffly, his body tense, even though he had chosen my more comfortable chair. He was also scowling. Scowling was his expression of choice, I remembered.

‘I hope you’ve brought me news from the theatre, Mr Davenport.’ I perched on the second, less comfortable chair, wishing that I was wearing more clothing. ‘I’ve been desperate for news all night.’

He looked around the room. Over to my bed.

‘I imagine you’ve kept yourself busy, even so.’ 

I had done my best to tidy up. ‘Even so.’

William Davenport was not quite thirty years of age, barely more than ten years my senior, although his manner made him seem older. He had trained as a physician but had set that profession aside after the death of his wife and child and had latterly become one of a small band of men in the employ of Mr Fielding, the magistrate of Bow Street. Fielding’s men were charged with hunting down robbers and murderers as swiftly as possible, and with overturning vice and corruption where they found it – mostly among the lower orders. They had done a good job in harrying and disrupting some of the worst criminal gangs, but ordinary brothel keepers like Mrs Farley also fretted at their presence. Davenport was grave, sharp-witted, and he disapproved of my way of life.

He intrigued me.

We sat in silence for a moment.

Most men visit my room to deal with the lusts that are not satisfied at home. Most men do not sit frowning at me. Most men, by now, would have thrown back a glass of wine and shed their breeches.

Davenport was different. He liked pretty women – I had noticed that – but he was not interested in me. He had once thought me a murderer, and a thief, but I had given him cause to cast that judgement aside when I had caught the killer for him. That was two months ago, and I hadn’t set eyes on him until last night at Drury Lane. He didn’t need to know that I was glad to see him. Or that it irked me to discover that I was glad.

He unclasped his hands, clasped them again and cleared his throat. ‘How good are you as an actress, Miss Hardwicke?’

I laughed.

‘My dear Mr Davenport,’ I said, with a dramatic sweep of my arm, ‘I spend the whole of my day pretending. In this room, I am able to make any man believe that he is the finest lover in the world and that I am dying for his love. But please don’t ask me to recite lines of Shakespeare, like Mrs Hunter – or even to do it as badly as her. I’d be dreadful on the stage. Why do you ask?’

‘I need you to act for me.’ 

I raised my eyebrows. ‘What do you mean, act for you?’

‘Mr Fielding sent me. He wonders if you’d like a role in the theatre.’ 

‘I’ve just told you, I can’t recite lines.’

He hesitated. I wondered what was coming next.

‘He doesn’t want you on the stage. He wants you behind it. The manager is looking for a second seamstress.’

‘Why on earth would I want to be a seamstress?’ I gave him my haughtiest look. ‘It’s a pity that you know so little of my real talent, sir. Perhaps you should enquire of the gentleman who left here not an hour ago, as happy as he was exhausted.’

He shifted in his seat. ‘Nothing to do with me, of course,’ he said, giving me the impression that it had a lot to do with him, ‘but Mr Fielding needs someone inside the theatre to find out what’s going on.’

Maddeningly, my curiosity was aroused. He knew it would be, and this made me madder still.

‘I thought you wanted to know what’s happening?’ he said, stretching out a leg and smoothing a crease over his thigh. ‘Don’t you want to know why Mr Garrick has come running to Bow Street? Would you like me to tell you all about it, Miss Hardwicke?’ He paused and looked over at me. ‘Ah, but of course you would. And when you find out, you’ll want to be at the heart of it, I’m sure. So, would you like to play at being a seamstress for a day or two?’

I folded my arms, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of getting the better of me, but wanting to know what was going on. There was also the matter of income. Davenport had hinted to me before that the magistrate might pay for my work – and a decent sum had, indeed, arrived when I had led his men to a killer.

‘Is Mr Fielding going to pay me? I don’t want to find that Ma has let my room while I’m scratching for farthings on the floor of the pit. I have to make a living and Ma’s keen to make the most of my new notoriety.’

Davenport knew that I had not chosen this life. He knew, or believed he knew, the circumstances that had brought me to Berwick Street. He knew that I was carefully saving my money in order that I might leave one day. He also knew of my desire for adventure – but adventure doesn’t keep a girl in food, let alone in hats.

‘I can speak with Mrs Farley. It’s only for a day or two, and Mr Fielding is prepared to pay you.’ There was a touch of hesitation in his voice.

‘How much will he pay me?’

He pulled a face. ‘Enough to keep your landlady happy, I’m sure.’ There would be nothing extra for me, then.

‘It’s the best I can do,’ he said. ‘Mr Fielding is willing to pay informers, but even the money I receive has to be squeezed from the government.’

He was inviting me to exchange a life of comfort, albeit shared with any man who walked through my door, for a couple of days of labour, dodging the groping hands of many other men and running to the beck and call of insufferable actresses. If I made better use of my wits, I would surely reject his invitation. But my interest was piqued, and curiosity has long been my undoing.

‘I’ll do it,’ I said, standing up from my seat and holding out a hand. ‘You know I can’t resist. As long as Ma’s happy to let me go, and she gets paid, you needn’t worry about me. I’ll get by. I’m sure I’ll manage without my jewels and ribbons.’ 

He rose from his seat and shook my hand.

‘Thank you. Mr Fielding will be pleased.’

‘Never mind that. How about we find some food and wine, and you can tell me what’s going on at Mr Garrick’s theatre?’
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‘David Garrick is a remarkable man,’ said Davenport, helping himself to several slices of meat and some bread. ‘The trouble is, he makes a lot of enemies.’ 

‘I’ve heard.’ It was common knowledge that the man who was so brilliant in communicating the full range of human emotion on the stage could be capricious, moody and tight-fisted when off it.

‘At the smallest criticism, he takes to his pen and dashes off letters to the newspapers, choosing to air his disagreements in public. He would be better served by trying to soothe his critics, I think.’ I imagined that Davenport would rather cut off his arm than play out an argument in the press.

‘His letters suggest that he’s a man who doesn’t like to let matters rest until they’re resolved in his favour; a man thoroughly convinced of his own approach and opinion,’ I said.

Davenport looked up, surprised.

‘I do read the newspapers, Mr Davenport. I don’t spend every hour of the day on my back.’

‘Forgive me, I meant no slight.’

I poured him a glass of wine. ‘And what you’re going to tell me now,’ I said, ignoring his discomfort and helping myself to a glass, ‘is that some of these critics and enemies are making life unpleasant for him?’

He nodded, took a sip from the glass and settled himself in the chair. He had, by now, decided to unbutton his coat.

‘Exactly so. The problem is, no one knows which of his many detractors is causing the unpleasantness. This wine is excellent.’

The wine was good. French wine was overtaxed and expensive, so I settled back into my chair to appreciate it. If I was going to spend days away from the better comforts of Berwick Street – decent wine and the opportunity for quiet conversation in my own room – then I needed to know more. A second seamstress was unlikely to have much chance to sit down, let alone indulge in such luxuries as eating and drinking.

‘Burgundy. I’ve no idea where Ma bought it. But tell me about the unpleasantness. What happened last night?’

‘A number of fusses about nothing; that’s what we thought at first. Mr Garrick, as you observed, is like a dog with a bone when he thinks he has cause, and he strongly believes that someone is out to ruin him and his theatre.’ He paused. It sounded as though he had not been convinced, initially. Garrick, dramatic, flamboyant and obsessive, was the antithesis of the taciturn Davenport. The thought of them meeting made me smile.

‘He began pestering Mr Fielding some weeks ago. Fielding’s not a great lover of theatre – his blindness means it’s of little enjoyment – but he knows a great deal about it and is very admiring of Garrick. They have connections in common, of course.’

Wealthy, well-known, self-made men working in Covent Garden: naturally, they would move in similar circles.

‘There were a few incidents of theft and petty destruction. A costume or two torn, a piece of scenery slashed, an important item of furniture for a play missing and then found broken. It was, by and large, unimportant stuff, but taken all together it began to look like a deliberate and calculated attempt to unsettle the theatre people. They’re all prone to fantasy and superstition. These things were making them skittish. Garrick called almost every day last week – as if we don’t have enough to do. Then, two days ago, he claimed that one of his actresses had been poisoned.’

‘Poisoned? Not Susannah Cibber? She was supposed to be playing Cordelia last night. Lucy Hunter took her place.’

‘Mrs Cibber became unwell in the night. Complained of stomach cramps. Garrick says that she’s been poisoned.’

I snorted with laughter. ‘She’s notorious for falling ill. Why did he think she was poisoned this time?’

‘Is she? I didn’t know that.’

‘You should pay more attention to the gossips and scandal sheets, Mr Davenport. One may learn a lot from tittle-tattle – even more than from the newspapers, you know.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘This is why we have need of you, Miss Hardwicke. I knew there had to be a reason for my being here, other than this excellent wine.’

‘This is a house of pleasure, sir. We like to please our guests in every way, as you know.’

He took another mouthful of wine.

I wondered, as I watched him relax, what his own particular pleasure would be, if he were to pay for it, or ever seek it with me.

I pulled my mind back to our conversation. ‘Tell me more about Mrs Cibber’s poisoning.’

‘Well, Garrick believed she had been poisoned, at least. That’s why I was in the theatre last night. He was extremely exercised about it. I was to be in the audience, to watch for anything suspicious.’ He smirked. ‘You put in a very good performance, by the way. You were even better than the monkey.’

I saluted him with my glass. He was, slowly, becoming better company. ‘Perhaps I’ll pick on you next time I spy you hiding behind a pillar. Why was there so much screaming at the end of the play? A “most unfortunate accident”, Mr Garrick called it, I think.’

‘You’ve a good memory.’ 

‘I know.’

‘It turns out that was all it was – an unfortunate accident. One of the stage hands fell from a ladder. He’s broken a leg but is otherwise perfectly fine.’

‘So why all the screaming? Why stop a performance when it’s nearly ended just for a broken leg?’

‘At first I thought it was just an actress getting overexcited – I told you they were skittish. The man had fallen badly, twisted his leg and knocked himself on the head as well. When she found him, it looked to her as though he was dead.’

‘Poor woman,’ I said. It’s not pleasant to encounter . ‘That still doesn’t explain why –’

‘When I reached him, he was beginning to come to. His leg was causing him a lot of pain, but he didn’t seem to have damaged his head too badly. Even so, next to where he lay there was a note.’

‘Ah.’ Now I was truly interested. I leaned forward, the fabric of my gown slipping a little at my shoulder.

Davenport looked away, concentrating on his plate. ‘The note was a threat to Garrick and his players. It said that more accidents would happen until Garrick left the theatre.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, hitching my gown back to a more modest position. 

‘I have no idea. Garrick had no idea either, but the players refused to continue. There was something close to mutiny behind the scenery. Thankfully, the audience members were talking so loudly I doubt anyone heard the arguments backstage.’

I hadn’t heard them, but then, I had been in a box with Ma, Polly and Lucy. I would not have heard the roof falling in.

‘That explains the expression on Mr Garrick’s face,’ I said. ‘He was furious.’

‘He was, although whether he was furious with the note-writer or the players, I couldn’t tell.’

I drained my glass and set it down. ‘So where do I fit into this pantomime?’

He laughed. He didn’t laugh often, which was a pity. His brown eyes twinkled when he was cheerful, but the grief he carried, and the murky aspects of his work, made him far too serious.

‘Yes, I was coming to that. Once he had dealt with the audience, Garrick strode off to Bow Street to find the magistrate, demanding that Mr Fielding do something. Fielding was in an imaginative frame of mind and suggested that he might put a man into the theatre, behind the scenes, to see what was going on.’

‘A man?’

He scratched his cheek and pulled a face. ‘I suggested you.’

‘I knew it. Why did you suggest me? And as a second seamstress, for heaven’s sake? You don’t even know whether I can sew on a button.’

‘I made a guess,’ he said. ‘An educated one. From what I know of your life before this’ – he nodded to my room, my bed – ‘I imagined that you would have learned to sew, or at least know how to hold a needle.’

I thought back to my attempts to sit quietly and embroider, when my father had tried, unsuccessfully, to contain what he had called 'wilfulness', and I had called 'a desire for liberty'. Davenport was right: although I had no idea how to create the gowns I wore, I could embroider. I could stitch and mend.

‘A reasonable assumption,’ I said, shaking away the thoughts of home. ‘But why put me in the theatre, and not one of the men you use as informers? One of them might act a stage hand?’

‘Because women can come and go unnoticed. A seamstress gathering mending can poke about in dressing rooms in a way that would attract attention if a man did it. You’ll be insignificant, beneath notice. Besides,’ he said, looking me square in the face, ‘you pay attention to things. You’re probably the best eyes and ears we’ve got. I’d sooner have you in there than any of the men I know.’

I am not averse to flattery. This is a serious flaw in my character and I really should excise it.

‘When do I start?’
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Davenport escorted me to the theatre the next day. It was mid-morning and Covent Garden piazza was full of people buying and selling spring flowers and vegetables. The air was fresh, and I could smell roses and sweet peas as we walked through the market. It was a different place in the daytime, full of natural colour and vibrancy. It was pleasant and wholesome. In the evening, the square turned into an arena of artifice, filled with people dedicated to the pleasures of the flesh and the pursuit of vice. 

By the time we reached the theatre, the sounds of market bustle were behind us. Last night, the streets had been thronging, but now I saw only a few scrawny children, more interested in picking up scraps of discarded food from the ground than waiting to glimpse the leading players or argue about Shakespeare. There were three entrances to the theatre. The main door at the front was used by the grander sort of audience member, making their way to the boxes. We had used it last night, displaying ourselves to the people of consequence. The large door that opened out from the pit was always the busiest. It gave access to the pit benches as well as to the galleries. The passageway to the pit door was, at opening time and at the long interval, a heaving mass of noisy playgoers, all pressing to find the best seats. At the rear of the theatre was the stage door, used by the members of the company. This was where we found ourselves now. The door was closed, as I’d expected at this time of day.

Players, like harlots, begin their work late. Davenport banged with his fist and we waited.

I hugged my possessions. They were wrapped in the dullest shawl I possessed, a few small items that Davenport had allowed me – after much arguing – to bring. A hairbrush, two ribbons and a large slice of apple pie that Sarah, our cook, had given to me. I contemplated the parcel, pressed close against the most dismal gown that I’d ever worn.

After Ma had been persuaded to let me leave for a couple of days – Davenport had made use of Mr Fielding’s name more than once – the whole house had taken a perverse delight in dressing me like a drab. Emily, older than the rest of us, hard-faced and spiteful as a rule, had been so enthusiastic about this that she had exchanged one of her own gowns with a street walker to ‘help’ me. It fitted badly and had been worn, in my most conservative estimate, by ten others before me. I could smell their lives in the fabric. The shade of this gown lay somewhere between brown and grey – the colour of Thames mud. Meg, the girl who was employed as our maidservant, but who dispensed her fashion advice to us for free, brushed my hair into dullness. The powdered curls had disappeared, and I was left with limp red strands tied in a dirty length of string that Meg had the audacity to describe as a ribbon. I wore no jewels and no rouge, obviously. Polly, usually the kindest of the girls at Berwick Street, had laughed so hard at the sight of me that tears had run down her face. When at last she caught her breath, she slipped me a penny for luck. It was the only coin I carried – and I’d hidden that from Davenport.

Davenport had suggested that I changed my name. I was playing a part, after all. This was less of an injury: I had abandoned my family name of Vessey when I came to London, taking my mother’s name of Hardwicke instead. Changing it again caused no hardship and it was wise, given that my name had lately become so well known. We decided on ‘Lizzie Blunt’ – an amusing choice for a girl with a needle. Meg had found a small needle box for me, reasonably equipped, that gave me the tools for my supposed trade. My real tools, as Davenport had said, were my eyes and ears.

‘This gown is itchy,’ I said to Davenport as we waited for someone to let us in. ‘And it smells.’
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