
  
  [image: image-placeholder]






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Praise
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
  
        
       
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Thirty-four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter Thirty-five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter Thirty-six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter Thirty-seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter Thirty-eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter Thirty-nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter Forty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter Forty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter Forty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter Forty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter Forty-four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter Forty-five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Chapter Forty-six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Chapter Forty-seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        Chapter Forty-eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        Chapter Forty-nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Chapter Fifty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        Chapter Fifty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Historical Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      



        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      




        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      




      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  



  
  



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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Soho, March 1759

There are few sights more ridiculous than a fat old man naked from the waist down.  

Mr George Reed pulled off his wig and fumbled with his breeches. The most successful cloth merchant in Norwich – as he had told me more than once in the tavern – was struggling to reach his shoe buckles without grunting. His belly sagged under his vast shirt. At last, he stood triumphant and wiped a handkerchief across his brow to remove all signs of effort. 

Ah, Mr Reed. Another respectable tradesman from the shires with time on his hands, money in his purse and a liking for pretty young women, who had found his way to the best bawdy house in London. In a moment, he would be clambering over me with all the excitement of a youth half his age. Unless his heart gave out first.

Nothing much was stirring below the shirt, mind. Mr Reed was going to need a helping hand. I shifted position on the bed, allowing a wisp of muslin to float away and expose a little more flesh. His eyes danced apologetically but little else twitched. I lay there, staring at a long and tedious evening.

Poor old goat, he really did want some help. I eased myself up onto an elbow and flashed him the famous Lizzie Hardwicke smile, the smile that they speak of in taverns from Marylebone to Fleet Street – so I’m told – the smile that brings them running to throw gold into my lap. 

‘Well, goodness me, Mr Reed, what have we here?’ I leaned forward, so that he could see even more of me, and lifted the hem of his shirt.

He straightened his back. 

‘Upon my honour, I don’t think I have seen the promise of such magnificence since I entertained the Duke of Rutland.’ 

His eyes widened. Every word a lie, of course. I have no honour; George Reed was not magnificent and nor was he going to be – and I would never question the fidelity of any duke to his duchess. But one thing that my career has taught me is that men will hear what they want to hear from the mouth of a beautiful woman, especially when she is nearly naked.

‘The Duke of Rutland was here?’

I changed the angle of my leg, revealing the treasure for which he was paying so handsomely.

‘His grace was right here. But he wasn’t as splendid as you, Mr Reed.’

‘Really?’ He was, of course, susceptible to flattery.

‘Hush now, sir, there’s really no need for you to boast. Only bring yourself a little closer and keep me company.’ 

I patted the pillow next to me. Perhaps I could get this over with quickly. Polly, Emily and Lucy would be home soon with gossip to share, and Ma Farley was downstairs with a new girl. He didn’t need to be invited twice, and strutted like a bloated peacock, ready to give me the benefit of his superior physique.

A full five minutes later, I rolled him off and left him to doze. I couldn’t leave the room until he was dressed – that was one of the rules of our house. There was little point dressing myself at this hour, so I left off my stays, shrugged a loose gown over my shoulders and tied it at the waist. I sat at the table to fasten up my hair with a blue ribbon. Blue was my colour; it set off my copper curls to their best advantage.

I scrutinised the girl in the mirror: nineteen years old, considered slightly built and not yet showing the hardened face of a career on the town. I could still pass for much younger. I was respectably born, decently educated and, just six months ago, was living in the comfort of my father’s house. Now I was here; one of a small number of girls in Berwick Street, earning a living on my back. It’s strange, the way Fortune deals her hand.

Outside, the city was wallowing in darkness. The elegant streets of Soho had given up their nocturnal creatures. Girls walked slowly arm in arm with lovers more than twice their age; in windows, they lit lamps and sat in near nakedness. The night time was when the real business of London’s day took place. 

I closed my ribbon box, catching sight of the scars on my hand, shining in the light of the candle.

I did not choose to become a whore. Few of us do. 

George Reed snuffled and snorted in my bed, turning over to face the wall. He hadn’t been so bad after all, and splendidly quick – thank God. His handsome coat, sage green wool with gold buttons down the front edges and sleeves, was discarded on the floor. I laid it carefully over a chair. The tabby silk waistcoat, which I’d noticed earlier, was very fine, embroidered with exotic flowers. He would need to be wealthy indeed to afford such a lovely piece. Did he pick it up in Spitalfields, or had it come from Paris? This Norwich cloth merchant had a good eye as well as a heavy purse. I stroked the needlework. Perhaps I could persuade him to visit again and part him from a few more guineas. 

There was a soft thud. A brown paper parcel had fallen to the floor. I picked it up, feeling the weight of it. 

‘Leave that alone, girl.’ Mr Reed was awake and sitting up in bed, frowning.  

‘It fell from a pocket as I was tidying your clothes.’ No one wants to be thought a thief. ‘I didn’t want the silk to crease.’ I handed him the parcel. ‘Some important papers?’

He pulled at the hem of his shirt and cleared his throat. ‘Yes. Papers.’ He was embarrassed by his nakedness. 

‘You have a beautiful waistcoat, sir,’ I gestured to it. ‘Very fine embroidery. Perhaps I can assist you with it when you’ve dressed?’ I handed him his breeches and turned away. A gentleman is happy enough to be watched and applauded when he’s removing his clothes, but is generally shy when dressing.

I heard him huffing at the effort of tucking his shirt. After a minute, I held the waistcoat out, smoothing it over his shoulders and touching his neck softly once he had put it on. 

‘I hope that everything was satisfactory.’

‘Yes, yes, very good,’ he said, ‘very good indeed.’ His mind was still on the parcel. 

I couldn’t afford to lose this plump catch, however unappealing the thought of further transactions might be. I took his hand and held it flat against my breast, fluttering my breath with practised care as he squeezed. 

‘I wonder whether you are in London for business or... just for pleasure?’ I might as well tease: he wouldn’t be fresh for hours. He began to slobber at my neck, thoughts moving away from his papers and back to me. I risked a small moan to encourage him.

‘Aside from the pleasure of you, it is all business. I’ve a few days left in town before I return home.’ 

‘Then you might like to visit me again before you leave?’

He started biting my earlobe, which I tolerated. ‘That would be most delightful.’

I pulled away, having secured the promise. 

‘Lovely,’ I said. I held both of his hands firmly and gazed into his greedy eyes with as much cheeriness as I could.

‘I’m sure that you could entertain me for a little longer, while I’m here,’ he said, tugging me uncomfortably close again. ‘I have the means to pay.’ He started to grope inside my gown. I really didn’t want this now, and he surely wasn’t so vain as to think he would be capable? 

‘I’m not sure I’m available at this hour.’

He was a large man and quite strong, and I didn’t like the way he was pulling at my body. I had to get rid of him, promise him something.

‘But we’re having a party, a masked ball, here tomorrow night, as it happens. Would you care to join us?’ As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted my rashness. The girls would kill me. 

‘A masked ball?’ His eyes bulged.

‘Well, it’s really nothing special at all, just some food and wine and a few friends.’

He licked his bottom lip and a sickly smile spread over his face.

‘I’ve heard of such parties.’ That wasn’t a surprise. Mrs Farley’s parties were the talk of the town. The combination of exclusivity and notoriety was enough of an enticement.

‘I’ll come. My friends at home will be green with envy when I tell them.’

I never should have asked him. In a little over a day, he would be dead, because of the party and I would be running from the magistrate and the hangman. If I had known that then, I would have given him every pleasure he wished that evening, every trick in my book, and then kicked him out for good. But I did not know. 

I am a whore, not a fortune-teller.
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The noise coming from the parlour when George Reed left was extraordinary. Even for a house full of young women, it was loud, and it was a good thing we had finished for the night as such a commotion would drive away all but the bravest of customers. Sydney, our ever-present doorman, tall and sleek, was perched on a stool in the hallway with his fingers rammed into his ears. He saw me and rolled his eyes; the disapproval of a sophisticated foreigner stretched over his dark face. I pushed open the door to the dimly lit room. Curiosity has long been my curse.  

A young girl sat howling, arms flung across the table in front of her, a pile of fair curls on her head glimmering in the candle light. She was around fifteen or sixteen, possibly older. It was rather difficult to tell while she sobbed so extravagantly. Where had Ma found her?

Ma Farley was sitting across the other side of the table, arms folded under her enormous bosom. Lucy, elegant, poised, but blessed with a voice like a screech owl, was shouting something at Ma – I couldn’t hear what it was. Emily, whose hatchet face had earlier been painted to perfection but was now smeared from the night’s graft, was demanding answers. Ma was yelling back at them, ignoring the crying, and Polly was gently trying to hug and shush the girl. No wonder Sydney had closed the parlour door behind me. 

I tugged off a shoe and banged the heel on the table. The room fell into shocked silence as they turned to gawp at me.

‘Thank you,’ I said, brandishing the shoe. ‘Now, who is our friend?’

The shoe, still in my hand, cracked down on the table again as they all began to speak at once.

‘Sydney thinks he’s gone deaf, you know. Ma, would you introduce me, please.’

Mrs Sarah Farley, Mother or Ma to those who knew her well, stood up and straightened her soft cap, tucking a loose strand of greying hair behind an ear. Once, she had been a real beauty, but now, long past forty-five, her body was overused, overripe and overhanging. Her natural face had hardened with lines, so she filled in the cracks with powder and rouge. She pulled the young girl to her feet, not unkindly.

‘Miss Lizzie Hardwicke, this is Miss Amelia Blackwood.’

The girl was nicely mannered. As we curtseyed I saw that her face – underneath the blotched cheeks and red eyes – was extremely pretty.

‘Miss Blackwood,’ I nodded my greeting and raised an eyebrow at Ma as the girl resumed her place at the table. ‘A new companion?’

Amelia started bleating over Polly’s shoulder again, but more quietly this time. Ma sighed and sat down heavily. 

‘It’s not what you think, Lizzie.’

I hoped not. Brothel keepers, bawds like Ma, had a reputation for forcing innocent young girls into a life of sin and they were rightly hated for their procuring. There were plenty of stories: unblemished lambs arriving in London from the country, flattered or tricked into bawdy houses, their virginity sold to the highest bidder. Mrs Farley was not above such devices when it came to supplementing her funds, I was sure of it, but it wasn’t her regular style. I waited for an explanation.

‘She’s been thrown out of her home,’ Ma said. ‘I found her at Charing Cross. Good job I was there: I’d just caught sight of her when Mrs Hamble and Mrs Bull came around the corner.’

Polly shivered. Miss Polly Young, our prettiest housemate, had golden hair and the sort of countenance that fell into effortless smiles, but her own career in town had been launched by Mrs Hamble, and the memory still made her lip tremble. She had been fourteen at the time. 

‘What do you mean “she’s been thrown out”?’

‘Her father is an alderman. She fell in love with the local farrier’s son and he caught them kissing in the yard. Threw her out on the streets.’

‘That’s a bit harsh for a fumble,’ I said.

‘He’s got a reputation to maintain, apparently,’ said Lucy, arching an immaculate eyebrow. ‘Although I’m quite sure I’ve never heard of him.’ Lucy knew many men of reputation, as she was often fond of telling us.

‘At least he gave her some money and allowed her to collect some clothes,’ said Ma. ‘Not all girls are so fortunate.’ 

Indeed, they are not.

‘It’s still a bit tough. She’s barely fifteen, by the look of it.’

‘I’m seventeen.’ Amelia raised her head from the table. ‘And it wasn’t a fumble; Tommy and I are in love. We want to marry.’ She started to sob in great shaking coughs. ‘I’ll never see him again!’ Her head flopped down and Polly stroked her shoulders gently. Eventually, she stopped sobbing.

‘So, what are we going to do with her?’ Emily asked Ma. ‘Is she staying here?’

If she were going to stay, she was going to be working. 

‘I think we can leave her for a little while.’ Mrs Farley was not devoid of sympathy, even if she was running a business. ‘Let’s give her some food and a soft bed and see whether she wants to join us. It’s quite clear that her father doesn’t want her at home.’

‘What about her beau? Thomas, is it?’ Polly asked.

‘Tommy,’ came a newly muffled sob.

‘Tommy. What about this Tommy? Do we know where he is? Does he really want to marry her?’ I asked. 

‘He told me he loved me.’ Her little voice quivered.

Lucy’s mouth puckered at such naivety.

‘Of course he loves you.’ Polly played with the girl’s curls. ‘But if he’s not here to marry you, then that’s not much use, is it?’

The girl looked at Polly. ‘Not much use...?’

Polly spoke gently. ‘If your father has disowned you then none of your friends or relatives will care for you. If Tommy is not going to marry you then you are alone.’ The words were beginning to register somewhere in Amelia’s mind as Polly went on. ‘You have no home, no good name and no one to protect you. London is a dangerous place for a girl on her own.’

She looked at each of us in turn, trying to make sense of what Polly had told her. We all nodded at what was obviously true. Whatever respectability she had once possessed was gone. 

‘Can I stay here? Mrs Farley, you... you’ve all been very kind to me. Can I live with you?’

Eyes the colour of summer sky implored us. She was really very pretty – young and sweet, the way the rest of us were once. I could almost hear the coins jingling their way into Ma’s strong box. 

‘I can work,’ she said. ‘I mean, I’m not very good, but I can do my best.’

She had no idea.

‘Do you know what we do here, Amelia?’ I asked. 

‘Why, you’re milliners. That means you make hats.’ She glowed at her cleverness.

We made hats. That’s what the painted sign over the front door said. In a respectable street that was home to craftsmen and shopkeepers, we suggested that we too plied a decent trade. No one was fooled. Half of London’s prostitutes said they were milliners – well, those who operated indoors, at least. Lucy began to shake her head in disbelief. 

‘You do make hats? That’s what milliners do, isn’t it?’ Amelia’s voice was high and anxious.

Poor sweet idiot. I laid a hand on her arm, catching Ma’s warning glance. ‘Well, even Lucy has been known to sew a feather onto straw once in a while.’

There was a silence. 

Ma stood, took her by the shoulders and scooped her up into her welcoming bosom like a little child. 

‘Come now, dear one, let’s go and find you a comfortable bed. There’s no need to make a decision about the future just yet.’

There was no decision to make, as far as I could see. If she was truly on her own, then all she could do was hope to make a living from her beauty, live decently, escape the pox and save enough money to survive into her old age.

Amelia hobbled out of the room, clutching at Ma.

‘Poor little thing,’ said Polly. 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s easy to forget how awful it is when you start.’

We were quiet, each of us with our own thoughts. Eventually, Polly spoke, her voice deliberately cheery.

‘But Lizzie, do tell us, how was your delightful companion this evening?’

I groaned. 

‘That good, eh?’ She was laughing at me. ‘I’m so glad that you took him out of the tavern. I thought I was going to faint at his tedious conversation.’

Lucy began to look interested. She had not been with us earlier, owing to an engagement in a gentleman’s town house. Emily had been upstairs and busy all day from the hard look on her face.

‘Who was it? Lizzie, do tell.’

‘A cloth merchant from Norwich. He grunted a great deal and struggled to get it up.’ It was an accurate summary.

‘Why on earth did you bring him home, though?’ asked Polly. ‘He was dreadful. He’s been in the White Horse for the last four nights – you’ve not had to put up with him until now. Yesterday he spent at least half an hour telling me about a particular sort of weave, I forget even what it was. And then there was the business with his handkerchief earlier.’

‘His handkerchief?’ Lucy’s dark eyes sparkled with amusement now.

‘Oh, he has an extremely large silk handkerchief with his initials embroidered in the corner,’ I said. ‘G. R. for George Reed. It’s nothing special, except that he needed us to know most particularly that G. R. stood for George Reed, and that this kerchief did not belong to His Majesty. He insisted on pulling it out of his coat pocket and waving it under our noses for inspection.’ 

‘You are teasing, Lizzie.’

‘No, I’m not. He really was bone-numbingly dull.’

‘I would have dropped him off with a streetwalker,’ said Polly.

‘Ah, but you didn’t see his waistcoat, then,’ I said quietly. 

‘What about his waistcoat?’

‘I have rarely seen finer silk embroidery.’

‘What of it?’ Lucy was curious. She didn’t understand the importance of my comment, even though she’s normally such a grasping little minx.

‘I guessed that if he could afford such quality then he was obviously carrying a very heavy purse. I thought that I might relieve him of some guineas while he is in town on business.’ I grinned at them. ‘I was right about the purse.’

I relished my moment of triumph as I saw their faces.

‘Lizzie, I do wish I had your keen eye sometimes,’ said Polly. 

‘I’m good,’ I admitted with a smile. ‘And for a few minutes of grappling I earned five guineas.’ I had received more, but the remainder was stowed away in my secret store: my retirement fund. 

‘Five guineas,’ Lucy gave a whistle. ‘Not bad.’ She examined the jewels on her fingers. ‘Of course, not nearly as much as I earned this evening with Mr Gideon.’

No, it wasn’t as much as Lucy earned. Miss Lucy Allingham, raven-haired and always impeccably dressed, was the serious talent, after all – even if she could whistle like a fishwife. She was setting her sights on a man who might keep her as his mistress, in the hope of gaining her own apartment, an easy life and a steady stream of income. She had several suitable candidates in her thrall and was working on each of them in careful rotation. Mr Gideon was one of the poor creatures – a wealthy but somewhat hesitant Jewish gentleman. 

Polly bristled slightly, which suggested that her own evening had not been profitable.

‘Good for you, Lucy,’ I said. ‘I hope he was as courteous as he was generous. But now, tell me, what has Ma got planned for tomorrow? Who is going to be here?’ I drummed the table with pretended excitement.

Polly dived in immediately. ‘Mr Stanford is coming. You know he adores you, Lizzie.’ 

‘Charles Stanford? How lovely.’ A young rake recently returned from the continent and keen to spend the sizable fortune he had lately inherited from his uncle. His lively wit and livelier body meant that his attentions were as pleasing as they were profitable. I had entertained him a few times.

‘I hope you share him,’ said Emily. ‘He’s more fun than most.’ Miss Emily Greville, the oldest of us, has to work harder these days to make the money that once came easily. She has grey in her unimaginatively mousy hair. She covers it in powder to hide it, but we all know it’s there.

‘He’s bringing some new friends,’ said Polly, clapping her hands. ‘Two men, a Mr Herring and a Mr Winchcombe. They were in the White Horse yesterday, and I can report that they are both young and handsome.’

‘Thank goodness,’ I said. ‘Last time we had a masked ball it was full of elderly men. Oh no!’ I dropped my head in my hands, groaning.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’ve just remembered that I invited Mr Reed.’

‘George Reed? The man with the handkerchief and the wilting maypole?’ Lucy looked aghast. ‘Ma will kill you.’

I raised my hands in apology. ‘I had to get him off me. I wanted him out of my room. Inviting him to the party seemed like a good distraction.’

‘As long as none of us ends up with him. Lucy’s right, Ma won’t be happy,’ said Polly. ‘We can offer him to one of Mrs Hardy’s girls. They’re joining us for the evening.’ We liked the Hardy girls. Mrs Hardy’s establishment, though vastly inferior to ours, was nearby and we sometimes welcomed them to share our parties.

‘Well, for once I’m glad they are coming.’ Lucy usually thought that inviting the Hardy girls was an unnecessary act of charity. ‘They can take the weak and ancient and we can keep the young and the rich like Charles Stanford and his friends, Mr Herring and Mr Winchcombe.’

‘I think that we had better get some beauty sleep before tomorrow’s exertions,’ said Polly, blowing out a candle. ‘The masks will only cover our faces for a few brief minutes, after all.’

‘And they do only cover our faces.’ Lucy winked as she got up.

‘Don’t be lewd,’ I said. ‘Ma will get uppity.’

‘She’s too preoccupied with her little sparrow to worry about my lack of refinement.’

True. Somewhere upstairs Amelia Blackwood might just be realising that a new career on the town was calling her. If she had worked that out, then the comfortable bed would offer little sleep.
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Fingers of sunlight poked their way through the shutters of my room. I lay in bed, listening. The house was very still, which meant the girls were probably still asleep. Ma and the servants would be long gone, buying more food for the party. I strained to make out the different noises from outside. An oyster girl was on her way home, crying out to anyone who would listen that she had but a few left. I imagined the girl weaving her way, basket balanced on her head, shawl knotted around her shoulders to keep out the chill. It was the end of March, and the sun, although bright, would surely be weak. A church bell, somewhere, began to ring and then others took the hint and joined in. Noon. 

I didn’t fancy oysters, but bread and cheese would be welcome, or a pie. My stomach growled. The kitchen would be forbidden to anyone except those prepared to chop and cook, so there was nothing to be done except wander out to find something from the streets. It was probably wiser to leave for an hour or two, anyway. Very soon a predictable chaos would strike the house and suck me into a whirl of people wielding hair curlers, powder and gowns with all the energy of a wild storm. I wanted to avoid that for as long as possible.

There was a pitcher outside my door. The water had probably been hot a couple of hours ago, but now was decidedly cool. I washed my face, used my pot and dressed. Ma would have been horrified at how little attention I paid to my toilette, but hunger was tugging me outside. There was no need to make myself too attractive: I was searching for pies, not business. 


      ***Stepping out of the house and down the stairs onto Berwick Street I could hear a crowd in the distance, off to the left, towards Oxford Street. My favourite pie seller is usually in Thrift Street or Greek Street around midday, but, sufficiently intrigued, I turned and walked in the opposite direction to see what was going on. Oxford Street was filled with scores of people, many of them women. They were waiting for something, or someone, chattering with excitement, laughing and squealing. While they waited for whatever it was, local traders obligingly sold them food. Costermongers, oyster girls, pasty sellers, all moved in and out of the throng with baskets and carts full of tasty treats. 

‘What’s happening?’ I asked the thin-faced man who put down his pasty cart for a moment. ‘A pie, please. Beef if you have it, mutton if not.’ I reached for my purse.

‘One beef pie left, sweetheart, just for you. Here you go!’ 

‘Why the crowd?’ I asked again before he moved off.

‘They’re bringing John Swann to Newgate today,’ he said, nodding towards the west. ‘It’s why all the ladies are here. Didn’t you know?’

I knew well enough who John Swann was. It had been difficult to hold an intimate or intelligent conversation in the taverns for the past week without my ears being assaulted by the latest ballads offered in his honour, or loud announcements of his capture. Highwaymen are no longer quite the scourge for travellers they once were, but the fascination with them has not dimmed. They attract a ridiculous amount of attention, much of it female. I’ve never seen the attraction myself but apparently they are extremely dashing and usually handsome. John Swann was especially so, at least according to the musicians. 

‘Ah. Of course. I’d forgotten it was today. You must be doing brisk business.’ 

He was. I was talking to the back of his coat as he trundled off to find lovesick women in need of warm pies.

You can suffocate in crowds like this. Elbows rammed into my ribs and boots trod over my skirts, making it difficult to move, let alone breathe. Every so often a voice cried out, ‘’Ere he is!’ and the masses cheered and swelled forwards like a wave to catch a glimpse, only to ebb back with a sigh when they realised it was not him at all. 

A few feet along the street there was a gap between the buildings. It was a place of assignation after dark, and normally to be avoided by the more decent working ladies, but there was a chance it would be empty. I pushed hard against the tide, head down and pie in hand, until finally I popped up like a cork. I was right: there was no one there. No wonder; it stank of the grime and waste of the previous occupants. There was a discarded box further into the cleft. It would be useful to stand on to see the procession. I held my breath and pulled in my skirts, still clutching the pie, and inched towards it. With my toe, I flipped it over. A rat bowled thorough my feet towards the crowd, twitched its tail and scurried off. The box was strong enough to hold my weight and, several inches taller, I leaned my back against the alley wall, watching the crowd and eating the pie. It was no longer warm, and it had never been beef, but it wasn’t bad, and it was good enough for breakfast. Where had these people come from? From across London and beyond, by the look of it. All bewitched by the myth of John Swann the highwayman. 

The talk of the taverns was that he had been working the roads north of London with a small band of men, attacking carriages and robbing houses – taking money from terrified property owners at pistol point. His weakness, of course, had been women, whom he had loved a little too widely. One disgruntled doxy, no doubt unhappy at sharing him, had decided to reveal his whereabouts to the lawmen. The means of his capture – naked, save for a bed sheet and his hat – had only added to his charm and notoriety. 

There was a shout from somewhere west and then the noise began to build, steadily this time, a low hum becoming a full-throated cheer. Faces suddenly appeared in the windows of the houses opposite. Those who dwelt in this part of town knew the right moment to gaze upon criminals who journeyed up the road to face their trial or back down it to their doom. No disappointment this time: here came John Swann. Indeed, he was handsome, dark curls hanging about his shoulders, waving his hat to the people, behaving more like their newly crowned monarch than a violent thief. No wonder the ladies had swooned. The constables in the cart remained seated, allowing him this moment in the sun, confident that he would be riding back down the road towards Tyburn before the summer.

The masses pushed forward, clamouring for his attention, his benediction. The cart struggled to move down the street, so the constables stood up and shooed away the people as if they were excitable dogs. 

Behind the onlookers, one young girl threaded swiftly in and out of the crowd. She navigated her way easily in her rags, where I had been encumbered by my full skirts.  I watched her, fascinated. She was tiny – limp-haired and thin from lack of food. As men and women swayed and stood on their toes to see the criminal, she moved with them, deftly sneaking her hands into bags and pockets. They were oblivious to her; their attention was fixed on their charismatic king riding off to court. The scrawny girl could not see, as I could from my vantage point, that the cart had nearly passed. In a moment, the company would disperse, and she would be caught loosening the strings of someone’s purse. 

We all play with fire in this city, but, on an impulse, I decided that this little one would not be burned today. I sprang from the crack in the wall and grabbed her wrist just as she was about to make another dive. Her head jolted up, eyes wide with panic.

‘I wasn’t doing nothin’, miss, really.’

We needed to get away as quickly as possible. I held her wrist tighter and pulled her behind me. 

‘Don’t struggle.’ I turned and hissed in her face as she began to whine. ‘And don’t cry at me. I’ve probably just saved your life, stupid child. Come on.’

We marched firmly along until the crowd were far behind us. Some were only now beginning to feel for their purses and to realise that, even as they cheered the great thief, a lesser one had relieved them of their goods. 

I kept hold of her wrist but slowed the walk. 

‘How much have you lifted today?’

‘I’m not a thief, miss. Honest.’

‘Of course not. You accidentally fall into people’s pockets.’ I glared at her. ‘That’s what you’d tell the magistrate, obviously.’

Large globes of tears began to drop from her eyes. She would get no sympathy from me until I had heard the truth – although I could probably guess it. 

‘I mean, I’m not normally a thief. I don’t take from people’s pockets. It’s just that...’ 

She sniffed back some of the snot that was now running along with the tears and wiped a grubby sleeve across her face. 

‘Well?’

‘I’ve not had much luck with the gentlemen recently. I haven’t eaten for days.’

One of us – except without the decent clothes, the good food and the bed. If she didn’t have the pox she was certainly riddled with lice. I could see them in the lank strands of brown hair. She stank of stale drink. No wonder she wasn’t making any money. 

‘Where have you been working?’

‘I was on the Strand for a while, but some new girls moved in and took my regulars, so I moved out west. Covent Garden was too busy.’

You can hardly move for the whores around there, it’s true.

‘I just got hungry. And I saw the crowd and they were all watching the cart and I just, well, I just had a go at it.’

‘You’ve lifted purses before, though, surely? If a gentleman has had too much ale?’

She looked at her feet and then peeped up at me from under her lashes. The street girls all do it. Gives the rest of us a bad name. 

I frowned, and then tucked her arm firmly under mine, releasing my hold on her wrist. 

‘I’ll take you to a decent tavern and fill you up with food. Then you can use your stolen money for some new clothes and a pretty ribbon. Perhaps you’ll have more luck with a better gown... and a wash. What’s your name?’

‘Sallie, miss.’

‘How do you do, Sallie.’ I turned, made a deep curtsey and winked at her. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance. I’m Lizzie Hardwicke, of Mrs Farley’s establishment on Berwick Street.’

She tugged her arm from mine and looked me up and down, recognising me for what I was.

‘Miss Lizzie Hardwicke, I am forever in your debt.’

‘You are. You’d better learn to keep your hands out of other people’s pockets, or you’ll be following John Swann to Tyburn.’

Her face darkened with fear again. 

‘Cheer up, Sallie, there are taverns and bawdy houses opening further west every day. There’s more than enough work to go around.’ All the smart bawds, like Mrs Farley, were moving out of Covent Garden.

She had fallen too far for me to find her a respectable trade – any more than I could find one for myself – but I could help her out as best I could. There, but for the grace of God, walked I, after all. 

We turned off Wardour Street into Compton Street, stepped around the young lad grinding knives in his usual spot, and into the White Horse tavern, where there was always a warm welcome for Ma’s girls – even in the early afternoon. Anne Bardwell, mistress of the tavern, was standing, hands on wide hips, watching over her domain with flinty eyes. Harry Bardwell, round-faced and equally portly, but jollier than his wife, was carrying a tray of beer to a group of customers. He saw us and hurried to set down the tray before bustling over to greet us. 

‘Lizzie! My favourite lady in the whole of London!’ 

Every woman was his favourite, especially if she was sitting in his tavern and attracting men through the doors. But he was decent and fair and had not once, in the time I had known him, tried to shove his hand up my skirts. He wouldn’t dare with a wife like his. I laughed back at him. 

‘Mr Harry Bardwell, allow me to present to you my newest friend, Miss Sallie... Sallie, do you have a name?’

‘If I do, then I’ve forgotten it. I’m always just Sallie.’

He lifted her hand to his lips as if it belonged to the queen herself. As he did, I saw him take in her sparrow-thin arms and hollow cheeks.

‘Well then, Just Sallie, as a friend of Miss Hardwicke you are most welcome here. I assume you would like a bite to eat?’

Sallie barely had time to nod before Harry swept her away to a corner table.

‘I found her picking pockets on Oxford Street.’ I stood next to Anne as we watched her husband bring out two pies and a jug.

‘You’re soft-hearted.’ Anne folded her arms. The look on her face suggested that she had smelled something bad. ‘Whoring is one thing; thieving is quite another.’ 

You can’t argue with logic like Anne’s. 

‘Thieves never stop, once they’ve got a taste for it,’ she said, not to be interrupted. ‘Take that John Swann, for instance. He started out as a diver, but he got too big for his boots, didn’t he? Wanted more money, more jewels, and soon enough he was robbing the coaches.’

Anne was not charmed by looks and reputation.

‘The only thing she’s got a taste for is food,’ I nodded over to Sallie, who was wolfing down the first pie. ‘She was picking pockets because her usual trade had dried up.’ I sighed. ‘She wasn’t much good at it, as far as I could see. If she’d done any more she would have been caught. I’ve told her that there’s more work around here every day.’

She didn’t look impressed.

‘I don’t want a thief in here. It’s enough that Swann’s men are roaming around, grabbing what they can.’

‘Really? John Swann’s men are here?’ I scanned the room, wondering who they were. Most were regulars. A couple of respectable types were having a quiet drink and there was a young woman I didn’t know cuddled up to an old gentleman in the far corner.

‘Not in here.’ She looked at me as though I were an idiot. ‘Out on the streets. House-breaking. Everyone knows he has associates. It’s only a matter of time before they kill again.’

His associates were cut-throats and hard-faced whores, most of whom operated in the dark, not in broad daylight. If they had, indeed, been drawn to Soho, they wouldn’t be wandering at this hour.

‘I don’t think Sallie is one of his associates, Anne.’

‘I’m just saying,’ she hissed. ‘We can’t afford a bad reputation. This is a smart part of town. People won’t come if it’s full of criminals – like Covent Garden.’ 

I thought it best to indulge her. 

‘Don’t fret, Anne.’ I put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Even when it’s full of Ma’s girls, even when we’re dancing on the tables with barely a stitch on, even when everybody here is screaming drunk, this is still a respectable house.’

She looked at me sharply. ‘It’ll be quiet tonight, then. Aren’t you all supposed to be polishing yourselves up for a party?’

God’s teeth! I’d forgotten about it. Ma would be furious if I didn’t get home soon.

‘Thank you for reminding me,’ I said, rolling my eyes and pulling some coins from my pocket. 

I went and sat next to Sallie, who was now finishing off the beer. She gave a large belch, giggled, and wiped the heel of her hand across her mouth. I laid the coins on the table by her pot.

‘This should cover whatever you eat and drink here, Sallie. You’ll do as I suggested, though? Put what you’ve taken to good use and have a bath?’

She looked at the coins and then up at me. Her face, I saw, was covered with a film of dust. She had been out on the streets for a long time. 

‘I had a sister like you – always telling me what to do and how to do it.’ She slid the coins off the table and into her lap. ‘Not as pretty as you, though. Nor as fancy.’

I had brothers once. 

‘You can earn well if you look as fancy as I do.’ I shrugged, pointing to the purses on the seat next to her. ‘You can buy some clothes, or you can blow the money on gin and die in the gutter. It’s your choice, sister.’

There was nothing more I could do for her. She was on her own.

Mr Bardwell landed another pot of beer in front of Sallie.  

‘How was your young man last night, then?’ He nudged my shoulder and laughed.

‘Old and incapable,’ I said, getting to my feet, rolling my eyes but laughing with him. ‘I think I nearly killed him.’

‘Better luck at the party tonight, then.’ He chortled in his amiable way as he carried his tray to another table.

‘No luck for me,’ I called after him. ‘He’s coming back for more. The least I can do is finish him off and put him out of his misery.’ I was still laughing as I fell out of the door – one of very few occasions when I had left that tavern both sober and alone.  
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Sydney opened the door with an air so unruffled that it gave me no clue as to the level of noise and chaos I was about to find. This was his job: to present a dignified welcome to our guests.  

I winked at him.

‘How bad is it? I stayed away as long as I dared.’

His face remained impassive for a moment before he frowned, raised a long finger and wagged it at me.

‘Miss Lizzie, where 'av you been? Mrs Farlee, she 'as been looking for you, bad girl!’

That was not a good sign. Sydney’s accent becomes more French the more agitated he is. 

‘I was caught up in something at the Bardwells'.’

‘Vite,’ he said, flapping his hands at me. ‘Get upstairs now. Mrs Farlee is in the parlour giving the wishes to the maids.’ He looked at me with a disappointed expression. ‘She will not be pleased to see you dressed as this.’

Sydney wasn’t pleased either. He, always immaculate, preferred us to leave the house in our Sunday best. He would never have understood how hunger had outweighed my desire to be beautiful. Even now, I was captivated by the delicious smells that were wafting from the kitchen.

I scurried up to my room and found a gown laid on the bed. The pale blue silk with silver thread embroidery would show my blue eyes to good advantage and there was a velvet mask in a similar shade. I would be elegant and mysterious – at least for a few minutes. 

I heard the sound of feet shuffling heavily on the landing outside my door and smiled. There was a gentle tap and Meg, one of our servants, peeped in. 

‘Would you like a hand with your dressing yet, miss?’

‘Thank you. I would.’ I would have been happy to dress myself, but Ma expected perfection  – and I really could not be trusted to manage that alone.

Meg was a slight creature, born with twisted legs, who hauled herself up and down our stairs and shared our lives, but not our trade. She was a hard-working girl with a keen eye for fashion. Had it not been for her deformity, she would have been an elegant lady of the town. Had it not been for Mrs Farley, she would be selling her body for a shilling on the streets. At some point in her life, and with a wisdom beyond her years, she had decided that being a servant in a comfortable bawdy house was preferable to the alternative; at least here she was warm, fed, unbothered by men and surrounded by silks and lace – even if others wore the pretty clothes. 

She was also a gossip, and a gossip with opinions. While she helped me into petticoats and gown and combed and fixed my curls into a high dome, she gave her own account of the afternoon’s events. Lucy had been sent the wrong hairdresser and had taken an hour to calm down – which was hardly news. Of greater interest was the arrival of Amelia’s love, Tommy.

‘He turned up at the house and was banging on the door. Sydney wouldn’t let him in and he caused a real commotion.’

‘Her young man? He came here? Is he handsome?’ 

Meg, world-weary at fifteen, laughed. 

‘You can judge for yourself. In the end, he was making such a nuisance in the street that Ma let him in. Sydney was furious.’ She gestured towards the attic. ‘He’s still here.’

‘What? On a party night?’ Ma really had gone soft in her old age. 

She pressed a small beauty spot to my cheek.

‘Miss Blackwood’s been told to stay in the attic and keep out of the way. And the boy, Tommy Bridgewater, is to leave before the guests arrive.’ Naturally. Ma would be very keen to keep her little lamb as white as possible, even if she wasn’t entirely pure.     

The fussing was near enough complete to Meg’s satisfaction, and I was ready to entertain our guests. It had taken a while, but eventually, Lizzie, the eater of London’s pies and frequenter of its taverns, became Miss Lizzie Hardwicke of Mrs Farley’s Berwick Street Establishment, resplendent in her finery and ready for the evening’s sport. The thought of good food, plenty of wine and the delightful Charles Stanford was raising my enthusiasm for the evening ahead. This was my career now, and even if much of it was disagreeable, there were sometimes compensations.   

Still, I wanted to catch a glimpse of Amelia’s Tommy. 

‘I haven’t quite finished your hair! There’s no powder in it.’ Too late. I was out of my room and skipping down the stairs to our little parlour – peeping into the best salon to catch a glimpse of the glorious table beginning to be set with treats by servants hired especially for the evening. The room was full of candles. I could already see the dishes of biscuits and pickles and plates of oysters, and space for so much more. 

I found Amelia sitting at the same place as yesterday with Polly and Lucy. She was still weeping too, but her tears were fresh. Here was a new drama. Ma was nowhere to be seen: she would be directing the servants’ operations on the floor above with all the comprehensiveness of a general preparing for battle. Emily was standing, hand on hip, near to the fire. She watched with a look of disdain as Polly stroked Amelia’s hand.
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