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			Soho, May 1759

			No one could fail to hear the scream. It was loud enough to rattle the windows; shrill enough to wake the dead. 

			Screams are not unusual in a brothel. On any given evening, a chorus of squeals might be echoing around my house. I have been known to offer up a few myself – some of them even in earnest – for the sake of the man in my bed. A small yelp of encouragement will easily add an extra coin to the agreed sum, if it is made at the right moment and in the proper register.

			In this elegant mansion on Berwick Street, when they are cloistered away from the world, the gentlemen scream too sometimes – but mostly when they are on the floor below with Emily. They pay a lot to howl with Emily.

			It was a scream neither of pleasure nor pain that pierced the lazy sun-filled afternoon. This was a screech of unadulterated triumph. Elation. And it could mean only one thing.

			I leapt from my bed, grabbing my shift and throwing it over my head as I raced to the door. 

			‘Sorry! Family emergency!’ I called over my shoulder to the man I had abandoned in my haste. We were not supposed to leave the room until after our guests had gone – and this one had only just arrived. His mouth, which until a second ago had been kissing my neck, was gaping open. ‘I’ll make it up to you, I promise, sweetheart,’ I said, already halfway out of the door and wiping his saliva from my throat.

			

			I met Polly on the landing, similarly unclad, fair curls bobbing about her shoulders, eyes shining. 

			‘Do you think it’s finally happened?’ The merry smile that covered her face mirrored my own.

			‘Let’s hope so!’ I laughed back.

			The two of us ran down the stairs, crashing into Emily – face like a trout, leather strap in hand – and together we thundered to the hallway. Meg, our maid, and Old Sarah the cook peered out from the back parlour. 

			A step inside the front door, barely across the threshold, Mrs Sarah Farley, mistress of the house, and ‘Ma’ to all of us who lived with her, was embracing the finest and most superior of her charges: Miss Lucy Allingham.

			‘Try not to look quite so pleased,’ I hissed at Polly, as we landed at the bottom of the stairs. 

			Lucy emerged from Ma’s suffocating hold with an exhilarated sigh that had little to do with being able to breathe again.

			‘Lizzie.’ She held out a regal hand, as if she expected me to kiss it. ‘Polly, Emily, my darlings, I have news.’ 

			‘Really?’ said Emily. ‘We would never have guessed.’ 

			I dug Emily in the ribs. None of us had been spoken to with such affection before, but Lucy was too caught up by her own success to notice Emily’s sarcasm. 

			‘My darlings,’ she said again, taking a deep breath, ‘I am leaving Berwick Street. Mr Merrick has asked me to join him.’

			There was a collective silence as we all tried to think of the correct response to such news.

			‘How lovely for you,’ was the best I could manage. ‘We’re all delighted. Aren’t we?’

			‘Delighted,’ said Polly, now in danger of collapsing into laughter.

			‘Of course,’ said Emily.

			

			Mr Richard Merrick was one of Lucy’s rich lovers, but of all the men she had kept dangling over the last few months, he was undoubtedly the dullest. The dullest man in London – or perhaps even the world. We knew that Mr Merrick was dull because we had met him. But he had made her an offer and her dream of being the mistress of one man – one very rich man – had come true. She was ecstatic. Ma, who had negotiated this contract and taken a healthy fee for her services, was similarly pleased. She might be losing Lucy, who brought a reasonable income into her house, but she was also about to rid herself of a whiny and peevish baggage with whom she had lately begun to lose patience. She would replace her with someone more biddable quickly enough. And, in the meantime, her strongbox would be significantly heavier with coin. 

			‘Where will you live?’ I asked.

			‘When are you leaving?’ Emily asked at the same moment.

			Lucy beamed at us both. ‘I’ll be gone in a day or two. He wants me at once, but I can’t be expected to rush with my packing.’ She put a hand to her cheek and giggled like a child. ‘Oh, Lizzie, his house is wonderful. So grand. And…’ She paused, licking her lips, barely able to contain her joy. ‘… It’s in Bond Street.’

			She let the news sink in. 

			To be fair, we made a good fist of being impressed with this information. It was what Lucy wanted – a fashionable address – and we were about to lose the stroppy cat, so we could afford to be gracious.

			‘Bond Street.’ Polly breathed the words as if in a prayer. ‘Bond Street.’

			‘New or Old?’ Emily was better informed than me and Polly. 

			Lucy gave a sly smile. ‘Old, of course. But close enough to the New to mingle with the people of fashion as well as those of consequence.’

			She had landed happily indeed. 

			‘Well, the best of luck to you,’ I said. I meant it sincerely. Having once endured Richard Merrick’s opinions on the state of the world, I knew that even one more evening listening to his nasal monotone would cause me physical pain. To be forced to hear his voice every night, or whenever he decided to favour me with his words of wisdom, would certainly kill me. No amount of wealth would tempt me to that life. 

			

			But Lucy had been clever. She considered herself to be – and had always carried herself as if she were – a prize, a trophy to be won by the best of men. She had not, unlike the rest of us, entertained just anyone who was prepared to part with enough coin; she had been picky. Initially, this had won Ma’s heart. Here was a girl who set her sights high and who raked in the gold from a small cluster of rich lovers. But Ma had come to realise what Emily, Polly and I had known for much longer: Lucy was as lazy as she was ambitious. She spent more time parading about in the best houses of St James’s than she did sharing the burden of work in Berwick Street. And when she was here, she took out her frustrations on us.

			‘Is anything amiss?’ A man dressed only in his shirt leaned over the banister. My guest was wondering where I was.

			A second man joined him. 

			‘Get back upstairs!’ Ma’s face flashed with fury at me and Polly. ‘How dare you leave these good gentlemen alone.’ She flapped her hands at us, shooing us back to them. ‘My apologies, dear sirs,’ she shouted up to them in her best voice – the one that doesn’t make her sound like a market trader. ‘And my compliments. These girls are on the house for you today. We are celebrating. Enjoy whatever you will and tell all your friends that Mrs Farley runs the best house in London.’

			 I gritted my teeth as I made my way upstairs. Lucy’s news had lost me several guineas.

			‘Where’s yours, Emily?’ Polly looked up to the landing. ‘I don’t see him.’

			

			Emily clapped a hand to her forehead. ‘God’s blood,’ she muttered, and pushed past us at speed. ‘Hope the old bastard’s still breathing…’

			Polly laughed and slipped her arm through mine. ‘We’ll go out later, drag Lucy to the White Horse tonight and make sure her head hurts while she’s packing tomorrow.’

			‘She can pay,’ I said, giggling, ‘she can afford to treat us now. Make up for all those times when she’d mysteriously forgotten her purse…’

			We were still laughing when we reached the top landing, exchanging one another for the men who were waiting for us, as much cheered to see us in such high spirits as they were with the prospect of tupping us for free.

			Lucy was leaving. We would no longer have to endure her catty comments, her moaning and grumbling. A happy future lay ahead of us, so we thought. I allowed myself a moment to believe it. 

			A harlot’s life can turn in an instant. She can be the toast of the town at noon and find herself slumped in an alleyway and riddled with the pox by sunset. Deep down, we all knew this, even if we never admitted it – even to ourselves. 

			Neither Polly nor I could possibly know, as we giggled and hugged each other, and planned our drink-fuelled evening celebrations, that our fortunes were about to take a turn for the worst kind. 

			Our happiest times in Berwick Street were, in fact, behind us. 
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			The White Horse was as lively as ever. Harry Bardwell, the jovial red-faced landlord, welcomed us in and found us the best and largest table in the far corner of the room, shunting out the poorly dressed molls who had lately been occupying it. He knew that we were celebrating, and the Berwick Street girls, when we were in high spirits, brought him good custom from the culls who would gather to join our table and buy us wine or punch.

			And we were in very high spirits – even by our own standards. Polly and Emily had been over to Half Moon Street earlier in the evening to buy fresh supplies of condoms. They were laying the long sheep-gut sheaths on the table in order of size and inviting any man who passed the table to own as to which would fit him best. Polly was judging the accuracy of their boasting by thrusting her hand into their breeches – in return for a coin, of course. None of the men were complaining at this and were readily reaching for their purses. 

			Lucy was not interested in such antics. Instead, she was bending my ear about Mr Merrick. He wanted to buy her a ring, and she was trying to decide on exactly the right sort. I was pretending to give her my full attention, while at the same time laughing along with Polly, growing merry with wine and offering my assistance with the judging. 

			From the corner of my eye, I saw the door open to admit a gentleman in a miserable brown coat. He stood at the threshold for a moment, scanning the room with his hat in his hand and a scowl on his face. He was looking for someone. Possibly me. It was William Davenport, one of the magistrate’s men. I’d had dealings with him before – although our business had been murder, rather than pleasure. The men of Bow Street were few in number and relied on people like me to be their informers, their ‘eyes and ears’ around the streets, as he had called them. I had lately been useful to Mr Davenport, and to the magistrate, John Fielding, following the death of a customer of mine in March, and then once again in a matter concerning the theatre at Drury Lane.

			

			A little over a week had passed since we had last met. He had come to my room at Berwick Street to share news with me, but our meeting had ended uncomfortably. He had been on the verge of asking to take me to bed, and I had thrown him out. 

			William Davenport had once thought me a thief and a murderer, but I had proved him wrong and earned his grudging respect. At the same time, I had found myself drawn to him. Unlike most of Mr Fielding’s men, this one was a gentleman; educated and fair-minded. He could be sharp-tongued and was far too sombre, but he took my opinion seriously, and held my confidences. There are very few people I trust. He is the only man I trust. 

			I should have taken his money. God knows, I need the coin. But then he would have become like all the others – just another one who paid to do what he wanted. 

			I had pushed him away and he had gone. 

			Lucy’s voice grated in my ear. She was wondering whether to press Mr Merrick for earrings to match her new ring.

			‘Lucy,’ I said, turning and clutching her by the shoulders. ‘You deserve the best. Ask him for everything.’ This was exactly the right comment for the woman who dreamed of jewels. 

			I stood up, and whatever she said in response faded into the hubbub as I danced towards Davenport, glass in one hand, wine jug in the other. 

			He greeted me – politely, if uncertainly. It was possible that I was looking a little flushed.

			

			‘I wondered whether you might be here.’

			‘We’re all here tonight,’ I said. ‘Ma’s allowed us out. We’re celebrating, as you can see.’ I waggled the jug. ‘You’re most welcome to join our table…’ I gestured to where Polly and Emily were now blowing into the condoms, inflating them to the size of large cucumbers, to the applause of their audience.

			‘Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourselves,’ he said, his eyebrows lifting as he saw where I was waving. ‘But I came to see the landlord.’ He caught sight of Harry Bardwell and raised a hand to attract his attention. ‘What are you celebrating?’ Harry hadn’t noticed him.

			I shared Lucy’s news as he tried again, still unsuccessfully, to catch Harry’s eye.

			‘Merrick?’ he said, frowning a little, as we watched Harry slapping someone on the back before making his way to a table of his regulars, ready, as always, to sit and share a pipe and a drink. ‘I’m sure I’ve heard of him. His name’s familiar to me, although I can’t recall how.’

			‘There’s no reason for you to know him,’ I said, stifling a hiccup. ‘He’s as dull as a rainy day in February, but fabulously rich. New money, but Lucy doesn’t care where his fortune has come from; she’s already spending it for him.’

			‘I can imagine.’ He had met Lucy.

			‘Drink with me?’ I said, nudging his coat sleeve with my wine jug, wanting his company and conversation more than I wanted to hear Lucy’s crowing. 

			He hesitated. Polly was shrieking with laughter in the corner. I didn’t dare look at what she was doing.

			‘We can find somewhere quieter,’ I said. ‘We can talk about anything you like. But if I have to put up with any more of Lucy’s talk of Mr Merrick, I swear I’ll die.’

			‘Well, I can’t allow you to die, can I?’ he said, beginning to smile. ‘My business can wait for a moment.’

			

			He caught the arm of the tavern girl as she passed and he asked for beer as we drifted towards a table.

			‘You aspire to such a life yourself?’ he asked when the girl arrived with his drink. ‘Mistress to a dreary fortune, like Lucy?’

			‘Certainly not,’ I said, pouring more wine into my glass. ‘I couldn’t bear being shackled to someone who was quite that dull.’

			The tavern noise rolled on around us. Someone had started singing a well-known song and a few drunken voices picked up the chorus. The room was full of men in search of fun, and the prospects for earning were good tonight.

			He dropped some coins on the girl’s tray, took a mouthful of beer and set his tankard down. He stared at it for a moment, shoulders hunched, as if he were considering what to say. 

			I knocked back the wine, poured some more and saluted him with my glass.

			‘Come now, Mr Davenport, I’m in the mood to be entertained and had hoped you would oblige me. What news from Bow Street?’ 

			‘Well… we’re chasing a pack of mad dogs around Covent Garden, but it’s hardly entertaining.’ The brown eyes were as serious as they always were, but he was obviously relieved that I wished to engage him in a straightforward conversation about the magistrate’s work, as if forgetting our last encounter. ‘The warmer evenings seem to have brought them out in hoards.’

			 ‘Mad dogs? I take it that you’re not referring to Mr Grimshaw?’ He knew that I disliked Jack Grimshaw, his burly colleague. 

			He gave me a wry smile. ‘No, these are real dogs with four legs and fur. They’re terrorising people in the Garden, snapping and biting passersby. Mr Fielding was unbothered by them at first – he even thought that they might drive the street girls and pickpockets away – but now there are teams of young men running about the streets armed with cudgels, beating any dog they can find. It’s chaos.’

			‘I’m not sure I can help you with a dog problem.’

			

			‘I’m not sure you can, either. The wretched dogs are taking up too much of our time. And they’re the least of our troubles.’ He became more serious. ‘People are restless. Tax has gone up on beer, wine too. We’ve seen scuffles on the streets, nothing serious, but tempers are becoming frayed.’

			The wine we drank in Berwick Street was of good quality. It was expensive, and I knew that much of the expense was a result of the heavy duty on French goods. Ma refused to buy the cheaper Spanish or Portuguese wine. I rarely bought my own drinks in the taverns, so didn’t worry about how much they cost. It was those who worked hard and earned little who suffered most when their life’s few joys were taxed hard. No wonder they were unhappy. No one I knew was grumbling, but then, the men who enjoyed my company needed to be wealthy enough to pay for the finer delights I offered.

			‘Added to this, a couple of the smarter Soho properties have had their windows smashed and a silversmith has had some tools stolen. A house was broken into on Dean Street. Some of Mr Fielding’s friends have expressed concern that there might be organised gangs of thieves operating around here – which means we’re now also supposed to discover whether this is, indeed, the case, and to round them all up if it is.’ He gave a weary sigh. 

			‘That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’ Clarity cut through the fog of inebriation. ‘It’s why you’re speaking to Harry Bardwell? You want him to listen for you? Keep his ear to the ground?’

			He nodded, craning his neck to look again for Harry.

			‘The Bardwells are honest folk. Grimshaw’s out and about, trying to gather information from the rogues he knows, but I’d like to know what’s being talked of in the taverns, what the landlords have picked up. I’m hoping to persuade Mr Bardwell to share what he knows.’

			Davenport was clever at choosing his informers and clever about how he used them. 

			

			‘You think there’s a chance he’ll have overheard a careless word about stolen property?’ I asked.

			He drained his beer. ‘Exactly. We’ve plenty to keep us busy, so any information is welcome. If there’s trouble coming, we need to be ahead of it.’

			‘You’ll be careful?’ I said, suddenly anxious for his safety. He didn’t know who he was hunting, or how dangerous they might be. Even a seemingly innocuous street fight could escalate into something far worse.

			‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ he said, meeting my eyes and grinning. ‘I’m unlikely to venture anywhere without Snowy and Grimshaw, at the very least. All of Fielding’s men are armed, and the magistrate’s name carries its own weight. But you should keep off the streets,’ he said with a nod. ‘You don’t want to find yourself in the middle of any trouble.’ 

			‘I’ll be sure to take a carriage everywhere I go.’ I laughed at his concern. ‘Besides, the only time I’m ever on the streets alone is when I’m on the magistrate’s business.’

			A gentleman in a smart silver-grey coat entered the tavern. I recognised him; I had entertained him once or twice. If he’d turned up at the White Horse, it could only mean that Ma had sent him to find me. We girls might have been allowed out for an hour or two to celebrate, but she wouldn’t want me to forgo this wealthy individual. I drained my glass, catching his eye. I knew that his purse would be heavy, and I was ready to relieve him of it before one of the other girls dug her claws into him. His face brightened, and then dropped in dismay when he saw that I was with another man. I smiled and nodded to him, indicating that I was on my way. 

			‘I should go,’ I said to Davenport. ‘My evening’s work has just walked in.’ 

			He glanced at the new arrival.

			‘And you’ll take care of yourself, Miss Hardwicke?’ He laid a hand over mine. ‘Not only when you’re out on the street, I mean.’ 

			

			I laughed, pulling my hand away and standing. ‘Well, there’s no one else to take care of me. I don’t have Snowy and Grimshaw offering protection, after all,’ I said. ‘Good luck with your dogs, Mr Davenport.’ 

			I gave him the smallest of nods before making my way over to the gentleman in the grey coat, with a warm smile and a swing of my hips, loudly declaring my delight at seeing him. 

			I knew that Davenport would still be watching me.
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			It was late afternoon. We stood in Berwick Street, exhausted, waving off Lucy’s carriage. It had taken five of us nearly three days – in between entertaining guests – to pack up Lucy’s possessions. Lucy, of course, had not helped with the packing, but had stood around directing operations as Polly and I – along with Old Sarah our cook, Meg our maid and Sydney our doorman – had lowered hats into boxes and folded gowns into trunks. A glass vial of her most expensive perfume had fallen out of a casket, splattering oil over my skirts as it fell to the ground and broke, and whereas once she might have boxed my ears for clumsiness, even this mishap had not caused more than a frown. This was her moment of triumph, and she was inclined to be generous – even with me. 

			Emily, rather mysteriously, had been called away to a gentle-man’s home for all of this time, and so had been unable to lend a hand.

			The carriage conveying Lucy’s possessions had gone first, and then a second, beautifully upholstered vehicle had been sent to collect Mr Merrick’s mistress. She had kissed us all, sobbed over Ma – who had emerged from the parlour to wish her farewell – and gone.

			I reeked of amber, and my arms were aching.

			Old Sarah declared that she needed to lie down. 

			Sydney said nothing. He was too distraught that Lucy had gone. He stole quietly to his own room and closed the door. 

			

			 Ma told Meg to begin cleaning Lucy’s room. ‘I don’t want to leave it empty too long,’ she said. ‘I’ll soon be looking for a girl to replace her.’

			I saw the weary look in Meg’s face. 

			‘How about we let the dust settle for a day or two, Ma? There’s no urgency, and surely no need to begin today.’

			Ma frowned at the intervention, but she was aware that Lucy had kept Meg running up and down stairs, carrying boxes, all day. Meg was lame and walked with a limp. Ma had, some years ago, rescued her from the streets and was not entirely without sympathy.

			‘Tomorrow morning will do, I suppose,’ she said, returning to the house.

			Meg gave me a grateful smile and followed her, leaving me and Polly in the street.

			‘Do you think we’ll miss her?’ I asked. ‘Berwick Street’s finest?’

			Polly laughed. ‘Only as much as I miss the clap. She was about as irritating.’ She looped her arm through mine. ‘Let’s find a drink. I’ve a raging thirst after all of that packing.’

			‘I know. Fetching… carrying…’

			‘Following such exacting instructions…’

			‘I never realised that there were such precise ways of folding petticoats. Nor why it was so important to fold them correctly when they will be unpacked within the hour. She’s only gone to Bond Street, not to Paris.’

			‘Unpacked by some poor maidservant,’ said Polly, ‘who, as yet, has no idea what sort of monster is about to arrive in her house.’

			‘I’m not sure poor Mr Merrick has any idea either. I’m almost beginning to feel sorry for him.’ I gave Polly’s arm a squeeze and chuckled. ‘You go ahead of me. I want to change my skirts first. I don’t want the smell of Lucy lingering on my clothes.’ 

			‘No,’ she agreed. ‘We don’t need reminding of her, now she’s gone.’

			

			* * *

			On my way to the White Horse, I passed another drinking den, an inferior establishment whose poor-quality drink and shabby customers offered little temptation to Ma Farley’s girls.

			To my surprise, Harry Bardwell poked his head out of the door. He had a furtive look about him, as if he was not supposed to be there. Or perhaps he was hiding from his wife.

			‘Harry?’

			When he saw me, he affected nonchalance, in the way that people do when they are caught, and then greeted me in an exaggeratedly jovial manner.

			‘Lizzie! My favourite lady of the night! What a treat to see you, as it always is, night or day.’

			‘What are you doing in a queer den like this? I didn’t know that Anne allowed you out by yourself, and certainly not to drink in such a dismal alehouse.’

			‘Me? I’m doing nothing. Just called to wish a neighbouring landlord a good afternoon.’

			He was a hopeless liar. His countenance was too open. I took a guess, threaded my arm through his and leaned closer, lowering my voice to a murmur as we walked towards his own tavern.

			‘You’re working for the magistrate, aren’t you? As I do? Mr Davenport told me.’

			He stood still, relief flooding over his face. 

			‘It’s good that you know, Lizzie. I’m glad to tell someone. I can’t say anything to Anne. I don’t want to worry her.’

			‘What are you up to?’

			Now that he knew that I knew, he was keen to talk. He was no good at holding information. 

			

			‘It’s important business, it is. Mostly, I visit other tavern keepers.’

			‘Perfect,’ I said, pulling him gently along the street. ‘You’re sampling their ale as you go?’

			‘Well, there is that, of course,’ he laughed. ‘But mostly, I’m just listening in the corners.’

			‘What have you discovered? Apart from the quality of the ale, I mean.’ I was curious to hear what he had learned. I am always curious.

			‘Burglaries,’ he said, in a conspiratorial fashion. ‘A couple of them between here and Covent Garden only this week. Fine houses, where the family has lately gone to the country. A house steward in Soho Square was knocked on the head. Mostly silver that’s been stolen. Or dinner plates.’

			I tried to appear impressed by his information. 

			‘Any ideas of who is robbing the nearly empty houses?’

			He shook his head. ‘A new gang? Perhaps they watch to see who’s leaving town, which houses have only a small staff left.’

			Paying a child to inform them, more likely. A link boy, watching as he lit the way for a gentleman in the night’s streets, or one of the ragged children who lived under carts and slept in doorways and were always grateful for pennies.

			‘And where’s the stolen property going? Have you heard?’

			He had no idea. Again, he could only speculate, telling me what I already knew. What anyone might know. ‘There’s fences all over London, Lizzie. The thieves will separate out the goods. None of us has been offered anything suspicious yet.’

			They wouldn’t be. Silver forks from Soho would be over in Southwark by now. The runners from Bow Street would be hunting far and wide, asking questions of every rogue they knew. 

			‘Mr Davenport was concerned about other matters, he told me,’ I said. ‘A general sense of disquiet on the streets.’

			He shrugged, less interested in this. ‘Oh, there’s a mood about, that’s true. We can all feel it. People are grumpy. On edge. I’ve seen this before, a few years back. It happens sometimes. There’s an atmosphere. It’s brewing under the surface, but I can tell something’s coming.’

			

			A shiver ran across my shoulders. I clung to his arm. ‘What’s coming?’

			‘Fights, if I’m right. It won’t take much. The tax has gone up on beer and wine and people don’t like it. There’ll be trouble on the streets before the summer’s out, you’ll see.’

			It was as Davenport had said. The city was febrile. I hadn’t noticed because I spent most of my time indoors. 

			‘Don’t say anything to Anne about what I’m doing,’ he said as we came to the door of his own tavern. ‘She’ll worry if she thinks I’m squealing on gangs of thieves. I’m not,’ he added. ‘I’m just listening.’

			Not very well, it seemed. Perhaps he was enjoying the ale too much.

			I let go of his arm, but not before Anne had seen us enter together. Her eyes narrowed.

			‘What are you doing with my husband, you little strumpet?’

			‘Having my wicked way with him on the street in broad daylight, of course,’ I said, quickly recognising that bravado was the only way to divert her. I pushed him towards her, knowing that if he tried to answer for himself, he would only sound suspicious. ‘You can have him back now I’ve finished with him.’ I put a hand to my brow in dramatic fashion. ‘I’m exhausted – although, in truth, less from my amorous liaisons with your husband, Anne, and more from packing Lucy off to Bond Street. We’re all exhausted.’

			Anne slipped her arm through her husband’s, claiming him. ‘That one’s not exhausted,’ she said, nodding towards a bench in the corner where Polly was sitting on a gentleman’s lap and whispering into his ear, all the while running her fingers under the waistband of his breeches. ‘She’s already asked if she can use one of my rooms.’ 

			

			I laughed. ‘I might have guessed. Well, now Lucy’s gone, Ma will expect us all to work as fast as Polly.’

			‘Where’s she gone, then, our lovely Lucy?’ Harry asked, as keen as I was to adopt a lighter tone. He had, thankfully, managed to lose his guilty expression. ‘She did tell me, I’m sure, but I don’t think I was listening.’

			No. Listening was not his natural talent.

			‘Well, it’s easy to lose interest when Lucy’s talking about herself,’ I said. ‘Didn’t you say you would find me some wine, Mr Bardwell, or are my ears failing as badly as yours?’

			He laughed at this and went to find a jug of wine. 

			Anne was watching me intently, arms folded, as though I might still pounce on him. 

			‘She’s off to Bond Street,’ I said, taking the glass and jug from him. I took a sip of my drink and winked at Anne, who remained impassive. ‘A very desirable address, as she was keen to tell us. Emily, Polly and I have decided that we’ll let her settle in. We’ll give her a few weeks to imagine that she’s left us all behind, and then we’ll pay a visit, all together, unannounced. She’s going to love that.’

			Finally, the corners of Anne’s mouth turned up into a knowing grin. She, too, had been on the receiving end of Lucy’s tantrums. 

			‘Be certain you give her my kindest regards, won’t you.’ 
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			Four weeks later 

			Bond Street, June 1759

			‘Where is he then? The rich lover? Master of the house?’ Polly bit into a sugared almond and gave Lucy a wide-eyed stare – the picture of innocent enquiry.

			In the end, Polly, Emily and I had decided to give Lucy a whole month to move out and make herself comfortable, before inviting ourselves to Bond Street. We had dressed in our most extravagant gowns, taken a carriage and arrived on her doorstep without telling her we were coming. She had, of course, been furious. But she was already pretending to be the mistress of an elegant home in the most fashionable of streets, so throwing us out and hurling high-pitched abuse at us from the doorstep was not going to play well with the neighbours or the servants. She was forced to be polite and hospitable. 

			It was a pleasure to watch. 

			Lucy straightened her back and smoothed her skirts for the fourth time. It was a new gown and, now that we were here, she wanted to make certain that we noticed it. It was pale pink silk, patterned with strawberries and white roses, worn over a darker pink petticoat, and rather lovely, even if she did keep drawing attention to it. None of us passed a comment. 

			‘He’s gone to meet a gentleman in Westminster to talk about a financial matter, or something. It’s important business.’ We must have looked perplexed by this information. She gave a huff of exasperation at us. ‘He doesn’t spend every minute here with me. He goes out, meets people, supports the government.’

			

			‘Well, thank goodness for that,’ said Emily, nestling the teacup back into the saucer with a delicate clink. ‘He’d bore you to death if he stayed at home all day.’

			Lucy bristled. She knew this was true, but she would never admit it. 

			‘Tell us about the neighbours, Lucy,’ Polly cut in before the two old rivals began to fight. ‘Who lives here? Have you met anyone?’

			Would Mr Merrick’s mistress be welcomed or shunned in this part of town, we wanted to know. It was all very well to find yourself in a gorgeous house with an army of servants, but if no one spoke to you, then life would be lonely. A gilded cage is still a cage. 

			‘Well,’ Lucy put down a half-eaten piece of cake and licked the sugar from her lips. Her eyes sparkled – a sure sign that she was about to treat us to a morsel of gossip that was even sweeter. 

			This was why we had come, of course. 

			‘Richard has been very keen to show me off to his new friends.’

			When I had first encountered Richard Merrick, he had appeared to me as a middling sort of gentleman. Although clearly ambitious and very rich, he lacked a certain effortlessness that signifies good breeding. He had been lurking on the outer edges of Lucy’s circle of admirers for months. Then he announced that he was moving away from Soho to an address that, he believed, better suited his wealth and status, and, almost overnight, he had found himself at the epicentre of Lucy’s world. She had immediately made him her chief object and target. He was beginning to find favour with men of influence, he had told us, and was marked for a higher position in the Whig administration. He hardly needed to tell us that this would bring him more than mere political power. It would, inevitably, also bring significant financial rewards – as all politicians are given to accept bribes. Possibly, this was how Davenport had heard of his name; Mr Fielding liked to keep company with politicians. A rising star in government would be open to influence, and thus potentially supportive of the magistrate.

			

			Lucy had set about making sure that she was exactly what Mr Merrick needed. She was haughty in her beauty, immaculate in her dress and precise in her manners. When she was with us, it did not take much to turn her into a screeching ball of fury with a voice like a blunt knife against a grinder’s stone, but he, presumably, hadn’t experienced that yet. And neither had the neighbours.

			The house next door, Lucy told us, belonged to Dr Drake and his family. Thomas Drake was a physician of great distinction. Humbly born, the son of a provincial apothecary, he had risen purely by virtue of skill and learning and had spent many years attending no less a personage than the Queen. He had been forced to retire from this exalted position by the loss of his eyesight. The steady decline into blindness had robbed him of the work he loved and the intrigues of the court, which he’d loved even more.

			Dr Drake had two children. Gabriel, the product of his first marriage, was, according to Lucy, a very handsome gentleman of around thirty years, and, like her own dear Richard, he was seeking to make his way in the government. Gabriel’s mother had died when he was still a child and Dr Drake, in something of a scandal, had taken up with an actress much younger than himself, and, far more outrageously still, he had decided to marry her. Catherine Drake had given him a daughter and, thereafter, lived a virtuous and entirely scandal-free life as the wife of an eminent physician. 

			Lucy was at pains to tell us of their growing friendship. 

			‘Catherine Drake is a darling. I worried that she might shun me, but dear Richard assured me that I had no cause to be anxious. And so it turned out. We were invited to dinner even before I moved in. Catherine has taken me under her wing. I think…’ She gave us a soft smile, as if pitying us for being so far beyond her social circle now. ‘… I think she is going to encourage Mr Merrick towards a more permanent arrangement with me.’

			

			‘You don’t mean marriage?’ Polly was incredulous. ‘You’ve only been here for a month, Lucy. You can’t be serious?’

			Lucy was deadly serious. As Merrick’s mistress, she was living a life of comfort and ease, but this was, everyone understood, a flimsy arrangement, wholly dependent upon his whim. If she wanted security, she needed to marry him. And, although he was a bore, she had chosen to live with him, I saw now, precisely because he was unmarried. 

			‘Well, it worked for Catherine Drake,’ she said, pouting. ‘Everyone thought Dr Drake would look for a wife from his own kind or catch a wealthy widow from a titled family. But no, Catherine worked very hard and persuaded him that she would be the perfect match. She’s promised to give me her best advice.’

			‘And you truly want to marry Richard Merrick?’ Polly was still open-mouthed at the idea. 

			Lucy was surprised by the question. ‘Of course. One would hardly wish to return to Berwick Street, after all.’

			We all felt the force of that comment. Emily, next to me on the large sofa, pulled herself up straighter. She was about to throw a mean comment Lucy’s way. I leapt in first.

			‘You said Catherine Drake had a daughter?’

			‘Sophia,’ said Lucy. ‘She’s even more of a darling than her mother. She must be nineteen or twenty years. She’s inherited her mother’s looks, lucky creature, although her mother’s past will keep her from the best of marriages.’

			However eminent a physician Thomas Drake had once been, marrying an actress had undoubtedly robbed his daughter of any hope of a title. 

			‘Catherine’s not concerned,’ Lucy went on, airily, as if she had known her neighbour for years. ‘There’s a family friend lined up for her. He’s wealthy enough already, apparently, but due to inherit a substantial fortune once some relative dies, which makes him particularly attractive.’

			

			Emily had become bored with the Drakes – or with Lucy’s adulation of them. ‘There are lots of fine houses on this street. Have you met any other neighbours?’

			Lucy rearranged her skirts yet again, uncomfortable at the question. She had only been received at the Drakes because of Mrs Drake. The former actress had been kindly disposed towards her, but no one else had yet received her. 

			‘I think that the family on the other side are called Lonsdale,’ she said, wrinkling her brow to display that she did, at least, know their name. ‘There are lots of children. I can hear them in the garden.’

			‘Well, I imagine Mrs Lonsdale has her hands full,’ said Emily in a smooth voice. She was enjoying Lucy’s discomfort. ‘I expect she’ll manage a nod to you once they’ve all left home.’ She sat back in her seat, a sly smile on her face. 

			Lucy, tight-lipped, rang the bell for more tea. No one said anything until the maid had left the room with her orders. 

			‘What about a tour of the house,’ I said, ‘before the tea arrives?’

			I am firmly of the opinion that no one should miss an opportunity to be nosy in someone else’s home and thought it would be far more enjoyable to open doors and examine furniture than to sit in poisonous silence.

			It was, thankfully, a suggestion that appealed to everyone.
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			Lucy swept through the rooms, giving us the history of every painting and details of every vase and candlestick, as if she were the chatelaine of a palace. The furniture was mostly new, a sure sign of recent wealth rather than ancient family. Mr Merrick had taken pains to discover what was fashionable, but, having met the man, I assumed that someone must have advised him on such matters. This was Lucy’s doing. She had made herself indispensable and ensured that Richard Merrick would never be quite at home without her presence. She did not need advice on entrapment from Catherine Drake.

			The ground floor of the house was arranged around a central hall that was large and graceful, influenced by, but not slavishly following, a gracious Palladian style. There was a symmetry and harmony about the building that was as pleasing as it was simple. The house made good use of the natural daylight, and, on a summer’s day, it was bright and airy.

			Here and there I spied the artless signs of Lucy’s touch: a vast mirror in a small room that made the space seem twice as large, a vase of flowers on a table – luscious peonies in deepest pink that gave out a rich and heady scent. The few delicately framed pictures in the private corridor that led to her own chamber were, on closer inspection, images of couples entwined in tantalising poses. Mr Merrick would be left in no doubt what delights awaited him as he strolled along this way. 

			We wandered about offering the customary expressions of awe, but it was, all of us could see, a very fine house to be living in. Even Emily was, grudgingly, having to admit her admiration for Lucy. Berwick Street was beginning to appear grubby, cramped and old-fashioned by comparison. 

			

			We had seen most of the house when we decided that tea must have arrived. By now, charmed by the furniture, furnishings and art, we were all better company, laughing and joking as much as we ever did. Downstairs, we passed a door I had not noticed earlier.

			‘We haven’t seen this room,’ I said.

			‘No more,’ pleaded Polly. ‘My feet ache. I’ve seen too many rooms.’

			‘Oh, just one more,’ I said, laughing at her. ‘We’ve nearly earned our cake. What’s through here?’

			‘The library,’ said Lucy. ‘Richard’s very proud of it, although I’ve yet to work my magic on the furniture.’

			She flung open the door and marched us in.

			As soon as we entered, we fell silent. Everything that we had seen so far had been the height of taste and elegance, a testimony to fashion. This room was unashamedly ancient. Dark shelves were filled from floor to ceiling with books. Unlike the rest of the house, which was warm and full of light, this room seemed chilly. There was a draft blowing around my ankles, though I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Polly and Emily stared about for a moment and then wandered out in search of the promised tea. I wasn’t certain that either of them could read beyond one or two simple words, so this room held no interest for them. 

			I walked over to one of the shelves and scanned the titles. 

			‘He’s a learned man, Mr Merrick?’ The volumes on the shelves suggested it. 

			‘The library was here before he bought the house. He threw out the furniture in the other rooms and redecorated the whole property, but he decided to keep the library as it was. I find it a dismal place…’ She stood in the doorway, gazing in disdain at what she saw. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind if you want to look at the books, Lizzie, but I’m going to find the tea.’

			

			Richard Merrick had bought a fine house. He had bought a fine library with it. His wealth had given him a fashionable life, but he wished to appear well-read – a man with a history, grounded in antiquity and learning even as he was making his money and buying his way to gentility. I walked the length of the room and stood at the window to survey the garden. Lucy had told us that Mr Merrick had always longed for a garden, and I noticed that work had begun to clear and transform it into the highest style. Here was his true interest. He was planting roses. The window was set with a French door, allowing access to the garden, but I thought better of opening it without asking. A small wooden gate in the garden wall would, I supposed, connect Mr Merrick’s garden with Dr Drake’s. I sauntered back through the room, scanning the shelves as I went. I wondered whether Mr Merrick ever picked a book from the shelf, or whether he simply sat and admired his collection from afar from his empty writing desk. I stopped to pluck a volume at random and blew the dust from the top of it. This gave me my answer, even as I opened the book and glanced over the text. 

			‘What are you doing in here?’ A man’s voice startled me. I snapped the book shut and turned to see Richard Merrick in the doorway. 

			‘Oh, I’m sorry, sir,’ I gave him an apologetic curtsey. ‘I hope you don’t mind me examining your books.’

			Richard Merrick was a tall man, narrow in the shoulders and thin-faced. He wasn’t old, but he stooped a little, as if shouldering the weight of many years. He did not have a handsome face. It was lacking in life and character. His skin was very pale – almost white – and this made his black eyebrows stand out like two fierce lines of ink scribbled on paper. The huge eyebrows were the most interesting thing about him. His voice was nasal and ponderous. He sounded like a man trying on the gravitas and dignity he aspired to. 

			

			He pushed a piece of paper into his coat pocket, walked into the room and peered down at me.

			‘It’s Miss Hardwicke, isn’t it? From Berwick Street? I thought I heard visitors.’

			He knew well enough who I was. I had never taken him to bed – Lucy had made sure of that – but he had once spent an evening drinking wine with me in the best room at Berwick Street, pushing my hand down the front of his breeches while he talked to another man about the politicians and people of rank that he knew. I wasn’t sure which activity had given him the greater pleasure.

			‘We decided to pay Lucy a visit. She’s very happy to be here with you.’ 

			He offered only a weak smile in response, before taking the book from me and replacing it. He stood frowning at his library, eyes scanning the shelves. 

			‘You have a wonderful collection, sir,’ I said, concerned that my presence had irritated him. 

			His face softened a little. He gave a small sigh and turned to me. 

			‘Thank you. I do rather like my private place of retreat.’ He gestured vaguely at the books. ‘Although, I rarely have opportunity to idle away my hours here.’

			The room was someone else’s monument to learning. It was lost on any man who thought that being here would be ‘idling’. 

			‘Well, perhaps I prefer cake to books,’ I said, giving him my most encouraging smile, for Lucy’s sake. ‘Will you remind me of the way to the drawing room?’ 

			His shoulders drooped as he led me back, and he made no effort at conversation.

			The girls were still chattering in animated fashion about paintings and curtains. Merrick straightened himself as we walked in, ready to play the genial host. Lucy jumped from her seat and flew into his arms. He kissed her lightly on the forehead and seated himself in an armchair, the bushy eyebrows moving independently of the rest of his face as he helped himself to tea and listened to our praises of his exquisite taste in dining furniture.

			

			Merrick leaned his head back against the chair and closed his eyes. His forehead creased and the black brows sank lower, as though he had ceased to listen to our conversation and turned his mind to weightier affairs. The financial matter Lucy had spoken of, perhaps, or something pertaining to the ongoing war with France that was absorbing the attention of most men in government. He was chewing the inside of his lip, lost in his own thoughts.

			Polly suggested that it was time to leave. At this, he opened his eyes, sat forward and said in a quiet voice, ‘No, please do stay for a while longer. I’m glad you’re here. Keep my Lucy company. Look after her for me. I should like that.’

			With that, he rose from the chair, made us a small bow, kissed Lucy and excused himself. He had business to attend to, he said.

			‘Darling Richard,’ said Lucy, with deliberate fondness, once he had left the room. 

			I threw Emily a sharp look, hoping that she would hold her tongue. 

			Polly and Lucy continued to discuss ornaments. 

			‘And where did you find the porcelain vases,’ Polly asked, pointing towards the mantelpiece, sounding genuinely interested, ‘the ones with the dark blue and red flowers?’

			‘Oh, would you believe, they were already here when I arrived. Richard chose them all by himself. I think he bought them from –’

			A loud explosion sounded from somewhere in the house. 

			I leapt up from my seat.

			‘What was that?’ Lucy asked, startled. 

			I had heard such a noise only recently. I knew very well what it was, and my heart began to pound in fright.

			

			Several pairs of feet thundered through the hallway and there was a shout, a terrified shriek and more shouting. At this, Lucy grew wide-eyed. Polly gave a small cry of alarm.

			I ran to the hallway to discover servants scurrying, and the door to Merrick’s library flung open. 

			We never found out where he had bought the vases. Darling Richard was face down on his writing table, blood oozing from under his head into a dark puddle that was growing by the second. 

			Mr Merrick had shot himself. 

			It was, I reflected, probably the most interesting thing he had ever done.
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			A few weeks ago, I had watched someone blow their head apart with a pistol. On that occasion, I had been splattered with blood and gore as I cradled a dying man in my arms. The mess that had covered me had been scrubbed away, but I still woke from fitful sleep sometimes, feeling it in my hair and over my face and arms. 

			This was different. It was a private act, for a start. He had closed the door and done this alone. Even so, I knew before I had walked into the library that it would be a dreadful sight.

			‘Lucy! No, don’t go in!’ She was peering through the door. I caught her arm and pulled her close to protect her from what I had already seen. ‘Don’t look at it. Don’t look.’

			A pair of Merrick’s male servants had been standing in the way of his body, so she couldn’t see him. Then, they broke apart and revealed what I had hoped to keep from her. She took a sharp breath, but, to her credit – and my surprise – she did not scream. She put a hand to her mouth and stood in silent horror. 

			Merrick’s steward took charge. A man with the face of one who had spent a life in service, he was as unperturbed about the violent death of his master as he might have been about someone placing the wrong knives on the dining table. He approached Lucy and gave a small bow. Whatever his personal opinions of her, she was the closest thing that the house had to a mistress. 

			‘I think that we might send for Dr Drake, madam. And for a constable. I’ll send servants for both.’

			

			Lucy nodded, mute, evidently relieved that someone else knew what to do. She leaned on me heavily as I led her back to the drawing room. Polly and I helped her into the chair. 

			‘Richard…’ 

			She sat staring into the distance, and a single tear slid down her face. None of us spoke.
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