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CHAPTER ONE

SEPTEMBER 1730, ABERDEEN
Elizabeth Blachrie had never lied to her mother before. But it was remarkably easy to do when Isobell called up to ask what she was doing in her bedroom when the Campbells were expected any minute.
‘I’ve been drawing, Mother,’ Elizabeth said, skipping down the stairs. ‘But as you can see, I’m ready to welcome them.’
She couldn’t be truthful. She couldn’t say she had been planning what to put in her bag, the one she would carry from the house when everyone was asleep. She couldn’t reveal that she was going to elope or, adding insult to injury, reveal the name of the man she was going to marry.
Elizabeth twirled around the hall, then sank at her mother’s feet in a froth of green silk. Isobell chuckled. Kissing her daughter’s sleek black head, she murmured, ‘That dress suits you, Lizzie. You look beautiful.’
The Campbells were to dine with the Blachries. Mr Oliver Campbell owned the Aberdeen Banking Company where William Blachrie, a businessman made wealthy from dressing the legs of the townspeople in the finest silk stockings, kept his money. Ostensibly the meal was to cement business ties. But everyone knew the real reason; hopes of a match between Blair Campbell and Elizabeth.
Talk at dinner was of the weather, the church and suspected arson at a local mill, subjects that did not distract Elizabeth from her food. The Blachries only ate a hot supper when there were guests and roasted venison was her favourite. Who knew when their next meal would be? But when William mentioned the Jacobean uprising her fork stopped mid-air. She’d read the pamphlet he gave her and had plenty to say.
Then she turned to the man seated on her left, the person her parents were considering as a son-in-law. ‘And you, Blair. What do you think?’
The man blinked several times. The sound of spluttering.
Mr Campbell spoke instead. ‘You have strong opinions for a young woman.’ He regarded her quizzically over the rim of his glass.
‘We’ve always been encouraged to say what we think, haven’t we, Father?’ Elizabeth hoped her smile did not look as artificial as it felt.
‘We are great believers in education, Mr Campbell. Our eleven children started lessons at the age of six. We like to hear their views,’ William said.
‘Even the girls? If I may say so, not everyone thinks it wise. Some doctors propose that too much learning, how can I say it, puts a young woman’s health at risk.’
‘But if given with care and attention, surely it broadens the mind?’ Isobell said.
‘I’ve always enjoyed my studies, Mr Campbell,’ Elizabeth said. ‘The world is a fascinating place and I want to know about everything. I will not be a bystander in life.’
‘Elizabeth draws beautifully, too. My daughter will tramp the hills in all weathers, collecting plants. Comes back with half the moor on her boots.’
‘How interesting,’ Mr Campbell replied.
He did not sound interested. He was a man who expected his wife’s unwavering and silent support for his views, not to hear hers. Blair would want the same from his spouse, of that Mr Campbell was certain. He glanced at the other Blachrie children at the table. An older daughter, Christian, had joined the discussion though not as vociferously as Elizabeth, and Angus, who could be no more than eight years old, made a comment Mr Campbell disregarded.
After a brief pause, William said, ‘Sir, shall we retire to the drawing room? The fire and a whisky, perhaps?’
As everyone stood, Elizabeth put a hand to her forehead. ‘Father, I do believe Mr Campbell is right. All this thinking has given me a pounding head. I must excuse myself. Please forgive me.’
Eyes lowered, she backed from the room, before dashing up the stairs. Flinging herself on the bed, she spread-eagled herself across it. Dinner was torture. The mere presence of Blair Campbell made her yawn. Now, what did one take when eloping? Anticipation spread through her like an ink drop hitting water.
Picking through stockings made by her father’s company brought his dear face to mind. He would be baffled when he discovered what she’d done. The box of paints her mother gave her for her twenty-third birthday a few months ago lay on a side table. Elizabeth pressed it to her lips. Isobell would wail when she discovered Elizabeth had run away. But with the single-mindedness of the smitten, Elizabeth pushed away these thoughts. Into her bag she shoved stockings and paints and a thick underskirt. Her parents were to blame. They would never have agreed to her marriage to Alexander Blackwell; they would have forbidden it. If eloping was the only way she could become Mrs Blackwell, so be it.
A comb, gloves, a shawl, she was almost ready. She strapped on her boots. In a few hours she would be heading for Edinburgh with her true love. There they would make their marriage vows. A week or so later, she would return to dear dull Aberdeen as Mrs Alexander Blackwell.
In 1716, a fire had destroyed the townhouses that stood along Gallowgate Street. William Blachrie had been the first to see the potential of the smoking rubble. Ten years ago, he snapped up a piece of land and built a house for his growing family. For a few years their house stood lonely on a rutted track. The chaises the Blackwell family took to church each Sunday often stuck in the mud; the boys dirtied their boots shoving the vehicles through. But after a time, other families purchased land on the same road. From her bedroom window, Elizabeth could usually have seen fine mansions and large gardens along a gravelled road.
But not tonight. For the moon was hidden behind the clouds. The river could be lapping against their house, and she would be none the wiser. An army of faeries might be peering up from the rose beds and she would not see them. From the hall, she could hear the Campbells making their farewells, her parents talking as they prepared for bed, Christian and Angus squabbling. The house fell silent. All the while she stood nose pressed to the window, clutching her bags so tightly her hands ached.
The clock chimed. The notes echoed around the sleeping house. Then the noise she’d been longing to hear. A carriage drawing to a halt.
Years later when she smelt yeast, she remembered this night of escape. Tiptoeing across the kitchen past loaves proving on the range, her cloak sweeping the flagstones with a sound like exhaling breath, the squeak of the bolt, the groan of the hinge, her first step to freedom and the crunch of gravel underfoot. Rain stippling her cheek as she glided along the path towards the faint contours of a carriage.
Voices in her head chorused; stop, turn back, come to your senses. Where was the loyal, dutiful daughter her family deserved? Her parents and the faces of her siblings came thick and fast like snow in a storm. She stopped.
If her courage failed her now, she would end up the wife of Blair Campbell or someone like him. Her life would be conventional, dull. Choosing Alexander for her husband, it would be wild and uncharted. No words could quite capture his enigmatic brilliance. Some said he was as unpredictable as the weather. She loved Scottish weather. Others that he was unreliable. Parents, hers included, wanted the steady sort for a son-in-law. Someone like Blair Campbell. She’d rather die than plod through the life he’d offer. She wanted passion, serendipity, love.
Her confidence was ebbing back. Her betrothed was here. With a determined set of the shoulders, she set off for the gate, almost tripping on her bags, and leapt into the carriage.
   
He had noticed her only eight months ago on a grey January morning. From the crowd gathered after the church service, a small dark-haired woman emerged and headed straight for him.
‘Elizabeth Blachrie,’ she said.
He remembered her from social events he’d attended throughout his life, Aberdeen society being limited, but he had never taken any notice of the diminutive stocking maker’s daughter.
‘They’re talking about you. I suppose you know that?’
Her eyes flickered; he could not tell their colour. Later he thought them the colour of ripening grapes.
‘They call you erratic, Alexander, and impulsive. They whisper that you’re a spendthrift. Do you know why? Because they’re jealous. Their offspring are insipid. They do what they’re told. Why are we surprised? Aberdeen folk are provincial.’
‘Yes,’ was all he could muster.
‘Anything they don’t understand, they fear. Why shouldn’t a man take his time to choose what he wants to do with his life? Women have few choices, of course, but that’s another story.’
‘And you would prefer to choose?’
‘But of course,’ she said as though astonished by his question.
She was referring to recent changes in his life. A Latin scholar at fourteen, Alexander was also a gifted mathematician. Everyone assumed he would follow his father, the Dean of Aberdeen University, and his elder brother Alasdair into a life of academia. But when he turned twenty, he decided he must study medicine in the Netherlands with the world-famous Professor Herman Boerhaave. A year later, he was back in Aberdeen. Being in close and constant proximity with other people’s diseases would be a miserable way for him to earn a living, he explained to his confused parents. He could never be a physician. What about a life in the church, his father gently proposed? Dealing with people’s souls might be more in line with his talents. Alexander had toyed with the idea. But only briefly. Ecclesiastical life would be humdrum.
‘My parents don’t understand me, Elizabeth. There is something that I will do with my life. I just don’t know what that is at present…’ As his voice tailed away, he watched for her reaction.
‘I understand completely,’ she replied, and he knew she was speaking the truth.
Never had he met a woman like Elizabeth Blachrie. Well-read and opinionated, she seemed, like so few of her sex, to revel in debate. Her gums were very pink and flashed when she laughed which she did frequently. A feeling of good fortune made him swallow hard.
The next day he sent her a note asking to see her again. That spring and summer they met often, sometimes in public, though in secret. They talked and walked and dreamed. They found the same things ludicrous. One August day, he found himself on bended knee asking for her hand in marriage.
It was as though she’d been expecting it. Lacing her arms around his neck, she said, ‘Oh darling Alexander, of course I accept. But you do understand that my parents will never agree to it. Your reputation is… questionable. We will have to elope.’
Like an echo, he repeated: ‘Elope? Elope?’ She had startled him again.
But only for a second. Suddenly it seemed a marvellous idea. ‘Yes, we will go to Edinburgh and marry. And I will take you to see the castle.’





CHAPTER TWO

The trap stopped in Brig O’ Dee. Then the door opened and the sound of water crashing on rock rolled in. This was where the salmon returned each year, flinging their silver bodies against the river’s stones as they struggled upstream, back to the place where they’d been spawned.
Nearby, a shaggy-roofed cottage slumped as though exhausted. From a door stooped a man with a lantern; its light caught the peaks and pits of his face. After a brief exchange with Alexander, he helped Elizabeth down from the carriage. Meanwhile a boy appeared from the shadows leading a large, saddled horse. Forming his hands into a fleshy sling, the boy offered them to Elizabeth.
‘I’m flying!’ she cried as he lifted her up. Her horse whinnied.
‘Whoa, seasmhach,’ the ostler whispered.
The ground looked a long way away. The man tightened the saddle’s girth and strapped luggage behind her. Patting the animal’s neck, he said something else in Gaelic.
‘The mare’s quiet, you don’t need to hold her head,’ Alexander explained. ‘Tuck the veil around your face, my love, the midges
will bite once we’re away from the water. Are you ready?’
Flinging out his arm theatrically startled his horse, almost unseating him. It made her laugh. As though her stays had loosened, she could breathe again. ‘I am ready, Alexander. Which way do we go?’
‘We take the old causeway they call the Causey Mounth and follow the track the Romans marched past boggy Portlethen, then down to the sea by Stonehaven.’
Places she’d never heard of before. Her heart soared as they moved off under a thin moon. Eerily quiet, only the clip of hoof on rock and the creak of leather; then somewhere far away the howl of a wolf. Did the air snap colder by the standing stones of Bourtreebush? Swaying across a valley, her horse’s breath trailed behind like a bride’s veil.
The velvety sky was pierced by stars. On they rode, the animals picking their way between rocks or scrambling up patches of scree so she must grip the pommel not to slip backwards. The ostler was right; her mare was docile. She plodded after Alexander’s horse leaving Elizabeth free to drift into a reverie. Never in her life had she been so far from home. A giddy weightlessness filled her.
Sometimes she thought there were eyes, of a goblin perhaps, or an elf peeking round a rock, or she caught snatches of song on the wind. It didn’t frighten her. A magic ring woven from their love would protect them.
She thought of home. In the morning, they would find her note she’d left on the table explaining she had gone out early with Abigail her friend, something she’d done several times that summer. Father agreed a day out of the classroom working from nature was a day well spent if the drawing was detailed and the labelling accurate. In the evening, he would ask to see what she’d done. He would examine her work, ask a question or two, then give his approval with a kiss. It would not be until suppertime that the family would wonder why she had not come back. Father would send the houseboy to Abigail’s house and when the boy reported Elizabeth had not been there at all, there would be uproar.
She called out: ‘I have something to tell you, Alexander. It’s about my parents.’
‘You mustn’t fret. They’ll accept me once we’re married.’
‘No, it’s not that. It’s something else.’
He pulled his horse to a stop. ‘What?’
‘My sister, Christian. I left a note in her shoe. She’ll find it when she dresses in the morning. I’ve explained what we’re doing. But I’ve told her not to say anything to Father and Mother until the evening. I had to.’
‘But Elizabeth – we agreed not to tell anyone anything.’
‘Christian isn’t anyone. She’s my sister, my best friend. And I couldn’t bear to think of my parents thinking I was lost or something.’
‘But don’t you understand what you’ve done? They’ll send someone to stop us now. We’ve no time to lose. Come on, let’s go.’ Driving his heels into the animal’s sides, he sprang off at a canter.
‘Alexander, wait! I’ll…’ She chivvied her mare into a trot. As she was riding astride, the gait flung her up and down; she had to cling on not to bounce off. ‘Wait, will you. You’re not angry?’ When he didn’t reply, her shout split the moor’s peace. ‘Will you stop now? I want to get down.’
His eyes didn’t meet hers as he lifted her off her horse.
‘Alexander, are you cross with me?’ she said, nuzzling his cheek.
‘I could never be that, not for long,’ he said grudgingly.
‘My parents will be angry with me but not so anxious. You do understand, don’t you?’ She flicked her tongue across his lips.
He tried to snatch a kiss. ‘But my silly sweetest love, you know that they’ll send someone to stop us eloping.’
‘Perhaps. But they won’t find us. We’re in the middle of nowhere.’
‘Elizabeth, this is the way anyone would ride from Aberdeen. Don’t you understand? So we have to hurry, keep as much distance between us and…’
‘But I’m freezing. Can’t we stop for a wee while?’
Making her comfortable against the saddles, he collected moss and sticks and started a little fire. She took a wrap of cloth from her bag. ‘I stole some of my mother’s fruit cake,’ she said. ‘A bit crushed, but never mind, it’s delicious.’
They licked their fingers and dabbed at the crumbs and sipped water.
‘It’ll be John that Father sends,’ she said, gazing into the flames. ‘My brother will love to be seen as the saviour of the family’s reputation. He’ll blame you for turning my head. Will you be feart, naughty man?’ Snuggling closer, she laid her head on Alexander’s chest.
‘I’ll tell John it was you who persuaded me to elope,’ he whispered.
   
She was woken by birdsong. Her stomach lurched. They should be riding fast for Edinburgh, not dozing here. Alexander was still asleep. Never had she been so close to him unobserved. For a moment she studied the fair furze on his chin, sniffed his body, touched his spun-gold curls. It was like finding an unwrapped gift.
Then she chivvied, ‘Wake up, husband-to-be. We must be on our way.’
They rode all morning, stopping only for him to pick her a sprig of white heather ‘because it brings luck to brides,’ he said, tucking the stem in her hair. That afternoon where two paths crossed, they stopped to embrace: it was a cause for celebration. When rain started, blackthorn trees bent hag-shaped by the wind offered shelter. But always a sense of urgency pushed them onwards. Every minute they were not travelling risked closing the gap between them and any search party.
By nightfall there were signs of cultivation; a cottage with a heather-thatched roof and a mill croft with a loaded cart drawn up outside. Stone-walled outfields of oats and where the land dipped out of the wind, fields divided by high-sided banks as if a wave had rippled through the earth and frozen in time.
‘It’s runrig farming,’ Alexander said as they rode past. ‘Each man has a strip of land for his kale and cabbages. But it’s hard to grow enough to live on. People are very poor, sometimes they starve.’
In a cottage kailyard, a woman trampled washing in a barrel, her bare legs red from the cold. She stared suspiciously.
‘I’ll ask her if there’s somewhere we might stay the night.’
He spoke in Gaelic. The woman gestured up ahead.
‘What did she say?’
‘Along this track there’s a widow with a shed on her croft. She’ll let us stay there if we pay. They call her a witch, but I don’t mind, do you?’





CHAPTER THREE

It was more a lean-to than a shed and the sagging turf roof sprouted grass. Hollowing out a little nest in the straw, they curled up in each other’s arms. Alexander began to tell her of a cat whose book of spells was eaten by a mouse. The story helped her to forget her rumbling stomach. The broth the widow sold them, the odd shred of vegetable swimming in what tasted like coloured water, had not been filling. In the middle of the tale, Alexander fell asleep. She wriggled closer to him. Her thighs and back ached from the saddle, her stockings were damp. Worse, her breasts were tender, a sure sign her bleeding would start in a day or two: how would she manage the blood? Though the fantasies they’d woven about elopement – excitement and drama – bore no resemblance to this cold, dank crawl through wild weather and wilder countryside, she felt happy.
Shards of grey pierced the cracked walls when Alexander woke her next morning.
‘I’ve told our maid not to bring us breakfast today,’ he joked, kissing her nose. His cheerfulness irritated her. ‘The horses need rubbing down. Get some straw and give your mare a scrub. Have you given her a name yet?’
He seemed not to notice her thunderous expression. ‘At least the old crone had oats to sell. The horses must eat,’ he said, strapping on his boots.
His remark felt like a punch. She needed a good meal more than the horses. Why was he thinking about the animals, and not her? Elizabeth turned to glare at him, but he was outside talking; was it to the horses? She certainly wasn’t listening.
Minutes later, he called: ‘Are you ready? We’ve a long ride to reach Collace by nightfall. There’s an inn there where we can find a bed.’
Bed. Would he expect them to share it? They were not yet married; she would refuse. Everything seemed simple when they whispered together about eloping in front of a fire, well fed and warm. No mention of shared beds or biting creatures or clammy clothes. She was desperate for a wash and…
‘You look bonny today, Lizzie.’ Alexander reappeared. Her heart melted when she saw his grubby face.
‘I’m fine. Just didn’t sleep much, that’s all. I’m coming,’ she said, rallying herself.
A fug of insects smacked into her veil as the horses struggled against the suck and draw of the sludge on the steep path. After yesterday’s rain, the saddle leather was stiff and rubbed Elizabeth’s blistered bottom. Rain started again. Water trickled down inside her collar and between her breasts. Even her breath bubbled. Why bother to guide her mare to avoid an overhanging branch? She could not get any wetter. Clinging to the pommel, she fixed her eyes on Alexander’s swaying back.
Several hours later, their horses panting, they reached the pass. It was like another world. Sunlight broke from behind the clouds; the air smelt sweet; the midges had disappeared. Stiff-kneed, they dropped to the ground. Everywhere shrubs were covered in berries as shiny as a robin’s eye. Cramming the fruit into their mouths, they ate until their stomachs ached.
‘Let me paint you.’ She dabbed his lips with juice.
‘For my lady, a gift,’ he replied, bowing low, presenting her with a leaf. ‘Rumex acetosa or sorrel.’
‘Delicious, like a tangy apple.’
‘And Stellaria media, that housewives call chickweed. For settling the stomach after a big, delicious meal.’ He nibbled her fingertips ravenously. ‘Which we will eat tonight, I promise you.’
‘I do hope so, Alex, I’m starving,’ she squealed. ‘When we’re in Edinburgh, can we visit the Botanic Garden?’
‘Anything my wife desires,’ he said, pulling her to her feet.
In Collace, they stopped at a tavern where the smell of roasting meat made her stomach shout. She stayed with the horses, happy to be still for a change, while he went to fetch beer.
They drank for thirst and celebration; they had made it this far.
‘If only we could kiss,’ she said under her breath.
‘Not where we can be seen. Not when I’ve asked for hot water to be taken up to “my sister’s room” in case anyone comes asking about a man and woman travelling together.’
‘I’m longing to wash. So where will you sleep then, my brother?’
‘In the stables. I dare not leave our animals unattended. Only two more days hard riding and we’ll reach Queensferry. The first night we spend together, Lizzie, will be special. Not in a place where the bedbugs will join us.’ He raised his mug again. ‘To us.’
‘To us,’ she replied.
In heady, heated rooms where conversation passed between them like sweetened cakes, she had delighted in this unconventional man. She thought then that she loved him. But how could it have been so? She didn’t know him – not at all. Now having waded through this sea of strangeness, coped with discomfort and danger, faced witches and wild weather, her love had grounds for its power. She knew him – and knowing him, she loved him. Her love crystallised into a commitment that would survive any test.
She did not say any of that. Instead she grumbled: ‘You’ll not have a wife at all if you do not fetch her something to eat – and soon!’
But that night, despite clean hands and a comfortable bed, she fretted. Was John about to catch them up? Would he try to stop her marrying the man she adored?





CHAPTER FOUR

TWO DAYS LATER
The most southerly point of Fife points like a finger into the Firth. The hamlet of North Queensferry clings to the land, swelling and shrinking as wealthy mercantile and common people disembark from boats going north or south. The inhabitants of the town guard fiercely their right to control the route; the financial benefits are too good. Strangers may lodge at an inn in anticipation of an early morning departure, but their wallets will be lightened by heavy charges for food and drink. The town does not extend a friendly hand to anyone wanting to settle there.
North Queensferry was roaring the Saturday afternoon Alexander and Elizabeth arrived. The earnings made from ferrying that week had just been distributed to every master and mariner in the town, half as much for widows and old boatmen and a portion for the schoolmaster. The shops were packed with housewives purchasing weekly necessities, the street with children bartering sweets while in the alehouses their fathers drank, sang and fought themselves into oblivion. A good time to pass through unnoticed.
The dealer who traded their horses brought Alexander and Elizabeth into the town by cart. As they moved through the hubbub of the town’s main street, Elizabeth suddenly pulled her cloak across her face.
‘Outside that tavern, see that roan. John’s horse, I’d know it anywhere,’ she hissed. The sweating animal was being brushed down by a lad. ‘I don’t see John though, do you?’
‘Can you nae move any quicker?’ Alexander chivvied the dealer. ‘How did he get here so fast? By God, his horse must be fit, not like our poor nags. Elizabeth, John can’t stop you doing what you want. You’ve decided to elope with me and that’s that. Unless you’ve changed your mind of course?’ he teased.
The thought had not crossed her mind; not the day it rained solidly, and her clothes absorbed every drop that fell from the sky or the evening when her thighs bled, blisters rubbed raw from the saddle. Even last night which they spent on chairs in a lodge and her monthly started, she remained resolute.
‘I just can’t bear the thought of him lecturing me about disappointing my parents. I don’t want to see him, that’s all.’
The harbour was busy; a ferry had just docked. The slipway heaved with disembarking passengers, men offloading luggage and boys negotiating deals to transport bags and cases. It took time to discover that the next ferry for South Queensferry did not leave until morning.
‘That’s a fierce frown on a pretty face, Miss Blachrie,’ Alexander said. ‘I’ll find us a boat, don’t worry. There’s always a man willing to make extra for himself if the inducement is right.’ Alexander approached a man working on a small boat. ‘A bheil seo gu leòr?’
The man frowned. ‘This time of day, we charge double,’ he said. ‘The dhaoine, the people on the other side of the water, there’s no love lost between them and us. We’ll not get back home tonight, and they’ll charge us high, even for a chair by the fire. Come up with more if you fancy leaving tonight.’
The money they got from selling their horses was paltry; the dealer knew they were desperate. Alexander counted the contents of his purse. They would need cash for food and lodging in Edinburgh and to pay the marriage celebrant. And the idea he’d been toying with, something he’d not yet mentioned to Elizabeth, involved more travelling and cost…
He strolled back. ‘He’s charging a lot. But I’ve got an idea.’
There was a woman on the quayside. In a cape of fine cloth with a fur-edged hood and a fashionable beauty patch on her cheek, she seemed incongruous beside the barrels and fish nets.
‘Excuse me, madam,’ he said, bowing. ‘Did you hope to travel south tonight? Alas, the last ferry has gone. But a boatman could take us before nightfall for just a little extra cost. I’m sure you’re aware this town gets rowdy on a Saturday night. Not the place for a woman alone.’
‘Oh, but I like a party,’ she said merrily, ‘but as I have not been invited, perhaps you are right, sir. Yes, I will come in the boat with you and your wife. How much will it cost?’
When Elizabeth prayed in church, her closed eyes and moving lips suggested piety. She was never sure how much she believed in the power of God. But when she took her first step onto what appeared to be a solid surface, but the boat dipped in response, she reconsidered divine intervention. Sending up a hasty prayer, she took a seat behind the woman.
‘Are you comfortable, madam? Is there anything you require?’ Alexander asked as he made his way past their fellow passenger.
‘Thank you, I am well. But I would be grateful, sir, if you would find me a carriage when we arrive in the port, one that will take me to Edinburgh.’
He bowed. ‘I will be delighted to assist.’
The boatmen heaved and grunted as they rowed the vessel into the channel separating Fife from Lothian. In the fading light, the distant coastline of fields and tree plantations formed a pattern of smudgy greens and ochres. Buildings were dotted along the cliffs and, where the land dipped to the rocky shoreline, there was a bay with sailing vessels. South Queensferry looked peaceful and prosperous.
Alexander whispered to her over the scream of the gulls. ‘We’re about to pass Inchgarvie.’ He pointed at an outcrop of rock so densely packed with seabirds it looked snowbound. ‘It is said the island is a ghost ship. The Romans sheltered there when the crossing was rough. As the sea is turning out to be this evening.’
‘The boat creaks every time it hits a wave. Are we going to be all right?’
‘We’ll be fine. These are experienced sailors; they know these waters well.’
Now beyond the protection of Inchgarvie, the sea had changed character. Near the shore it was light green with pretty wavelets edged in white. But a mile out the colour turned to metal grey and bulged as though a vast beast moved beneath. Lifted high on a wave, the boat poised on the cusp before crashing down the other side. Spray soaked them.
‘Bravo!’ Alexander cried with delight.
Her lips tasted salty. This was unexpected. She gripped the boat edge, hoping he did not notice. Saliva began to pour into her mouth and her ears rang.
‘Look, Elizabeth, is that your brother standing on the quayside, shaking his fist?’ Alexander laughed.
As she tried to swivel round, the boat reared up like it was baulking at a monster.
‘Tell your wife to keep her eyes on the horizon,’ the woman called, the wind snatching at her words, ‘so she does not get sick.’
But the advice came too later. Out spurted the wine the horse dealer had given her, rose-tinted spew on the churning water. Another wave and her stomach flung out the crust of bread she’d eaten hours ago. Then she was retching and heaving on nothing at all.
After what felt like an eternity, she saw through bleary eyes that the boat was entering the harbour. The water was like glass. They slipped between ships which shimmered like chandeliers as by torchlight, men hoisted barrels into the holds in anticipation of an early departure. The waterside spilled sailors and salesmen, business and trade.
‘We’ve arrived, Elizabeth. We can get off the boat,’ Alexander whispered in her ear.
Aware he was trying to haul her to standing, she tried to rally herself. But the days of travelling, damp, with little food and less warmth had left her feeble. ‘In a moment I will, Alexander, just let me recover…’
‘Your wife is not well at all. You must come with me,’ the woman passenger said. Her tone suggested the matter settled. ‘Yes, ride to Edinburgh in my carriage. Sir, go find one. I will stay with your wife.’ She gestured impatiently at Alexander. ‘Allez!’





CHAPTER FIVE

A lurch of the carriage. Elizabeth woke to find herself slumped against another person. Not Alexander. She could just make him out in the dark sitting opposite her. He was speaking in French, an amusing tale presumably, for the person propping her up was hooting with laughter. The woman they’d met on the quayside.
‘I’m sorry, forgive me,’ Elizabeth said, struggling upright, hoping her breath didn’t smell terrible though knowing it must; her teeth were furry. ‘Alexander, is there any water?’
‘There’s a little left in here.’ He handed her a bottle. ‘You were asleep when we made our introductions. Elizabeth, this is Therese MacLellan.’
‘Enchanté,’ the woman said. ‘You are feeling a bit better, I hope?’
‘Pleased to meet you, Therese, I’m Elizabeth Blachrie. A little improved, thank you.’
As the carriage slowed, light from the street lit up the interior. Alexander winked at her.
‘Look, Elizabeth, we’re passing through the gates of Edinburgh. How I love this city. I’m going to show you everything there is to see.’
‘Can you hear the bells?’ Therese said. Then with mock horror, she added, ‘Poof. Ten o’clock, the time for “slop out” when tout tombe du ciel.’ She pulled shut the curtain as the sound of wet things hitting the street and a putrid smell billowed in. ‘Here, suck this bonbon, it will help un peu.’
Therese held out a little porcelain pot full of coloured pills. Elizabeth took one: it tasted of summer meadows. Closing her eyes, she leant against the seat.
‘I will stop talking in French now,’ Therese went on. ‘But Alexander speaks it so well, and I miss it especially in Scotland. He has told me everything. You are eloping – oh, how romantic. Young love, it makes the world spin, no? Tonight, you will stay with me. I insist. My apartment is modest, but you are welcome. One day my husband promises me a big house in the New Town. Till then, we squash together, the respectable people and the others, in the old city.’
Elizabeth snatched a look at Alexander. He was nodding as though it was usual to accept an invitation to stay in a stranger’s house. ‘Thank you,’ she said.
The carriage swung down a steep street, round a corner and came to a halt in a narrow wynd. Buildings towered overhead; the shriek of seabirds bounced off the stone. Therese disappeared into one of the buildings. Noises and voices from above and below ricocheted round as they panted up a steep stone staircase. On the fifth floor, standing by the door was a wide-eyed girl in a cap and apron. Behind her, Therese.
‘Quite a climb, I know, mes petits,’ she said. ‘This is Lucy, my maid, and here is mon appartement.’
The hallway was lit by candles. Mirrors showed myriad versions of the bedraggled travellers. The air smelt of rose and honey and comfort.
‘Take our guest to my boudoir, Lucy, help her prepare for sleeping. Alexander, follow me. A little brandy, perhaps?’
A small chaotic room was warm from a fire. A clothes rack staggered under heaped garments. Shoes were piled in layers like a rich cake. A tumble of hats. Sweeping aside blankets, the maid revealed a day bed over which she drew a linen sheet. Elizabeth peeled off filthy clothes. For the first time in days her body was exposed. Peppered with midge bites, flea bites, scratches, blisters, stings, welts, reddened skin, cuts and scrapes, each blemish was a badge of honour. The hawthorn scratch on her cheekbone a triumphant sign that she was an adventuress.
Lucy brought in jugs of steaming water. Squatting over a bowl, Elizabeth soaped her arms and breasts, luxuriating in the warm liquid that gushed down her trunk and trickled between her toes. She bathed away menstrual blood and mud, sweat and salt. Stuffing rags between her legs, she put on a nightshift Lucy gave her, then wolfed down a bowl of milk-soaked fruit bread. How did she come to be here, dressed in a stranger’s clothes, longing to lay her head on what looked like the softest pillow?
Never had she felt so euphoric or confused; she was far too excited to sleep. Pulling the bedding around her, she listened to Alexander and Therese chatting as though the party had only just begun. She fell straight to sleep.
   
Ringing bells woke her; Elizabeth remembered it was a Sunday. People must be on their way to church. Running to the window, she stood on tiptoe to view Edinburgh spread before her like a magic carpet. She longed to skip across the rooftops, clinging to the chimney pots and swinging off the spires. Once a ring was on her finger, she’d be up to the castle to wave it in triumph to the world. Where was her darling husband-to-be? She must embrace him immediately.
The door opened and Lucy bustled in. ‘Morning, miss. Mrs MacLellan asked me to tell you that she’s gone out with your betrothed. Will you have some breakfast?’
‘Why didn’t they wake me? I must follow them. Where are my clothes, Lucy?’
‘I took them last night, miss. I’ve sponged ’em best I could. They’re a bit damp but they’ll soon dry by the fire. Mrs MacLellan said for you to wait here. They’ll be back in a wee while.’
‘Where have they gone?’
‘I don’t know. I did hear something about London.’
‘Is Mrs MacLellan going there?’
‘Perhaps. She never stays anywhere long. What was it you wanted for breakfast?’
   
Minister James Wilson drained the last dregs of porter. If no one came by noon, he’d return to the joys of quill, ink and his real calling – poetry. Claudero’s work (for that was his name when writing as a poet) was heralded in this city – people described his poetry as subtle – but it did not generate sufficient cash to hold body and soul together. Needs must. Minister Wilson conducted what in common parlance were irregular marriages in order to make ends meet. They were not illegal unions, just necessary for those in a hurry or short of cash. As long as the couple stated their wish to marry in the presence of respectable witnesses and paid the full fee he demanded for his services, Minister Wilson would officiate.
Mornings were best. The gallows outside The White Hart Inn were busy in the afternoons. Crowds crowing as the death kicks started spoiled the atmosphere of ceremonies. Death and marriage were rarely bedfellows, Minister Wilson mused, though Claudero did once artfully link the image of a reluctant bridegroom approaching marriage as though it were a noose…
He was just about to leave when he saw the publican send a man and a woman in his direction. Minister Wilson enjoyed speculating about why couples married irregularly. This one, he deduced from the youth of the man and the opulence of the woman’s attire, was for money.
‘Good day, sir,’ said the man. ‘Are you Minister James Wilson who conducts marriages here?’
‘I am the celebrant. Good morning to you both.’ James Wilson bowed slowly; it gave him time to collect a little more information. The customer was well-educated, always more difficult to deal with, and needed to clean his boots.
‘Yes, I conduct marriages in a quiet room at the back of these premises. The only requirement is the presence of two witnesses. Food and drink can be provided afterwards to celebrate the happy event, if so desired. And if accommodation is required for the night…’ – he looked at them closely; the young man was lucky; the years had been kind to his intended. The description ‘faded rose’ came to mind – ‘…there is a charming and clean bedroom upstairs for only a small extra fee.’
‘Thank you, sir. All we require is a marriage of declaration. How much do you charge?’
‘Ten shillings,’ Minister Wilson said. The woman’s embroidered silk gloves and jewelled bag had not gone unnoticed.
‘But that’s much more than I expected. A soldier you married here recently said you had charged him a shilling,’ the man protested.
‘He’s probably one of my regulars. I jest, sir, I do not marry polygamists. My fees are higher on a Sunday, that’s all. On the Holy Day that seems reasonable. However, in the circumstances, I could lower the charge to eight shillings.’
‘What circumstances are…?’
The woman nudged the man aside. Clearly one of spirit as well as cash. ‘What my gentleman friend means to say is – thank you. That fee is acceptable.’
‘Am I addressing the happy bride-to-be?’
‘You are not. I will be a witness for the couple; they are long-standing friends of mine. We do need the ceremony to take place this afternoon, Minister Wilson. I am sure you can oblige?’
Minister Wilson stifled a yawn. He had stayed up late to finish a poem, drafting and redrafting into the small hours. When inspiration struck, she must be answered. But he was in dire need of cash. ‘Later today would be manageable,’ he said, grateful no hangings took place on a Sunday.
   
When Alexander came into the room, he saw Elizabeth standing on a chair, halfway out of the window. He ran towards her. ‘Elizabeth, be careful. Whatever are you doing?’
‘You’re back,’ she cried, jumping into his outstretched arms. The shift she wore, one of Therese’s, billowed around her. ‘I could see Arthur’s Seat from there, you know. It’s magnificent.’
They had not been apart this long for days; he had missed her more than he realised. Kissing each finger in turn, he said, ‘I have such good news, my dearest. We found someone who will marry us – today.’
‘Today? Then I’d better change into my dress, though it’s still damp. Why would that matter? I’m used to wet things. Where are we getting married?’
‘A little place not far from here, a tavern in Grassmarket Street. The service is at four o’clock. Why do you frown?’
‘My parents will not be there to see us married. What will they think of us eloping? I mustn’t worry about that now… But today, Alexander? Could we not marry tomorrow? Then we could find another place to stay for a day or two. Therese is kind, but we shouldn’t outstay our welcome. We could visit the castle, and the Botanic Garden, before returning to Aberdeen. You did promise. You are not a man to break your promises, are you?’
‘I wanted to talk to you about that, Lizzie. Sit down for a moment, will you? Are you determined to go home?’
‘To Aberdeen? Only when we’re married. It’s where we come from, where our families are, our friends, our…’
‘But do we want to?’ He needed to catch her attention; she was spinning like a top. He pulled her to him, took her face in his hands. ‘Listen to me. Is Aberdeen where we want to live?’
‘You’ve gone serious all of a sudden. What do you mean? Where else would we live?’
‘Why not London?’
‘London?’
‘Yes, I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I didn’t know how to raise it with you, not when we were planning to elope and packing and everything. But last night, when I told Therese about what I want to do and be and… I realised I can do none of it in Aberdeen. What’s there for me?’
She pulled back from him. ‘I’ve never ever thought of going to London. It’s so far away. I don’t know anyone. Where would we live? How would we get there?’
He knelt at her feet and set his fingers working their way up her thighs, coaxing her without words. It felt wilful; it felt wonderful. Then he said, ‘In the morning, there is a coach leaving for London. That is why we must marry today. If we want to have the exciting adventurous life that I’ve promised you, that we’ve dreamed about – then we must take that coach, man and wife. We are young and we have enough money to last for a good while. But Elizabeth – do we have the courage?’





CHAPTER SIX

A WEEK LATER, LONDON
Weary passengers, desperate to escape the fetid air of the stagecoach which had shaken them mile after bumpy mile, cheered when the vehicle drew to a halt outside St Bartholomew’s Priory. They were not fazed by the sight and sounds and stink as the doors opened on Smithfield Market. Anguished animals howling their fate as blood spurted from slaughtered fellow creatures. Lambs bleating for their mothers and geese, their necks stretched out, hissing at furious caged cocks. The passengers were indifferent to the beasts wallowing in knee-deep manure and the terrified pigs squirting shit. They had seen it all before.
Elizabeth and Alexander had not. A debonair older man they had befriended on the trip had tried to forewarn them. The scene was bewildering. A version of hell preachers threatened from church pulpits. They froze on the stagecoach steps.
‘You should walk towards the tower of St Bartholomew the Great.’ The gentleman took Alexander’s elbow and pointed. ‘If you go east of the church, you’ll find cheaper accommodation. I remember when I saw this market for the first time. A little disturbing. If I may, let me escort you part of the way.’
So, clutching hands and luggage, they followed the man through the buying and the butchery of Smithfield as far as Cloth Fair where he went on his way.
Little wonder perhaps that a street called Duck Lane caught their attention. It conjured up images of white birds waddling down a grassy track and though the narrow houses with peeling paint belied the fantasy, they offered hope. A sign on one of the houses said ‘Rooms To Let’. They knocked on the front door.
‘You’ll need to pay up front,’ said the woman who opened it. Betty Callow could stop bread rising with one look. ‘Previous tenants ran off without paying a farthing. So that’s me rules.’
‘How much for a night?’ Alexander asked.
‘Board and lodging is what I do. That’s a shilling a night for two people, six shillings and threepence for the week.’
‘What do you think?’ Alexander said to Elizabeth. She shook her head; it seemed a lot of money, but she’d never rented a room before.
Mrs Callow’s face darkened. ‘I’ve a cheaper room at the top. Do you want that?’
A windowless attic with a dippy bed and faded hangings, a stool for the night candle and a wobbly washstand was where Elizabeth and Alexander spent their first nights together as man and wife. It was perfect.
For three days, they only left the room, satiated and starving, for the cold meat and bread Mrs Callow or her daughter Jane put out for their supper. Then they climbed back up the steep stairs to the bliss of taking all the time they needed to explore each other’s bodies. Neither had experienced physical love before. Elizabeth searched in the cracked mirror each morning for the marks she was sure ecstasy had left.
‘We should go out today,’ Alexander said lazily on the fourth morning. They were back in bed after breakfast. Elizabeth, naked, was splayed over him like a blanket. He ran his fingers over her breasts, felt her nipples tighten.
‘Should we?’ Elizabeth replied. ‘But where would we go? What would we do? Now I think of it, it is true I am very hungry.’
‘Your belly is always rumbling.’ He turned her on to her back, ran his tongue over her stomach. He felt her fingers twisting his hair: she called it her golden threads. ‘What would you like to see?’ he whispered.
‘Everything… or nothing. We could just stay here.’
It was late morning before they ventured out. At the far end of Duck Lane where it joined a bigger road, something was happening. A throng of people processed past like snails crawling over cabbage. Rowdy young men leapt on to each other’s shoulders, mock-fighting and joshing. Girls with flowers in their hats swished their dresses, flirting with anyone who looked. Families with squabbling children and giggling babies, couples hooked arm in arm and old people hobbling with their sticks. People with skins of different colours speaking in languages that jumbled the ear. Everyone carefree as though they were on holiday, sharing sweets and eating cakes, buying toys and waving streamers.
The newcomers were spellbound. Elizabeth stood on tiptoe to speak into Alexander’s ear: ‘Where are they all going?’
‘I can’t imagine. Shall we join them?’
‘Why not?’ She giggled.
Alexander’s heart soared as he was swept along streets he didn’t know, past buildings he’d never seen in a sea of unfamiliar faces. The gentleman on the stagecoach told him half a million people lived in London, young men and women who swarmed in from the countryside attracted by the high wages. But there were others, too, from further afield, countries Alexander only knew from his father’s globe: France, Italy, Germany, the Levant, Africa. An infinite variety of human beings, all packed into this city. This is what he craved, he realised, this was why he’d been compelled to leave Aberdeen. For challenge, novelty, difference. Suddenly, he remembered Elizabeth. Where was she? He looked about frantically but she was nowhere to be seen.
The swarm of humanity carried him onwards. Rounding the corner, he came across her standing still as a rock in a stream, her hat slightly askew, staring up at something. He saw her as a stranger might, a small woman with her head thrown back, holding her space so that others must dip and dive around her. Beyond her rose a magnificent white stone building. It was this that had captivated her. Wide steps leading up to a series of grand studded doors. Towering columns supporting a vast dome that dominated the sky.
‘I promised you one day we’ll go back to Edinburgh to see the castle,’ Alexander said, pressing his mouth to her ear to make himself heard above the din. ‘But I wanted to bring you here first – to see St Paul’s Cathedral.’
Then a roar and a rush, and everyone was pushed to the side as soldiers in feathered hats marched past, their boots sparking on the stones, maces glinting on their shoulders. Trumpeters and drummers in braided uniforms played music that almost drowned out the cheering that greeted ebony-black horses pulling a carriage. From a window a hand waved coolly; the Lord Mayor, someone shouted. Then came a bear handler prodding his beast so that it rose on its back legs to claw the air; an organ grinder with his monkey; tumblers and jugglers and fire eaters shooting flames from wide mouths.
Afterwards, they went down to the river to eat ices and oysters. The embankment heaved with people at play, the water bobbed with boats. Mrs Callow had warned them gin was ruining the city. So, in a crowded public house, he bought glasses of gin and found them a place where they could watch everybody ruining themselves. Her neck flushed prettily as they downed a second glass and toasted their first foray into the world as man and wife. He had never been happier.





CHAPTER SEVEN

A woman’s scream. Before she was fully awake, Elizabeth was tearing down the pitch-dark stairs to find the front door of the boarding house wide open. A streetlamp illuminated two figures grappling on the step.
‘You bitch!’ a man bellowed.
‘Fuck off, puff guts!’ a woman growled back. ‘Get your hands off me.’
‘Come here, don’t be so unfriendly…’
‘Don’t you dare, filthy scum…’
The sound of flesh smacking flesh. The lodger, Mr Brooks and Mrs Callow’s eighteen-year-old daughter Jane were fighting.
Elizabeth shouted, ‘Mr Brooks, take your hands off Jane. And Jane – go sit on the stairs.’
Her voice cast a spell. Mr Brooks slumped down to the floor, belching drink fumes. Jane, panting, wiped her mouth in disgust.
Alexander appeared on the stairs with a lighted candle. ‘Elizabeth, what’s going on? Are you all right?’ The effects of last night’s gin were evident from his pinched red eyes.
‘I’m fine,’ she said wryly, ‘though you don’t look so fine yourself. Mr Brooks, go up to your room with my husband. Jane, let him pass.’ Elizabeth looked at Alexander. ‘Are you well enough to tend to his cut?’
‘If I can lie down afterwards,’ he said meekly and followed the lodger upstairs taking the candle with him. Then Mrs Callow emerged from the corridor with a lamp. She must have witnessed the entire episode.
‘Such a dreadful situation, Mrs Blackwell. I never did trust Brooks. Salesman indeed. He’ll be gone tomorrow. Come along, Jane,’ she said, bundling her daughter towards the back room where they slept. ‘Whatever were you thinking, Jane, opening the door to that drunken lout?’ The door slammed shut.
Next morning, life at Duck Lane was different. Every morning so far Mrs Callow had left two slices of bread and a pot of tea for their breakfast. But today two boiled eggs and a little dish of jam and three slices of bread waited for them on the breakfast table.
Mrs Callow came in with a pot of tea. ‘Mr Brooks will be leaving this establishment shortly. Just so you know, the room he will vacate has a window,’ her tone suggesting this was a marvel to behold, ‘and
it would only cost a little more to rent than the attic. And you’d get access to the kitchen so you could cook yourselves a bit of supper. Just telling you in case you’re interested.’
It didn’t take long to move their belongings from the attic to the first-floor room; they had so little. But enough time for Elizabeth to fret. How were they going to pay even more for rent and what they needed each day? Their money was running out already.
   
Elizabeth settled at the box where they stored their belongings; it made a suitable desk. In the corner of her last remaining sheet of paper, she did a sketch of the heather sprig Alexander had picked for her on their ride to Edinburgh. It seemed an aeon ago, so much had happened since. She held the tiny bell flowers in her hand: they had dried soft white and rustled as she stroked them. Her drawing would please her parents for it would indicate the place Scotland still claimed in her heart.
Mrs Callow’s House, Duck Lane, London
10 December 1730
Dearest Father and Mother,
I trust this letter finds you and the family in good health. Your loving daughter writes as a happily married woman who hopes that one day you will be as joyful about her marriage as she is.
Our elopement must have been a terrible shock and caused you some distress. For that, both Alexander, your affectionate son-in-law, and I apologise profusely. But I hope you understand that there seemed no other way that we could be together. We were set on becoming man and wife. We humbly beg forgiveness for any anguish we caused, and we look forward to the day we will rejoice together about our happy union.
Alexander thinks London is the best place for him to pursue his interests and as his wife, I will support him in every way I can. So here we are. There are many opportunities for clever hard-working men like him with new businesses starting every day. We lodge with Mrs Callow, a respectable widow, and her daughter in the east part where many people new to this city settle.
I will think of you and the family being together on Christmas Day. Send my love and best wishes to them. It would bring me the greatest joy to think I might hear from you in the New Year, to know that my brothers and sisters are well and to be assured that you, my dear parents, have forgiven me.
With all my love, Elizabeth Blachrie Blackwell
Alexander was ‘resting his eyelids’ as he called it; only his curls poked up from under the blankets. Beside him on the bed was the crumpled newspaper Mr Brooks had left behind in his haste to escape Mrs Callow’s broom, wielded as if he was so much dust.
On an inside page, Elizabeth had seen an advertisement: ‘Reader Needed – Only Gentlemen Need Apply’. Alexander dismissed it with a sneer when she pointed it out. She would bide her time.
‘Will you read the letter I’ve written to my parents, Alexander? Is it all right?’ She waved it at him, wondering about the difference between laziness and indolence as he dragged himself upright and came to squat beside her, one arm casually slung across her shoulder.
Yawning, he peered at it. ‘I would call this a well-judged and contrite letter from a very disobedient daughter. It may win them round. Well, let’s hope it does… But who knows?’ He made a face and blew down the front of her dress.
She was not in the mood. ‘Don’t tease me, Alexander. Of course it will. I’m their daughter.’ She gave him a shove and he wobbled over onto his back, began to wave his arms and legs like a beached insect.
‘But why am I asking them to reply? We won’t have the penny to pay the post boy if they do.’ She stomped over to the window. In the lane below, two barefoot boys struggled to drag a sack of coal along the muddy lane, calling for customers. If only she had the money to buy a few pieces for a fire; the room was freezing.
‘We’ll have the money to pay for a letter, of course we will, silly Lizzie.’
‘How can you say that?’ she said, whipping round. ‘You think if you want something enough it will be true. But I rely on what my eyes tell me, Alexander, and the fact is – we’re running out of money.’
He sighed: ‘You’re not my pretty wife with that grimace. You worry too much, Elizabeth, and you shouldn’t. Money finds me, it always has.’
He drifted back to the bed, dragging the quilt behind him. ‘Come to bed, wife, I’m cold,’ he muttered from under the covers: ‘I’ll go see about that job tomorrow.’
‘What did you say?’
‘If I wake up and it’s not raining, I will go out and see about that job.’
‘You will? Oh, Alexander, really?’ Like a flipped coin, her mood changed. She pranced over to the bed, and hitching up her skirts, clambered on top of him.
‘I know you’ll be able to do the job, whatever being a reader is. Why don’t we go there today?’ She buried her face in his neck. ‘After I’ve warmed you up, that is.’
   
With Christmas coming, the Strand’s fine shops selling jewellery and fans, corsets and chocolates were full of people looking for gifts. But the finely attired as well as the down-at-heel also crowded the artists’ showrooms. Purchasing or perusing, customers pointed and laughed at the satirical scenes in the engravings sold there; a politician’s posturing, the King’s lusty antics, a dog urinating on a wealthy woman’s shoe. Prints of seascapes, buildings, plants. Elizabeth was fascinated by the fine details and vigorous marks, and she pored over the details. Alexander had to drag her away; reminded her they had somewhere to be.
Past pickpockets, prostitutes and print shops, they eventually found the premises mentioned in the advertisement, Mr Wilkins’ Printing Parlour on a side street off the main thoroughfare.
Two customers were waiting. Alexander and Elizabeth took their place in the queue and watched with fascination through an open hatch at what was going on in the room behind the counter. Three men moving with studied concentration, the occasional snippet of conversation. A wooden frame, presumably the printing press, tables, rolls of paper, barrels, shelves of bottles…
The man in front of them slammed a bundle of paper down on the counter. ‘There are mistakes in this,’ he boomed. ‘I cannot distribute it. Did anyone correct the text?’
‘I am sure so. Let me look, sir,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘It may be that your handwriting was difficult to decipher…’
‘Nonsense!’ the customer shouted back. ‘My writing is perfectly readable. I will not pay for this shoddy job, sir. I demand a reprint. Or I shall take my custom elsewhere.’ With that, he stormed from the shop.
‘Perhaps that’s why he’s looking for a new reader,’ Alexander muttered to Elizabeth. ‘I can read, ergo, I can do the job.’
‘I could do it just as well,’ she hissed back, ‘but I am not offered the chance.’
He squeezed her hand. He knew how frustrated she was by the limits set on her sex. London was different, Therese had assured her the morning they made their final goodbyes at the Edinburgh stagecoach station. London was a city for brave and bold women, Therese said. There were women writers and poets, playwrights, women running businesses…
It was Alexander’s turn. ‘I’ve come about the job advertised in The Daily Courant. Could I speak to Mr Wilkins, please?’
‘It is he whom you are addressing. You’re interested in the appointment? Done this sort of thing before, have you?’
‘Very interested, sir. As a graduate of Aberdeen University, I have always appreciated the importance of accurate text.’ Alexander hoped enthusiasm and charm would be mistaken for affirmation.
‘You were a student at the country’s oldest university, a fine institution. I am pleased to meet you, Mr…?’
‘Blackwell, Alexander Blackwell. And this is my wife, Elizabeth.’
‘Good day to you both. So, Mr Blackwell, please come into the back room and I’ll give you a short test, see how you get on. If your wife is content to wait here, please follow me.’
   
‘What a clever husband.’ Elizabeth beamed.
‘I didn’t come all this way to London to work in a print shop,’ Alexander said with a sigh. ‘Not my life’s aspiration. But for the present, it’s a job, and we need the money. At least Wilkins publishes some interesting stuff. The pamphlet he gave me to read as a test wasn’t bad if you can tolerate political polemic.’
‘You’ll be a brilliant reader. It suits us for the time being, Alexander. Do you realise that we are now a proper London couple? We have work and a place to live.’
‘I shall make myself indispensable to Mr Wilkins.’
‘You are indispensable to me already,’ she said, squeezing his arm.
They decided to find the house where Therese stayed when she was in London. West of the Strand, it could be no more than an hour’s walk. Therese had made them promise to get in touch as soon as they had a place to live. They set off. No street in Aberdeen was as busy or bizarre as the Strand. One shop they passed sold only tea. Boxes, packets and tins of tisanes and infusions; grades of leaf displayed in fluted glass jars. Another specialised in whalebone; stays and hoops for the ladies, hernia trusses for gentlemen. And everywhere coffee houses from which billowed the fragrance of roasting beans and the roar of conversation, and chop houses where diners could be seen through the window gobbling shilling dinners. At a grand hotel a caped attendant with braided lapels bowed as a woman in a feathered hat swept past him followed by her gentleman companion. He paused momentarily to press something into the attendant’s hand before disappearing inside.
‘One day that will be us, Alexander,’ Elizabeth said, squeezing him close. ‘We will go to grand hotels and meet friends and dine well. Life is going to be good; can’t you feel it? What a marvellous place to be on this sunny afternoon.’
A theatre plastered in advertisements heralded the latest production. It was doing brisk business, its doors flapping like sheets in the wind as people streamed in, faces bright with anticipation, and emerged triumphantly waving tickets. Elizabeth stepped aside to let past someone rushing for a cab, then saw her. She stopped dead. It wasn’t an unusual sight. Every day, beggars in the streets, frail old men and starving children held out filthy hands. Why did this poor soul, head lolling drunkenly, a baby sucking at her breast, catch her attention? The elation that set Elizabeth’s heart racing evaporated. The woman looked the same age as she. Her hair was dark, like hers, and her eyes must once have shone. How narrow the distance between her and this confused creature slumped at her feet, only that fortune had laid a flighty finger on the one but denied it to the other. She dropped a penny into the woman’s crabbed fingers. A paltry gesture. Alexander tugged her arm, and they pressed on.
Powell Gardens was an elegant terrace of town houses. Graceful ladies stepped from hansom cabs with the rustle of satin and swish of silk. Gentlemen alighted from sedans in time for dinner perhaps, or to join a game of cards. Lights blazed from windows and merriment poured from doors opened by gloved servants. Was that music? Elizabeth’s mood was bleak since seeing the beggar woman. A veil had dropped between her and the world. She could peer through to places of riches and gaiety and leisure, observe but not be a part of it. Turning away, she carried on until she reached the entrance of a railed garden.
‘Whatever are you doing, skulking off like that?’ Alexander said, catching her up. ‘That was the house Therese described, the place where she stays.’
‘What does that matter? We can’t call there.’
‘What do you mean? Why not?’
‘We look so out of place, Alexander. I look like a beggar, we look like beggars.’
‘Don’t be silly, we look well enough. Elizabeth, what’s wrong with me?’
He never saw what others would: a faded coat, scuffed shoes, a tatty ribbon around his unpowdered hair. Her dress, despite all her efforts, was stained. She now understood he did not experience the world as others did.
He opened the garden gate. ‘You wait in there. I’ll drop the note for Therese at the house.’
‘Alexander, can you not read?’ she said, suddenly furious. Pointing to the sign, she read out loud: ‘Private: Residents of Powell Gardens only. It’s not for the likes of you and me.’
‘Oh, ignore that,’ he scoffed. ‘No one will mind because no one will notice. Sit on that bench there, Elizabeth. I won’t be long.’ And before she could protest, he had gone.
Damp dying grass. How long had it been since she had smelled that special fragrance? In the fading light, a mistle thrush searched for food among the fallen leaves. A fly struggled in a spider’s web. She had missed being close to nature since living in this vast city. Memories of being with her mother in the garden, watching deer race across hills, walking with Christian on the moor, came at her like physical blows. Tears rolled down her cheeks. What had she done, running away to London?
Male voices. Perhaps the wardens were on their rounds to lock the gate before nightfall? She wiped her nose on her sleeve, closed the gate behind her and went to find Alexander.





CHAPTER EIGHT

JANUARY 1731
The table where Alexander sat was in the corner of the workshop. For the first few days at Wilkins Printing Parlour, he was content to watch his colleagues move about the cramped space like dancers in a quadrille. The compositor, Thomas Hamper, plucking metal letters from the composing frame like a harpist playing his instrument. Francis Lye tying lines of type into boxes as though sealing a precious parcel. The pressman, Joseph Tiney, turning the massive screw of the printing plate to produce, as if by magic, printed pages. It was a curious but distinct joy that Alexander got from watching a lawyer’s turgid scribble transformed into readable authoritative print.
Then the pedant that lurked within him blossomed. As a ‘reader’, his job was to spot discrepancies between what authors had written and compare it with a printed proof. These mistakes were then relayed to Mr Wilkins who, as ‘corrector’, marked the proof using special symbols to denote the mistake so that Thomas could put them right. Documents might be in Latin or Hebrew, Swedish or French; they might be on any topic under the sun. A book of poetry, a speech, an invitation. It was like being paid to learn, he told Elizabeth, for he must read closely and for sense. It suited him to the core.
Only Mr Wilkins disturbed the productive tranquillity. His tantrums over mishaps, paper that wrinkled in the damp or a spilled bottle of ink rattled and riled his employees. They smarted in private. Having completed the seven-year apprenticeship required for the right to work in the City of London, they did not share their grumbles with Alexander, an outsider, a man who had not done his time. But their disgruntlement was apparent. Alexander watched and waited.
Life took on a routine. Every day he went to work, he learnt something about printing and the business surrounding it. He saw there were ways to save money as well as make it and understood that Mr Wilkins was blind to these opportunities. In the evenings, he brought back articles or manuscripts that might interest Elizabeth. They read and discussed them. On his days off, he brought her porridge in bed and always left the pot spotless so Mrs Callow would not complain about the gluey mess. They might go to Smithfield to buy meat, leave it in the lower oven with vegetables until it melted into a thick stew and invite Betty and Jane for supper. Or they’d take a boat down the river to Richmond. Strolling through the park and seeing the deer made them ache for Scotland. They’d go back and bake bannocks and eat them dripping with butter. Sometimes they swept out their room and beat the bed curtains and put thyme on the fire to freshen the air. And at night, after they’d made love, he would assure her that this was not the life they had fled to London to find; one day things would be exciting.
It was a Saturday lunchtime a few weeks later, when Mr Wilkins was counting the wages, that Alexander saw his chance. ‘Shall we go for a drink, Joseph? First two pints are on me,’ he said. He nodded at his colleagues.
He knew the offer would tempt. So far, the men had accorded him only polite indifference. Francis, the youngest, dropped his eyes to the floor. Thomas, moody and morose, picked his nails. Only Joseph, the pressman, looked with narrowed eyes as though seeing Alexander for the first time. If Joseph accepted the invitation, the others would too.
Mr Wilkins shouted for each man to come for his money. When they had been paid, Alexander jingled the coins in his pocket. ‘So where are we going, Joseph?’
By the third pint, the beer was working. The men’s talk was of the news and there was plenty: the fire in Westminster that destroyed a library, the woman who gave birth to seven rabbits and the grisly murder of two children whose dismembered body parts were found in the Fleet. When Francis went to relieve himself and Thomas was talking at the bar with another customer, Alexander tipped his glass. ‘Do you mind talking shop, Joseph?’
‘You’re new to the printing trade, Mr Blackwell. What do you want to know?’
‘I don’t have your experience, of course. But even I can see that things are a bit uncertain in the print room. Am I right?’
Joseph stared into his glass as though it offered answers. ‘Problem is, Wilkins don’t look after his customers. Not like you have to these days. There’s a lot of competition out there.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Alexander.
Contempt stained his response. ‘Just before you started with us, Wilkins lost a regular contract to print a weekly gentleman’s magazine. One too many mistakes and a deadline missed, they took their business elsewhere. You see, Wilkins, he cuts corners, don’t appoint good staff. At least you can read, Mr Blackwell. The man before…’ Joseph looked over his shoulder as though the wrong person might be listening.
‘Why doesn’t Wilkins let me correct the proofs? I could do it, leaving him free to find other work.’
‘You’re not apprenticed, that’s why. Then last week he didn’t win a new job with an importer, he’d been banking on it. You heard him shouting, I’m sure. He’s losing it, you see, and people talk. It’s bad for business. Where’s Thomas got to? Oi, what you up to, boy?’
‘I’m coming,’ Thomas called.
‘Don’t talk dirty, Thomas,’ Joseph sneered.
Joseph was drunk now and his tongue loose. ‘I must look out for our Thomas. He’s an eye for the lads, if you know what I mean, and he judges it wrong sometimes. As I was saying, I helps Wilkins with the accounts, so I knows he is in trouble – and that’s a fact.’ He leaned forward to tap Alexander’s knee. ‘He’s looking to pack it in, you know, to find a buyer. Thought that would shock you, look at your face. Maybe you wouldn’t have taken the job if you’d known. We could all be out of work soon. Where’s the quiet man gone? Find Francis, he owes me a drink.’
   
‘Elizabeth, there’s a letter here for you!’ Mrs Callow shouted.
Elizabeth ran up from the kitchen to see a post boy in his bright-red outfit at the front door with a piece of paper in his hand, words on it she’d never seen written before, Mr and Mrs Alexander Blackwell. She proudly handed the boy a coin.
‘Who’s it from?’ Mrs Callow peered over her shoulder. ‘That’s a fancy seal, goodness me, is that something stamped on it?’
‘It’s the letter “T”, Mrs Callow, and it’s from our friend Therese. She sometimes comes to London.’
‘There’s a room to rent here if she needs somewhere to stay.’
‘I think she’s got a place, but I’ll mention it, thank you.’ Elizabeth unfolded the note and gasped.
‘Oh dear. Is there a terrible problem?’ Mrs Callow sounded hopeful.
‘Not at all. It’s only she’s asking me and Alexander to come to supper tonight. But he’s not back from work.’ She began to sway her hips.
In her note, Therese explained that she had only arrived in the capital the previous day and apologised for the short notice but were Elizabeth and Alexander free to come to the little party she was giving that evening? In a postscript, she had added: ‘My dearest girl, I know my invitation gives you no time to prepare an outfit. So come as soon as you can, and we will find you something in my cupboard.’
Typical Therese. She had insisted Elizabeth chose something from her wardrobe to be married in. The watered silk dress was soft as down and the pale-pink jacket with little pearl buttons made her gulp when she slipped it around her shoulders. A piece of lace for a veil and a silver circlet for her head. Feeling like a princess, she was whisked through the Edinburgh streets to the most romantic place a girl could be married in.
The taproom heaved with Sunday drinkers. As dusk fell their shouts and singing almost drowned out the rhyming couplets of the wild-haired priest who officiated at their ceremony. The witnesses were Therese and the publican, a large perspiring man made sweatier after he had first to sort out a fight between his customers. When the priest declared them husband and wife, Alexander took a box from his pocket. The ring, a cluster of rubies, had belonged to his grandmother and as he slid it on to her finger, the jewels and his eyes glittered in the firelight. Toasting their future in whisky from a tarnished quaich brought by the publican (who then charged them extra), her throat burned as strongly as her love for Alexander Blackwell.
‘The kettle’s starting to boil, you haven’t forgotten it, have you?’ Mrs Callow shouted from the kitchen.
‘Take it off the stove, will you, Mrs Callow? I’m going out.’
   
The last time Elizabeth had seen herself in a full-length mirror was in Therese’s Edinburgh apartment. Now she was in a bedroom of Therese’s very dear friends’ mansion. It was the grandest house Elizabeth had ever seen. A sweeping marble staircase, a chandelier hanging in the vast hall and from the floor-to-ceiling windows, views of the park.
Her eyes widened. The dress was cut on the bias and the silky fabric which fell in folds from the shoulder over a narrow dome-shaped hoop ended just above the ankle. ‘Is it meant to be so short?’
‘It’s all the fashion, a robe volante,’ Therese replied, eyes narrowed as she turned Elizabeth this way and that. ‘The shape doesn’t suit my figure at all. But you, you look wonderful! The way it ripples as you move… The tulip-and-chrysanthemum print is a joy, don’t you think? A shame Alexander won’t see you looking so fine.’
‘He was still at work when I left. He must have something to finish.’
Therese shrugged. ‘Ah well, you know husbands, they get distracted. He will come another time. Now, ma belle amie, let me dress your hair. The latest fashion is to tie it back with a ribbon. This one is pretty, look at the stitching.’
‘Therese, can I ask you something? I hope you don’t think I am being nosy.’
‘Your manner is as straight as your hair. Please, I hide nothing. See if these slippers fit you. What do you want to know?’
‘Where is your husband, Therese? You rarely mention him.’
‘Robert? He prefers to stay in the Highlands on his estate. I like it well enough for a time, being up there, but it is cold and quiet. I… need to get away. We have an understanding, Robert and I.’ Therese’s face changed; a mask had slipped. Her voice was low. ‘Our only child, a daughter, died there in an accident when she was young. So, the place, it has memories for me. I like to visit other places.’ Their eyes met: Therese’s brimmed with tears. ‘Aila would be about your age now if she were alive.’
‘That’s so sad. You must miss her, Therese. How I would like to have met your daughter. I’m sorry, perhaps I shouldn’t have asked about her.’
‘No, it is good. I like to remember my pauvre belle
fille…’
Somewhere downstairs a bell was ringing. ‘Ah! My guests, they are starting to arrive. I must go and welcome them. Follow when you’re ready.’
A few minutes later Elizabeth followed her hostess downstairs. She paused outside the drawing-room door to peek inside and drew back with a gasp. The whole room shimmered. Light bounced off the embroidery on the men’s coats and the jewels at the women’s throats. Firelight made the crimson damask walls hum. There were deep sofas and cushioned chairs. Side tables laden with food or set for cards, and an enormous silver bowl from which a servant ladled punch into crystal flutes. Guests were talking, drinking, laughing. Social gatherings in Aberdeen were nothing like this. Elizabeth shivered with pleasure and trepidation. The dress caressed her body as she sashayed into the melee.
   
He had never snored so loudly. Alexander lay across their bed like an abandoned coat. Quietly, she peeled off her clothes. Despite her efforts, he woke.
‘Where have you been, Lizzie?’ he said groggily. ‘Mrs Callow said you went out.’
‘At a party. Give me a bit of room,’ Elizabeth said, trying to shove Alexander over to the other side of the bed. Where he’d been lying, she found Therese’s letter, crushed and rumpled. ‘Our first letter and invitation and you’ve ruined it. I have had the most wonderful evening.’ She started giggling.
‘What did I miss?’ He struggled up on to his elbow, one eye half shut. ‘Tell me, Mrs Blackwell. What happened?’ His kiss tasted of beer.
‘Therese invited us to what she called a little supper. You will not believe what there was to eat. Quail’s eggs and pigeon pies and pastries stuffed with nuts and cream.’ She flicked her tongue across his lips: she wanted to make love. ‘I met the Countess of Shaftesbury who gave me a lift home in her very fine carriage. No rubbish on the floor. All she could talk about was raising money for a statue for a dead playwright, William something, I didn’t catch his name. And I met a woman who has her own shop in Leicester Fields. She says she might have a job for me.’
‘Would you want to do that, work in a shop?’ He heard hope in her voice. He knew trailing around the markets looking for bargains was currently the highlight of her week. It was losing its appeal.
‘I’ll go and meet her, of course I will. Who knows? I might like being a shop girl. What did you do tonight?’ Hooking a leg over his hips, she began to rock his body back and forth. ‘You weren’t back by the time I had to leave so I went to the party without you.’
‘I was drinking with my colleagues from the shop.’
‘Were you? That’s a first – I thought they ignored you?’ She was on top of him now and stretched herself out along his body, purring like a cat luxuriating in the sun.
‘Offer to buy a man a pint of beer and he’ll be your friend. That’s what I did.’ Alexander ran his fingers up and down her back, felt goosebumps form. ‘I found out a lot about Wilkins’s business, and I’ve the most marvellous idea. Your husband is hatching a plan.’
‘Is he? Now why does that not surprise me one little bit?’ She was astride him now, clasping his body with her thighs, her breath quickening as she moved against him.
‘I’m not sure how I’ll do it – but I will. You are a terrible tease, Lizzie Blackwell,’ he said, caressing her nipples. ‘One day, your husband will be the owner and proprietor of the Printing Parlour.’
‘Oh Alexander, why do I believe you? But first, if you have just a few moments before you dash… could you make love to your wife?’





CHAPTER NINE

They left their lodgings at the same time each morning but when Alexander turned south for the Strand, Elizabeth went eastwards towards Leicester Fields, negotiating the teeming thoroughfares and crowded alleys, her gait as nimble and her glance as dismissive as any seasoned worker.
The cries of hawkers selling offal and earthenware and the rumble of water carts did not penetrate the tranquillity of Boyd’s Stationery. Customers searching for a quill or ink would be aided by the obliging assistant to find exactly what they had come to buy. While she carefully wrapped their purchases, she would point out the other things there were for sale. Carved stone inkwells, butter-soft leather writing folders, scented boxes for different-sized nibs, inks in elegant bottles. Paper embedded with rose petals and lavender, pen holders in the shape of peacocks and sealing wax in rainbow colours. Elizabeth was a brilliant saleswoman; most clients left clutching purchases they never realised they simply had to have.
She glided about the shop, prinking and dusting, arranging and positioning the stock. A bunch of flowers here, a little tableau of a writer’s desk there; a candle illuminating some special words written on a sheet of paper, a pen cast aside as though the writer had just left… She was as good at dressing the shop as she was selling its wares.
At lunchtime, she and the owner, Louisa Boyd, ate in a room at the back. Louisa’s husband had died from fever more than a year ago leaving her with three young children to raise. The widow talked wistfully of having to abandon her dream of writing novels. So, after a few months Elizabeth offered to manage the shop, giving Louisa time to write.
Elizabeth liked to be in charge; she could pretend the shop was hers. It reminded her of her father. William had started out selling stockings in a little Aberdeen shop and he had grown rich on its success. His stockings sold all over Europe. She liked having her own money too. She had a distinct sense of pride when her purse swung heavy against her leg, and once their bills were paid, she could put a little aside in her savings pot. Best of all, work meant she no longer waited for Alexander to return home with his gripes about Mr Wilkins and complaints about the man’s lack of business acumen. She had her own life and experiences that affected it. She liked the customers, and she liked Louisa.
Louisa was different. Not like the girls Elizabeth grew up with in Aberdeen. Even the clever ones accepted their lives would stop at the altar and the crib. London women were a different breed, Elizabeth decided as she tidied a board on the shop wall. People pinned notices to it about forthcoming events and talks. London women were untroubled by the world’s expectations of what they should do or how they should behave. Indifferent to its judgement. Not afraid of failure.
A notice on the board caught her eye. An engraving class on Wednesday evenings in Covent Garden.
That morning, her monthly bleed had started. She could not ignore the stab of regret she felt when she saw the blood though querulous voices in her head castigated her for it. She and Alexander had agreed they did not want children – not yet. They took every precaution possible to stop her getting pregnant; vaginal douches that stung her and withdrawal which annoyed him. So why did she feel sentimental, even tearful, when she saw the blood? She gave herself a talking to and took the notice down.
   
The night of drinking with the print-shop men shifted something. When Alexander came in a little late for work, Thomas winked. Francis picked up Alexander’s coat when it fell off the hook and Joseph mouthed the words ‘the tavern’ when Mr Wilkins asked Alexander to sit at the front counter so he could attend ‘a meeting’.
During the morning, a customer came in asking to speak with the owner.
‘Mr Wilkins is out presently. Can I help you, Mr… Ged?’ Alexander said, reading the card the man offered.
‘It’s a business idea I’d like to discuss with him,’ the customer replied. His fingers drummed on the counter. ‘When is Mr Wilkins expected back?’
‘Very soon, I am sure. I recognise your accent, sir. You’re from Edinburgh?’
‘I am indeed. You’re from Scotland too. There are a lot of us in London. A better place for business, more going on, eh? How are you finding it?’
Lachlan Ged needed little encouragement to talk. A goldsmith by background, he’d devised a process he called stereotyping, that would, he said, make printing faster and cheaper. It meant making a whole page of type into a single mould and producing prints from that one casting, again and again.
Alexander was so caught up in the talk of papier-mâché moulds and casting metal plates that he barely registered the shop door opening. Mr Wilkins stepped in, rain spilling off his hat.
‘Ah, Mr Wilkins,’ Alexander said. ‘This gentleman, Mr Lachlan Ged, has come all the way from Edinburgh to see you.’
‘Has he?’ Mr Wilkins sighed. He looked suspiciously at the stranger. He hung up his cloak. ‘So you’ve not come to get anything printed, as such?’
Alexander could smell alcohol on his proprietor’s breath.
‘Sir, I want to print many things,’ Ged said decisively. ‘But first I’d like to talk to you about how that could be done better and more cheaply. If my new process was put into practice, that is.’
‘Humph,’ said Mr Wilkins. ‘Look, I’m busy, come back another day, will you? Next week, perhaps? That would suit better.’ And he disappeared into his office and shut the door behind him.
Alexander said: ‘Oh dear. Mr Wilkins seems distracted. I’m so sorry you’ve had to wait unnecessarily, Mr Ged. But I could meet you later after work, if you’ll be around. I’m very interested to hear more about stereotyping.’
Later that afternoon Alexander watched the other customers sitting at the central table. Latin’s Coffee House was where men in the publishing business met colleagues. He imagined they were negotiating deals and striking competitive terms, exchanging secrets of the trade. If only he were truly part of it, not stuck reading other people’s documents, finding missing letters and adding commas.
He sipped his coffee. If Joseph was right and Wilkins’ books didn’t balance, the master printer would never be able to raise investment from a bank. But Ged’s work was far too valuable to let pass without further investigation; it could change printing forever. He’d thought about it all afternoon. It could mean cheaper newspapers, books and pamphlets, making them accessible to more than just the well-heeled. If the ordinary man could buy cheaply then the implications for education, politics and debate, let alone the economy, were enormous. Typesetters and compositors might be resistant at first, the Guild might argue the process would put men’s jobs at risk. But they must understand other opportunities would happen as a result. Progress could never be stopped.
Perhaps Alexander could raise the money himself? The door of the coffee house opened and Lachlan Ged walked in. Alexander shook his hand warmly.
   
Dearest daughter,
We were so glad and deeply relieved to receive your letter and to know that you are well and living in London. Your marriage to Alexander was a surprise to us. If we had understood how serious you were about each other, we would have dealt with things differently. It had always been our dream to see you married in the church in Aberdeen.
However, that is in the past and you are now Alexander’s wife. We send congratulations and best wishes to you and our dear son-in-law. We have been in touch with the Blackwells and have appeared together in public, putting to rest any scandalous talk. No one here can be in any doubt that we support you both. We hope you are enjoying your adventures in London and look forward to the day when you return to settle in Aberdeen.
Uncle Callum will be passing through London on his way to Oxford. He will get in touch when he can and hopes to see you.
The family are well and send their love.
With very best wishes,
Father and Mother.
‘What’s up with you? Had a bad day in the shop?’ Mrs Callow said, stepping around Elizabeth who was squatting on the stairs, tears running down her face. ‘What’s brought this on? That letter upset you, is that it? By the way, you owe me a penny for the postage.’
‘No, it’s a good day. A letter from my parents,’ Elizabeth said, pressing it to her chest. ‘And my dear uncle is coming to London. I will pay you for the stamp, of course, Mrs Callow. I’ll get the money now,’ she said, dashing up the stairs.
Flinging herself across the bed, she hugged her pillow. She had not realised quite how much she had been missing her family. How she longed to hug her mother, to tickle her little brother, making his face turn pink or to knock on her father’s study door to show off her latest drawing. Even seeing grumpy sister Barbara would make her grin.
Footsteps on the stairs. Alexander must be back from work. She slipped the letter into the pull-string bag where she kept her other treasures. Despite her feelings, she would not turn the clock back. She was a married shop girl living in London. And that, for the moment, was as it should be.
‘Hallo, my darling, how was Wilkins today?’





CHAPTER TEN

Elizabeth and Alexander hurried down the aisle of the concert hall. In the row near the back, they found their seats. On the stage there was a harpsichord and four chairs.
Elizabeth hovered above her seat with excitement. It was the first time she had been to a public concert. Pinned to her jacket was the posy Alexander had insisted on buying from the flower seller in Brewer Street, telling her the purple violets brought out flecks of the same hue in her eyes. He was so romantic. The flowers’ perfume mixed with smells of hair powder and tobacco. Though she had complained it was too costly, he had bought a programme ‘so I can fan myself if I start to fall asleep.’
‘Look at what’s written here,’ Alexander said. In mock horror he read out: ‘“This concert is for the benefit and increase of a fund established for the support of decay’d musicians and their families”. Is it going to be ghoulish, Elizabeth?’ He poked her in the waist.
‘Shush,’ she said happily, slapping his hand.
The murmurs of the audience dropped away as four musicians stepped onto the stage. The violinist moved to the front. Seemingly unaware of the three hundred pairs of eyes fixed on him, he placed the instrument under his chin, gossamer light. With a dramatic sweep of his arm, he settled the bow on the strings. Then a spark snaked up his torso and his fingers fluttered. Musical notes flew from his violin.
Never had she been in the presence of music-making like this. She was spellbound.
When the piece was over, there was a moment of silence before the audience started to clap. Elizabeth flopped back in her seat. ‘That was wonderful, Alexander. I simply loved it. I’m exhausted. How must the musicians feel?’
‘You can rest now, it’s the interval.’ Alexander squeezed her hand. ‘Let’s go buy a drink while we wait for the second half. The programme tells us we will hear, let me see… Signor Fellini and Signora Frasi singing songs by Handel.’
‘That’ll cost too much. Let’s just sit there. Oh, look up there, in the box on the left. I can see Therese. She must have a marvellous view.’
It was because of Therese they were at the concert. She had called into Boyd’s Stationery a few days before and handed Elizabeth two tickets. ‘A benefit performance for musician friends. You know it’s so terribly difficult to make a living from music. See if you can persuade Alexander to come. I’ve not seen him since you stayed with me in Edinburgh.’
An attendant appeared and was walking down the aisle towards them. ‘Mrs Blackwell?’
Rarely addressed by her married name it thrilled Elizabeth to reply. ‘Yes, that is me.’
‘Madame MacLellan asked me to fetch you and your husband, if he is here with you, and to follow me, please.’
He led them behind a curtain and up a little staircase. At the top was a room where a handful of people stood talking and drinking. In the far corner, they saw Therese with a tall man. Seeing them, she came over.
‘Elizabeth, you’re here. Enjoying the music, I can tell. Your cheeks go pink when you’re happy. Alexander, where have you been?’ She kissed his cheeks. ‘How is London treating you? Come and meet my friend.’
The curls of the man’s wig reached almost to his waist. It was not the richly stitched lace at his throat or the silk waistcoat that suggested wealth and power, it was his manner. He regarded them coolly.
‘Sir Hans, let me introduce Alexander and Elizabeth Blackwell, dear friends from Scotland.’
‘A privilege to meet you, sir,’ Alexander said, bowing deeply.
He knew exactly who he was meeting: Sir Hans Sloane, the King’s physician and the President of the College of Physicians. A doctor who ran a surgery for the poor but also lampooned in cartoons as a collector of knick-knacks and fawn of the wealthy. Alexander wondered if Elizabeth had heard of him through her uncle; the medics in London and Aberdeen were connected.
‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance, sir. What a glorious evening we are having.’ Elizabeth curtsied. The music was still spinning through her.
‘Such a gifted violinist and talented man. So sad that he may have to abandon it all to sell wine, the only way he can feed his family,’ Sir Hans replied, raising her hand to his lips.
‘That’s terribly sad,’ she replied.
‘Indeed it is.’ The peer nodded.
Alexander said, ‘I am a great admirer of your work, Sir Hans. I have read about the studies going on in your Physic Garden.’
‘You are right that there is great interest in what we are doing in Chelsea. Collectors and travellers such as myself return with specimens from all over the world. These are cultivated in the Garden. Extraordinary new varieties studied for their possible therapeutic use.’
‘Like the Botanic Garden in Edinburgh,’ Elizabeth said. ‘When we were there only a few months ago, Alexander promised me we would visit but…’
‘…we had to leave Edinburgh quickly for London so we…’ Alexander interjected.
‘…and there is much ignorance about herbs and how to use them,’ Elizabeth said. The wine was making her garrulous. ‘I was in the market only the other day and heard a stallholder offering parsley to a woman who said her daughter was spitting blood. He said parsley was a cure. Parsley? I told him he was talking nonsense; he should not cheat the poor lady.’
‘I am sure she was grateful for your intervention,’ Sir Hans said. ‘Even apothecaries can find it hard to identify some plants. I’m speaking of the newer varieties. We train apothecaries at the Garden, you understand.’
‘Chelsea is a little village on the river only a few miles from London. A very pretty place,’ Therese said, turning to Elizabeth and Alexander.
‘You should visit the Garden one day. I would be delighted to arrange it, if it would be of interest,’ Sir Hans said.
‘What a gracious invitation, Sir Hans. Elizabeth, shall we do that? Ah, I hear the bell. The second half of the concert is about to start.’
The party made their farewells. Therese winked at Elizabeth, then everyone left to take their seats.
   
Alexander was now the ‘corrector’ of galley proofs as well as the ‘reader’ of original manuscripts. He understood Wilkins expected his gratitude for this promotion though in reality it meant the proprietor spent more time in the tavern.
Alexander sometimes worked in a coffee house. It was entertaining to sit among the gossiping fops and appropriate to be alongside men like himself, seekers of opportunity, those driven by a thirst to succeed. It helped to contain his frustration. Working for Wilkins was tolerable only because it was temporary and gave him time to scheme, such as developing a partnership with Lachlan Ged. Only yesterday Alexander got into a conversation with a Mr Silver. The man looked wealthy, hinted he was looking to invest. How satisfying it was to suggest Mr Silver should meet his partner Ged in a club the men frequented. Discussions would flourish amid the chatter of other entrepreneurs.
Making deals was the life for which Alexander yearned. It was what he should be doing by rights, where his aptitude and flair would shine. But he must bide his time, he counselled himself as he made his way home that night. He must circle coolly like an eagle on the wing scanning for prey, ready to dive and pounce when the perfect opportunity came along.
He went past a gallery that sold prints, caricatures of dandies, dowagers and down-and-outs, London types who portrayed the seamier side of life. Both amusing and appalling, the engravings gave him a welcome kick after a dull day in the Printing Parlour. One caught his eye.
‘These are strange times we live in,’ Alexander said, laying the print on the table when Elizabeth came in from work. Rain streamed off her coat.
‘What do you mean? Don’t be obscure. It’s been a wild walk home,’ she said irritably. She peeled off her wet things.
‘Come sit down, dear one, you look tired. Look what I bought. One can read the papers but glean so much more from things like this.’
She sat down heavily, looked reluctantly at something he slid across the table. An engraving of a country girl stepping down from a carriage into a busy London street, her expression eager and expectant. A pockmarked woman stroked the girl’s cheek with a wizened hand.
‘Lizzie, I mentioned that idea to Wilkins – the one about his shop becoming a postal collection point. I explained to him how it would bring in regular cash.’
‘What?’ she said, distracted by the drawing.
‘He dismissed the idea outright, the fool.’
‘How distressing…’ she murmured, shaking her head.
‘Distressing? I’d say it was infuriating. The man’s a complete idiot.’
‘No, I meant this.’
She pointed to the print. Behind the old woman lurked an old gentleman with a cane. His leer suggested the girl was being procured by the crone to be his mistress. The hairs on Elizabeth’s neck bristled; it was a scene she might pass any day on her walk to Boyd’s. Bright-eyed girls come to the city for a better life. So many ending up on their backs, the only way they could survive.
‘It’s good, isn’t it? Makes a point,’ Alexander said. ‘By an artist called George Simonet. Elizabeth, what’s wrong?’
‘It frightens me,’ she said, pushing the print away. ‘He sees things as they are. Poverty, shame, degradation. It takes only one foolish decision and that’s where you can end up – in the gutter. We are not so far from it ourselves.’
‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, not again, Elizabeth. We’ve a place to live, haven’t we? I have a job, and while it bores me rigid and you sell pens in a shop, we’re surviving. We have to live, don’t we? Enjoy ourselves sometimes? We went to the concert.’
‘Thanks to Therese…’
‘I bought you flowers…’
‘I didn’t want them.’
‘We’re making enough, paying our rent, getting by…’
‘I know, you’re right. It’s only I get worried sometimes.’
‘Then stop, stop. I just need a bit more time. It’s why we came to London. For me to make my mark on the world.’
Incredulity spread across her face. ‘I understand now. Coming here was just for you, Alexander? I thought it was for us.’
He stood up brusquely. The table rocked. Confrontation bored him. ‘What’s happening to you? Where’s the girl who tempted me to elope? I don’t see her anymore. Where’s the girl who merrily ate berries when she was hungry because there was nothing else? I bought this print to cheer you up, not to make you maudlin. Obviously that was a mistake. I’m going downstairs. Find out what food Mrs Callow suggests will suffice for our supper.’
If it was the usual slice of cold meat and potatoes, he wouldn’t bother. He wanted a pie. But Elizabeth would say he’d spent too much today already, that their evening meal was already paid for. She would glower. He tramped down the stairs.
Elizabeth gazed miserably around the room. A few books, her comb and brush lined up under the window, clothes stuffed in a box under the bed, their spare shoes by the washstand, their plaids on the rail. Everything they owned.
Her sigh was louder than the rain dripping from her skirt and hitting the scratched wooden floor.
She wandered to the window. In the street, it was as though a version of the Simonet print had come alive. A boy selling bootlaces was ignored by rushing passers-by. A dog sniffed a sleeping tramp, then lifted its leg against the man before trotting off. Two girls scrapped over something they found in the mud: one grabbed it and ran away, jeering. Every creature fighting to take what they could in a cold, indifferent world.
She unlaced her damp boots, rubbed her feet. When was summer going to start? She was sick of the rain.
They had quarrelled several times in the last few weeks, mostly about money. They simply had different attitudes to it. She was careful, put a little aside each week while he liked to spend everything he made because, he told her, one day soon he was going to make a lot of it. Buy what you want, he urged. But it felt hard to do.
Yesterday’s row did not involve money though, and it cut deeper. She couldn’t remember how it started. But Alexander ended up accusing her of being negative, said that she must have been born whimpering ‘no’ while he had arrived in the world bawling ‘yes’.
The comment was unfair. They approached life differently, that was all. She considered her options, then decided. He exploded like a struck match at every offer, every possibility. It was also one of the things she loved about him, his enthusiasm for life. But sometimes she hated it. When things did not work the way he wanted, he felt affronted; took it as a personal slight.
His job at the print shop, for example. At first, he had been fascinated by printing, talked endlessly about it as the most marvellous process that liberated man from ignorance. But a few months on, he could only rail and complain. Mr Wilkins was hopeless, stuck in the past like all other printer workers. Mr Wilkins was holding him back. Alexander was obsessed with the idea of buying the Printing Parlour, had endless schemes about how he would raise enough cash to do it. He would show everyone that – with the right man in charge – printing could be a roaring success. But Alexander would never have sufficient cash to buy Wilkins Printing Parlour.
His restlessness was dispiriting. If she was honest, everything they did seemed to revolve around him. If he was happy, life was fine. If he was not, beware. Things could not go on like this. It wasn’t fair.
As she sank onto the chair, something rustled. From her pocket, she took out a soggy lump of paper, the flyer from the shop board. The engraving class was led by Mr George Simonet, the artist who drew the print Alexander bought. What a coincidence; was it a sign? She read the flyer again. The class started two weeks ago so she’d missed some already. Never mind. She made up her mind there and then. She would join the class. Learn to engrave. Do something for herself.
From under the bed, she pulled out her sketching pad. Indifferent to her damp clothes, she began to leaf through her drawings of leaves, flowers and fruits. Examined closely the details of twig and bark, studies of stamens, pictures of petals. Some of them she liked, one or two she was even proud of. Sitting back on her heels, she sighed. Here were the drawings she could learn to engrave; here were illustrations of things she loved.
When Alexander came into the room, defiance and guilt on his face, an oyster pie in each hand, she leapt up. Giving him a kiss, she grabbed a pie and began to eat it in great greedy gulps.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

FIVE DAYS LATER
George Simonet was many things: teacher not one of them. Though students in his class were invited to ask questions, his palms sweated when they did. Had he not made his explanations clear? Were they questioning his expertise? Uncertainty made him short-tempered. Last week he had snapped at a student; if he was honest, he may even have barked. George berated himself for this unfortunate lapse. But students had to appreciate that, as an artist, it drained him to repeat himself. It interrupted his flow.
This week he would remain serene. A nip of brandy before class steadied his nerves. He stood at the front of the room. ‘Sit down, gentlemen, please, the class is about to begin.’ Clapping his hands might capture their attention.
Students were milling about fetching paper and tools, adjusting their chairs, chatting. But gradually the half a dozen men settled like bees on flowers, and it was quiet in the room. George gave a start: there was a woman standing by the window.
Elizabeth was looking out. How odd it was to see a part of London she knew well from this perspective and how gratifying to realise she was familiar with the scene. From the top floor of the building next to St Paul’s Church, Covent Garden marketplace looked orderly, the shoppers tiny and perfect. She knew it was a brawl through which she must battle, purse clutched tight to keep it safe from thieving fingers, dodging prostitutes and costermongers rolling barrels to find her favourite stall, the straw-hatted woman from Stockwell who sold the freshest herbs and prettiest flowers, cut that morning, damp with dew.
‘Can I help you, madam?’ George called.
‘I am here for Mr Simonet’s engraving class,’ the woman replied.
‘I am he,’ George said. Hoping he did not sound as peeved as he felt, he added; ‘But Madame, you are too late. The term started two weeks ago.’
‘I am aware of that. But I must start tonight. Of course, I will pay the full amount as every student has. You will not lose out, Mr Simonet.’
The woman was forthright: he was rattled. He had never taught a woman before. Would it be the same as teaching a fellow?
George considered himself open-minded; indeed, many of his suitors declared his attitudes to be on the broad side. Money from an extra student would be welcome. But could the woman draw?
‘I will speak with you presently, Madame. Sit over there until I can come.’ He pointed to an empty table. ‘Gentlemen, are we ready?’
He strode to the middle of the room, willing his knees to stop shaking. All eyes were upon him.
‘In the first class, you traced the image you want to engrave onto a waxed metal plate. In the second class, you used a stylus to follow that tracing and to cut through the wax to the metal surface beneath. Then you were asked to clean off the wax.’
He cleared his throat, giving himself time to gather his thoughts. ‘This week, gentlemen, you will start to engrave, yes? So, rest your metal plate on the little pad I have left at each seat. This allows you to pivot and tilt the plate as you hold your instrument steady to engrave.’
‘With this – voila!’ He brandished a small metal instrument. It had a stumpy shaft and a razor-sharp pointed tip. ‘This is a burin. Hold it firmly in your palm. Follow the stylus line to make a shallow channel around the image you drew. That is how we start. In the next class, we will talk about cutting deeper grooves where more ink collects and using hatching and pattern to create shade. For now, just engrave an outline. I will come around to see how each of you is getting on.’
He wiped his hands on his trousers and strode over to Elizabeth. She was about to speak but he held up a finger. ‘Madame, first let me ask you. Can you draw?’
‘I can,’ she replied and handed him a sketchbook.
George flicked through pages. Mostly drawings of plants and flowers, some trees, a landscape or two. Competent enough, some quite good.
‘You have an interest in illustrating natural forms. Why do you want to learn engraving?’
Elizabeth said, ‘Because it intrigues me. It adds something to a drawing that I like very much. A depth, another level of detail. I know I’ve missed two classes. But Mr Simonet, I will listen carefully and learn quickly.’
‘Then I welcome you to my class,’ he said. ‘Let us begin! I will fetch you a piece of parchment. Choose an image from your sketchbook that you would like to make into an engraving and start to make a tracing.’
   
A few days later, there was a letter waiting for Elizabeth when she got back from work. Her favourite uncle, Professor Callum Johnstone, was in London. He would like to give Elizabeth and Alexander supper at his hotel near Fenchurch Street that night. Could they come? The invitation sent her into a spin. Where was Alexander?
‘How do I look?’ Elizabeth asked, turning this way and that as he came into their room. She had put on a clean neckerchief and a stomacher, ruched in red and blue. Her hair was tied with a freshly pressed ribbon.
‘You look well,’ Alexander said, ‘but perhaps there’s a little too much paint on your lips. Your uncle will not be familiar with the ways London ladies present themselves.’
They set off along the damp street arm in arm. Tiny mosses greened every crack and crevice; the buds on the trees looked like they would burst into leaf any moment. The air smelt almost fresh. London was showing off. Elizabeth felt she was walking on clouds.
But seeing the hotel, a grand square mansion fronted by a cobbled yard, made her falter. ‘Wait. Now I’m worried about what Uncle Callum thinks of us having eloped. He may be angry about it. He can be fierce.’
But before Alexander could reply, a footman opened the door and ushered them into a small drawing room. Asking them to wait, he disappeared. Elizabeth paced up and down. ‘My mother sounded forgiving in her letter, but Christian said there was a scandal in Aberdeen after we left.’
‘Sit down, you’re making my head spin. We will find out soon enough if your uncle is cross.’ Sprawled on the low sofa, legs splayed nonchalantly, Alexander patted the cushions beside him. She perched on the sofa and scraped the last traces of colour from her lips with her teeth.
When Uncle Callum appeared in the doorway, he whooped with delight. ‘Elizabeth – come here, let me hug you!’ he said, flinging open his arms.
‘Uncle, dear Uncle, it is so good to see you!’ The two embraced warmly, looked at each other and embraced again. ‘Why are you in London? Is everything all right in Aberdeen? How was your journey?’
‘Questions, questions, everything is fine, my dear. Let me look at you again –ah, London suits you, you are blossoming. My journey was long but there is so much to fascinate when travelling. As I’m sure you both found on your journey south.’
‘Dear Uncle, let me introduce you to my husband, Alexander Blackwell.’
‘Good evening, I am very honoured to meet you, Alexander,’ Callum said, shaking the outstretched hand. ‘I know of your father, of course. His work is renowned across Scotland. Now, I will give you all the news you want but first, shall we go and eat? I’m hungry – are you?’
A servant showed them into a dining room and then followed a feast neither Elizabeth nor Alexander ever forgot. Ox-tripe stew, slivers of jellied tongue and venison pie were brought to the table, followed by oysters, bowls of broth with oatmeal and herbs and bowls of buttered vegetables. Callum’s rotundity confirmed his passion for food. Though dishes were many, each was appraised before it was consumed as well as commented on afterwards. In between mouthfuls, the conversation flowed. No mention of their elopement or marriage and only passing reference to Elizabeth’s parents and her ten siblings beyond a ‘yes, they are well, quite well’. Talk was about Alexander’s work. Callum was fascinated to hear of a pamphlet he was reading which proposed a link between facial shape and mental derangement. Callum told them of the lectureship he was taking up at Oxford University that summer.
When the almond pudding and strawberries had been cleared away and a fresh bottle of wine and glasses set out on the linen, Callum took a pipe from his waistcoat and two letters.
‘Ah, yes, these are for you.’ He patted his chest. ‘Where is my eyeglass? Elizabeth, one is from your parents and the other from Christian. I suggest you open your parents’ letter now.’
‘I’d rather read it later and talk to you.’ She grinned, patting her uncle’s hand.
‘I think you should open your parents’ letter now,’ Callum repeated.
‘You are being firm. But I shall, of course, obey,’ she teased.
Elizabeth read the letter. Head shaking, she stared at her uncle. He raised his eyebrows and smiled back.
‘Elizabeth, what is going on? Are your parents incredibly angry with you?’ Alexander looked at Elizabeth and then Callum. Neither said a word. ‘Why won’t you speak? Well, if you won’t tell me what’s written, I’ll see for myself.’
Snatching the letter from her fingers, Alexander flicked his eyes across the short note signed by her father. It referred to an attached sheet of paper, what William Blachrie called a bill of exchange. He said it was in celebration of Elizabeth’s marriage.
Alexander looked at the bill, blinked and read it again, this time more carefully, to make sure his eyes were not playing tricks.
It requested the payee to arrange for the payment to Mrs Elizabeth Blachrie Blackwell of three hundred pounds.
Alexander leapt to his feet with a yelp. Grabbing Elizabeth’s hands, he pumped them up and down crying: ‘I told you one day I’d buy the Printing Parlour. Now I can!’
   
Dear Elizabeth,
How are you, my dearest sister? So much has happened since the night you ran away, I hardly know where to begin. When I told Father and Mother what you’d done, as the note you left in my shoe said I should, they went white. They banished me to my bedroom; I’ve never seen Father shake; I think it was anger, but it might have been fear. When they told Barbara where you’d gone and who with, she stood at my door shouting. But she has always been the most horrible eldest sister. Finally in the small hours, Mother came in to see me and I convinced her that I’d known nothing of your plans to elope until I got your note. She and I huddled together until dawn. We were terrified to think of you riding off into the night with Alexander. But a few weeks later when we received a letter from your friend, Therese, we were much comforted. She said she had met you both in Edinburgh, that she went to your wedding and that she found Alexander to be an admirable man. She explained he had received an offer of work in London so you both had to journey south promptly. When your letter to our parents arrived a few weeks after that, life began to feel more normal.
You did cause a terrible scandal as you can imagine. The Blackwells and Blachries snubbed each other at church for several weeks. The gossips loved it; that did make me laugh. Darling Uncle Callum saved the situation. He invited Professor Blackwell and Father to his room at King’s College and persuaded them the families must be seen together in public. So we all had to go to church and sit near each other and be friendly and so on. Then luckily Murdina MacDonald got pregnant out of wedlock and the gossips had something else to whisper about. Her father is the Laird’s manager – do you remember her?
I have helped you, dear sister, so now I call on you to help me. I’ve made a wonderful new friend, Sorcha. She’s a cousin of the Adairs and staying with them in Aberdeen while her parents are abroad this winter. I’ve never met anyone like Sorcha before or loved anyone more. We talk about everything – books, life, our feelings, dogs. It is as though I have known her all my life. You will like her, too, I know that. So, I must find a way to come to London. Sorcha will live there again when her parents come back from travelling, I’m sure of it. I will die if I cannot be with her, I am telling you the absolute truth. So, dear sister, find a job for me in London, so I can be near her (and you and Alexander too). Can you do that?
Your loving and hopeful sister, Christian.





CHAPTER TWELVE

‘You never!’ Mrs Callow’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. ‘Starting a print business? But you told me you was penniless when you and Mr B knocked on my door. Where did you get the money? I should have charged you more.’ The comment was made only partly in jest.
‘We didn’t have any money, not when we arrived in London, you must believe me, Mrs Callow. Only the clothes we wore. As I told you, the money was a wedding present from my father. I’d no idea he would be so generous. I rather thought he would cut me off,’ Elizabeth said.
‘I told you she was rich all along,’ Jane said. ‘That night she saw off Mr Brooks, I said to you, Mother…’
‘She said it more than once, she did,’ Mrs Callow confirmed.
‘…that Mrs B came from a wealthy family. The way she ordered Brooks about, told him what to do…’
‘I never got no gift from my father when I married Mr Callow,’ Mrs Callow mused. ‘Think Father was happy to see the back of me.’
Elizabeth said: ‘I hope you’ll find someone to take our room. I’ll give you a few days’ rent at the very least.’
‘You’re not leaving? But I thought you said you liked it here?’ Jane said.
‘We do. We’ve been happy, you’ve been kind to us. But there’s a room above the shop where Alexander and I can live. I’m going to see it today. So we will be moving. Here, I bought this as a farewell present for the house.’
She handed Mrs Callow a small box. The landlady opened it suspiciously and peered inside, drew back with a start when a small spikey brown ball at the bottom of the box twitched.
‘It’s a hedgehog, Mrs Callow. If you let it live in this box, on the kitchen floor, it will crawl out at night and eat all the beetles and slugs.’
‘You don’t say.’ Mrs Callow sounded sceptical.
Jane’s eye lit up when Elizabeth gave her a wrapped bundle. She tore off the paper and pulled out a pair of stockings. She squealed: ‘Are they really for me? Oh, the wool is so soft.’
‘And this is for you.’ Elizabeth handed Mrs Callow a parcel. The woman frowned as she pulled the blue bow and the wrapping paper fell open to reveal a pale-green silky scarf.
‘You know Alexander and I will miss you both,’ Elizabeth said. She touched Mrs Callow’s hand.
‘Humph. Where is Alexander anyway?’
‘You’ll both come and visit us, won’t you?’ Jane said.
‘He’s seeing a lawyer about the purchase of the business.’
‘Humph,’ Mrs Callow said again.
   
Elizabeth headed down Drury Lane. If things went according to plan, by next week they would be the owners of Wilkins Printing Parlour. She had been flabbergasted by Alexander’s attitude to her parents’ gift. She would have predicted his absolute refusal to accept money. She would have imagined him insisting he would make his own way in the world. How wrong she’d been. The morning after dinner with Uncle Callum, Alexander commissioned a sign maker. Having his name above the shop door seemed to matter more than anything.
She went into the Printing Parlour. Joseph was sitting at the counter, flicking through a newspaper. Behind him, she could see Francis and Thomas at work. They looked up briefly, then carried on. They couldn’t know yet that Alexander was buying the business.
Joseph raised his eyes from the paper and stared at her. ‘If you’re looking for Alexander, he’s gone out with Wilkins. To the tavern, I imagine.’
‘Thank you. But I wondered if I could have a look at the room upstairs?’
Joseph gestured with his head. ‘Suit yourself. Down the corridor to the far end and you’ll see stairs opposite the back door. It’s filthy up there, mind.’ He sounded almost pleased.
The stairwell was steep with a sharp bend. A tiny dirty window let in just enough light for her to inch her way up. Halfway along a corridor was a door. It opened onto a room which ran the length and width of the building. Her heels clipped on bare floorboards as she went to open the front shuttered window which overlooked the street. In the middle of the room, set into the chimney breast, there was a cooking range on a flagstone hearth. From the back window, beneath which was a sink, a draining board and a shelf, she saw a backyard and a ‘house of office’, its door hanging off its hinge. Beyond that, a scrap of stony soil and a small brook. Her nose wrinkled when Alexander told her the men took water from this tributary of the Fleet on the days the water seller didn’t pass by. People upstream used it to rinse out their chamber pots.
She looked around the room again. The only furniture was a round wooden table, three chairs and a chest. Who once lived here? Arms flung wide, she spun round until she was dizzy. Soon she and Alexander would!
   
After the last engraving class, she’d taken a short cut through St Paul’s churchyard when a pickpocket tried to rob her. Little urchins like him were of no concern. A whack of her tool-filled bag and a roar that made passers-by flinch sent him scurrying. Nevertheless, Alexander had insisted that tonight he would meet her after her class finished.
It had been a testing one for George Simonet. He was explaining the use of cross-hatching and patterning in engraving when there was a scream. A student leapt up, holding out a limp hand. It dripped blood.
‘My burin bit me,’ the student declared dramatically.
His fellow students exploded into a cheering mob. One congratulated him on ‘his gallant tool’.
George looked over to Elizabeth, his face imploring her to intervene. She looked at him as if to say, ‘Because I am a woman, I must attend to a careless student?’
George tottered over to her table; he was pale as a lily.
‘Mrs Blackwell, help me.’ His voice was barely audible. ‘I cannot abide the sight of blood. It makes me…’ George slumped to his knees, waving in the direction of a wooden cupboard.
Inside it she found a piece of almost-clean cloth. Wrapping the man’s injury, a slice in the pad of his finger, her ears rang with the student’s yells. They had become unaccountably overexcited.
‘I think you’ll survive,’ she hissed in the student’s ear. Then marching to the middle of the room she shouted so loudly that everyone fell silent. ‘Mr Simonet suggests we get back to our work, gentlemen. It is certainly what I shall do!’
‘Thank you, Mrs Blackwell,’ George said meekly.
At the end of the class, Elizabeth introduced Alexander to George. The artist shook his hand warmly. ‘I’m pleased to meet you,’ he said. ‘I am exceedingly grateful to your wife. She saved my bacon tonight, you know, an unfortunate mishap.’
‘Ah, she’s often done the same for me,’ Alexander replied.
‘I would very much like to thank her. Can I invite you both for a drink? I certainly need one. The Lamb and Flag, do you know it?’
The clamour made it impossible for a three-way conversation. She watched Alexander’s bright mobile face as he talked with George. Almost immediately he had the artist guffawing at some tale. Alexander connected so quickly with people; she loved that about him. George said something about the difficulties of dealing with shops which sold his work. At once Alexander made a throwaway remark about George coming to see him ‘in my print shop on the Strand’. Something about ‘coming to an amicable arrangement’. How happy Alexander looked, how confident he sounded. He did not even own the business yet. After a second drink, the men exchanged cards and agreed to meet again the next day. Then they parted ways.
   
‘I love this part of the city. People are different round here. Aren’t they all poets and actors and the like? Gayer than ’round our way. This will be a nice place to live once it’s clean,’ Jane said, sitting back on her heels, scrubbing brush in hand. She was helping Elizabeth with the cleaning; Elizabeth would pay her, of course.
‘I think it will be,’ she replied as she began to wash the floor.
The walls had been whitewashed and the windows cleaned. Now the room smelt clean, only the occasional whiff of the stream through the open back window.
‘A friend of Mother’s is going to rent your room,’ Jane said, rubbing blackener on the range. ‘Her husband died a few months back. Good riddance, he was a mean old sod, used to box her about. It’ll be nice for Betty to have company. I’m going to look for a job. Keep your ears open for me, will you, Mrs B?’
‘I will,’ Elizabeth said.
Yesterday she told Louisa that she would be leaving her job at Boyd’s Stationery the following week. It made her feel quite sad. She’d relished making her own money, but it wasn’t only that. Having a life separate from Alexander gave her a different perspective about herself. A kind of certainty she’d not felt before. But he was right. It made financial sense for her to deal with customers in the Printing Parlour leaving him to concentrate on finding new clients.
She would not stop attending the engraving class though; that was not open to negotiation. Despite sore hands and cut fingers, she was loving the work. Currently she was engraving a dandelion. The fluted edges of the leaves were finicky to incise on the copper. After that, she must tackle the delicate hairs of the flower’s root. A challenge she was looking forward to.
A shout from the street. ‘Mrs Blackwell? Delivery for you.’ Two men stood by a cart piled with furniture: bed frame and mattress, a bench, a desk and several other items she’d bought yesterday at an auction in Hoxton.
She called down: ‘Go along the alley to the back of the building. You’ll see a door. Can you bring everything upstairs for me? I’ll let you in.’
   
‘A little to the left. There, stop!’ Alexander called to the man on the ladder. ‘That’s good. Secure it there, please.’
The dark-blue letters were gold-edged and stylish, the font suggested quality. One word, Blackwells, so much better than Wilkins Printing Parlour. Alexander could not take his eyes off the sign fixed above the print-shop door. He was the owner, and he was going to make the business boom.
That morning he had called Joseph, Thomas and Francis into the cramped space he would later refer to as ‘the office’. Alexander wedged himself behind the desk. Joseph was so close Alexander could see up the man’s nostrils. With no ceremony, Alexander told them there had been a change in ownership. Wilkins Printing Parlour was no more, they were now the employees of Blackwells.
Thomas’s face had flushed red, Francis’s gaze did not shift from the floor and Joseph breathed out heavily.
Pausing for only a moment, Alexander continued: ‘Things will improve now I’ve taken over. I will bring in more work and some exciting new projects. Be assured I am determined. If we do well, which I am confident we will, there will be a bonus for all of you, extra money. In the last few months, there have been too many days of idleness and that has made the future of the business uncertain. But today you can go home confident that you work for a business with a future.’
The men took him at his word. Minutes later when Alexander heard no rattle of metal letters in a composing tray, no squeak of the printing press screw, he put his head around the door. The men had left.
Blackwells shut at lunchtime on Saturdays. It was after the third week of trading and Alexander was locking up when he noticed a note that had been slipped under the shop’s front door. He toyed with the thought of leaving it to deal with next week: he and Elizabeth were about to go out. But something about the scrawled writing caught his attention.
Who do you think you are, Blackwell? You have no right to trade in London as a printer. Wilkins was a greedy fool to sell to you, but you were stupid to buy it from him. Close the shop immediately or there will be trouble. Do what we say.
Elizabeth was moving about upstairs. They were going to celebrate starting their business with a drink, have something to eat. Alexander dangled the note between his fingers as though it stank, then ceremoniously ripped the paper into tiny pieces.
‘Aren’t you looking bonny,’ he said when Elizabeth appeared. He’d not seen her jacket before or her new bonnet with lace ties that dangled prettily. He dropped the pieces of note into the bin.
‘What was that?’ she said.
He kissed her hand. ‘Oh, some nonsense, Mrs Blackwell, nothing to concern us. May I say that you look like the wife of a very successful businessman. Shall we go out on this pleasant summer afternoon and find ourselves some fun?’





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

SEPTEMBER 1731
Now he was owner of Blackwells, Alexander often rose before dawn. Muttering to himself as he dressed, running through the things he must do that day, he thundered down the stairs.
It woke her as usual. Elizabeth yawned and wiggled her toes, feeling for the cushion she’d bought yesterday. She dragged it towards her and propped it under her head. Only then did her eyelids find the energy to open. On the table was the oil lamp she’d also purchased. Last night it had been easy to see the vegetables they were chopping in its generous pool of light. She sighed contentedly. Shopping was a joy now they had somewhere to call their own. Room enough to cook food, a table where they could eat it, a place for their bed. It was a nuisance they must share the ‘house of office’ with the men but soon a new one would be built that only they would use.
There was even a garden of sorts. Between the backyard wall of their property and the brook was a bank. Occasionally it flooded, but in the drier summer months, it had been a riot of flowers: cow parsley and daisies, red campion and buttercups, bugle and honeysuckle. As if by magic, damselflies and butterflies and hoverflies appeared, and bees. The ‘dink, dink’ of chiffchaffs often called her to the window and at dusk, swifts streaked through the sky like excited children. A blunt-nosed vole nested on the other side of the brook.
The streets around Blackwells hosted a different form of wildlife. A gang called the Mohocks. Well-born and well-dressed, rumour had it the members blended in with respectable folk before they robbed them – or worse. The frame-shop owner locked his doors early every evening. Alexander told her to ignore the ageing fusspot. Such paranoia, he said, was good only for stories published in Grub Street rags.
Whether there were gangs or not, one day she and Alexander would move to a fine house in a fine area. But, for the time being, this room above the print shop suited them perfectly.
From Leicester Fields and Soho to Drury Lane, from Long Acre and St Giles to Charing Cross and all along the Strand, merchants, manufacturers, traders, craftsmen and artists from around the country and the world poured into this part of London known as ‘Town’. Attracted by its freedom, opportunities, casual attitudes to morality and easy informality, a hard-working man with flair and a dose of luck, even one with no social connections, could make his mark. Bold women could find success, too, and in ways which did not involve the selling of their bodies.
She heard the tinkle of a bell downstairs. The shop door opening; an early customer. The sound of their future; business and money. She ought to get up.
The Blackwells print-shop business was proceeding as it had done when owned by Mr Wilkins. Words were typeset, the printing press was lowered and lifted, documents packaged up for distribution. A customer might baulk momentarily when he saw that a woman would take his order. He might wonder if she would understand and appreciate the intricacies of print. But when his job was completed satisfactorily, he would likely put it down to changing times. Women printers? Stranger things happened in this part of London.
But business was slow. Wilkins had let it flounder. He had lost customers; long-standing contracts had not been renewed and several suppliers complained of outstanding bills never settled. It was going to take some time to build up Blackwells. Some weeks there was barely enough money to cover the men’s wages.
   
‘I’ll get George to do this,’ Alexander said, handing Elizabeth a letter.
It came from the man Therese had introduced them to at the concert, Sir Hans Sloane, physician to the King. In the letter, the peer explained he wanted them to design an invitation for a medical meeting that he was planning, then to produce and print a report. Could Blackwells do this work? It was needed promptly.
Alexander winced as he yawned. ‘It’s not the most interesting job. But George is always in need of a bit of extra cash. He spends it like water. I’ll contact him tomorrow and see if he can do it. His head will be thick today. Mine most certainly is.’
George was a firm friend now. The ‘quick drink after work’ he’d proposed last night had finished in the small hours of the morning. George had introduced Alexander to a side of the Town of which Alexander had heard rumours but had not seen for himself. Down an alley off Lincoln’s Inn Fields there was a club where artists, poets, auctioneers and potters were served drinks by women with a casual attitude to cleavages. Though prone to anxiety when sober, George was garrulous after a few drinks and introduced Alexander to everyone. Alexander bought them all a drink. One must spend money to make it, he reminded himself.
‘Therese must have told Sir Hans about our business. How else would he know what we’re up to? She is such a good friend to us,’ said Elizabeth reading the letter again.
Alexander wandered back to the office. A short nap was needed; his head was banging. A manuscript made a comfortable place to rest his head. He was just dropping off when Elizabeth appeared at the door.
‘Why don’t I do it?’
‘Do what?’
‘Design the invitation for Sir Hans. I’ll draft something and show you a bit later. After your nap.’
‘As you wish.’
It seemed only minutes later that she was shaking him awake. On a scrap of paper, she showed him the sketch she’d done of a serpent’s body coiled around a rod. He recognised it immediately: the Greek god Asclepius, the deity associated with healing and medicine. In a looped script beneath were the words of the invitation.
‘What do you think?’ Elizabeth said. She stroked his neck. ‘I could use the same symbol on the report, too, so they are linked.’
‘Hum, yes, I think it works. It’s appropriate for medical men.’
‘Then I’ll take it to show Sir Hans. His office isn’t far away. I feel like a walk.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Alexander said, though he knew he didn’t sound convincing.
‘No, you stay here. I’m not sure you’re in the best state anyway. If Sir Hans likes my idea, I can start the work this afternoon. My first engraving job. I feel quite excited.’
Within moments, he was asleep again.
   
Elizabeth set off along Fleet Street. It was refreshing to be outside, and she dipped in and out of the crowd, humming a tune, the folder with her drawing tucked inside her jacket. Past Mrs Salmon’s Waxworks where she hoped to go one day to see a statue of King Charles before he lost his head, then past the Cheshire Cheese tavern where Alexander said the literary men went to drink. London life churned around her and she was happy to be part of it.
She was just crossing Fetter Lane when, out of nowhere, a horrible feeling raced up her spine. Someone was approaching her, coming up fast. Bracing herself, she stopped in her tracks. A body slammed into her. With a backward kick of boot and stab of elbow, she hit flesh. There was a grunt. Whipping around, she saw a man totter and twist off the path. Sprawled like an upturned beetle, he only just missed being crushed by a carriage as it rolled by.
‘What do think you’re doing?’ she yelled.
The man, who was well-dressed, scrambled to his feet. ‘Tell your husband to close that print business fast – or he’ll find himself in trouble!’
He stabbed a finger in her direction.
‘You don’t frighten me, you bully,’ Elizabeth called, though she was beginning to feel sick. ‘What gives you the right to accost me?’
‘Warn Alexander Blackwell of what I’ve said. He knows full well he’s doing wrong,’ the man barked, brushing mud off his clothes.
A thin boy tugged at her petticoats. ‘Shall I chase him off, ma’am?’
‘No, no, I’m fine…’ She dug in her pocket for a coin to give the boy, then felt anger flush through her. ‘I won’t forget your face, sir, though it’s your back I see as you scuttle away!’
While she waited for her breathing to steady, the man’s words spun through her head. Why should Alexander close the business? They had bought it from Wilkins, paid the money and shaken on the deal. What was he doing wrong? Was there something Alexander had not told her?
Her folder was still clasped to her chest. Straightening her back and her resolve, she walked on. She had business to attend to at the College of Physicians.
   
He had not seen her since the concert but remembered immediately the young woman with the steely gaze who was ushered into his office. Sir Hans Sloane, President of the College of Physicians, regarded himself a good judge of humankind. Elizabeth Blackwell was a person of purpose.
He indicated she should take the chair on the other side of the vast walnut desk. On the walls above him, past presidents of the College gazed down, tight-lipped and stern. He watched her settle. Therese had told him the story of the eloping lovers setting up a print shop despite knowing little about the business. Who is not entranced by a romantic tale involving two attractive young people with dreams? He was happy to give them some work.
‘Welcome, Mrs Blackwell. You have responded to my request promptly and for that, I thank you. I might have expected your husband.’
‘Alexander sends his regards but is otherwise engaged,’ Elizabeth said. She took some sheets of paper from her folder and laid them carefully out on the desk. ‘Here is a draft of what the invitation would look like and the front cover of the report you mentioned.’
Sir Hans cast his eyes across the designs. ‘I see Mr Blackwell is familiar with the Greek mythology.’
‘I designed these myself, Sir Hans,’ Elizabeth replied stiffly. ‘I studied the language and Greek history from an early age.’
He had offended her and was being admonished. It rarely happened to him, a peer of the realm, a man few people were bold enough to stand up to. And a woman, too. It amused him.
‘Of course, Mrs Blackwell, my apologies. The Rod of Ascelpius is well chosen. Your design works so I am happy to proceed. Can the invitation be printed soon? It must be sent out promptly, time is short. You can manage that? Then I think our business is concluded.’ He rested back in the chair indicating the meeting was over.
‘Sir, Alexander and I would like to take up your kind offer. A visit to the Physic Garden would be most welcome. You were generous enough to suggest we might go one day.’
The woman was forthright, and he admired it, so many hid behind their men.
‘I did indeed. You and Mr Blackwell are most welcome to visit my garden. It’s in Chelsea, did I say? I will ask my office to arrange it. Now I must press on. Oh!’ He chuckled. ‘I said “press”. Not a joke I intended to make.’
‘Good day to you, Sir Hans.’
‘And to you, Mrs Blackwell.’
‘Please – call me Elizabeth.’ She held out her hand and smiled.
The woman had panache, he decided, as he showed her to the door. Would she act on it?
   
After months when his energy had burned like a brazier – getting up at dawn to read and correct manuscripts, being out all day drumming up new business with limited success, then staying out late with George, it didn’t surprise her when Alexander said: ‘I am not myself this morning, Elizabeth. I have a fever.’
She felt his forehead. ‘Yes, it is hot.’
It was a lie but one she must tell. For Alexander could never admit to anyone, himself included, when he was feeling low in spirit. He preferred to think an ague plagued his body.
It had already happened several times already. When they were courting and his beloved grandmother died, he had taken to his bed, sending her a note to say he was sick. A few months after they took a room in Duck Lane, Alexander said he had breathed bad air and spent three days in bed. Symptoms varied: headache, pains in his knees. For a few days he would eat little and say less. He would even refuse books. And then, as if the sun had broken through the clouds, his mood would lift. He would become almost agitated, as though life was pounding through him again.
She stroked his hair. ‘I’ll go to the market for some herbs and make you a tisane. But first I’ll unlock the back door. The men will be here any minute.’
She went to the office to check the work diary where Alexander listed the jobs that were to be completed that day. It was not a long list. She heard a knock at the door and unlocked it. There was Joseph.
‘Where’s Mr Blackwell?’ he said suspiciously.
‘He’s unwell today,’ she replied, ‘so I will be the reader and the corrector. Call me when my help is required.’
She hurried back to the office. Something she had found in the pages of the diary was making her chest tight. A letter from the bank.
Reading it again didn’t change that. It said; ‘interest is overdue on a loan’. Loan? She knew nothing about a bank loan. She and Alexander had calculated carefully, made sure that after the purchase of Wilkins Printing Parlour there was sufficient money left in their account to cover wages and bills for several months. So why had Alexander taken out a loan? And why had he not told her about it?
‘I’m leaving,’ she called to anyone who might be listening.
Elizabeth walked through the Covent Garden market to the woman from Stockwell who was in her usual spot by the sundial. It lifted her mood to see all the vegetables and flowers on the stall. She bought mint, St John’s wort and yarrow. Tea from these herbs would help Alexander’s mood.
Then she headed to the bank. It didn’t take long to reach Lombard Street. Above the door hung a sign with a golden grasshopper on it. Martins, the bank where Uncle Callum had brought her to open an account. She went inside.
‘I have come to settle a bill,’ she said to the man sitting behind a high desk.
He regarded her quizzically, though bemused by her presence.
‘My husband, Alexander Blackwell, is indisposed. We owe interest on a loan. I have come to arrange for it to be paid.’
Putting a pince-nez on his nose, the man slowly flicked through a large ledger. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘I hope madam is aware that as well as interest, there will be a charge for late payment. Terms and conditions associated with the loan were explained at the time to Mr Blackwell.’
‘Yes, of course,’ Elizabeth replied decisively though her mind reeled. How much interest did they owe? She swallowed. ‘Arrange to transfer the money, please.’
In trepidation, she watched the teller lift another heavy ledger from a stack of others and run his finger down columns of figures.
‘I have found the account and can make the transfer once you have completed the appropriate form, madam.’
She hoped he could not see her fingers trembling as she signed the piece of paper he slid across the desk.
‘Now, sir, if you would be so kind as to provide the balance left on my… I mean, on our account.’
‘Of course, madam.’
The wait was agonising. She watched the teller complete his task. What had Alexander been spending their money on?
   
Outside the King’s Theatre on Haymarket was thronged with people waiting to go inside. Three nights ago, they would have been in finer attire. People showed off for premieres and Handel’s opera, Queen Partenope, had been hotly anticipated with every seat sold as soon as the production was announced. Reviews published in today’s newspapers were glowing.
Elizabeth stood outside the red-brick building, noticed the sign on its upper floor; ‘Ridaut’s Fencing Academy’. Perhaps she should take lessons. Being handy with a sword would be useful if the man who threatened her did it again.
Then the crowd parted and through it floated Therese, the jewels at her throat twinkling like cat’s eyes. The women exclaimed in delight and exchanged kisses just like everyone else was doing before they headed into the theatre.
‘Thank you for asking me, Elizabeth, it was so generous of you. You know I love Handel’s music.’
They found their seats in the dress circle. Therese immediately started waving. ‘I can see several people already that I know.’
‘Have you ever been anywhere that isn’t the case?’ Elizabeth teased. ‘This is a thank you for all the kindness you’ve shown to Alexander and me. How are you? I have wonderful news to tell you. My sister Christian is coming to London.’
‘Eloping with a handsome man like her younger sister?’
The orchestra finished tuning up. As the conductor stepped up on the podium to audience applause, Elizabeth whispered: ‘No, she’s coming to work and to be near me! Louisa knew a family who needed a governess for their boys. They offered Christian a position. It’s going to be so good to have her in…’
Her words were drowned out as the opera began, a story of tangled love and seduction. Four suitors vied for the affections of the magnificent Queen Partenope and they voiced their passion in a series of stirring arias. The crowd was whipped up. Raucous catcalls for the female actor who put on a man’s clothes to hide her identity. Cries of vengeance during the duel and whoops of joy when the lovers finally fell passionately into each other’s arms. Elizabeth was swept up in the singing and music and atmosphere. Such a welcome escape from her worries and cares. For she had not told Alexander about being accosted in the street five days ago and he had not mentioned a bank loan. Why were both keeping secrets from each other?





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Elizabeth and Christian flew together like iron filings to a magnet. But like typical sisters, an hour later they had quarrelled so furiously that Christian had shoved her things back in her bag, threatening never to speak to Elizabeth again.
But by supper time, peace had returned to the Blackwells’ flat. Elizabeth squeezed her sister’s hand when she reached out to cut some cheese and Christian tugged gently on the plait which fell rope-like down her sister’s back as she stood at the sink washing up.
It was agreed that Christian would stay for a few days until her job with the Steele family started. Sleeping on a mattress on the floor was comfortable enough. There were plenty of blankets and a cushion for a pillow. If Alexander would take it upon himself to undress behind the bed’s curtains, life could carry on very much as before, Elizabeth said, swaying with cheerfulness.
But not on Christian’s first day in London. ‘I will take her around London. So, I won’t be working in the shop today,’ Elizabeth announced at breakfast.
Alexander stopped chewing. ‘Not the whole of London, I hope?’
It was said only partly in jest. He knew Elizabeth was thrilled to be with Christian. The girls had whispered to each other for ages last night before they finally exhausted themselves and fell to sleep. Alexander was already finding their visitor irritating. Christian has left her things everywhere and there wasn’t a lot of space in the flat. She had an irritating knack of making her presence felt.
‘I long to see the lions,’ Christian said, her eyes wide as though terrified by the very thought, ‘and to see St Paul’s and to take a boat down the river.’
‘Then that is what we shall do. We will go to the Tower by boat, walk over the Fleet up Ludgate Hill and then to St Paul’s Cathedral.’
‘How well you know London,’ Christian said admiringly.
‘We’ve lived here almost a year. Alexander, where shall we go for supper?’ Elizabeth reached for his hand, but he slid it away.
Christian said eagerly: ‘Could we eat in Town? It’s full of risqué writers and wild poets, isn’t it?’
‘On every corner. That’s settled then. We’ll go for a drink and see if we can find any disreputable folk and somewhere to eat. Are you ready, sister? Let’s go.’
They headed south. Near Somerset House there were steps down to the river. Elizabeth hailed one of the black boats that queued like a line of beetles waiting for customers.
‘Sixpence seems a lot of money to go only a few miles,’ Christian murmured to Elizabeth, as they started down the steps.
‘Be careful, they’re covered in moss and slippery. But we’ll have the boat to ourselves, and I want to get to the Tower quickly. Do you notice that smell? They say it’s the boiled herrings and onions that watermen eat for breakfast.’
The river was moody that day, the man told them as he manoeuvred his boat through the other skiffs out into the water. The strength of the current was obvious. The man had barely to lift his oars for the boat to be swept eastwards leaving him plenty of breath to joke with fellow boatmen.
London Bridge was miles downriver. But so fast was the current that it soon loomed up, a city towering above them. Houses, trees and gardens, carriages pulled by tiny horses and colonnades of shops. People looked like moving dots.
Nineteen wooden piers like the thighs of giants supported the bridge. So massive were the structures that, in certain tides, the water level on one side differed by several feet from that on the other. The rapids beneath could be fast and dangerous. Boats were upturned, sometimes people drowned. But it didn’t stop the young wags who regarded it as sport to shoot the broken water after a few drinks.
Thankfully their waterman was cautious. He rowed them towards a tunnel on the southern part of the river where several other craft waited for safer passage. When their turn to cross came and the boat snaked and flicked in the fast-moving water, the sisters shrieked for joy.
As they emerged on the other side, their cries turned to wonder at the fantastical scene that greeted them. A hundred or more huge ships graced the water, sails flapping, wooden hulls creaking and groaning. Ships which had spent weeks queuing from as far away as Greenwich and Woolwich before they sailed up the Thames to berth along the north and south banks. Ships that could not find mooring were anchored mid-river. They swung this way and that in the current.
Only the narrowest channels remained between these vessels, gaps through which a little boat must nip and dip lest it be splintered into matches. From so low in the water, the sisters looked up. The sky was laced with masts.
On they went, barely noticing they passed by Tooley Street and Billingsgate and Battlesbridge. For their attention was caught by something unfamiliar, something that made the pulse quicken. The roar of animals.
When the boat docked, the sisters hurried off the way the waterman pointed towards the Tower of London. Paying threepence each for a ringside seat, they were just in time to watch in disbelief as the bodies of dead cats and dogs thudded onto the enclosure’s dirt floor. Animal howls made it impossible to speak. The sisters grasped hands. Huge gates swung open and out padded two snarling lions, one with a magnificent mane. The crowd gasped. Spying the pile of bloodied meat, the animals broke into a trot. As they began to gnaw at the carcasses, there was a lull in the racket and a beefeater hollered:
‘Ladies and gentlemen. The king of the jungle, Nero and his mate Phyllis. But where… where is their son?’
‘Marco! Marco!’ the crowd cried, and the gates opened again, and a third lion appeared, more limber than the others, his coat sleek and tawny. Licking his lips, the animal prowled back and forth at a respectful distance waiting for his parents to devour their fill of flesh, sinew and bone.
Other exotic creatures were housed in the Tower’s menagerie: a hunting leopard, a baboon, a spotted ocelot and an Asiatic elephant. Christian was riveted by them all. Elizabeth had to drag her away. When they finally left the Tower, they headed for a crossing of the River Fleet.
‘That was incredible, Elizabeth! I’ve seen these animals in books, but never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I’d see them in the flesh. Thank you for taking me,’ Christian said, squeezing her sister’s arm. ‘About yesterday, our row… I’m sorry but I just worry that…
‘I do know what I’m doing, Christian.’
‘…that Alexander will get bored running the shop. Like he did in Leiden. Imagine travelling all that way to the Netherlands and studying for a whole year only to decide he didn’t want to be a physician!’
‘He wants to be a printer,’ Elizabeth said, promising herself she would not get cross again.
‘And all your money went on buying the business?’
‘I told you, Christian, it’s our money, we’re married. Father gave it to us as a wedding gift. No, not all of it. There is still enough to live on for… a while.’
That wasn’t true. When the bank clerk had shown her the amount left in their account, she felt sick. Quickly she did her sums. If they were economical, they could last two, perhaps three months if they were careful. But not more.
Fury formed a knot in her belly. She had decided to confront him that very day. To hell with him being unwell. But by the time she had made it back to the flat, her resolve softened. His behaviour was infuriating but she was better to bide her time, find the right way to challenge Alexander. With Christian staying, that conversation must wait.
‘Alexander is convinced more work will come soon. Hold your nose, the stink here is unbearable,’ Elizabeth said as they crossed the wooden bridge. On the other side stood Fleet Prison, the gaol where bankrupts were incarcerated. Inmates stood near the entrance begging passers-by for alms. A shiver went down her spine.
‘What do the men think of having a boss who doesn’t know about printing?’
‘Christian – he does know about printing! He’s worked there for…’
‘All right. What I meant was, having an employer who does not have years of experience in the field of printing. Is that better?’
‘Alexander has other skills. The men do their work, and he does what he’s good at.’
‘Which is…?’
‘Let’s not talk about this. We will only quarrel.’
‘It’s only that I care about you, Elizabeth, and I worry about his decision. It seems, I don’t know, so arbitrary.’
They had reached St Paul’s. The November sun was low in the sky. The creamy light made the stone building gleam. Christian gazed up at the dome.
‘I’ve never seen anything so huge, it’s like a mountain. Is that a bird carved into the stone above that door?’
‘It’s to commemorate the Great Fire. A phoenix rising from the ashes. Let’s sit here for a while. I want you to tell me what was going on at home and why you were so keen to leave Aberdeen.’
‘I was desperate. Don’t look at me like that, I’m not exaggerating. Once the drama about you and Alexander died down, Father and Mother began inviting men to dinner and taking me to dreadful social occasions. I’ve told them so often that I don’t want to get married. But it’s as though they can’t hear me. Then they forbade me from seeing Sorcha, can you believe that? We had to meet in secret. They said she was a bad influence.’
‘Why did they say that?’
‘I don’t know, and I don’t care. She makes my heart sing, Elizabeth. Being at home was suffocating me, without her, without you. When Uncle Callum said he was leaving for London and that he’d take a letter to you, it was a crack of hope. I couldn’t believe it when I got a letter back from the Steeles offering me a position as governess. I could escape. Though as I read it, my heart broke. For it meant leaving Sorcha.’ Christian’s lip began to tremble. ‘I don’t know when she’ll come to London…’
‘Give me a hug. Don’t be upset. You’ll meet her again. Sorcha will come, you’ll see. At least we’re near each other now, dearest sister.’
And then they walked home, each deep in thought about what the future would bring.
   
When Christian asked if she could spend her last evening at the flat alone with Elizabeth, Alexander was delighted. He had seen enough of Christian to suit him for some time. He headed for St Martin’s Lane. He had arranged to meet George for a game of chess at Old Slaughter’s. Money jingled in his pocket; money he owed George. For some of his friend’s work had sold. Alexander now displayed his engravings and prints in a cabinet at the front of Blackwells shop.
But first he needed a drink. Today had been trying. Spending time with defeatists was dispiriting. Lachlan Ged was a nice enough man, but he lacked guts. The goldsmith had lost faith that anyone would invest in his stereotyping idea and said he was giving up. He was threatening to scuttle back to Edinburgh. Alexander’s time, effort and investment would be completely wasted.
He downed a second gin. He hadn’t mentioned that bank loan to Elizabeth. Little point when it seemed so certain Ged would succeed and anyway, he wanted to impress her with his financial acumen. If Ged’s research was to proceed, Alexander would have to raise more from the bank. That was annoying, maddening. And he’d not yet told her about the note he’d received either, the one telling him he must leave Blackwells. He wasn’t alarmed by something so mundane, so why bother her?
A third drink downed in one sent a ripple of warmth through his body. Perhaps he could persuade George they’d have a better evening if they abandoned the chessboard altogether. They could just drink and talk. Now that was a good plan.
   
Christian threw another piece of coal in the range and dragged her mattress closer to the stove.
‘Lie here with me on the mattress, Lizzie.’ She pulled a blanket across them both. ‘That’s better. You and Alexander will come with me to St James’s tomorrow, won’t you?’
‘Course we will. You get a half day off every Sunday? We’ll meet and go somewhere, do something. See London.’
‘I don’t know what it will be like living with another family. I’m nervous. I wonder if I’ll have to share a room?’ Christian shivered despite her sister’s warm body pressed against hers. ‘You’re braver than me, Elizabeth. I wouldn’t have come to London if you hadn’t been here.’
‘Give me a hug, silly thing. I’m not brave, it’s just when I want something, I have to do it. It’s a sort of dare with myself. Not quite the same as bravery.’
‘Pig-headed? Ow, stop tickling me. Like the day you insisted on picking flowers for Mother’s birthday…’
‘…and got new boots as well,’ Elizabeth said, giggling.
The sisters had gone to pick flowers for their mother’s birthday. Isobell loved white blooms: narcissus, snowdrops, hellebore. Someone told Elizabeth where those oval faces striped with green they call the grass of Parnassus grew. Never mind that it meant crossing a bog for these would be special. Stories of people disappearing into sucking mud did not deter. Unlacing her boots, Elizabeth leapt barefoot from rock to stone across the marshy patch to where the flowers grew. Toes clinging, she crouched down, stretched out to pick some, mock-wobbled, making her sister squeal. Then cradling the blooms like precious infants, she pirouetted back, her face shining with delight. Only her last leap was misjudged. Landing on a swampy edge, she slithered into the bog. Flinging the flowers away, she grabbed for a tussock of grass and Christian grabbed for her.
For a moment, everything stilled. The sisters’ eyes locked. A bird called. The lightest breeze made a strand of Elizabeth’s hair dance across her face. Then the mud relented, and she was free, sprawled on the grass. Scrambling to her feet, she pranced about in knee-high mud boots. It seemed funny then and it was funnier now. The sisters began to laugh. When one of them stopped, it set the other off again.
Then all at once, Christian fell asleep. The snuffle of her breathing, her warm body, made Elizabeth sigh. She snuggled closer to Christian. A missing piece of her life slotted into place now she was here. Elizabeth felt complete, more herself.
In the narrow alley that ran between Blackwells and a framer’s shop, a streetwalker sometimes brought her clients. If the framer saw them, he chased them off. But yesterday, Elizabeth had come upon a coupling, heard the woman’s whimper with each sickening thrust. She knew women like her were reviled by many for living off immoral earnings. But she could not pass judgement on what this woman had to do. The poor creature was only trying to survive.
She wanted the prostitute to know that not everyone in the world considered her life worthless. Tomorrow she would put water and a cloth in the alley so the woman could clean herself and, yes, a dish of food. It was the right thing to do.
Alexander crept into the room in the small hours. Elizabeth did not hear him fall across the bed in a drunken slump. But she was woken hours later when their yard gate was kicked in and the back door splintered into pieces.
Momentarily disorientated to find herself on the floor, when she saw her sleeping sister, it came back to her. ‘Christian – wake up. There’s someone downstairs,’ she whispered.
Faint light from the window showed a fully dressed Alexander splayed across the bed. She shook him gently, breathed into his ear, ‘Wake up, Alexander. Someone’s broken into the shop, they’re downstairs now.’
The sound of breaking glass and thumps.
While Alexander and Christian blinked awake, Elizabeth found the poker, a knife and the coal bucket. Then the three of them tiptoed along the corridor, feeling their way in the dark, each with a weapon.
At the bottom of the stairs, they paused. Through the back door, a pale moon illuminated the yard. They couldn’t see into the workshop, but it was from here sounds of demolition came.
Dawn air made Elizabeth’s nightdress billow. Shaking with fear, she mouthed, ‘I’m going this way,’ and silent as a fish slipped along the corridor towards the front of the building.
Here was the counter where she sat to welcome customers, behind which was an open hatch into the workshop. Peeking up over the counter edge, in the light of a lantern the intruders brought, she could see one of them whipping items off the shelves with a long stick. Bottles and tools flew like arrows and smashed into walls, glass shards pattering down like rain. A second man held a bench above his head and was advancing toward the printing press.
All their dreams, their future, was under attack. Rage propelled her up onto the counter, spewing language that had never known her mouth before, words she’d only heard brawling men use. Screaming like a harpie, she launched herself into the air. Alexander landed with a shout beside her.
The commotion startled the vandals. One scarpered for the door behind which Christian was hiding. She smashed him in the face with the coal bucket. Sprawling backwards, he slammed into his accomplice, and they ended up in a heap on the floor. Elizabeth set about them with the poker while Alexander punched and kicked. Scrambling to their feet, the men ran for the building’s exit. One gouged his shoulder on the splintered remains of the door. His howl sent crows billowing from the trees like witches’ cloaks. The other followed close behind.
The workshop was in chaos. Upturned tables, benches and boxes, ripped reams of vellum, the ceiling dotted with ink. It was like a dervish had whirled through the place. Manuscripts, brushes, mallets and wedges were scattered everywhere. In the middle of it all like a placid beast stood the printing press. Alexander approached it cautiously, gingerly grasped the bar that pivoted the wooden screw. Gave it a gentle push, stood a little straighter as it responded. Pushed again; the action was smooth. He made a full turn of the screw. The printing plate lowered like a sleepy eyelid.
‘Well, they have failed. The press has escaped damage.’ He shook his fist triumphantly.
Elizabeth’s breath was still laboured. ‘What have we done to deserve this?’ she gasped, turning this way and that. ‘This is our future, our livelihood.’
‘Who the hell were those men?’ Christian said.
Alexander rubbed his eyes. ‘Just some boys, I don’t know; a fool put them up to it, I suspect. They hightailed it as soon as they saw us. We scared them off.’
‘No better than cowards,’ spat Elizabeth.
‘What can you salvage from this?’ Christian said.
‘Who knows? Look, Joseph and the others will be here in a few hours. What do you say we return to this bedlam when they arrive? They can help.’ He rubbed his eyes and yawned. ‘I’ve got the start of a terrible hangover. Got to lie down.’
A bleary half smile and his slow footsteps could be heard on the stairs.
Christian threw up her hands. ‘He’s not going to bed, is he?’
Elizabeth was staring into the distance. ‘A few weeks ago, a man accosted me in the street. Tried to frighten me, told me that Alexander was going to be driven out of business if he didn’t leave this place. I shoved him away, hardly thought about it again. I didn’t tell Alexander. Should I have done? Is this all my fault?’
‘Your fault? Would it have made any difference? Those vandals were here to destroy everything.’
‘They won’t succeed!’ Elizabeth stamped her foot defiantly. ‘This business will open tomorrow as usual – it must. Come on, let’s get this cleared up.’ She glowered at Christian who was frowning. ‘All right, if you don’t want to help, go upstairs and sleep.’
‘I won’t leave you to do this alone, of course I won’t. But how can he not be here with us?’
‘I don’t know. We’re different, that’s all. Alexander retreats when he’s wounded. I act.’
A few hours later when Joseph stepped through what was once the back door of Blackwells print shop, the Blachrie sisters were sitting on the floor half hidden by piles of metal; tiny consonants and vowels, commas and colons, exclamation marks and capital letters. Broken furniture and tools had been shoved to the sides of the room. Shelves sloped at crazy angles.
‘What in God’s name happened here?’ he said. His body filled the doorway.
‘We had visitors,’ Elizabeth said, looking up briefly before returning to the sorting.
‘Did they damage the press?’ Joseph approached the machine as though it might run away.
‘We think it’s survived. We scared them off just in time,’ Christian said.
Thomas arrived next. Falling to his knees, he began to search through the heaps of tools. He held up a composing stick. Once straight, it was now bent into a loop. ‘Oh, my eyes, it’s ruined,’ he whispered, ‘I can’t work with this.’
Then Francis appeared, an expression of confusion on his face. For the first time, Elizabeth heard him speak. ‘Someone does not like Blackwells. Somebody wants you gone.’
It was what the other men thought but dared not say.
The shop bell tinkled. Elizabeth dragged herself to standing. ‘But they will not succeed. There’s the bell, we have a customer. The first of the day.’ Though still in her nightdress, she tied on an apron over it and put a cap over her hair. ‘Men, carry on here, will you? We will not be bullied out of business.’
And she swept from the room.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

NEXT MORNING
Elizabeth had hung a curtain over the hatch into the workshop. No customer would be able to see that Thomas worked at a wobbly composing frame picking letters from piles of metal, or that Francis perched on a box rather than a chair holding a mallet with a split handle. Elizabeth greeted customers as warmly as ever, dealt with their enquiries, explained their print job might be a little delayed due to unforeseen circumstances.
The morning proceeded.
‘Take the passenger to St James’s, please,’ Alexander heard her say to the driver of the trap she hailed. Thank God the talk of them going with Christian to the Steeles’ mansion had gone. There was too much to do and anyway, Alexander had the worst hangover.
‘You’re leaving us, Christian? Best of luck with the job. We’ll see you soon.’ He hoped his smile looked sincere.
The sisters made their goodbyes. They might be embarking on a voyage of many months, the way they kissed and vowed to keep in touch. He sighed with relief when the only part of Christian he could see was her hand waving from the window.
That afternoon, the printing press rose and fell. Alexander took deliveries of replacement tools and furniture, ink and paper; he directed a carpenter to mend the yard gate and back door. Though each knock of the hammer split his head, his spirits rose a little. A semblance of order was returning to Blackwells.
His nerves were bad, mind. At one point, there was a scream. Grabbing the first thing that came to hand, a steel bar he’d bought to secure the back door, he ran outside. But it was only their neighbour chasing away a prostitute. It took a while for his pulse to settle back to normal.
At five o’clock he got Elizabeth to take pies and ale into the workshop to thank Joseph, Thomas and Francis for helping to sort the chaos. When the men left several hours later, Alexander locked the new back door behind them, fastened the steel bar added for extra security and turned to his wife.
‘For the first time in too many weeks, we are alone, Lizzie.’
She didn’t reply. Checking the door was locked for a third time, he followed her upstairs. Their room felt cheerless and chilly: a poor excuse for a home. She drifted about as though searching for happier times. They hadn’t eaten all day so he cut her a slice of bread and some cheese. She toyed with the food, shook her head when he offered her a cup of wine.
‘Go and lie down,’ he said finally, squatting down to riddle the range. ‘We need to talk. There’s something I must tell you.’
He unlaced her stays and unbuckled her shoes. She dragged herself onto the bed; her face was white. Taking a foot between his hands, he began to massage her toes. After a minute or two, she wiggled one. That was a good sign.
He said: ‘There is something I should have told you before, my darling, and I’m sorry. Some time ago, in the first week or two that we moved in here, I received a letter. It wasn’t a friendly message, shall we say. It demanded that I leave the print shop. It said that because I had not completed the apprenticeship to be a printer, there was no other course of action. I ignored the letter, of course! I didn’t take it seriously, I thought it was an idle threat. Now I realise that I should have told you about it.’
His thumbs explored the sole of her other foot. She exhaled slowly and rolled her head round her shoulders. Running a finger slowly down his cheek, she touched his lips.
‘I understand, Alexander. You didn’t want to worry me. Now there is something that I’ve kept from you, and I’m sorry. It must be over a month ago – do you remember the day I went to see Sir Hans? As I was walking along Fleet Street, this man rushed up, shouted at me, there in the street, said wild, threatening things. That you must stop the business or there would be trouble.’
‘Really? But why didn’t you tell me about this straight away, Lizzie? Why didn’t you?’
She looked around the room as though it would provide an answer. ‘I suppose, like you, I didn’t think it meant that much. And I didn’t want to worry you, to spoil everything. You were so happy about buying the business and starting to trade…’
‘Would it have changed anything if I had known? Probably not. I never, ever imagined there would be violence. What could I have done to stop it anyway?’ He spat out the words as if they were bitter. ‘I wonder who those men were and who sent them here?’
‘Who knows? Let’s not have secrets from each other any longer. Never, ever again. Look at me, Alexander, you agree, don’t you? No more secrets.’
Her eyes demanded his promise.
It was the right time to tell her about the bank loan. But as soon as the thought came into his head, he let it drift on. The loan was different; it was a financial arrangement; it wasn’t a secret. There was no reason to bother her; it was simply something she didn’t need to know.
Gently he pushed her back on the bed. Pulling aside her skirts, he began to caress the insteps of both feet, to circle with his thumbs the nub of her ankle bones, to mould her calves. Now he caressed her knees and worked the muscles of her thighs. She moaned softly. Then he stroked her tummy; rhythmic pressure that he knew would shunt her towards melting. She wriggled, spread out her arms like a bird about to fly as desire rippled up her body. A fugitive sigh slipped from her lips.
Her eyes found his again but this time they sparkled. Reaching up, she coaxed his face towards her. As he kissed here and there on her neck, forehead, ears, he heard her whisper, ‘We are not beaten, are we, husband? They cannot, they will not, scare us off.’
His answer was to part her thighs and they made love.
   
Two days later, a letter arrived.
Dear Sir,
It has come to our attention that the business formerly known as the Wilkins Printing Parlour has been bought by Mr Alexander Blackwell. In order to exercise the art and mystery of a printer, there is a requirement that the Master has completed the apprenticeship that confers the right to trade in the City of London. We request that the aforesaid Alexander Blackwell come forward to supply evidence that confirms his claim upon the title of Master. If this is not presented to the Worshipful Company of Stationers within one month, then the business must cease trading forthwith. Legal action will be taken against any person who disregards this guidance and advice.
Respectfully yours,
Philip Marshall Overton, Secretary, The Worshipful Company of Stationers.
   
Christian, Elizabeth and Alexander met on the Strand. As good a place as any and better than Blackwells. No need to remember the last time they were together and that horrible episode.
Christian’s new friend at work, Henry, the doorman, was a delightful gossip who only needed a nudge to spill it. He told her Islington was the place to visit on a Sunday.
‘All manner of people go to the Pleasure Grounds. There’s music and entertainment and an aviary with exotic birds. This is my first proper day off from the Steeles’ and it’s where I really want to go.’ Christian almost pouted.
Her sister arched her eyebrows at Alexander who shrugged. They set off, heading north. Crossing the Fleet at Battlesbridge, they joined several other parties of people enjoying a pleasant late November Sunday.
The busy streets of the capital were soon left behind and they found themselves on quiet country lanes. Henry had told her the area was called the dairy of London and little wonder for they strolled past fields of cows. At the outskirts of a village, there were signs to the Pleasure Grounds. It cost a shilling each to go inside where one could play bowls, walk in the gardens and take a boat out on the lake. A spa sold health-giving water for thruppence. But Christian wanted to see the Chinese pavilion.
The building was shaped like a hexagon and the roof flicked up over each point like a duck’s tail. The red-lacquered walls were covered in gold symbols and from the ceiling dangled winged dragons and coloured lanterns. The man who greeted them looked extraordinary. Eyes lined in black, his thin twisted beard hung down over a round-necked silk coat. His tall black hat teetered as he walked them to a table with carved fluted legs. They sat on gold chairs with embroidered cushions.
Christian was entranced. Her eyes darted between her sister and brother-in-law. She had not seen them since she left for the Steeles’, the day after the workshop was vandalised. No one had mentioned it as they walked. Alexander seemed keener to witter on about the fields and animals. Elizabeth was distant. Probably tired or more likely bored by her life of clattering machines and printed paper.
Christian would entertain them. There was so much to say about being the governess of the Steele boys. In truth, she was more like a referee as she sorted out their constant rows. They competed about everything, who was hungrier, who the family dog liked more. Nine-year-old Rupert taunted his younger brother endlessly. But Rory, seven going on seventeen, was smarter than his brother and spent his time dreaming up elaborate schemes of revenge.
‘I was teaching the boys arithmetic and had my back to them, writing on the blackboard, when there was a terrible scream. Rupert was dancing about like his feet were on fire. He went for Rory – the younger one – and jabbed him on the nose. Blood spurted everywhere!’
Crumbs flew from her mouth. ‘Rory had put a spider down his shirt! I spend most of my time stopping punch-ups.’
‘Let them get on with it. That’s what my parents did,’ Alexander said.
He passed her the cake stand again; it was piled with pastries. It took only a moment for her to choose an éclair.
‘The house runs on chaos,’ Christian said between mouthfuls. ‘Pass that cream jug, will you, Elizabeth? It’s the prettiest thing. Anyway, the other night I was in my room and heard Mr Steele bellowing like a bull. Henry told me later that the drawing-room fire had gone out. Mr Steele does not dirty his fingers with cinders, not him. When no servant came running, he threatened the housekeeper with the sack. She’s called Mrs Fry. Henry says she can’t manage the servants at all. When I told her I was taking a day off, I’m not sure she knew quite who I was. Aren’t you hungry, Elizabeth?’
Elizabeth shook her head. It was blissful to listen to her sister’s chatter, such a welcome distraction from the negative voices in her head. She and Alexander had decided not to tell Christian about the letter threatening legal action. She wouldn’t understand, Alexander said.
She topped up Christian’s teacup: the girl must be thirsty; she’d barely drawn breath. When the letter first arrived, she and Alexander had been united in their attitude to it – defiant derision. But as time passed, anxiety chipped away at her certainty. Alexander was the opposite, increasingly of the view that the summons was an empty threat. He refused to worry. In the end he had snapped at her; told her to stop whining. Perhaps he was right. How could an arcane law about printing apprenticeships make running a business illegal?
Some nights it was hard to sleep. She woke, her nightdress damp. It was as if a wolf was prowling around, growling, sniffing, waiting to pounce.
Christian was chattering on about the Steeles’ dog, Arrow. Something about her falling in love with Arrow and sobbing on Henry’s shoulder when the dog went missing for a day…
Elizabeth couldn’t really hear properly; it was hard to concentrate in this noisy pavilion. She pushed away her teacup; the scent of jasmine was giving her a headache. Loosening her neckerchief, the faces of the other guests swam in and out of focus. Bodies jammed together, cavernous mouths agape, the overpowering scent of sugary breath.
‘I’ve eaten so much, that syllabub was delicious. Did you try it, Alexander?’ Christian’s voice was miles away.
Something touched her hand.
‘Are you all right, Elizabeth? You look pale.’ Alexander’s voice was too loud, the heat of his breath oppressive.
‘I just need a little air,’ she said. She teetered as she struggled to stand.
Daubing sweat off her lip, she looked around for the exit, but everything was shifting like wind was blowing. The crash of china as she slid to the floor…
   
Like a wound that heals without scars, Blackwells carried on. Alexander paid for advertisements in two London newspapers, and this sparked some new business. A man needed a pamphlet printed, someone else wanted flyers and a bank asked him to pitch for a job. Bits of work, certainly. But the printing press did not rise and lower as often as he expected from the financial outlay.
Concern about trade made him twitchy. Each day he fought the temptation to check his trading balance again. The figures would not magically have changed; how could they? He hated to think about it, but if business didn’t improve, he was going to have to lay Francis off.
But not until after Christmas. Alexander put a little extra in the men’s wage packets and told them not to come in the next day. For it was Christmas Eve.
He woke early. Elizabeth was still asleep and that was a good sign. Too often there were black rings under her eyes. He crept downstairs and set off for the market. Covent Garden was busy with shoppers buying in preparation for tomorrow’s feast. The stallholders shouted; the crowds heaved. It raised his spirits to be in the melee. He bought cheeses, roasted meats, oysters, a baked pie. Into his basket went a plum cake crusted with sugar, some vegetables, quince jelly and a bag of chestnuts. Elizabeth would love those sweets in twisted paper, so he bought those as well. Flowers, herbs and coloured candles, there was just enough room for wine and brandy.
Waiting at the vintners, he remembered an idea she’d suggested: to print cards with one of her engravings on the front; a bunch of rosemary, holly and bay tied with a ribbon, the herbs which people hung in their homes at Christmastime. On the back of the card a space where people could write messages. The cards would be posted to relatives who lived in other parts of the country, a kind of present in absentia. He quashed her idea; who would post a card at Christmas? He wondered idly if he’d missed a trick. Next year he would think about it again.
By the time he’d left the market, Blackwells had opened for the last half day of trading before Christmas. He could see Elizabeth at the counter, head bent, probably working on a recent commission from Sir Hans, an invitation to his wife’s birthday dinner in the new year. Elizabeth had proposed an ornate border would make the invitation look special. How clever she was to suggest it. Blackwells would make a nice profit from the job but as important, all the right sort of people would see her detailed work. Sir Hans had agreed she could include her signature.
Over the past few days, Elizabeth had finally started to relax. His brave bonnie lass was reeling her way back to him now the deadline set by the Company of Stationers, demanding that Alexander close the business or face legal proceedings, had come and gone. It was just as he had predicted all along – taking him to court was a stupid, idle threat. The Company lacked the will to see it through. Mr Overton, whoever he was, had found better ways to occupy his time. Alexander had stood his ground and he was right to do so. What a splendid Christmas they would have.
But as he drew nearer, he saw that Elizabeth’s head was lowered, not because she was drawing – but because she was crying. Her tears dripped on a letter on the counter.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Christian wriggled in excitement. All she knew about Christmas morning in the Steele household was that a special breakfast of plums and raisins stewed in wine was served. Henry said it was delicious. Then she would be summoned with other employees to stand in line to receive her Christmas gift from the hand of Mr Steele himself. First to go in would be the servants, then the staff.
Henry explained the difference. Although he’d been suspicious of Christian when she first came to work at the Steeles’, they were firm friends now. Both were alert to any opportunity to bend the system in their favour and both revelled in gossip. ‘You’re considered a cut above us lot. We’re the servants,’ Henry explained. ‘You’re staff, my dear. You get a present. I get money.’
Both agreed they’d rather have the cash. The Steeles had questionable taste.
The sitting room was festooned in foliage. Ivy trailed from the mantelpiece, holly sprays bristled from vases, rosemary sprigs sprinkled every table. Swathes of green hung at the windows.
‘Too much greenery, makes my head pound,’ Henry quipped as they passed each other in the corridor outside the room where Mr and Mrs Steele dispensed largesse. Around them sat their children and several older relatives including an elderly lady who was asleep. Her snores were drowned when the Steele family clapped politely as each member of the household received his or her Christmas bounty.
Waiting while Mrs Fry the housekeeper, and Mr Bing the butler exchanged seasonal pleasantries with the Steeles, Christian winked at Rupert and Rory who were sitting near their parents. It made them giggle.
‘And finally, we have Miss Blachrie! A happy Christmas to you,’ said Mr Steele.
The man smiled at her, a little too warmly perhaps. But as it was Christmas, she responded with a look that was open to interpretation. It never hurt to curry favour with men who knew they were losing their looks.
‘We are very pleased with the education you are providing our sons, aren’t we, Mrs Steele?’
‘We are indeed,’ the woman replied, though her comment lacked sincerity. ‘Boys, hand these to Miss Blachrie.’
Rupert stepped forward and gave her a large parcel tied with ribbon, Rory a pretty tin. A surreptitious wink from her made Rory giggle again. Rupert kicked him on the shin which made his brother squeal.
‘Boys, behave please. You will be joining us for lunch, I hope?’ Mr Steele asked.
‘Thank you, I would enjoy that so much. But I have informed Cook already that I am going to my sister and her husband today. They live not far away, off the Strand.’
‘I see. You will be missed. But it is right to be with family at Christmas, if that can be arranged. Do ask Henry to summon our sedan when you’re ready to leave. It will take you to your sister’s house.’
‘That is generous, Mr Steele, thank you,’ Christian said and curtsying deeply, she withdrew.
‘What did they give you?’ Henry said as she came into the kitchen.
The place was steamy with cooking. Kitchen maids were rushing about preparing for the family’s festive feast.
‘Not in here. Out you go!’ shouted Cook, shooing them away.
They stood in the yard. Henry smoked his pipe while she opened her parcel. Inside was a jacket of white, gold and black stripes. The sleeves had fluted cuffs.
‘I remember Mrs Steele in this,’ said Henry, holding it up to examine the material. ‘Good stuff, hardly worn. Try it on.’
Fastening the buttons that ran down the front, Christian smoothed the pleats over her hips. ‘How do I look?’
Henry scrutinised her. ‘It fits well, you look like a proper lady. So, you’re going to your sister for the night? Another perk for staff that we servants don’t get. But I am off tomorrow; I’ll be going out drinking. Come along if you’re back in time. It’ll be fun.’ Henry winked. ‘What’s in the tin?’
The journey to Blackwells could have gone on forever as far as Christian was concerned. Riding down the fashionable Mall in a private sedan in fancy clothes was a perfect beginning to her first Christmas away from home. She thought of her family, how much they must be missing her. But only briefly. Swinging past the theatres, hotels and clubs of the Strand was thrilling and the thought of spending the day with Elizabeth and Alexander and their raffish friend, George, made her rub her hands in glee. George painted portraits of the rich and famous and would no doubt tell tales of their raucous exploits. They would eat delicious food and drink too much, and then she’d cajole Alexander to sleep on the mattress. There was so much to tell Elizabeth, all of it secret; it could only be done when sharing a bed with her sister. A perfect day, even if she would sigh for Sorcha…
‘Stop here, please.’ Hardly able to contain her excitement, she skipped down the road towards Blackwells. There was the sign above the door. She shuddered to a stop. Impossible to believe that a line of letters painted on wood could inflame such vitriol. Not long ago, she’d been asleep there, blissfully unaware that beneath her criminals were intent on destroying the place.
Peeking along the alley – Elizabeth had warned her of what went on – Christian hurried along it, through the back gate and rapped on the door.
Footsteps, the sound of a sliding steel bar, the turning of several locks.
‘Happy Christmas! Oh…’ Alexander was obviously expecting to see George. He looked tired; the skin under his eyes was flaky.
‘And to you, dear brother-in-law.’ Christian went to kiss him, but he had put out his hand to shake hers. Bodies and limbs bumped. Things were awkward between them when Elizabeth was not there. They moved through the world in different ways.
‘Come in, Christian,’ he said, stepping back. ‘George will be here any minute.’
‘Life is back to normal, I see,’ she said, glancing into the workshop. It was pandemonium last time she’d seen it.
‘All sorted now, all in the past. Do go on up. I’ll wait for George.’
The flat was warm and welcoming, the air rich with the smell of roasting meat. Candles glittered and the range glowed. Little gifts wrapped in shiny paper at each setting. Elizabeth was washing something at the sink. Christian saw it straight away; the tight bun at the nape of her neck, every strand scolded into place. The way she dressed her hair when she was tense.
‘Happy Christmas, dear sister. It looks beautiful in here. Our first Christmas away from the family. What can I do to help? Is everything well?’
Elizabeth returned her hug. ‘I’m fine, I’ll tell you later. I like your new jacket.’
‘My present from the Steeles.’ Christian spun around to show it off. ‘And this tin of biscuits from the children. We can have them later.’
‘If you could stir the gravy, Christian. We’re almost ready to eat. I do hope you’re hungry. Alexander has bought so much food. Is that George I hear?’
   
At the meal, Elizabeth said little and ate less. The men didn’t seem to notice, and Christian was famished so she ate off Elizabeth’s plate too. There were cheers when Christian won the first card game, howls of disbelief when she won a second and shocked sniggers at George’s stories. When Alexander lit the pudding, the flames danced and so did Christian.
George produced a bottle of champagne. Pouring four glasses, he proposed each person make a wish for the following year.
‘I will start,’ he said, leaping to his feet. ‘I want for the King himself to commission me to paint his portrait. A fine one in oils.’
They raised their glasses in a toast: even Elizabeth joined in.
‘I want Sorcha to come back to London. I’m longing to be with her.’ Christian glanced sideways at George, wondering what he’d think.
‘To Sorcha and Christian!’ he cried, topping up her glass.
Christian poked her sister’s tummy. ‘What about you? You and Alexander probably wish for the same thing. That you’ll have a baby this year.’
Elizabeth shook her head fiercely. Toying with some crumbs, she said: ‘Alexander and I do want the same thing. But it’s not a baby.’
‘Oh my, they’ve got a secret wish. Now don’t be mysterious, you two. Share it with us.’ George’s speech was a little slurred.
Alexander gave a dismissive wave. ‘Not that, Elizabeth. Too dull, we don’t want to bore them on Christmas Day. Shall we play another game? George, I’m sure you will.’
As he gathered up the cards, he glanced at Elizabeth.
She blurted out: ‘I’ll tell you if he won’t. Alexander got a letter yesterday. It is from the Company of Stationers, from their lawyer. The Company is taking out a case against Alexander for trading illegally. He goes to court in February.’
There was silence as the implications of the news sank in.
Then George said: ‘Mon Dieu, that is a bore. Pass the bottle. I think we need a top-up.’
‘We did not think, I could not imagine, that the Company would go quite that far. So it was… it is… a little dispiriting,’ Alexander said.
‘And he is not going to use a lawyer. He says he’s going to represent himself.’ Though she spoke coolly, it was clear Elizabeth was angry.
‘But why should I? I am in the right, and it would be costly. I will represent myself. How difficult can it be?’ Alexander tottered to his feet and holding his glass over his head, boomed: ‘My Lord, let me tell the court…’
Three of them cheered, Elizabeth did not. Eyes were fixed on Alexander; her lips parted as though frozen between silence and speech.
‘It’s these old-fashioned printers,’ Alexander went on, ‘they want everybody to do the same long, tedious apprenticeships that they had to suffer. These men hate progress, they fight change.’
‘A toast to progress,’ George said.
‘Blackwells is doing well, isn’t it?’ Christian said.
‘Of course. I’m a far better businessman than Wilkins. I’ve more ideas than he’s had pots of ale. Next year is going to be our year – the year when my business takes off.’
‘I second that. Cheers to Alexander,’ said George.
‘Where’s Wilkins anyway? Soused and fallen in the river, I bet.’ Alexander slung his arm around George’s shoulder. They started to sing a popular tune.
The sisters moved over to the sink and looked out into the fading afternoon light. Birds were settling in the bushes along the stream.
‘I didn’t like it when you talked about a baby,’ Elizabeth muttered.
‘Why? Don’t you want a child one day?’
‘Yes – but not with this impending court case. I don’t think it will ever happen anyway. It hasn’t so far. I don’t think I’m able to get pregnant.’ She turned to Christian with downcast eyes.
‘You’re worrying about nothing, I’m sure of it. There’s been so much change in your life, coming to London, starting Blackwells – it wasn’t the right time, Elizabeth. Once this legal fuss is over, you’ll get pregnant as quick as anything. You wait and see.’ Christian spoke low though there was no need. The men were crooning at the top of their voices. ‘Alexander is clever, he’s sharp. He’ll make a good case in court; all will be well. Have trust in him, Elizabeth. You did when you left Aberdeen. And look where you are now.’
‘You’re right.’ Elizabeth gave a weak smile. ‘Alexander will win. He won’t go to prison.’
They stood close as the men sang themselves into a stupor.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

FEBRUARY 1732
Elizabeth’s fingers set off on their customary morning wander. Alexander loved to wake this way. They made love urgently, insistently, crying out with pleasure as London stirred. Drifting for a moment, their limbs entangled, she kissed his ear, whispering: ‘My handsome love. We will be back in this room tonight and all will be settled.’
She knew him well enough not to expect an answer. She lay against the pillows while she watched him dress, choosing his plain dark frock coat and a white shirt, tying his hair back unpowdered with a neat bow.
‘You’ll do,’ she said.
Alexander winked and went downstairs.
‘Good morning, Joseph, you’re early today,’ she heard him say.
The printer stamped his feet as he came inside. ‘Morning to you. It’s muddy out there, rained hard last night. I know the hearing will go well today, Mr Blackwell. I will be here, manage everything until you and Mrs Blackwell return.’
‘Thank you, Joseph. I will be back. Have no doubt.’
Her heart lifted when she heard the conviction in his voice. Over the past months, some days he was bouncing with confidence, on others his shoulders drooped.
They found seats on a small passenger craft heading towards Westminster and forty minutes later, were outside the Court of Common Pleas. They read the notices pinned on a board. Overton v Blackwell was the third scheduled case that morning after one about a bond dispute and another involving trespass.
Alexander seemed lost in thought. She squeezed his hand.
‘You have right on your side, Alexander. You will convince them, be sure of that. Look at me.’ She tugged his sleeve.
‘Of course,’ he said and when their eyes met, her love for him blazed like the truth.
‘I will be watching you, and I will be proud.’
‘I should go now. But before I do, Mrs Blackwell, will you please decide where I will be taking you to lunch today?’ He patted his pocket and winked. ‘I hope you’re hungry, there’s enough in here for a feast.’
Before she could answer, he had disappeared into a doorway guarded by two men.
The courtroom was already full, the air heavy with the smells of coffee and tobacco. A steward pointed out to her the only remaining seat in the public gallery. Holding her skirts close, she inched past several seated men, ignored a snide remark made about women being a distraction in court. It mattered not a jot. She scanned the scene below to find Alexander. The room was buzzing. On the far side, legal officers shuffled papers while lawyers conferred in groups with other gowned men. Officials showed defendants and plaintiffs where to sit and tried to keep the peace as people called out to each other. How could she have missed Alexander? There he was, his hair a nimbus of gold around that handsome face, seemingly unperturbed by the chaos swirling around him. Then she saw someone else she recognised; the man who’d approached her in the street. She’d last seen him tumbling into the gutter where she’d shoved him. A flash of fury. It was men like him who were responsible for Alexander having to suffer this charade.
The judge entered; everyone stood in silence.
After a few preliminaries, the judge asked Alexander to present his case.
Her throat thickened as the man she loved so much stood. He calmly surveyed the courtroom.
Her eyes pricked with tears as he began. ‘My Lord, I stand here today accused of undertaking financial activity as a printer without having completed the seven-year apprenticeship required by the Worshipful Company of Stationers. The statement is true, My Lord. I cannot deny it. I have not completed the period of service. Therefore, I cannot call myself a member of the honourable Guild.’
There were calls of agreement from the gallery. One man shouted: ‘So you’ve come to your senses at last, fool!’
‘Silence, please,’ said the judge. ‘Let the defendant proceed.’
‘I am a businessman, My Lord. Blackwells, my premises in the Strand, is a place where documents are produced and printed to the highest standard. Men such as the compositor, Mr Thomas Hamper and the respected printer, Mr Joseph Tiney who have, of course, completed their apprenticeships. I am not involved in these men’s daily work; I leave a skilled man to his craft. I work instead in my area of expertise – the future. That is my interest; a future that all fair-minded people would welcome, I would suggest, My Lord. A future where the public are better educated because they have had access to books and to printed material. Because they can read, and they can buy them.’
Elizabeth glanced around the courtroom. It was pin quiet. Even those who were there to crow at Alexander’s downfall seemed spellbound by his oratory.
‘The good people attending this trial today may sometimes forget, or perhaps are not aware, that not everyone in our great country can read. The facts, My Lord, speak for themselves. Literacy rates in our country are frighteningly low. We need to change this dire situation as soon as possible. We also know that few ordinary folk can afford to buy reading material. On limited means, no one can afford to buy books or magazines or newspapers because they must put food on the table. Yet the future of our country depends on education and literacy.
‘That is why I put time and, yes, money into experimentation with new ideas and new processes that will make printing cheaper. Currently I am working with a man from my part of our great country – Scotland – to find a new way of printing. We call it “stereotyping”. If we are successful – when we are successful – it will not only make printing cheaper but also faster. More of those people with limited means will be able to afford to buy printed materials. This is a good thing, I think you will agree, My Lord?’
Alexander’s eloquence mesmerised the room. Even the judge looked captivated.
‘My business is a place where excellence flourishes. I give employment to several tradesmen, men who are well-regarded in their fields of expertise. I do ask myself what the Company fears from my business? I am simply determined to improve the way things operate in the printing sector. Printers have nothing to fear from my enterprise.
‘In conclusion, My Lord, I suggest that the accusation made of me is inappropriate. I did not set myself up nor do I call myself a printer. I am a businessman, an entrepreneur, one who is driven to work for the benefit of this country – by taking risks and making deals.’
Alexander sat down. Elizabeth had to stop herself clapping.
‘Thank you, Mr Blackwell, you have presented an interesting perspective on your situation. Now I call the lawyer representing the plaintiff Mr Philip Overton to speak.’
A lawyer got to his feet. A few people murmured assent. He tilted his head in acknowledgement, then began.
‘My Lord; my client, Mr Philip Overton, is a member of the printing Guild, a Guild with a long and respected history. My client takes seriously the functions of this economic and social association of men. For the Company has enabled printing to flourish in the country. The band of committed Guild members recognise it is vital to control this noble trade and who can call himself with pride a printer. These men have set in place strict arrangements for how a person enters the trade and what training he receives. The Guild set standards for printing so that work completed will be of the highest quality, consistency and accuracy. It has been this way for many long years and my client sees no reason at all to change practices which have served our country so well. Indeed, any change will threaten our industry, the high qualities we expect from printing. Indeed, it must be resisted vigorously.
‘That is why he challenges Mr Alexander Blackwell and why he seeks to close his printing business. Documents are printed in that premises; Mr Blackwell has acknowledged that himself. And that, My Lord, is the definition of a printing business!’
Cheers broke out.
‘Silence in the court,’ the judge said.
Elizabeth’s eyes had been glued on Alexander throughout this speech. It was impossible to fathom what he was thinking. His expression was as balmy as a summer day.
The judge dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. It was a large expanse of skin, and the hand trembled. He took his time. Finally, seemingly satisfied with the condition of the area, the judge spoke.
‘Alexander Blackwell, I have listened to your arguments. They are well presented. We do need innovators and entrepreneurs to risk all to create a better future. We need men like yourself who are willing to put them forward in these attempts. You state that you do not yourself get involved in the process of printing.
‘However, you own the business that is registered as Blackwells, which does produce printed material. The Guild system has operated in this great capital for many years and its practices are respected. Running your business directly contravenes its rules. You are therefore operating illegally as a printer.’
Murmurs went around the room. Elizabeth covered her mouth to hide her gasp. She could not take her eyes off Alexander.
The vast forehead of the judge was once again subject to dabs of linen.
‘Blackwells must close forthwith. Your assets will be seized in order to settle the fines that I impose for this crime as well as to pay off your creditors. Alexander Blackwell, you will be taken from this court of law to Marshalsea Prison until such time as you are able to settle these debts to the court’s satisfaction.’
‘You’re pebble-beached and hard-pushed, you bastard!’ bellowed one man.
‘Off to the “Mansion of Misery”, and good riddance!’ crowed another.
She stood, oblivious to the jeers around her. Across the courtroom, their eyes locked. He had assured her, persuaded her, promised that he would win his case. He had been categorical that he did not need a lawyer. He had insisted that with right on his side, he would convince the judge of his innocence with the power of his argument.
And she had believed him. She always believed him. Bile rose in her mouth. But he had not swayed the judge. His case had not been successful. He was not a free man – he was a convicted debtor! Never in her worst nightmare or wildest fantasy had she contemplated Alexander might end up in prison. Experiences like that did not happen to men like him. A sound like bees on a hot day droned in her head; her knees shook so violently that she had to cling to the rail to stay upright. Incredulous, she watched as Alexander was led from the courtroom in handcuffs.
The men around her began to smoke and scratch themselves. They leaned back as she pushed past, as though appalled by the taint that seeped from her clothing, the wife of a convicted debtor.
Groping her way down the stairs, she clung to the handrail, her head reeling with questions. The judge said that Alexander must remain in gaol until fines and creditors were paid. But if the Blackwells business must cease trading, how could that ever happen? How could he make the money needed to pay back what was owed? Did it cost to stay in prison, how was she to pay for Alexander’s board and lodging in the prison? And how was she to survive? Questions came thick and fast, questions but no answers.
She needed somewhere to think, to be, to howl.
Outside the courtroom, the hairs on her neck prickled. Before her was a solid wall of men. Defendants gabbling to bewigged lawyers. Top-hatted notaries whispering to gowned barristers. Newspaper sellers bawling out the latest story of some man’s disgrace. The smell of their breath, their flesh, hair oil, tobacco, pomade; the stink of masculinity.
Starting to push her way through, there was a sudden surge, and she was swept up against a stranger, her body rammed into his. He happened to look over his shoulder. When he saw her, he leered. She could see every bristle on his face, the black pores of skin. She recoiled. Then a tug on her skirt. Looking down a small boy was pressed against her thighs, his mouth ringed by blackened teeth.
‘Something for me, lady? I’m starving,’ he mewled.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The judge’s verdict was so unexpected Alexander’s mind stalled. He stumbled after the guard, heard a door slam behind him. He was in a small room lit by a high barred window. In the corner were two buckets. Parched with thirst, he sniffed tentatively into one, dangled a finger, let his swollen tongue test the damp digit. Fresh. Cupping his hands, he scooped water up, taking slurps that sent droplets flying into the tears that ran down his face. He staggered backwards, panting, still a frenzy in his head. Urinating into the other bucket, for a moment he was captivated by the sound of liquid hitting water.
He sank to the floor.
Was it minutes or hours later when from outside the cell came the sound of voices? Blind hope exploded. Alexander jumped to his feet shouting, pounding the door, berating whoever it was that was coming, not a minute too late, to his rescue. But the footsteps disappeared. Outraged, he attacked the door till his fists bled. Later when it opened to admit another prisoner, Alexander was ready. He flew at the guard. But the man was expecting him and smashed a heavy stick across his face. Alexander dropped like a stone, barely conscious. When he came to, four other men were in the cell. It was dark at the window.
Two guards entered the cell and chained the prisoners together at their legs and wrists. He was forced to shuffle like an old man as they were pushed out into the street. At least it was cold and wet. Foul enough to keep even the most triumphant, revengeful fool at home. Those printer men would not be there to see his humiliation. Alexander scrambled into the cart that would take him and his fellow prisoners away when a figure emerged from the shadows.
‘Who’s there? Stand forward,’ shouted a guard.
‘Guard, a moment, good sir. I have something for one of your prisoners – with your permission, of course.’
Alexander’s heart jumped. Surely it was George? Not his friend’s usual bluster. The man sounded timorous, even obsequious.
‘And a small gift for your inconvenience, sir, if you would allow me to give this to prisoner Blackwell.’
‘Let’s have a look then, what you got in that pouch? No weapons, eh? All right, be quick.’ The guard pocketed whatever George had handed to him.
‘I will write,’ George hissed and shoved something inside Alexander’s coat.
A crack of the whip and George was swallowed into the night as the cart trundled its human cargo towards Southwark’s gaol.
   
‘They call this place the pound, for it is where they relieve us of any we might have,’ someone quipped.
Alexander looked around. Surrounded by strangers, all packed like rats in a tiny room off the turreted entrance of Marshalsea Prison, it was impossible to tell who’d spoken. A ragtag of humanity, young and old, united by one crime – debt.
His hand slid over the pocket where he’d hidden George’s gift. Though the chain on his wrists had been removed, he hadn’t wanted to look at it until he was somewhere private.
‘Need a safer place than that.’ It was the same voice.
Alexander looked over his other shoulder.
Later, when Alexander was friends with Daniel Bowditch, he understood all tailors developed the facility to speak without moving their lips. A necessary requirement for their craft, being able to talk to clients while holding pins in the mouth, fitting and adjusting their clothes.
But that night a faceless voice seemed a dark art. He feared he was hearing things. He swung round to look the other way. A wild-haired man was glowering, another grimacing.
‘Stop fidgeting, you fuck,’ someone barked, and a foot slammed into his shin. Alexander winced.
A gaoler shouted something Alexander didn’t quite catch, something about a cell. ‘Me, sir, Bowditch, I’ll take it!’ The man who spoke looked about Alexander’s age. His coat was well-cut.
Before he knew why, Alexander piped up: ‘Blackwell, sir, I will too!’
‘Over ’ere then, Bowditch and Blackwell. Give your money to the Keeper.’ He pointed to a lighted window covered by a grille.
‘You’ll be glad you spent the extra,’ Bowditch muttered under his breath as he hurried over. Alexander stayed close behind.
On the other side of the grille sat a toad-like man with rheumy eyes. The folds of his neck rested on his stained uniform. It was hot in the Keeper’s room; a fire blazed in the grate. ‘That’s two shillings and sixpence, two week’s lodging,’ he said, patting a sweaty forehead.
Alexander swallowed. Almost all the coins he’d intended to spend on the celebration feast with Elizabeth glimmered in the firelight before the Keeper swept them into his hand. Alexander swallowed again. It was impossible to comprehend what was happening.
‘That’s done with. Get moving.’ A gaoler’s poke in the back made Alexander yelp. He followed Bowditch and a guard across a dark courtyard. Gaslight barely illuminated the entrance. From somewhere in the shadowy depths, mad yells bounced off the stone walls. It was colder here than outside but that wasn’t why he shivered. They climbed up the stairs. At the top, corridors led off in every direction into blackness.
The gaoler led them down one passageway past identical doors from behind which Alexander heard voices. Stopping outside one, the guard unlocked it. ‘Home from home,’ he said.
Alexander forced himself to peer into the cell. He could just make out two narrow beds with barely enough space for a person to sidle between them. Rags stuffed in broken panes of the window failed to block draughts. Scribbles of men’s names and other words covered the walls. An overpowering smell of feet and something he dare not speculate upon. Alexander couldn’t stop himself. He clamped a hand to his mouth and gagged.
‘You’ll get used to it.’ The warder sniggered. ‘We all do. You want this?’ He held up the lantern.
‘Another hour of light. Yes, please,’ Bowditch replied, and handed the gaoler something. The man backed out and left them.
One mattress looked marginally less soiled than the other. Alexander sat down gingerly. ‘I’ll take this one.’
‘I think you’ll find we’re sharing it.’
‘Sharing? I can’t sleep with someone else.’
‘No choice, mate. Head to toe and facing away, that’s how it’s done. No kicking in the face, mind. I’m Daniel Bowditch, by the way.’
‘Other men live here too?’ He was horrified. ‘But it will be so crowded.’
‘You’ll get used to it. We all do. And your name is…?’ The man stretched out his hand.
‘Alexander Blackwell.’ They shook hands. It felt strange to be doing something so civilised.
Daniel pulled out a box from under the bed and dumped it on the other bed. ‘Our welcome present from Mother Marshalsea. Shift, breeches and one blanket. A cup, spoon and bowl. You will get two meals a day for one week. Then we must pay up again.’
Alexander felt his pulse race once more. ‘It’s quite expensive. I don’t know how long my money will last. How do you know all this anyway?’
‘I spent a few months here a year ago.’
‘I would rather cut my throat than ever return.’
‘But I’m finding my feet in London; I’m from Suffolk, see. Learning my trade, that’s tailoring, and when clients don’t pay up on time, well, I go into debt and end up in here. Nine pounds is what I owe at present. Not a lot for some. But if you don’t have it, you don’t have it.’
Two men appeared out of the gloom and stood in the doorway. The smaller swarthy one resembled the dogs Alexander had seen at bear-baiting.
‘Ah, gentlemen. I think it is your cell that we are joining. I’m Daniel Bowditch. Call me Dan, if you please. And my companion here is Alex. We haven’t taken your bed, have we?’
‘Yes, you fucking have. Shove off,’ said the canine man.
‘Mr Peacock, steady, there’s no need to for rudeness. Yes, that is our bed. I’m Mr Sandford.’
‘Good evening, sirs. You must move, Alex, this bed here is ours and very comfortable it looks too.’
‘If I must,’ Alexander muttered, dragging himself over.
From somewhere in the prison a bell rang.
‘The call for lock-up. See you a bit later.’ Daniel winked at Alexander, patting his nose. ‘Just got to say hallo to a few mates.’ And he disappeared, taking the lantern with him.
In the darkness, the other bed creaked. He could hear the men breathing. One farted.
Miserable, he searched his pocket for the pouch George had given him and drew out what felt like silk. He didn’t need light to know what it was. George loved a cravat. Pressing it against his lips, he stifled a sob. Telling himself that any day now someone would come to his rescue, he turned to the wall. Marshalsea was a thousand times worse than he could ever have imagined. Horror crawled through him like cold worms.
   
Prison protocol was as changeable as the weather. Some days inmates were allowed out of their cells only to empty their slop buckets and to fetch food and water. On other days, for no obvious reason, exercise was granted. Prisoners were marched to the courtyard, where they might be left for hours in sun or rain. Punishments were equally random. Sometimes a hapless prisoner moved too slowly or too quickly. For this crime he would be thrashed or whipped. But however tough and unpredictable it was on the masters’ side of the prison where Alexander lived, it was heaven compared to the iniquity endured by the poor souls on the commoners’ wing, those with no money. Men shared one huge room. As there was not enough room for them to lie down at the same time, prisoners slept in shifts. A smaller crowded room for women prisoners was equally sordid. Food, served twice a day, was thin slop with the odd piece of vegetable floating in it. Water for drinking and washing was limited, heating spasmodic. Reprimands on the commoners’ wing were vicious. Heads squeezed into spiked skull caps; people left to hang for hours by their arms. Many never recovered from their tortures; some died. The howls of creatures crazed by pain was the frightening reminder that things could always be worse.
Hours and days moved slowly. Alexander veered between panic when his heart pounded so hard, he feared it would explode to spells of such bleak indifference that he could not summon the energy to eat. Lying next to Daniel, determined not to touch him, sleep came in short spates before terrifying nightmares woke him again. His eyes sank under puffy lids. On the fourth day, he had a violent attack of diarrhoea. The running discharge stank so badly the other men insisted he do his business outside the cell. So it was that Alexander, who up to now had known only success and achievement, who had never been thwarted in his life, found himself spending all night squatting on a reeking soil can. How had it come to this? Debtor’s gaol was for lowlife men, not Alexander Blackwell.
When a letter came from Elizabeth, he tossed it unread in his box. Sugary words of encouragement held no appeal in this dirty version of life. He was furious with her. If she hadn’t accepted her father’s money, he wouldn’t be here.
One morning, uncertain how many days he’d been in gaol, he felt himself shaken roughly by the shoulder. Daniel was babbling some nonsense.
‘Come on, Alex. We’re going to have a good time today.’
‘Don’t be cruel. Leave me alone. I’m thinking.’ Alexander was clouded in misery.
‘It’s a warder’s day, I tell you. Don’t ask why, Alex, sometimes it just happens. When it does, you act, man!’
Daniel was often perky; Alexander found it irritating. But there was something different in his tone. Dragging himself upright, Alexander accepted his cellmate’s arm to stand. His legs trembled with the effort.
Reluctantly, he followed Daniel past the hole in the wall from where the slop the gaolers called food was dispensed. Beyond it, men were queuing, shifting from leg to leg like impatient children waiting for candied apples. He shuffled past wondering what they were waiting for. Then, by the cell door, he saw the words ‘Cary’s Candles’ had been scrawled. Peering inside the room, he blinked several times. Men were in there buying soap and candles and biscuits…
His nostrils flared. Suddenly he was back in the Strand, hurrying to a coffee shop, keen for a gossip with fellow cognoscenti of the bitter liquid. But how could that special scent be here in Marshalsea? Daniel tugged his arm. A crowd of men, chattering like sparrows, were sucking at the contents of their cups.
‘Daniel, am I dreaming?’
‘It’s Sarah Bradshaw’s coffee house, it opens as quick as the guards go a-wandering. I’d take you to Titty Dolls where a man can be delighted by obliging ladies but,’ he nudged Alexander, ‘I think you’d prefer…’
Drool was streaming down Alexander’s chin. Around a corner they reached another cell, much larger than the one he and Daniel occupied and it was packed with wardens and prisoners. A hum of expectation became an appreciative roar as a woman lifted above her head a roasting tin, in it a glistening lump of flesh. She started to carve. Slabs of flesh flopped on a plate, gravy and blood flicked from her knife, her every movement was followed by the eyes of her drooling customers.
‘I can see what you need, man. Wait here.’ Daniel pushed his way into the crowd.
The wafer-thin slice of meat and a scrape of sweet butter on bread was surely the most delicious feast he had ever savoured. Alexander wolfed down every fibre of meat, every crumb of bread, licked again and again at the smidgeon of flavour left on his fingers. He fought the temptation to snatch what the man standing near him was gobbling down.
He was still panting with pleasure when Daniel beckoned him onwards. Willing to acquiesce to anything now, Alexander felt hands pull him onto a chair – not a bed – and welcomed the warm water and soap that was lathered on his face. The feeling of a sharp blade scraping away the itchy stubble on his face was blissful. Tears welled up as Alexander Blackwell emerged into the world like a mole into sunlight, blinking.
A meal and a shave was all he needed to find himself.
He had taken little notice of Daniel’s comings and goings, never asked what he was up to. It turned out that Daniel had brought his sewing kit into prison. Thread, needles, buttons and pins, even some tailor’s chalk. He knew from his last stay in Marshalsea that every prisoner had an item of clothing that needed mending. For a fee, Daniel would oblige. His charges varied. The wealthy on the ground floor paid more for repairs than the ordinary prisoners. A wealthy landowner had requested a pair of breeches. Of course, there were running costs attached to Daniel’s business. Each day he bribed the guards to release him from his cell and ignore his movements around the prison. But trade was strong, and Daniel was making money. That was how he paid for everything, he explained to Alexander.
‘I will pay you back, don’t worry. I’ll find a way that I can make money too. But lend me a little more today, will you, Daniel? I’m desperate for some coffee.’





CHAPTER NINETEEN

‘Mrs Blackwell, come in.’ Sir Hans Sloane was in his office at the Royal College.
The peer was more than a little intrigued when the attendant told him Elizabeth Blackwell had requested an audience. The other night at a party, Therese had mentioned the unfortunate episode that landed Elizabeth’s young husband a stay south of the river. The man would have been in Marshalsea for several months already. Therese, always a generous and kind friend, had given Mrs Blackwell some cash before presumably the girl would flee north to Scotland and throw herself on her family’s mercy.
Sir Hans had assumed he would never see Elizabeth or Alexander again. Life had a way of swallowing people up.
‘Please sit down.’ He indicated a chair.
Elizabeth took her time to settle. With her hands folded neatly in her lap, she regarded him coolly and said: ‘My husband is in the Marshalsea Prison.’
‘So I understand. Very difficult situation. I do hope he is… coping,’ Sir Hans replied, choosing his words prudently.
‘No – Alexander is finding it extremely difficult. No human being could find it otherwise. It is horrific and degrading. But that is not what I have come to talk to you about, Sir Hans. I am here because I am determined to settle my husband’s debts and I know how I can do it.’
He was nonplussed. Sir Hans had assumed she would be beaten by what had happened. He took a closer look. Remarkable; a little weary about the eyes, perhaps, but there was a look he had seen in those men who risked their lives on the high seas to explore the world: determination.
‘Please explain, Mrs Blackwell.’
‘It was something you said at the concert, Sir Hans and I remember it well. That apothecaries often find it difficult to identify herbs accurately, especially the newer specimens that collectors and explorers such as yourself bring back from their travels.’
She looked around the room; sniffed the air. ‘I am going to produce drawings of the herbs commonly used in treatments and in physic. You see, I am gifted at drawing. My drawings will be detailed and accurate, show the herb in all its different stages of growth and propagation. Bud and bloom, seeds and berries, leaf and root. Each illustration will be hand-painted in the exact colours and tones of that stage of the plant’s life. This will allow accurate and confident identification. And alongside the drawing, I will provide an explanation of the herb’s usage in the practice of physic.’
It was quite a speech and said with conviction. Sir Hans took a moment to reply. ‘And how will you get that information?’
‘Alexander will help me, of course,’ she replied as though the answer was obvious. ‘He is knowledgeable about medicine, he trained for a time at Leiden. He will check what I write.’
‘I see. And how can I help?’
‘I want you to buy these drawings for the library at Chelsea. They will add to the reference material stored there.’
Sir Hans stared at her.
‘I have not explained myself well, Sir Hans. I will make these drawings into engravings from which prints will be made. I will hand-paint each print and write out the information about how the herb is used in treatments. Students can also buy their own copy of each print. To take away when they leave the school, when they set up practice. Would you like to see what I can do?’
She slid a sheet of paper across the desk.
The dour faces of past presidents of the College stared down from the walls at the detailed painted drawings of a plant a botanist had brought back from North America, Sassafras albidum. The distinctive warty bark, the delicate yellow flowers, the leathery leaves. Beneath the plant parts written in plain hand it said that ‘sassafras is used in the treatment of syphilis, scurvy, gout, rheumatic pains, colds and influenza’.
She pushed a second sheet towards him. This one showed different parts of the succulent Aloe succotrina. Several specimens had been donated by a collector from South Africa, if he remembered correctly, and were growing well against a south-facing wall in the Garden. He studied the drawing closely; the dramatic red funnel-shaped petals, the seed head and serrated leaves ‘which when cut or snapped, ooze juice that is used in the treatment of burns, scrapes, itching and to promote wound healing’.
‘Yes, I see you can draw, Mrs Blackwell. But I am still unclear as to why you have come to see me.’
‘Because of the Physic Garden. I need regular access to plants and that is where they grow well. I have rented a room in Swan Walk, so I am close by. Bear in mind that the Garden will be mentioned on every print, Sir Hans. When students graduate and start to practise, its name will be spread around the country… around the world.’
‘Yes, I see…’
‘If you could arrange with the head gardener that I be given specimens as and when I need them that would be marvellous. I had to steal these from the Garden. I return them now. I do apologise – but really, I had no option.’
Digging in her bag, she took out some plant parts and laid them on the table. Wilted flowers, floppy leaves, a handful of seeds.
Sitting back, she added, ‘Oh yes, and I’d like to offer my prints to the students, so I need somewhere in the school where they can be displayed. You see, my plan is to make enough money to pay off Alexander’s debts. I will be able to do it, I know I can. Will you support me, Sir Hans? I’d be so grateful.’
   
When Harriet came to live with the Steele family after Christmas, Mrs Steele had let it be known through her chambermaid who told Mrs Fry who told the butler who told Henry that while she forgave her husband for his misdemeanour with ‘that woman’, Harriet must never ever be treated as one of the family.
She never said directly but that included education. Miss Blachrie was the governess to Rupert and Rory, not to her husband’s illegitimate daughter. Harriet was to spend the day in her room playing with dolls while the boys were schooled.
‘Apparently Mr Steele told Mrs Steele that Harriet’s mother was “indisposed”. Well,’ Henry winked at Christian, ‘you know what that means.’
‘That she’s unwell?’
‘You’re an innocent, aren’t you, dear? It’s a way of saying that she’s finished, done for, on the way out. Consumption, dropsy, pleurisy, who knows.’ Henry’s face was almost gleeful. He was unsympathetic towards some people but then life had been hard on him. ‘We can assume that Harriet will be with us “for some time”. When Mrs Steele heard that – she hit the roof.’
As the weeks turned to months, Christian became increasingly frustrated. ‘It’s a nonsense! What a waste of a life. The girl deserves an education,’ she railed to Henry.
‘Quite the rebel, aren’t we? Why do you care so much about a little rich girl? Harriet will be fine, you watch. Some man will marry her when Daddy dangles a dowry.’
‘Henry, you’re appalling.’ Christian pretended to be amused.
The Steeles were a family of influence. There would be men for whom marriage to Harriet would secure them a place on the social ladder, even if the girl had been born on the wrong side of the bed. But that offended Christian. She and Sorcha were avid supporters of Mary Astell, they agreed with her most radical ideas. Marriage should not be the only option for women, and girls deserved an education as much as boys.
Christian began to take books into Harriet’s room and to set her tasks and exercises to complete.
‘It’s our secret, don’t tell anyone.’
The little girl’s eyes lit up. She hid the books Christian brought under her bed and placed a finger to her lips.
Henry told Christian she was a fool. ‘You’ll get in trouble.’
Christian shrugged. ‘Mrs Steele will never find out. She never walks up as far as the children’s floor. It’s too far for her to climb.’
But when she couldn’t sleep, worried about her sister’s mad dream to pay off Alexander’s debts by drawing, she sometimes asked herself if she was any more sensible. If Mrs Steele discovered that she was teaching Harriet on the sly, directly challenging what had been decreed, Christian would be sacked. But she longed to be as heroic and intrepid as her sister. The Blachrie women doing what they believed to be right, being brave.
‘Hallo, Harriet. Did anyone see you?’
The girl slipped into the classroom and shut the door. A strange little creature with troubled eyes, she rarely spoke. When she did, her sentences were fully formed and her vocabulary extensive. Harriet gazed intently at the board on which Christian had written some Latin nouns and verbs.
Rupert and Rory looked at her warily. Having their half-sister in lessons was not allowed. But Miss Blachrie would be happy if Harriet was in the schoolroom. Today would be more fun. They would go outside to hunt for worms and insects and frogs.
‘Your mother is away for a few days, isn’t she?’ Christian asked them. ‘We’re happy to include Harriet in our work, aren’t we, boys?’
‘Yes, Miss Blachrie,’ they said in chorus. Harriet took a seat.





CHAPTER TWENTY

A brief peaceful moment, then she remembered taking her father’s cheque from Uncle Callum. Her eyes snapped open. If only she had ripped that piece of paper into tiny pieces, burnt it on the fire, scattered it in the river, Alexander would not be sharing his life with rats.
A squeak, like a door or gate closing, from the garden. Her scalp prickled. Was someone creeping about as the first rays of dawn tinted the sky? It would not be the soil men; they collected the privy buckets around midnight. She listened again but could hear nothing more. Perhaps she imagined it.
Checking her door was locked, she dressed quickly. In the light of two candles, one either side of the table, she began to draw Taraxacum dens-leonis, only a little droopy from a night spent sitting in a cup of water. She became absorbed in the detail; her execution of all the flower parts had to be precise. The tiny individual florets of the flower head like a lion’s mane, the creased leaves, their edges like the animal’s teeth. Its common name was a perfect description: dandelion.
Each part must be numbered, then labelled. She was just about to start drawing the delicate hairs of the seed head when there was a rap on the door.
‘Good morning, Nathaniel,’ she said, and it was a better morning when she saw her landlord’s kindly face.
‘Here is today’s specimen. The boy from the garden’s just delivered it,’ Nathaniel said. He handed her a wrap of cloth.
Inside was a gnarly root of the garden radish. Sir Hans was as good as his word. Each day a fresh plant specimen was delivered to Swan Cottage.
‘Thank you, Nathaniel. And how are you today?’
The older man was breathing as though he’d just run a race. His cheeks were flushed. His physician called his condition ‘voluminous lungs’.
‘I am feeling well, my dear. Are you visiting Mr Blackwell today?’
‘I am,’ she said. ‘When I return, I will make a poultice for your chest.’
‘You are kind, Mrs Blackwell. My regards to your husband. This is a little something for him.’
He pressed a package into her hand. At first, she had resisted his generosity but now she accepted it gratefully.
‘Will you join me for a little supper tonight, my dear? We could eat in the garden. It will be warm enough if you bring a shawl.’
‘I would like that very much. I will see you later.’ At supper she might mention the noises she sometimes heard in the garden at night. He ought to know if someone was creeping around the place.
But not now. Filling her basket with as much as she could cram in, she checked again that the artwork lay flat in the bag that she slung across her chest.
She could deal with the pickpockets and the river tides and the wild walk to the prison; it was the unpredictability of Alexander’s mood that made her nervous. Feeling for the bag that hung around her waist where she hid her money, she put enough coins for a boat ticket into her pocket. A final look around the room and she headed down to the river.
Her luck was in. A passenger boat going east was moored at the quayside. The waterman let her sit behind where he rowed with his boy. Men might leer but they couldn’t touch her. Tucking her basket behind her legs, she turned her face to the sun. Her cheeks tingled. This was a good omen, she decided. Alexander would be in a fine mood, and he would like the food she brought, and he would congratulate her on her drawings.
Wafts of lavender came from the pouch she’d tucked down her chemise. She made it for Alexander to sweeten his sleep. Somewhere in her bag were plugs of wax she’d softened with oil of orange. Pushed into his ears, they would block the snores of the others. Humming to herself as the boat pulled away from the bank, she watched the lush green of the Chelsea riverbank slip away behind the flat-bottomed barges that plied this shallower part of the Thames.
The air smelt fresh here: the streets of Southwark would not. Bear, sewage and starvation made them reek. They were dangerous, too. The fluttering in her stomach started as she thought of walking past the men queuing outside the whorehouses. Their jeers and threats were vile. Thieves might try to rush her and the starving to beg so humbly that it would be hard to deny them a scrap. Her laden basket made her a target. Everyone would know she was a prison visitor carrying money and food.
By the time the boat moored at Southwark, her mind was made up. She’d pay for someone to act as an escort; it was not a waste of money, it was protection. She scanned the ragtag of humanity huddled near the quay. Who to choose? A lad with fair curls caught her eye. Like Alexander must have looked when he was young.
‘I’ll give you a farthing, boy, to take me to Marshalsea Prison gate and another to wait and bring me back to the harbour. Tell your friends to keep away though.’
‘Yes, missus. Go on, fuck off, lads. I’m taking her.’
‘Stay by me, boy. No, I’ll carry the basket. All right, boy, stay close by. Let’s go.’
Gripping the basket so tightly her hand throbbed, she kept the other ready lest anyone approach. Though short in stature, she walked tall. This week’s earnings jangled in a bag beneath her skirt. Enough to pay for her room at Swan Cottage and for Alexander’s board and lodging. A little extra for bribes too. Everything worked better if there were coins to cross a palm.
A few prisoners were milling about the gates of the ‘castle’, the wealthy souls able to afford the extortionate fee that allowed them to spend a day beyond the prison gates. They might meet their wives and children or visit places of work or conduct business in a tavern. Marshalsea life was not like that for Alexander. Approaching the lodge, Elizabeth tried to block out the screams coming from inside the imposing stone building.
‘Some fool must ’ave annoyed his gaoler,’ the warder said. He winked at her as he unchained the door. ‘Having ’is ’ead squeezed to get ’is thinking straight. The skullcap, know what I mean? You’ve been here a few times already, ain’t you, dear? I recognise your pretty face. Know the way now, do you?’
A narrow wall divided the prison courtyard in two; Alexander told her it was called the ‘park’ for odd blades of grass grew there and a blackbird sometimes sang from the spiked wall. Head down, she scuttled toward the main building, her eyes averted from the huddled humanity shivering in rags, shaved heads like plucked raw chicken, moaning for help. She held her breath too. But even in that short dart, the reek of those prisoners tainted her hair. Alexander would stink worse if she did not pay to keep him on the better side of the Marshalsea.
Inside the building, the shrieks of torture stuttered to a stop. A cold hand fingered her heart – had the poor victim just died? Then the blast of a trumpet threatened to blow off her bonnet. Prisoner Grano must be practising his instrument. Each week he was allowed to leave Marshalsea, chained to a guard, to perform a concert at Thirtles coffee house. He raised a few pennies against his debt. How extraordinary that even a successful composer, flautist and trumpeter like John Grano, a musician who often accompanied Mr Handel, could end up here. Perhaps he had played in the orchestra in the Haymarket Theatre the night she was there with Therese.
She peeked down the hall. That was where the wealthier inmates resided; rooms cost ten shillings a week and were occupied by one or two men. Most paid for food to be brought in to replace what Alexander called the ‘disgusting gruel’ he was served. One man related to the Royal Family lived in carpeted isolation and had his curtains drawn every morning by a butler in white gloves. It was said he’d been in Marshalsea so long that he could not cope with the outside world.
The trumpet stopped mid-note; there were raised voices from the upper floor. She crept up the stairs to be met by a horrendous sight and smell. Sewage was streaming along the corridor; some splashed over her boot. A warder towered over a kneeling man, his arm down a drain as far as his shoulder. The man was dragging out handfuls of dripping material. He dumped some on the floor.
‘In the bucket, you dunce!’ the warder screamed, kicking the man so hard he sprawled over. ‘That’s right, in the turds where you belong. Get clearing that drain again.’
It was too appalling to watch. Picking her way through lumps of excrement, she headed for Alexander’s cell. By the door stood squat Mr Peacock smoking a pipe. He reminded her of a simmering pot that might boil over any second. When he spotted her, he scowled.
‘Sandford, wake up,’ he barked into the cell. ‘You got to get out. Mr Blackwell has a visitor.’
Elizabeth said: ‘I’m sorry to inconvenience you, Mr Peacock. Thank you so much. And nowhere more pleasant for you to wait, oh dear. I won’t be too long.’
She closed the cell door. Alexander was sitting on the bed propped against the wall, his eyes closed. He looked more frightening than last week for his face was pimpled with inflamed bites. She embraced his stiff body.
Fussing around the cell, exchanging soiled clothes for clean in the box kept under the bed, she chatted about this and that. The trick was to fill the silence that was growing between them.
‘I’ve had a letter from Christian this week, Alexander. She’s started teaching a little girl who’s come to live with the family. She’s called Harriet.’
Alexander didn’t respond.
‘Rory has a terrible cold and had to spend two days in bed.’
No reaction.
‘I’ve brought some food.’
Alexander slowly opened bloodshot eyes. He seemed bemused to see her there.
‘Hello, my darling. I’ve some meat from Mr Watt, my landlord, and some wine. He sends his regards, Alexander.’
He snatched the glass she held out and downed the contents in one gulp. He waved his glass for more.
‘Will you have something to eat?’
He grabbed the food she offered and crammed it into his mouth with grimy fingers. All the time he glowered, chewing with his mouth open like a recalcitrant child.
She tried not to despair. His face had changed since entering Marshalsea – why was she surprised? Incarceration would be traumatic for any man but for her husband, a lover of freedom, it was gradually extinguishing something fundamental in him. It felt as though he was in retreat from her, from life – from everything.
For the first few weeks of prison, his moods were volatile, but he remained the man she knew and loved. Sometimes he was elated; would endlessly assure her that the proceeds from the sale of Blackwells would soon have him heading back to Town for a drink with George. Pumping her arms up and down with excitement, he expounded what his next business idea was going to be. Other times he was angry or despondent. But always her darling husband.
As the weeks passed, however, his face dimmed like an actor missing his stage. One day he hissed in her ear so loudly it was painful that unscrupulous lawyers must have stolen his money. Why had she not stopped them? Then last week he berated her for being in cahoots with the lawyers. He said she was cheating him. That accusation stung. Biting back words of anger, she had cried all the way home.
Today it was hard to judge his mood. She casually laid two drawings on the bed, the herbs bear’s breech and agnus-castus, then busied herself unwrapping some cake.
‘This is a fine drawing, Lizzie.’
Her ears pricked. He only used this form of her name when he was in a light mood. Her fingers longed to reach for his.
He continued: ‘I sometimes saw market traders selling hellebore instead of bear’s breech to people who didn’t know the difference. Naughty, eh? I’d lock ’em up, wouldn’t you? Bring them here, that’d show ’em.’ He threw back his head and roared with laughter. She joined in, her heart swelling with hope.
‘Dearest, is what I’ve written on the drawing… is it accurate, would you say?’
Cake crumbs spewed all over her artwork as he read and chewed. ‘Yes, you’ve said enemas and baths of the leaves can be used to treat stones in the kidney.’
‘Good. And the other illustration; are the plant’s parts clearly drawn?’
He winked at her. ‘They’ll do. There’s a common name for it, “the chaste tree” that’s sometimes used for agnus-castus. There’s a story behind that name, can’t for the life of me remember it. You could add that.’
‘Yes, I’ll do that,’ she said eagerly.
A flash of the sweet man she loved; he was in there. Delving into the basket so he would not see her tears of happiness, she found the pouch she’d made him.
‘For you, my darling, to wear at night. It’s filled with lavender and will help you sleep. Look, these are ties to hold it in place round your head.’
He began to stroke her thigh. ‘I’m happy to see you, Lizzie. If only we could be alone together for long enough, eh? Are you hogging that cake, wife? Give me more!’
It was warm in the beam of his smile and the circle of his arms.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

LATER THAT DAY
A hundred years ago, apothecaries had settled on the south-facing bank of the Thames where the air was warm and the soil moist. Now botanists, herbalists, healers, apothecaries and physicians came from all over the world to study the medical and herbal plants growing on those four balmy acres in Chelsea.
Elizabeth watched her fellow passengers disembark for the Physic Garden, their easy chatter in anticipation of an afternoon spent walking the walled garden and glasshouses. Perhaps they were imagining the gratitude they would receive from Philip Miller, the head gardener, when they donated a rare seed sample to the Index Seminum, how they would incline a head to acknowledge his gratitude, insisting the gift was made in the name of science. Or perhaps they had come to debate Linnaeus’s proposed system of taxonomy.
Those happy souls left the waterside in amiable groups of two and three, trailed by their servants loaded down with equipment. Notebooks and eyeglasses and specimen pots and references and paints, all the things required for a gentleman pursuing his botanical interests. The murmur of voices fell away as they disappeared behind the trees.
The contrast was acute. Her husband languished in a squalid, stinking gaol; his life slammed to a halt by a judge’s gavel. The thought still made her retch like a fist slammed in her belly. Alexander belonged with those men of learning; he was like them, one of them, an enquirer, born to learn and discover and thrive, not wither away in a cell.
And she could still feel on her thigh where only hours ago his fingers had lingered. She loved him so much. How was she going to earn enough to keep them both?
A family of ducks swam towards her looking hopeful and a rat scuttled across the jetty. A fat bee buzzed round her head. The world was indifferent, vicious. But today she took comfort from nature, seeing it roll on regardless. She and Alexander were strong and resilient. Lugging her basket off the boat – it was heavy with reeking soiled linen – she struggled up the gangway towards Swan Cottage.
‘Mrs Blackwell, you’re back!’ Mrs Treadwell, Mr Watt’s housekeeper, called from the front door. Her hands fluttered wildly. ‘I didn’t know what to do for the best, what with Mr Watt wheezing and as clammy as my cloth. I called for the doctor. He’s bleeding poor Mr Watt as we speak.’
‘Nathaniel needs a doctor?’ Elizabeth felt her world tilt. Although she had only known Nathaniel for a short time, she already felt connected to him. Loneliness was a bitter feeling they shared and understood. His wife Mercy died more than a year ago, and each day Alexander was not beside her cut more deeply.
‘Mrs Treadwell did the right thing to call him.’ A man of about Elizabeth’s age appeared beside the housekeeper. He walked towards Elizabeth. ‘Good day, I’m Tobias Watt, Nathaniel’s nephew. Let me take that,’ and he picked up the basket as though it was empty. ‘I’ve only just arrived here myself. I understand from Mrs Treadwell that you are the new tenant.’
‘Elizabeth Blackwell, pleased to meet you. Poor Nathaniel. I saw him this morning and he did seem breathless but… Is there anything I can do?’
‘That’s kind, nothing at present. The doctor is with him. But I will tell you when I find out more.’
‘I would appreciate that. Please, leave the basket out the back, I’ll deal with it later. I’ll be in my room.’
She shut the bedroom door, fighting back tears.
Though separated in age by almost thirty years, she and Nathaniel shared an understanding that went beyond loneliness. Both their lives had been changed by love. A ship’s captain in the British West Indies, ten years ago Nathaniel had bought a house in Antigua and employed a local woman, Mercy, as his housekeeper. He fell in love with her and finally persuaded her to marry. It was through Mercy that Nathaniel learned about the bitter trade of sugar. He gave up captaining ships whose cargo included men in chains. The couple moved to London where he found others outraged by the human misery behind sweetened cups of tea. Mercy created a garden to remind her of home, and they were happy. But a year ago, a feverish illness no doctor could cure infected Mercy and she died.
Fearful Nathaniel would judge her harshly for the decisions she had made, Elizabeth revealed her own story piecemeal. Her tale of eloping with Alexander made Nathaniel beam: love set people on fire, he winked. Another time, when she told him they had left Edinburgh and headed for London without plans or connections, he said only that the world needed more fearless people like them. Then one night, when she was fixing porridge for her supper, too exhausted to cook anything else, she admitted that they bought the print-shop business despite knowing little about the trade. She watched his face closely when she told him it had flouted Guild laws to do so. She waited for his condemnation. But if Nathaniel thought them foolhardy or considered them naive to have imagined Alexander could beat a lawyer at his own game, Nathaniel did not say it.
Now her dear kind friend was ailing. Catastrophic thoughts made her fret. Nathaniel would become very unwell. He would die. She would have to leave Swan Cottage. She would be unable to pay for Alexander’s keep. He would be sent to the pauper’s side of Marshalsea. She would end up on the street…
Lying on the dressing table was the half-completed engraving of a dandelion. Mr Compton the printer was expecting four finished engravings early tomorrow morning. She had agreed to deliver them to his shop off Cheyne Walk. What was she doing, worrying about the future? Only three were complete. Perching on the bed, she picked up the burin, made herself focus.
With the tool in one hand, she manipulated the copper plate with the other to create a natural flowing line that sliced through the metal. Gradually the image of the root appeared next to the hairy ‘clock head’ of the dandelion she’d started yesterday. Intense pressure was necessary and the blisters on her finger pads began to seep. But she had to keep going. Thankfully tomorrow was set aside for painting. Mr Compton would have ready twenty prints for her to collect: all needed painting in watercolour. Five students from the Physic Garden wanted to buy copies from her, money she needed for rent.
Several hours passed. There was a knock at her door. For a moment, she did not recognise the man standing there. ‘The doctor has just left,’ he said.
‘Yes, of course… Tobias. Thank you for coming to tell me.’
A stab of guilt; she’d not thought about Nathaniel while she’d worked. ‘How is he doing now? I will sit by his bed tonight.’
‘There’s no need. Mrs Treadwell left some linen. I will make up a couch in his room and stay the night.’
‘You are very close to your uncle.’
‘Nathaniel is like a father to me. I love him dearly. As you will find out, he is a remarkable man.’
‘I know it already myself. Please send him my best. If you are quite sure, then I will bid you goodnight.’
She was about to close the door when he said, ‘Mrs Treadwell told me that you were going to have supper tonight with Uncle. She’s made the food. If you’ve not eaten already, will you join me?’
‘I wouldn’t want to impose…’
‘Not at all. I would prefer not to eat alone. As you can imagine.’
‘Then thank you, I will.’
She regretted it immediately, supper with a stranger. She was too unsettled by everything that had happened that day. She wouldn’t stay for long.
The sun was setting as they carried their plates outside. Stumpy trees with leaves like cockerel’s crests formed a glade around where they sat, flowering creepers and vines a tangled roof. Before them plants in every shade of green: emerald, olive, jade and viridian. Hot jolts of red-and-orange canna lilies stood proud as pokers beside the gentle arching necks of agapanthus. Pencil-sharp foliage and clumps of feathery fronds were edged by coral, pink and mauve blossom.
Tobias lit candles. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it? My aunt’s magical creation. She said it reminded her of home. Please start. I’m sure you’re hungry.’
‘I am. I’ve not eaten yet today.’
‘Mrs Treadwell tells me you are an artist,’ he said.
‘I wouldn’t call myself that. I make my living from drawing – or I try to.’
‘Your work sells in the Physic Garden?’
‘To some of the apothecary students. Visitors have bought prints, too, I am glad to say.’
‘They are fine drawings. I’ve seen one by Uncle’s bed.’
‘Nathaniel is very kind. And what is your work, Tobias?’
‘A business in Fulham, a workshop where tapestries are made and another that makes glass for lighting. I think you’re new to London, Mrs Blackwell. How are you finding it? Mr Walpole keeps things on a steady keel.’
It was hard to know how to answer. Would Nathaniel have told him about Alexander? ‘I am starting to find my way. The Prime Minister looks out for those like him, I think.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘London is a difficult place if one does not have connections or know the right people. As for being a woman, some men seem to regard it unseemly for one with an education to work. Drawing perhaps, but selling, that is more frowned upon. Men seem to think it is only their sex who need money.’
‘I see. Is it not hard for any person who seems or looks different?’
It seemed he was hinting at something, but she was too tired to pursue it further. ‘Yes, perhaps you are right.’
‘How do you find Chelsea?’
‘I like it. Your uncle had made me so welcome. I could not ask for more. It is quiet and I am fortunate to be near the Garden. But please excuse me, I must be up early tomorrow. Thank you for the food. I hope Nathaniel has a restful night. Please call me if I can be of any assistance.’
   
A month later, she met Therese by the entrance to the Physic Garden.
‘You’re looking thin and tired, Elizabeth,’ Therese said, kissing her.
‘I can always count on you to be frank. At least you are looking well.’
‘Do you like my new hat? So, this is where you live now? Chelsea is rather dull, don’t you find?’
‘No, it suits me. It’s peaceful and I can take a boat to see Alexander. My landlord is a good man too. That’s him over there.’
Nathaniel was at the door of Swan Cottage. He held a walking stick, and his hand was trembling, not something she had noticed before. Tobias appeared.
‘Ah, who is the younger gentleman? He’s rather handsome,’ Therese said.
‘That’s Tobias, my landlord’s nephew. Poor Nathaniel has been very unwell recently, he’s slowly getting better. Tobias is staying until he recovers.’
‘At least you’ve a charming companion about the place.’
The women went into the Garden. It always felt to Elizabeth that she had entered a different world once she stepped through the gate; a place where time moved to another rhythm. Plants grew and thrived, blossomed and died in a natural cycle: one was simply a witness. The tight fist that gripped her insides let go. Her eye wandered and that determined her meanderings within its ivy-clad walls. What pleasure to notice a gap between one tree and another, a glint of daylight or dappled shade and then to explore.
But today she had a plan. She led Therese to a favourite border where banks of trumpet lilies grew, their pure-white petals open like the twirling skirts of dancers, cinched at their waists by golden lines of pollen. The women stood for a moment inhaling the flowers’ fragrance.
‘White flowers have a special place in my heart,’ Elizabeth said, ‘especially white foxgloves that we would always cut for my mother. We used to call them speckled fairy hats. The apothecaries here make a drug from the dried leaves of foxgloves to treat patients with sick and failing hearts.’
Therese wrinkled her nose. ‘I prefer to think of them in a vase.’
The garden was busy. Groups of students and their teacher were inspecting plants. One recognised Elizabeth and nodded.
‘I wonder if Sir Hans is here,’ Therese said. ‘I mentioned I was visiting you when we met at a party a few days ago. He’s terribly proud of the Garden, you know, purchasing the land for the Society and saving it for the apothecaries when they were short of money. They’re going to put up a statue of him. He’ll love that.’
‘Sir Hans was kind enough to recommend me to the head gardener, Mr Miller.’ Elizabeth indicated a man standing by four tall trees. ‘He’s been such a help. Miller told me those trees were planted forty years ago and will grow even taller. And this,’ she said excitedly, pointing at a gangly sapling with leaves like split fans, ‘is Ginkgo biloba. It’s come all the way from China. The seeds are used to treat low mood and eye disease. Mr Miller asked me to make an engraving of it. Two prints sold last week.’
‘That’s very good. I didn’t want to raise the awkward subject. But as you’ve mentioned it… Are you making money?’
‘Enough to keep Alexander in prison and me in my little room.’ Elizabeth hoped she sounded more positive than she felt.
‘Sir Hans is certainly impressed with you. He says the students find your drawings helpful.’
‘I do hope so. I want to help them, of course, and make enough money to keep us going. I’m determined to pay off his debts, too, if I can.’
‘Does the dear boy owe a great deal?’
‘A hideous amount. He took out loans I wasn’t aware of when the shop was vandalised so he could buy new stock and replace equipment. Then there are the court fines to pay.’
‘Oh God, it’s frightening. What about selling the business? Won’t that bring in some cash?’
‘Blackwells has got a buyer, I heard a few weeks ago from the lawyer. But I’m advised we won’t see a penny from the sale. All the money will be needed to pay off debts. There are so many to settle.’
‘Did you ever find out who vandalised the shop or who wrote that letter?’
‘Never. We suspect people but… I wrote to George to see if he could ask about. He has drinking partners with all sorts of contacts, Alexander used to tell me. But George hasn’t been in touch. The whiff of prison scares people away. We’ll probably never know.’
Therese took Elizabeth’s hand. ‘I think you’re marvellous. You’re doing everything you can. It’s so terrible to think of Alexander locked up. How is he?’
‘Up and down. A few weeks ago, he was in agony with a tooth abscess. I paid for a tooth puller – there was pus everywhere – and sent him some treatments. His mouth healed. You know, prison is a wicked punishment for any man. But for one like Alexander, it’s crushing.’ She stood up. ‘The best I can do is keep him on the better side of the gaol. So, I must get back to work. It’s been so good to see you, dear friend.’
She pressed a coin into Therese’s palm. ‘Just a token toward the money you loaned me. I will pay it all back one day. Just give me time…’





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

AUGUST 1732
It was not something he’d admit to anyone else; he denied it to himself most of the time. Only after a heavy night’s drinking did the buried memories of Coldbath Fields surface in troubled dreams. George would wake maudlin and sweaty. His father, an émigré and silk weaver from France, was ruined along with many others when the South Sea bubble burst. Having invested what little money they had, the family were bankrupted. They spent five bitter years behind the prison bars of Coldbath Fields.
George vowed never again would he enter a debtor’s prison. He was a man of his word. Therefore, he could not visit Alexander in the Marshalsea.
But he was steadfast too, and loyal to the core. He would not desert his meilleur ami.
So as soon as he heard of Alexander’s conviction, he hurried to the holding cells behind the Westminster courtroom the same evening. With legs trembling so strongly he might be thought infirm, he bribed the guard to give a pouch to his dear friend. A cravat was the only thing George had been able to find quickly; who knew, it might come in useful?
The next day he took his buddy, Baggins the lawyer out for drinks and dinner in exchange for advice. But despite Baggins’ best endeavours – he was known as ‘the ferret’ – no legal challenges could be found to overturn Alexander’s conviction. Alexander must remain banged up until his debts were paid off.
A few days later, George took the only other course of action left open to him. After a stiffening glass or three, he hired a carriage to whisk him over London Bridge. Past gin distilleries and herds of pigs fattening off the grain waste. Timber yards where huge trees from Norway were fashioned into planks to meet the demands of the capital’s building boom. Furnaces where men sweated to make pig iron and huge windmills ground the wheat for Londoners’ bread. His nose wrinkled. South of the river was a foreign land. George preferred the alleys of Town.
Next to him was a bag of presents for Alexander. Every man felt better in a new shirt, so George had bought one in fine linen. Lemon-scented pomade, a hair ribbon, a bag of cinnamon rolls and a book written by a man Alexander had proclaimed was the saviour of British agriculture, one Mr Jethro Tull. Something about seed drills and soil and other mind-numbing topics…
Up ahead, Marshalsea Prison loomed. George closed the curtain so no one would see inside the carriage and wiped a sweaty digit across the book’s title. He hoped Horse-hoeing Husbandry was more compelling than it sounded. His friend had the most unlikely tastes. Reading about such matters might while away a few hours…
The carriage stopped. So did George’s heart. Peeking through a crack in the curtain, he stifled a gasp. Even a glimpse of Marshalsea frightened him. Calling to the driver, he offered him extra money if he’d take the bag over to the Keeper.
   
Elizabeth’s hands were strong now. She could spend the day at her desk digging and cutting, scratching and scraping plates of copper and produce the languorous curves of the damask rose, the funnel shape of the foxglove flower and the winding fronds of honeysuckle. If the weather was fine and she was painting, she might take her brushes to a spot under the trees in the Physic Garden. Being there made her eyes shine. It showed in her work, the sunny faces of cucumber flowers and the blush of the pomegranate.
Some evenings she worked in her bedroom until it was dark. On warm nights, through the open window she might hear laughter from the garden where Nathaniel was chatting with friends. Sometimes it was the murmur of debate. For Nathaniel was writing his pamphlet against the sugar trade. Friends were helping him to articulate the moral and financial case against it.
One night he invited her for supper: ‘Otherwise you won’t eat, my dear. You don’t look after yourself. You’re always so busy with your herbs.’
He was buoyed up. A politician had agreed to meet him the next day to talk about sugar. Nathaniel said he felt at last that he was making headway into the corridors of power.
‘But Uncle, bear in mind the man’s reputation. He is said to be unreliable.’ Though Tobias was living in Fulham again, he was often at Swan Cottage in the evenings to ‘keep an eye on Uncle’.
‘I won’t get my hopes up. I’m keeping busy in other ways. Yesterday Elizabeth took me to the Garden, Tobias. She despatched me to find a plant she needs to draw while she sorted out some business with the school.’
‘It was very helpful of you, Nathaniel. I had to see Mr Miller. Some apothecary students wanted prints.’
‘How’s that going now? It sounds as though you are doing well,’ Tobias said.
‘I am sometimes…’
Nathaniel said, ‘Is something wrong, Elizabeth? You seem quiet today.’
‘A little worried, that’s all. Mr Miller told me that the apothecary students have gone on a herborising expedition. Part of their education. They go up the river and camp, explore the land, collect specimens.’
‘So they won’t be here buying your drawings?’
‘Not for a while. I’ll have to find other ways to sell my work. But for now, thank you for supper, Nathaniel. I must get to bed.’
Tomorrow the Marshalsea Keeper was expecting the money for Alexander’s room and board. If she could give him three shillings, Alexander could stay where he was. If she could not, he would have to be moved – no, he would be dragged, screaming and fighting – to the commoners’ side. Once when she had gingerly hinted that he might possibly, from time to time, have to live on the commoners’ side, he had fallen to his knees and clasped hers. ‘Never make me go there, Elizabeth, never…’ he sobbed.
But what could she do? She only had what she earned from drawing. There was no other source of money. No cash from the sale of Blackwells. Some creditors had been paid off but the line of those still owed money was long. Alexander had not written to his parents: he was too humiliated to admit what had befallen him. Christian had given Elizabeth what little she could spare. Therese had loaned her a bit and George had helped them, too.
The thought that Alexander must leave his stinking cell for somewhere more squalid kept her wide-eyed all night. When sleep finally slithered through her veins, she slept poorly. In the morning she was bleary, her mouth ashy. Fumbling to tie her skirt tapes, she knocked over the coin pot. What little it contained went flying under the bed. Scrambling for the precious coins, she whacked her head on the frame.
There was a knock at her door.
‘Good day, Tobias.’ His face looked soft; hers was stiff with apprehension.
‘Good morning. I’m just taking Nathaniel to Don Saltero’s. He’s meeting that politician – if the cad decides to come. I just wondered; do you have any prints I could take with me?’
Her smile was rueful. ‘Of my herbs? I have a lot here.’
‘I think Don would like your work, perhaps be interested in selling prints. But I’ve interrupted you – I can see you’re getting ready to go out. Another time, perhaps.’ Tobias backed away.
‘No, no, please. I’ve copies of every herb I’ve drawn.’
‘Let me take some with me. Say twenty prints of different herbs. A selection. How much do they sell for? It might be easier if I gave you the money now.’
She gathered the prints together. Her prayers had been answered. The money would pay for Alexander’s bills plus leave a little extra.
‘And this letter came for you.’
‘Oh, Tobias, the money is a godsend. I have a few bills to settle today and… Wait, please. I can pay you for the postage. This looks like a letter from George Simonet.’
   
Alexander was wearing a shirt Elizabeth didn’t recognise and his hair, though greasy, was tied back with a ribbon she’d not seen before.
‘Both are presents from dear George,’ he said with a bow. ‘How do I look?’
‘Very well, my darling. How kind of George. I’ve got good news too. I’ve sold well this week so we’re flush. I bought an extra bucket so you can have a strip-down wash.’
Water was as expensive as silk. It was a joy to watch Alexander sluice his skinny frame.
‘I had a letter from George this morning. A portrait he was commissioned to paint will be unveiled at the opening of a new hospital at Hyde Park Corner. He’s invited me to go.’
‘Dear George, the man’s a fine painter.’
‘And a good friend. I don’t know whether to accept or not.’
‘But you must, Lizzie. Though I’ll be desperately jealous. Imagine going to a party.’ Emptying the last drops of water over his head, he waggled the bucket triumphantly. ‘Perhaps Therese will go with you?’
His scalp glistened. When was it his hair started thinning? ‘I don’t know, I’ll think about it.’
It was like a shadow crossed the sun. ‘But what is there to think about? Why wouldn’t you go?’
She shook her head.
‘But why?’ His voice was dark now. ‘It’s not shame that stops you, is it, Elizabeth? Embarrassed to admit that you’re my wife? That you’re married to a debtor?’ He had her arm and was squeezing it so hard, she winced.
‘No, not at all. I’m just not sure I want to go.’
‘What do you mean, you’re not sure? Sure about what?’ Hurt poisoned every syllable.
Prisoners in the corridor must have heard raised voices. No one’s business remained their own for long in the Marshalsea. Men began to collect in the doorway, faces expectant, like they were taking seats at a fight.
What could she say, how could she explain that any humiliation she felt was hers? Wasn’t everything that had happened her fault? If she had stopped Alexander pursuing his fantasy – buying the print shop – then he would not have ended up here behind bars.
But there was no chance to explain. He was moving towards her, his face blotched with rage. ‘You don’t want to go because you feel disgraced, ashamed of me. Isn’t that the truth?’
Scuttling backwards, she lost her footing on the wet floor. Landing on the bed, her head cracked against the wall. Their audience began to chant: ‘Hit the silly bitch. Show her who’s in charge.’
This seemed to inflame him further. Grabbing the bucket, he flung it at the sea of faces in the doorway. Someone deflected it with his arm; the bucket barrelled into her instead. A roar of approval.
‘How dare you insult my wife!’ Alexander cried, squaring up for a fight though he was obviously outnumbered. The mob jeered back.
The noise was thunderous. Suddenly the crowd parted and through it came a guard roaring, ‘What’s all this rumpus?’
The man was close enough she could smell his fetid breath. ‘All right, Blackwell, it’s off for a night in the pit for you. Madam, is it you causing trouble? It’s always the women. Get out of here – go on, piss off.’
Taunts reverberated as she squirmed through the press of prisoners and ran for the stairs. There she paused, relieved to have escaped but panicking about Alexander. Where were they going to take him? What was ‘the pit’? A gaoler saw her, gesticulated for her to keep moving. Out in the street, she realised she’d left her basket in the cell, her prints, too, but searching quickly was relieved to find her purse was in her pocket. There was a tap on her arm.
‘Leave me alone,’ she hissed.
‘Everything all right, miss?’
It was the boy she had hired that morning who had waited as instructed. He looked bewildered. ‘It’s you, all right. Just wait a minute.’
How dare Alexander treat her like that? Critical and suspicious, so little thought for what life was like for her. Resentment propelled her towards the harbour, the boy had to run to keep up. She was doing her best to help Alexander. She was trying to look after him. It felt so unfair.
On the boat going to Chelsea, she had to inch past another passenger to find a seat. A man touched her bottom. Her sharp elbow jab found his jaw. His grunt of pain was oddly satisfying.
   
A second guard appeared in the cell. Despite Alexander’s protestations, they chained his arms behind his back and, one on each side, propelled him along the corridor at such a speed that his feet trailed behind him like a tail. When they did let him go, halfway down the stairs, he went into free fall. Landing face down on the flagstone floor, his nose and cheek crumpled.
The guards dragged him into the courtyard to shouts of glee from the prisoners on the commoners’ side, glad to see another’s suffering. Round the side of the building, they stopped by a low door. Unlocking the chain around his limbs, they thrust him headlong through the door into the dark space beyond.
‘You could paddle in a pigpen and come up smelling sweet,’ his older brother Alasdair said to him once, and not in a kind way. Life was tough for Alasdair, that’s the way it was. Two years older than Alexander, Alasdair had followed their father into academia. But his achievements were always hard won, and he was lonely. His lack of confidence made him aloof. People didn’t warm to him.
By contrast, everything Alexander ever wanted or desired or dreamed of simply floated into his life. Opportunities, success, accolades and friends were delights always expected and assumed; they had always been on offer and always would be. He was witty and engaging. When he didn’t like something or want it anymore, he abandoned it. Without reflection or angst, he moved on. There was always something that gleamed a little brighter.
Alexander sat up and touched his nose. It was squashed and something wet, presumably blood, oozed from a nostril. He peered into the gloom; his eyes not yet accustomed to the dark. Listened but could hear nothing. The quarrel with Elizabeth came to mind. Was she ashamed of him? Anger welled up but almost as quickly dwindled to indifference. He’d win her round again soon enough. His tongue wiggled a loosened tooth.
Then he noticed it, the shape of something on the floor only feet away. A cry of horror split his lip again. A man was staring at him. Alexander crabbed backwards, slamming into the wall.
   
By morning, he could faintly make out the corpse’s sunken cheeks and his body bruised the colour of plums. The man must have died here. From a beating, starvation, dehydration; who knew? But alone.
The cadaver did not bother him unduly. It brought back memories of Leiden where he had studied. Watching Professor Boerhaave dissect a body with the flourish for which he was renowned. Seeing him deftly peel back the skin, revealing the secrets of fat and sinew and muscle. The mechanics of life were fascinating. It was breathing, complaining sick people who drove Alexander from medicine.
Seeing the dead man gave him the most marvellous idea.
When the guards opened the pit expecting to drag out a gibbering wreck, a man half-crazed after spending the night with a dead one, they found a cheerful prisoner Blackwell. His nose headed sideways, and his lips were misshapen but there was a smile on them. Even parading him about the courtyard to the taunts of common prisoners did not appear to bother him. Blackwell was certainly one of the oddest prisoners they’d ever known.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

‘But where do you sleep?’ Christian said.
Paintings covered every available surface in the room: the chest of drawers, table, chair, windowsill – and the bed.
‘The prints need somewhere flat to dry. They should be ready tonight, I’ll move them. Then I’ll box them up in the morning to send off.’
‘Your engravings are starting to sell?’
‘I’m pinching myself. But yes, they are. Come with me. My landlord said we could use the sitting room.’
It was the first time Christian had visited Elizabeth in Swan Cottage. She followed her sister into the room. Padded chairs and a sofa were set by the fireside, lamps on side tables, an untidy bookshelf. But there were objects in it that made her look twice. The painting above the fire. Vibrant splashes of colour depicted black-skinned shoppers in a market, the stalls spilling with luscious fruit. On another wall, a collage suggested a woman with a baby on her back by some water. But it was the knee-high wooden statue that most intrigued her. A bearded man, the grain of his shiny rounded abdomen, his cheeks and forehead etched with white markings.
‘That statue is disturbing. I feel that he is watching me.’
‘I felt that too, when I first saw him,’ Elizabeth said. ‘But now he is my friend. He knows me, somehow, and gives me courage. Nathaniel’s wife brought him from Antigua where she was born. She liked to collect the things that the people made and have them here to remind her of home.
‘Look out the window. Mercy, that was her name, created the garden. She brought plants from the West Indies, planted and cared for them. Bushes and flowers I’ve never seen before. She gave some to the Physic Garden. I’ll take you there one day.’
‘If your landlord is rich, why does he have a tenant?’
Elizabeth shrugged. ‘I’m not sure he is rich. Perhaps he gets lonely. I think that’s it. Mercy died more than a year ago.’
Christian watched her sister riddle the fire. So different to the last time they were together. It was the day after Alexander’s court case, and Christian had gone to help Elizabeth pack up their personal belongings before the Blackwells shop was repossessed. On reflection, perhaps she should not have been so candid when Elizabeth’s life was crumbling. But Christian believed in speaking the truth. Her brother-in-law’s crass stupidity had ruined Elizabeth’s life.
That’s what she said. Never had she seen Elizabeth so infuriated. Drawing herself up to her full height, all of five feet, she had shouted, ‘How dare you insult my husband. We opened this business together. If you don’t understand that, you understand nothing. Get out of here.’
Like a banshee, she had chased Christian from the shop.
‘You’re a fool and I pity you!’ Christian screamed as the door slammed behind her.
Since then, the only contact between them had been Christian’s note proposing this visit. She was pleased with herself for seeking to make amends. Did the statue wink at her when this thought went through her head?
‘I’ve brought a letter from Mother,’ she said.
Elizabeth sniffed. ‘I suspect you wrote and told her about Alexander’s mishap. And I bet you weren’t at all kind. I know you don’t like him.’
Christian ignored the comment. ‘I didn’t tell Mother about Alexander being in… that place. But I think she’s found out another way. For she also sent us all something for the cold weather.’
That broke the ice. They started to giggle.
‘Stockings. Rolled so tightly, I could barely open them.’
The thought of their mother making stockings into tight sausage shapes was funny. Christian’s chuckle was infectious; Elizabeth couldn’t stop herself joining in. Suddenly, they were hooting with laughter. If they looked at each other, it set them off again.
When they calmed down, Christian said, ‘I’m sorry I said those things about Alexander.’
The statue seemed to be listening.
She searched for the right words. ‘I don’t think you’re a fool, of course I don’t. I admire you, Elizabeth, and believe in what you are doing. Never doubt that. It’s only that it seems to me sometimes Alexander flips your life upside down. I wonder sometimes… if you’re married to a man who is trustworthy.’
Elizabeth’s mouth stiffened. Christian knew the expression from childhood; her sister could be as immovable as a mountain.
‘I am doing what I must. I will not shirk from the vows I made, Christian.’
A clock chimed.
‘So how are Rupert and Rory? Is Arrow still your favourite?’
‘The boys are fine, and the dog is much better behaved than either of them. I think I told you about Harriet. I’m teaching her, also though, I must be very careful. Mrs Steele doesn’t want the girl schooled. She does not believe in education for girls, silly woman. If she finds out what I’m doing, I’ll probably be sacked. But there’s much more exciting news.’
‘Let me guess. It’s about Sorcha – you’re beaming.’
‘Yes. She’s coming back to London. Her parents return from their travels in the new year, and she’ll join them. We will see each other again. I simply can’t wait.’
Elizabeth clapped her hands. ‘That’s wonderful. I’m happy for you.’
‘They’ll be trying to marry her off, that’s what she’s dreading.’
‘It’s what parents seem to feel is their duty. I can’t wait to meet Sorcha.’
Not long afterwards, Christian left for Mayfair. At the end of Swan Walk, she had disappeared into the night.
Elizabeth was relieved they made up. It was like walking barefoot on gravel when she and Christian weren’t close. But something Christian said still rattled round Elizabeth’s head like loose pins. That she looked ‘so bonny’.
A woman with a husband in prison should not look well. But it was the way she felt.
When Alexander was marched from court, it was terrifying to be homeless, penniless, husbandless. Her future had been impossible to imagine – how was she to survive? The street beckoned. But now, only months later – and this was what she’d not found the courage to admit before – she felt so different. Exhilarated. For she was accomplishing more than she had ever imagined possible. She was good at engraving; she was good at painting in watercolour, and she was good at selling. She created things that people wanted to buy; people said they liked her work. It made her satisfied – no, elated – to know that she, Elizabeth Blackwell, was taking control.
Part of this was disquieting too. There was the awful realisation that none of it would have happened if Alexander had not been sent to prison. While he was incarcerated, she was liberated. While he was confined, she blossomed. His world was grey and pinched, hers was full of colour and expanse. It was the cruellest twist of fate.
Taking the tray into the kitchen, she washed the cups. She checked to see if the prints were dry enough to pack. Plumped the cushions, flicked dust off a table and paced about Nathaniel’s sitting room, wondering where he was, then remembered he was spending the night away.
Fresh air would help her settle. Pulling on a coat, she went into the garden. Spiky leaves were silhouetted against fast-moving clouds; the moon blinked. She ducked under a trellis. A trailing strand stroked her cheek. Then she noticed behind the clump of bamboo, a faint moving light. She’d seen something similar a few times before from her bedroom window. Was it a trick of the moon, a beam bouncing off a shiny stone in a border?
Walking down the path, she heard the rustle of an animal in the fallen leaves and the cry of a startled bird. She ignored the voice in her head which counselled caution – it might be an intruder. The bamboo grass partly shielded the summerhouse and through it she saw again moving light. Creeping up to the door, she peered inside and saw someone crouching on the floor, reaching under the day bed as though searching for something.
The person moved the lamp. Her heart skipped with pleasure.
Horrified, she ran back to the cottage and shut her bedroom door.
A few minutes later there was a knock.
‘Hallo, Elizabeth. I don’t think you heard me come in earlier. You were laughing so much; I didn’t want to disturb you. Nathaniel told me you wanted to dry your artwork in the summerhouse if room could be made. I came to clear some space.’
‘Oh, Tobias, it’s you. There was no need for you to do that, you know. I could have done it myself.’ She spoke as stiffly as she could muster, resenting the flush on her cheeks. ‘But thank you. I must get back to work now.’
Closing the door, she waited for her pulse to settle.
   
‘You’re leaving the Marshalsea today? That’s out of the blue.’
‘Would these be useful?’ Daniel held up his bowl and cup.
Alexander considered the offer. ‘I’ll add them to my paltry collection of equipment, such as it is. How is it that your debts have been settled so quickly? Not all down to your nimble needle, surely?’
‘You know I work for a tailor in Pall Mall, finishing seams and buttonholes, part of my apprenticeship. But I’ve not told you about my one very important private client. Not strictly allowed by the Guild. But I give him a good deal and I make proper money from it.
‘Unless he doesn’t pay me, of course. My client is a little… shall we say, flighty with money, despite having lots of it. He didn’t settle in time and when I couldn’t find him, my bills went unpaid. The second time he’s let me down, the scoundrel. But with the cold weather coming, I knew he’d come looking for me. His shape, his figure; no one can cut for him like me. When he found out where I was, he paid off my debts immediately.’
‘You’re sanguine about the man, Daniel. I don’t know how you can do it. His flightiness, as you so generously put it, ends up with you in here. If I ever get out of here, I’ll never…’
‘Now, now, Alex, when you get out. You see, I have a business proposition I want to discuss with my client. I do not want to scare him off with bad temper. Anyway, Elizabeth told you her drawings are selling.’
‘So she says. I haven’t noticed my standard of living improving. She thinks she’s going to make enough by drawing herbs to pay off our debts. She’s deluded.’
‘No bitterness, please, Alex. She may. Your wife sounds like a determined woman. And meanwhile, the money you’re making as a physician keeps life comfortable. Now you have an idea to write a book.’
‘Writing would be a pleasure. Dealing with people’s nasty illnesses and horrid bodies, as I do in here – urgh, I detest it. Why do you think I left Leiden before qualifying? No, needs must. I am making cash. You will stay in touch, Daniel, won’t you?’
‘I doubt it. I’ll be working my little fingers to the bone. But when you’re free – which you will be – come and find me. Dudley’s on Pall Mall, he’ll know where I am. I may have started my own shop by then, you never know.’
That afternoon most prisoners were locked up. Only those with the cash for bribes were moving about. Alexander did his rounds. With no infirmary at the prison, a man with a year’s study at Leiden was within his rights to call himself Doctor Blackwell. Even though it meant bathing men’s ulcers and pressing his ear to prisoners’ phlegmy chests, the rattle of coins in his pocket was compensation. Keeper Alton had asked for Alexander’s medical opinion. He had to massage the Keeper’s oedematous shins and bind them tightly, prescribe digitalis and daily walks; the man was very fat. Alexander waived the charge. To his relief, his treatment was proving effective. Good to keep the Keeper on his side.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

1733 – 1734
Elizabeth barely noticed the weather; she was so busy. On cool spring days and warmer summer ones, her days began with the arrival of the delivery boy from the Physic Garden bringing plants wrapped in cloth or folded between sheets of paper. Her desk came alive with scent and colour. But sometimes, if she woke early, she would go herself to the Garden. She loved to see the translucent pearls of dew shimmer on leaves, to watch the buds of bindweed yawn in welcome of the day’s beginning.
By autumn, she knew the gardeners by name. They showed her the best hips and haws, where pods hung heavy with seed. She might borrow a ladder and search the tree for a knobbly quince or a fig before it dropped purple-black and oozed juicy flesh on the path. Or she would take a fork to dig for the rhizomes of the bearded iris or the tangled roots of hemlock. Her nose twitched with the clean notes of the larkspur and the scent of tobacco plants where they thrived in sheltered corners.
In the afternoons, Nathaniel sometimes accompanied her. When she had collected what she needed, they would sit and watch the birds feed and he’d teach her their names and songs.
‘If I didn’t come with you to the Garden, I’d never see you,’ he grumbled sweetly. ‘Why don’t you join us for supper anymore, Elizabeth?’
She could not tell him she was avoiding Tobias. It would not be true, not quite. She had simply decided to be guarded, a little cool. The feelings she experienced when she saw him in the summerhouse unnerved her. She told herself she was simply overwrought that evening because she and Christian had become close again. Relief made people vulnerable to odd reactions. Tobias was a friend, someone she admired, a man who made her laugh, who sensed when she was miserable. That was it; only that. Nevertheless, it was wise to keep her distance.
That year she spent little time with other people. Christian usually spent her half-day off with Sorcha, who was back in London, even though it meant having tea with Sorcha’s parents in Highgate. In June, Therese had come to the unveiling of the Sir Hans Sloane statue in the Physic Garden and the women chatted. George called at Swan Cottage one afternoon in August after a party he’d been to in Chelsea. A little worse for wear, perhaps, but it was delightful to see him. Nathaniel showed him the sitting-room paintings. She’d never known George short of words.
As often as possible, she took the boat to the Marshalsea. As well as seeing Alexander, she exulted in being out on the water. Some days, its broad brown expanse moved like a prowling beast. On other days it was as smooth as silk. Whatever the weather, looking up at the vast sky above helped her forget her struggles.
She didn’t dread visits to Alexander; but she had to prepare herself. Marshalsea was gradually altering him. Some days he was only petulant and grumpy. One of his smiles made everything worthwhile. But there were days, too, when he was unable to stop himself from being aggressive. Assaults, rarely physical, were taunts and derision. She dealt with these using a trick she learnt as a child.
As the youngest of eleven, she was teased by her siblings. Brother John was the worst. He would hide her dolls or trip her up or call her names, was amused if he could make her cry. Gradually she learnt to hide her feelings behind a shell. Inside there might be turmoil but outwardly she remained composed. This skill helped her cope with Alexander when he did not show his best self.
It was Tobias who suggested that she advertise in three London newspapers and have flyers distributed in Bateson’s and Child’s, the coffee houses favoured by physicians. With some reluctance she parted with the cash. The initial trickle of sales for her prints – two or three drawings a week – became a steady stream of purchases for any of the 200 herbs she had, by now, engraved. Apothecaries from London and further afield wanted her drawings. Members of the public, leery of market traders who waved handfuls of greenery saying they were cures, bought them too. People without the cash to pay for a doctor said her drawings were so precise and the information so clear that anyone could treat everyday ailments if they owned Elizabeth Blackwell’s ‘herbals’. Shops started to stock her work; several started subscription schemes. Customers had to pay in advance to be sure of securing Mrs Blackwell’s latest print. Apothecary students begged for copies as their examinations approached.
Tobias joked her herbals were selling like ices on a hot day.
The director of Martins Bank stood when Elizabeth came in.
Having more money did not make Alexander less moody; his demands simply intensified. He was now living in a three- rather than a four-man cell. He grumbled it was too crowded. She arranged for meals to be brought to him every other day. He complained they were tasteless. He wanted to write a book; he needed paper and a pen. These were promptly supplied. When he was dissatisfied with the nib, she arranged for an alternative to be sent.
Elizabeth bore his demands with fortitude and grace, always able to find a reason why he was testy. Only when sleepless did she wonder if the man she married was disappearing before her eyes.
When her back ached from bending over her desk, she would go into the garden. If the sky was clear, she would look at the stars and know they were the same which glittered over Alexander a few miles down the river. When bats flitted overhead, she promised herself that one day her husband would be as free as them.
One night in the new year she had gone out, wrapped against the cold, and heard the soil men come to empty the waste buckets. They were sniggering and laughing about a hanging that afternoon at Tyburn, a man who had breached prison rules strung off the scaffold for his trouble. The men had been part of the crowd who hooted and cheered until the death kicks twitched to a stop.
Her blood ran cold. Each day Alexander’s moods seemed more erratic. Only last week, she had taken him a roast fowl dinner that he tossed against the cell wall. The dish was not hot enough, he grumbled. He stamped on the little pies she’d made complaining they looked stale. Any day she feared he might lash out at a guard or fall foul of some petty rule and would end up dangling from Tyburn’s scaffold.
That chilly spring influenza swept London. Her herbal prints on Catnip, its leaves useful ‘to relieve flu and fever’, Guinea Pepper, which when mixed with honey eased a sore throat and Poppy to reduce fever sold as fast as she was able to produce them.
This success was the reason she found herself in a carriage in Lombard Street. As though from afar, she watched herself enter Martins Bank, stand at the desk and instruct the banker to draw up a bill of exchange. She heard herself say that money should be drawn from the Blackwells’ bank account and sent to the Clerk of the Westminster Court. Her hand shook as she signed where the banker indicated.
‘Mrs Blackwell, you have turned quite pale. You must sit.’
The chair screeched as the banker dragged it across the floor.
Her head began to clear. The relief was profound. She had just paid off a third of Alexander’s debts.
   
It was the interview in The Gentleman’s Magazine that signalled her arrival as that summer’s success story. The journalist described Elizabeth as a phenomenon; ‘a woman with a small pen and a big reach’. She had ‘put the power of knowledge in the hands of the ordinary person’, the article said. Her drawings of herbs and clear descriptions of their uses made them ‘an indispensable guide for every housewife’.
A copy of the article lay on Sir Hans’s desk the day Elizabeth was shown into his office. He was delighted to see her. He had forgotten how cool and composed the diminutive woman was.
‘Mrs Blackwell, many congratulations. I am pleased your “herbals” as you call them are receiving due attention. I admire them myself. Please, sit down. And, of course, I’m grateful to see acknowledgement of the Physic Garden in your interview.’
‘I was flattered to be approached by such a prestigious magazine, Sir Hans. I mentioned your support for it has been invaluable. Access to fresh specimens is crucial to my work and you secured that for me. I can never thank you enough.’
‘Madam, there is no need. I am always happy to help a person who, like me, strives for the common good.’
‘You are more than generous, Sir Hans. Then perhaps I could prevail upon your kindness one last time?’
‘Of course, Mrs Blackwell, I am here to listen.’
‘I would like to find a publisher.’
‘You want to publish a book?’
‘Yes. Not only would my drawings look well between the covers of a good binding, but I would also like to offer something else, something unique.’
‘And that is?’
‘A recommendation from the College of Physicians. An official statement by those esteemed colleagues confirming my work is dependable, that people can trust and rely on it. That my work is indispensable for apothecaries. Published in the book.’
She waited for a moment before adding, ‘If you could make that request on my behalf, Sir Hans, persuade your colleagues to do this, I would be forever in your debt. Will you help me?’
Her smile was like the beam of a full moon. Her eyes met his; they did not flinch.
The woman was bold, he decided, even audacious. A request such as this made of the country’s leading medical men was unknown. He mulled over her request. If a book could be published and was properly promoted across the country, in Europe, perhaps even to the colonies, it would do a great service to science. It would highlight the extraordinary contribution the Chelsea Physic Garden had made and continued to make to the study of herbal treatments as well as the education of the next generation of apothecaries. His own role in this, his generosity in buying the land and making all this possible would be acknowledged, applauded, recognised.
Bravery was a quality he admired and was not always evident in the fairer sex. A trait he hoped he had demonstrated in his own life.
‘Sir Hans, will you help me?’ Elizabeth asked again, more softly this time.
Was there need for further reflection? He was a man of action, not equivocation.
‘This is not something we doctors of the College have done before. But I can see it has merit. I will consider it – consider it, mind – with my colleagues. That is all that I can say for now.’
She held out a hand. ‘I am so grateful to you.’
Adjusting her hat, she sailed from the room without a backward glance.
   
It rained all afternoon. It was just after six when Tobias heard the front door open. He found Elizabeth in the hall, fumbling with the buttons of her jacket, her cap pasted to her head like a bandage.
‘You’re drenched. And your nose is as red as a cherry! Here, let me help you,’ he said.
‘I don’t need your help,’ she snapped, stepping back.
‘But you do, Elizabeth, you’re struggling.’
His words triggered something. She began to pour out her feelings in a way he’d not seen before.
‘I’ve come from Marshalsea. Alexander refused to see me at first and then, when he finally let me in, he was in a temper. He threw ink at the wall. It’s all over my skirt. I don’t know… it seems sometimes that I can do nothing right.’
Tobias helped her peel off her jacket.
‘You know, I sometimes think he’s jealous of my success. He needs me to do well and to make money. But as soon as I mention anything about it, it seems to infuriate him!’
Her hair fell in wet ropes. Barely stopping for breath, she took the towel Tobias held out and began to dry her face and her neck, her voice shaking: ‘But I forgive him. There’s this voice inside me, it whispers, it accuses. It’s because of me that he’s in that terrible place. I deserve it all, anything he does. It’s all my fault…’
Turning away, it was as though the storm that had been building up for ages finally broke. She sobbed uncontrollably.
He could not stop himself, and he never regretted what he did. Pulling Elizabeth to him, he gathered her shivering body to his chest, the place where he had dreamed so long of holding her. Enveloped in her scent, he murmured, ‘How is it your fault?’
‘My money that made it possible for him to buy the business, don’t you see? If only I’d stopped him, then he wouldn’t have gone to court and been convicted and…’
Tobias was quivering too. But not from the cold. Unable to resist any longer, he bent his face to hers. Their lips met, at first gently, then with a stronger, passionate kiss. He pressed her closer, rocked her in his embrace, kissed her again and again.
Then the only sound was the drip, drip, drip of rain falling on the tiles.
Finally, he felt her stir. Slowly, she peeled herself away from him, as if waking from a reverie. She looked up at him. He had never been this close to her before. How dark her pupils, her irises flecked with colour and there, on her cheekbone, a tiny scar. Her lips parted as though she would speak. Then she shook her head, turned on her heel and went to her room.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

APRIL 1735
South of Mayfair was a part of London notorious for the rivals who duelled there as dawn rose over the creek-crossed marshes. Thieves were said to lurk in the scrub of Five Fields and haunt the woods. But along the northern edge, an ebullient developer built a row of town houses in the hope that the cash-strapped would be willing to live in this less than salubrious area of the city while they waited for their fortunes to change and their escape to better parts.
It was in Five Fields that Elizabeth took a house. In negotiations that left the developer smarting, she had persuaded him that he was asking above the market value for a rental in such a dubious part of the capital. However, she pointed out, if a person with a rising public profile such as herself lived there, others would be sure to follow. Those folk could pay the full rent – she would not. The developer backed down. He knew he’d met his match when he shook hands with Mrs Alexander Blackwell.
She had to be canny; settling Alexander’s final court fines had emptied the Blackwell bank account. But they needed somewhere to live, and they needed it fast. Alexander’s release from prison was imminent: they would get only twenty-four hours’ notice. He had made it clear that he would not live with ‘that old man’ in Chelsea nor would he reside far from Covent Garden. Friends and familiar haunts must be within walking distance, he had insisted. Try as she might to point out to him that rents had escalated in the recent boom, he dismissed her explanations with a flick of grubby, disdainful fingers. It was infuriating, yet somehow endearing too. The Alexander she knew was still there.
No. 6 Five Fields provided the perfect solution. The house had enough space for her to work, it was two miles walk from Alexander’s old haunts, and after her successful negotiations, within their budget. She signed the lease. She would move in the next day.
   
That afternoon when she told Nathaniel that this would be her last night in Swan Cottage, he insisted that she join him for supper. Despite pleading she had too much to do, she found herself heading for the dining room. What a wonderful surprise to see Tobias, his face bright with welcome, and Mrs Treadwell, rouge on her cheeks and a fresh apron, too. Both clapped as she stepped into the room. Nathaniel was in his best coat, pouring wine.
‘Elizabeth, we are sad that you are leaving us. We feel like weeping – we do! But this is a night to be merry. For tomorrow you start your new life with Alexander in Five Fields. Three years ago, you moved into Swan Cottage. We were glad to offer you a home. You came with a plan, a brave plan, to rescue your husband using your skills as an artist. Please raise your glasses – to Elizabeth!’
‘I didn’t think she’d ever get him out of prison, did you, Mr Watt? I could hardly understand her accent neither.’ Mrs Treadwell’s speech was already a little slurred from the wine.
Nathaniel flinched. He never used the word ‘prison’ when talking about Alexander in her presence, always found a subtle way to skirt around where he had spent the last years.
‘I think anyone would have recognised the difficulties that she faced, Mrs Treadwell,’ he said, topping up the housekeeper’s glass, ‘but as we came to know, Mrs Blackwell is a most determined and hard-working person. And she succeeded! To you, my dear Elizabeth. Congratulations.’
‘Thank you for welcoming me to Swan Cottage. I have been happy here and I will miss you all. You have become such dear, dear friends.’
In company, it was natural to include Tobias. When their eyes met, it was like coming home. How much she would miss his steady smile, his delight in silly things, his ease with himself and the world.
‘Uncle, you were upstairs resting this afternoon when the post came, confirmation that Elizabeth’s first book has been bound. And by late summer, Mr Samuel Harding commits to publishing a further three copies.’
‘My dear Elizabeth, is this true? Your book has found a publisher? This is important news. When did this happen?’ Nathaniel said.
‘She didn’t want to mention it until the first one had been produced,’ Tobias said proudly, raising his glass. ‘She has proved every doubter and doom-monger wrong.’
‘Fancy you being a published author,’ Mrs Treadwell added, draining her glass. She looked at Nathaniel in hope of a refill.
Excitement, relief, wine; Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed. Until now, she had not acknowledged it. Tobias was right – she had defied her critics. Not only proved what she could do, she had shown the world what a woman could achieve.
Drawing, engraving, painting, they were the easier parts, needing only discipline, drive and hard-padded fingers. Sourcing materials, sorting correspondence, boxing up drawings. These were routine tasks that required careful application. Exasperation when a delivery cart lost a wheel and a deadline was missed. Devastation when a careless messenger dropped documents in the mud. Frustration with people who failed to do what they agreed. All to be expected. The challenge that tested her mettle was doors closed in her face for no other reason than she was female. Derision because of her sex. And most maddening of all were those who expected sexual favours in return for their support.
Mr Samuel Harding was her final hurdle. The publisher must have imagined he could con a woman, that she would not appreciate the finer details of a publishing contract. He had not bargained on Elizabeth Blackwell. She pored over the text, worked through the calculations and settled on a negotiating tactic before they met in Mr Harding’s wood-panelled St Martin’s Lane office. When she returned to Swan Cottage later that day with a smile that set the room alight, she and Tobias jigged down the hall.
‘What Tobias says is right. My books will be published later this summer.’ Elizabeth hardly dared to say the words. Would it jinx her good fortune? ‘This is all so lovely. Celebrating with you three makes it special.’
After the party, she went back to her room to gather the few things still left to pack. A summer hat, a book… Then she remembered some brushes she’d stored in the summerhouse. She would fetch them now and take a last nostalgic turn around the garden. Say goodbye to one of her favourite places in the world. Opening her door so as not to disturb Nathaniel, she crept outside.
How fitting to spend time here on her last evening in Swan Cottage. Though the moon had not yet risen, and the borders were steeped in shadow, she knew every plant and bush. The shady nooks, and the pool where a heron sometimes drank. The flower borders, a riot of colour in the summer, transformed in the autumn into patterns and textures. She stopped by a flowering cherry tree.
Everything would change tomorrow. She would be the mistress of her own house and soon would be reunited with her husband. Although she had set heart and soul on making this happen, the prospect of living with him again was daunting. For the last few weeks, he had written every day telling her to purchase this or organise that as though she had unlimited time and money at her disposal. Therese had reassured her that his behaviour was to be expected. Alexander would likely find the first weeks and months of freedom difficult. After such a humiliating experience, he needed time to recover.
Once again, it fell to her to be understanding and sympathetic. Her husband would need her now more than ever. Fleetingly she wondered if there might come a time when this was not her lot. She put that thought back where it belonged. How could she be so selfish?
As she set off again along the path, a gentle breeze blew blossom off the cherry tree. Petals floated around her like snow. The sheer beauty of it made her smile. Now she must go back to her room and sleep. But first to fetch her brushes…
The summerhouse door was ajar. The air inside was dry. A scent that she recognised, a familiar smell she had missed these last few weeks that sent her pulse racing. Then a rustle; someone was there. She heard the soft sound of breath and she held hers. Not from fear but to suppress the crazy rising hope; to quash the desire which was spiralling through her. Was it him? Her judgement roared that this longing must never, ever be acted upon. But she also knew that given the opportunity, she did not have the power to resist it.
‘Hallo?’ she murmured.
Slowly stretching out her hands, her fingers met something they remembered touching before, warm flesh and a heart’s beat. Turn back, her mind counselled – stop, do not be tempted. But resistance belonged to another world. It was not here in the still summerhouse, not on this evening of endings and new beginnings. With the tiniest exhale of acquiescence, she stepped forward and sank into arms which she had desired for so long. An embrace where she would lie for just a few hours. A place of respite and of abandon, where she would forget and remember, explore and be lost, love and be found. Let happenstance take its course.
   
THE NEXT DAY
It was something Alexander had not felt for ages, the dip and sway of a moving sedan. It made him queasy. But he didn’t mind one jot. He would have clapped his hands with joy if he hadn’t needed them to cling to the vehicle as it swung along the road.
I have paid off my debts, he told himself – I am free.
For the first time in years, he was alone; delicious yet disquieting too. With the curtains shut, no one could see inside the sedan, but still he feared prying eyes. He checked again that the curtains covered the windows. The flatulence left by the previous passenger could not escape but he felt safer like that. In the half-light, he revelled in the rumble and roar of the Southwark streets outside. One day soon he would be back out there in the thick of it – just give him time.
The sedan slowed to a standstill: Alexander dared to peek out. They were outside Guy’s Hospital where a long line of the ill and desperate queued, coughing and snivelling. Alexander shuddered and shut the curtains again. He’d seen enough suffering to last a lifetime. To distract himself, he imagined what Elizabeth must be doing as she waited for him. Preparing food, heating water for his bath, polishing the cutlery… He could barely contain the anticipation which had been building since he woke before dawn. Tremors fluttered up and down his body.
‘Can’t you move any faster?’ he yelled, bashing his fist against the roof.
Halfway across London Bridge, the sedan jolted to a sudden halt, and he was flicked off his seat. Despite the indignity of finding himself on the floor, he giggled. He looked from the window straight into a stream of pedestrians passing so near he could have stolen a button off someone’s jacket. People were shoving and squeezing round each other. One rammed against the sedan making it jolt. ‘Get moving!’ someone shouted. Up ahead, a morass of animals, people, carriages and carts were queuing to leave the bridge.
From the other window, in the gap between a line of shops and a ramshackle house, the dome of St Paul’s was visible, and beyond that, the city’s sprawl westwards. Tears pricked his eyes. London had given him such a drubbing. He gritted his teeth; he was not beaten, not yet. Another surge of impatience made him squirm. He would get out and walk in a minute.
The sedan rocked into motion. Once they cleared London Bridge, the chairmen headed west along the Embankment past busy docks, majestic ships and intrepid sailors swarming the sails. They passed by the Inns of Court. Alexander shrank into his seat, driven by ludicrous paranoia that lawyers might be lurking in Middle Temple to present him with yet another bill he must settle.
But once on the Strand, his spirits rose. No fear of being noticed now, he leaned from the window to drink in the glorious sights of his favourite thoroughfare. Past the chop house where the meat was juicy, the coffee house serving the bitterest, sweetest brew, the stationers selling the funniest satire. People spilled from taverns, their faces flushed with pleasure, or fought for a place in the queue outside a theatre or hurried from shops selling he knew not what. Everyone and everything looking shinier and smarter than he remembered; the horses fatter, the urchins cleaner, even the street ladies shimmied in their finery. The street vibrated with life. Just wait till he was out there again.
At Essex Street, he looked away lest he glimpsed the shop that had sullied his name. He spat on the floor. His plans did not include a return to the miserable life of a printer.
Exhausted by the novelty of it all, he nodded off. He woke as the sedan settled on the ground. They must be in Five Fields. Opening the door, the first thing he saw was Elizabeth. She had burst from the front door of the house and was standing, arms outstretched, smiling at him, her face infused with love.
His mood soured like spoiled milk.
Who was this woman? Not the wife he remembered coming to his cell, harried, weighed down by life, struggling with baskets, her eyes watchful. This one sparkled as though lit by candles from within, her hair decorated with flowers and in a dress of rainbow colours. He retracted like a snail into its shell; a creeping fear that he could not meet the expectations of this polished person.
He had gone over and over it in his mind, what would happen next. Just inside the house, he would drop his clothes and kick off his shoes. The rags would be whisked away for burning and he would lower his filthy, sore body into a tub of scalding hot water, protesting a little at its temperature; prison water had never been more than tepid. Elizabeth would scrub every crevice, every joint, every single inch of his skin until the stink of prison was rinsed from hair, body and soul. Then he would sit on padded furniture and sip wine from a crystal glass, curling his toes like a contented cat. This was how freedom would begin.
But she had different ideas. Half laughing, half weeping, she pulled him over to two wooden chairs pushed close in a room otherwise devoid of furniture.
‘I haven’t had time to buy much,’ she said, snuggling up to him. ‘But we don’t need anything else but us. I’d start a fire but the chimney smokes. The sweep comes tomorrow,’ she said between kisses lavished on his neck. ‘We’ll just have to cuddle to keep warm. I can’t believe you’re finally here, my darling.’
It was all he could do not to fling her away: she was too fresh, too perfumed. His buttocks clenched when she dabbed the sores crusting his mouth with her finger.
She insisted on trailing him around the house; didn’t seem to appreciate that he was exhausted by the morning. ‘The windows are rather small,’ he said as he puffed on weak legs up the stairs. ‘The corridors are narrow,’ he pointed out, and that scrappy patch out the back would never warrant the name of garden.
But she pirouetted upwards, barely listening. ‘Here we are,’ she announced, flinging open a door. She had found time to furnish this room. A bed hung with velvet curtains had pillows and linen and cushions.
She spun like a top, gesturing for him to enter, winking as he passed. His heart, hammering with the effort of so much climbing – Marshalsea life required only slow shuffles from cell to corridor – sank.
He had not, like the other inmates, used prostitutes to satisfy his urges. Every few weeks the gaolers had dragged women prisoners around the cells and, for a bribe, would shove one in the door and lock it. Alexander blocked his ears while his cellmates grunted and gasped.
The thought of making love to her now, today, was disconcerting. It was not the proximity he dreaded. He was used to living jammed up against others. It was the intimacy. In prison, the only way he survived was to retreat to a place in his head unreachable by others. Relations with Elizabeth risked invading that place. He feared what it might unleash. He needed time to get used to her, to everything.
Squatting down on the floor beside the bed (it looked too soft to lie on) he tried to explain this to her, but his words ran out. He was dog-tired.
Slithering down on the rug beside him, dragging coverlets and cushions after her and fashioning them into a soft corral, she assured him she understood. ‘This reminds me of the night we made a little nest in the straw, when we were out on the moor, do you remember? We flew, like comets, through the moonlight, the cold nipping at our toes.’
She reminded him of the deep valleys and high hills, open spaces and the dark nights. Recalled nights they had spent under starry skies or walked by skipping burns or rested on the soft heads of heather. Her voice was like butter. Gradually he melted. With the gentlest fingers, she traced the contours of his body, and his flesh seemed to recollect how it had once melded with hers. Quiet as silk, she rustled across his body, caressing, cajoling, enticing; and finally, they made love.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THREE MONTHS LATER
Never had Elizabeth imagined that one day she would sit on a podium as the guest of honour in a gown whose luminous folds brushed satin shoes. Though tempted to look for the blackcap who was calling from somewhere in the Garden, she studied the knots in the podium floor, anxious lest she caught the eye of anyone in the audience. With a gloved finger, she wiped the sweat beading her lip.
In a wig that added six inches to his height, Sir Hans Sloane ascended the stage. He faced the audience.
‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Chelsea Physic Garden on this splendid summer day. Nature is celebrating with us.’
With a grand sweep of his arm, he indicated the crescent of bushes and trees that formed a natural theatre around the audience. ‘This surely is the most fitting place to witness the publication of a book which rejoices in the medicinal plants that flourish here within these ancient walls.’
She willed him to say the words she had reiterated to him many times must be said.
‘Each book contains 250 prints of the herbs most used in the practice of physick. Each is accurately illustrated and hand-painted by the gifted and talented Mrs Elizabeth Blackwell.’ He turned towards Elizabeth, but her eyes remained downcast. Only the flush on her cheeks betrayed her emotion.
‘She has worked tirelessly over the last two years to complete this mammoth task, using the plants which we, at the Physic Garden, were only too happy to provide. Herbs that we, physicians, employ to tackle the scourge of human suffering. Herbs that we, physicians, call upon our trusted colleagues, the apothecaries, to prepare and dispense.’
He was beginning to ramble. Her foot tapped impatiently.
‘The book could be described as a bible. For it can be trusted, it speaks the truth. That is why the College of Physicians has taken the unprecedented step of awarding a commendation that is written in the introduction. The commendation is signed by the College President – myself (he paused to give a dramatic bow) – and by five of my eminent senior colleagues.’
Several men in the audience stood to acknowledge polite applause.
‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, I commend to you… A Curious Herbal!’
Sir Hans held up a large red tome. Its binding shimmered; the title was in gold lettering.
‘I donate this copy to the library here at the Physic Garden.’
Someone shouted, ‘Hurrah!’
Then, almost as an afterthought, Sir Hans added, ‘The author was aided in her work by her husband, Alexander Blackwell.’
A grin split Elizabeth’s face. Alexander was acknowledged. She scanned the crowd. Where was he?
A beaming Christian sitting next to Sorcha and her new husband, Ewan Gilpin. A ‘pious dullard’, Christian called him, but so absorbed by local politics that he did not concern himself with the nature of his wife’s closer friendships. Therese was clapping and smiling while she shared a joke with Louisa Boyd. Behind them, Mrs Treadwell in a new hat was sitting between Nathaniel and Tobias. It was the first time she had seen Tobias since her last night in Swan Cottage. Philip Miller was with some Garden staff and several apothecary students she recognised. Mr Compton, the printer, Betty and Jane Callow and, in the distance, George bumbling like a bee down the path. A few people she did not know, the publisher’s contacts, perhaps.
Standing some way back, shifting from foot to foot as though his shoes were tight, she spotted Alexander. If only he would look towards her. But he was staring gloomily at the ground near the table where champagne bottles stood unopened, condensation glistening. He had been adamant that if the publisher would not run to the best money could buy, he would pay for champagne. She did not point out it was her money that would cover the cost for what was the point? There was so much to celebrate, and she would not worry about trifling matters on this day when she could only give thanks.
Then friends were reaching up to take her hands, to help her down from the stage, congratulating her. Someone asked if she was planning another book, another said she must. Her expression of mock horror made them titter. Glasses were filled, a toast was proposed. Their happiness for her was genuine, she knew that, even if privately many harboured doubts about her future with Alexander. She ignored their concerns: who has not made a mistake in his time? She and Alexander had taken a wrong turn – that was all – and he had paid the price. Now they had a chance to start afresh.
‘Thank you all for coming, dearest friends. You have all, in your different ways, helped me,’ she said. ‘But please excuse me now, I must find my husband.’
She had not gone far when someone touched her arm.
‘A word, Elizabeth, please. We have not spoken since…’
‘Tobias, I have to find Alexander.’
‘But we need to talk, Elizabeth…’
Her throat went dry. Someone walked by; she heard their congratulations. Across the crowd, Christian, her face bright with happiness, waved to her.
Elizabeth looked down. A little beetle was climbing up a blade, then tumbled backwards. She smelt carnations; they must be growing nearby…
‘Elizabeth, please…’
‘If you insist, Tobias. Then I must tell you this. It was not the book and the work that ever mattered to me. Writing and drawing was simply a means to an end. What I wanted, what I craved was him. Now he is back, everything will be well.’
She lifted her eyes and said firmly, ‘Alexander and I are going to have a baby, Tobias. I am pregnant.’
He shuddered. It felt cruel to be so frank. She was hurting Tobias, this dear man who was her friend. But who could never be more. Frank and brutal she must be. He must never entertain false hopes.
‘Alexander and I are going to be parents.’
Devastating to watch one’s words destroy a man’s hopes. Despite the heat, Tobias was shaking. His whisper was almost inaudible. ‘Then may I give my congratulations to you both. I… I should go and find Nathaniel.’
She watched him go, walk across this place of nature where plants grew and thrived, withered and died. Today the seeds of her future were sown and must be tended. She was resolute: when she fled her parents’ house to elope, when she left for London, the day she determined her paintbrush would free Alexander. Nothing, once she had made up her mind, deflected her from her chosen course of action.
Alexander was standing in the shade, lost in thought. Gathering her skirts, Elizabeth set off towards him. There was something she had to tell him.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

She had three new gowns. One in brocade, one in satin and another, her favourite, in watered silk with ruched sleeves. The material reminded her of the Physic Garden; luxurious and lush. Two petticoats in pale-green and blue with matching underlinen. A shawl beaded with pearls, red satin shoes and a pair of blue pumps. Silver stockings, spotted stockings, long gloves, short gloves and a pair with spots, a velvet cloak and several hats including a natty one with feathers.
Her life as an author demanded it. Attending dinners, events and parties required her to look the part.
Her husband was properly attired also. A considerable amount of money had been given to Daniel Bowditch, Alexander’s cellmate from the Marshalsea. He made a red jacket with embroidery around each buttonhole, matching waistcoat and breeches. A wig, shirts with lace at the throat and cuffs and a pair of shoes with silver buckles completed his wardrobe.
‘It’s a good thing this house has a mantelpiece. Somewhere to put all these invitations. This one is grand; the letters are in gold.’
Elizabeth looked up, burin in her hand. Alexander was in the doorway of the dining room, the place where she set up to work each day. Around her was the evidence of a busy morning.
‘The host is a friend of Therese’s. I understand from her that he’s keen to meet me… I mean, us.’
Everyone wanted to meet the ‘successful artist’ and ‘shrewd businesswoman’. People found her story riveting, and there had been many articles in the press. When journalists asked her to explain what drove her to draw, she was forthright.
‘To fight a travesty of justice!’ she would declare. ‘My husband was wrongly imprisoned, and I was determined to free him. We created the book together,’ she always added, touching Alexander’s hand or catching his eye. ‘Without him, the book would not serve its ultimate purpose – to educate.’
Attending the events more than rankled with Alexander. He found them tedious. After a time, he would stretch like a cat after a big meal. His tongue, loosened by drink, sometimes led him to speak candidly. At one event he asked the host’s mistress why her lover risked his reputation to sleep with someone so dull? While remarks like this amused him, they alarmed Elizabeth. Since being in the Marshalsea, Alexander was disinhibited.
‘I’m not coming tonight.’
‘You sound like a petulant child, Alexander. It’s the opening of the Drawing Academy, please reconsider.’
‘I can’t think it will be interesting. It says on the invitation you are giving a talk. Haven’t I heard it all before?’
‘Yes, I am speaking. But on behalf of both of us. I’ve insisted you must be there with me.’
‘I am not your fawning attendant.’
‘Of course not. Bring your pamphlet. Someone will be interested to read it.’
‘Don’t be patronising.’
‘I’m not, it’s a brilliant piece of work. You need to tell people about it, talk it up.’
‘No one cares about my work or my ideas. I don’t know why. They must be fools.’
‘How can they know if you don’t explain? The drawings and diagrams make it clearer, don’t they?’
‘Ah, so you’re saying your sketches have improved my explanation?’
‘Of course not. I only drew what you told me to. George will be at the reception. He would like to see you. Do come along, Alexander. Please?’
   
Crystal chandeliers sparkled over the heads of the crowd. Elizabeth and Alexander were escorted behind velvet ropes where the other important guests were gathered. Patrons and sponsors of the Academy had the opportunity to meet the author and her husband. Pleasantries were exchanged and the importance of drawing discussed at length.
‘The couple everybody queues to meet. Hallo, you two,’ George said, next in the line of visitors. He took Elizabeth’s hand and kissed it. ‘I’m looking forward to your talk.’
‘Thank God you’re here, George,’ Alexander said. ‘It’s a relief to see a sensible face. If I hear one more word about drawing, I may scream. Anyone see where the waiter has gone? I need another drink.’
‘Hallo, Alexander. I’ll see if… Wait, is this not your dear friend?’
Heads turned as the crowd parted and Therese appeared in a magnificent gown that swayed as she walked. The silver overskirt was caught up at the sides with strings of pearls. Jewels were scattered through her elaborately dressed hair.
‘Hallo, Elizabeth. My dear, you’re looking so well. Your skin shines. Is it a special secret powder that you’ve found? Do tell, I will rush out and buy some immediately.’ The women kissed.
Before Elizabeth could reply, Alexander said, ‘If they’re going to reveal women’s secrets, let’s leave them to it. What do you say, George? Like another drink?’
The men headed into the melee.
Elizabeth murmured, ‘It’s because I felt it.’
‘Felt what, my dear? You’re talking in riddles as you are sometimes wont to do.’
‘The baby, for the first time today, I felt it move.’ She pulled her friend closer, fighting tears. ‘You know, I couldn’t really believe, really trust that I would be a mother – until I felt it. Now I know it will happen. Our baby is coming.’
‘Elizabeth, that’s good news. I’m delighted for you. You are a famous author as well as a mother-to-be. Think of what you’ve achieved. All these people come to celebrate you.’ She glanced around. ‘I think about the first day we met, you a weary girl sitting on her battered bag. How could I have known you were so talented?’
More than a hundred people were there. Elizabeth had given talks before. But tonight, she was inspired. The audience clapped appreciatively when she told them that her ‘love of herbs freed the love of her life’ from debtor’s prison. Her tale of flowers wilting as fast as she could draw had them laughing. And they murmured their approval when she proclaimed art ‘the liberator of all’. What a woman, they declared as they applauded. What a sign of our free and vibrant society that a woman has achieved all this. Those who did not own a copy of her herbal vowed to purchase one the very next day.
Eventually Elizabeth and Alexander made their excuses to leave. A man stopped her on her way out. A brazen request, he said, bowing low and kissing her hand. But could she be so generous as to donate a drawing that could be sold at auction to raise money for the Academy? The committee would be eternally grateful.
‘Of course, I’d be more than happy,’ she said graciously.
As she followed Alexander from the room, nodding and smiling to people who stopped to commend her again, it was clear from the set of his shoulders his mood had soured.
‘What’s wrong?’ she asked when she finally caught up with him.
‘I want to leave. Is that all right with you?’ he said, hailing a carriage. ‘Driver, take us to Five Fields.’ He stepped inside leaving her to struggle up the steps with her skirts.
The silence was loaded. After a few minutes, she ventured, ‘I think that event went well.’
‘For you, perhaps!’ he exploded. ‘Everyone wants you, Elizabeth. Will you come and talk? Will you do us a drawing?’ he mimicked in different sycophantic voices. ‘What I do is stand around looking grateful – while you shine. It’s not easy, you know. And it is not what I want.’
‘Then what do you want, dearest?’ Her hand searched for his; he pushed it away.
‘To start my own business. And for that, I’ve told you, I need cash.’
‘But we don’t have any extra, not with the rent and food to pay. You did think about getting some work…’
‘Not that again, for God’s sake! I’m not working for someone else.’
They didn’t speak again for the rest of the ride home.
Next day a letter came for Alexander. He was standing in the doorway of the dining room where she was painting.
‘Who’s the letter from?’ she asked.
He tossed it onto the table. ‘From your friend Tobias. Something that might interest me, he says. The Duke of Chandos needs a director of improvements on his Stanmore estate. Tobias mentioned me apparently, and the Duke wants to meet. Read it, if you like, then put it on the fire.’
‘But it sounds like an opportunity, darling – a possible job…’
He started up the stairs, shouting as he climbed, ‘I knew you’d say that. As if I need help from that dullard!’
   
‘It’s like everyone around me is running while I’m learning to stand,’ Alexander complained.
He was in the Lamb and Flag with George. They had arranged to meet late morning when he had hoped it would be quiet. But its patrons were chatting at each other; the bar was busy. In prison, there was constant noise. But because nothing of interest was ever said, one simply took no notice, learned to block it out. Here, every snippet caught his attention. His mind darted from one fascinating quip to another. It was disorientating, made him nauseous. Drink helped.
‘It’s no wonder you feel peculiar. Even though it’s years ago, I remember what it’s like in those terrible places.’ George grimaced and took another slug of beer. He could not say the word ‘prison’. ‘You’ll settle down in due course, get used to ordinary life again. How is Elizabeth?’
‘She can still reach over her belly to paint – and she needs to. We were cleaned out paying off those fines and outrageous court costs. Now there is rent to find and domestic bills to pay.’
‘Elizabeth has done brilliantly. Who’d have thought one of my students would go on to make such a success? I remember that first evening I met her. I wasn’t going to let her start my class. Good thing I did!’
‘You do know it was my idea, making those prints?’
‘It was a brilliant one. Every shop I go into seems to have her work on sale. Anyway, I’ve got to get going now. I’m meeting a client.’
‘Another wealthy fool after a flattering image of himself?’
‘Bien sur. I must convince this gentleman of means that only I, Monsieur Simonet, can do justice to his handsome features.’
‘Come to us for supper later, if you can. The Watts will be there and Christian too. If dining with her won’t give you indigestion.’
Alexander bought another drink. He hadn’t summoned up the courage yet to show George his pamphlet. It might suggest he was competing with Elizabeth – which he most definitely was not. He’d finished writing in the last month of his ‘sojourn’ in the Marshalsea when she finally agreed to pay for him to have a cell of his own. She baulked at the cost – it was a bit steep, admittedly – but he needed the quiet. This afternoon before supper he might tinker with the manuscript. Soil drainage, the use of ditches in floodplains to drain soil. Fascinating topics poorly understood.
But first he must get to Slaughter’s. He was meeting Daniel Bowditch and a friend of his, Mr Roland Tippett, there. Apparently the man had an intriguing idea.
   
On the other side of the city in Mayfair, Christian was giving the boys their morning lesson in the schoolroom when the door was flung open.
Mrs Steele stood in the doorway. ‘Miss Blachrie,’ she hissed.
‘Yes?’ Christian said, looking around as though disturbed by the buzz of an irritating insect.
Her employer’s cheeks had spots of red. Anger or had the woman been overzealous with the rouge?
‘Carry on with your work,’ Christian said, leaving the room so quickly her employer had to scuttle backwards to avoid a collision. She closed the door with a snap.
‘You wanted to speak to me?’ Christian’s voice was deadpan.
‘I have told you, Miss Blachrie, I am not paying for you to teach that girl. So why is she in there with Rupert and Rory?’
‘By “that girl”, I assume you are referring to Harriet, the boy’s cousin?’
‘I am.’
‘I am reminded of the story of the ten talents, Mrs Steele. The call upon us to use our talents if given to us. Harriet is bright and wants to learn. Why should she not be educated like her cousins? It would be a waste to let her talents wither.’
‘It is not good or necessary for girls to be schooled.’
‘Where did you hear this nonsense?’ Christian demanded. When Mrs Steele did not reply, she said, ‘I will not neglect your boys, Mrs Steele, I love them dearly. But it is possible for me to include another child in my teaching. Indeed, the boys benefit from Harriet’s presence. They behave better when she is with them, they learn from each other. I believe in education. And I will not deny it to any child I am able to help. It is a matter of principle.’
As she headed for Five Fields, Christian wondered if she’d overstepped the mark. But the situation was ridiculous. If Mrs Steele sacked her for teaching Harriet, then let her find another tutor. Christian had spoken her mind; a woman must stand by what she believes. Drawing herself up to her full height (she was as tall as many men) she did not check her pace or swerve from the path of a man coming the other way. He had to step sideways to avoid her.
Nathaniel and Tobias were invited for supper. Christian had offered to help. Alexander did not appear to understand that despite having Jane Callow (Elizabeth had hired her to be the Blackwells’ housemaid; Betty approved) a pregnant woman was tired by the evening.
Especially if she worked as hard as Elizabeth.
When Christian said she should slow down, Elizabeth demurred. Someone had to earn money in the household, she said, and employment was not yet an option for Alexander; the demands would remind him of being in prison. Christian failed to see where the similarities lay. In her view, Alexander should find employment and be quick about it. Elizabeth indulged her husband. It made Christian’s blood boil.
‘Pregnancy suits you, you’re blooming,’ Christian said when Elizabeth opened the front door. She was lying. Elizabeth looked exhausted.
‘Am I? The baby’s been kicking all day and I’m a bit tired. Jane’s sorting the food in the kitchen. Will you help me get the room ready?’
Insisting Elizabeth must sit while she cleared the table, Christian said, ‘Remind me what Tobias does. Apart from dote on his uncle, of course.’
‘He has businesses in Fulham. A workshop where they produce tapestries and glass, and he imports Italian furniture. Wealthy people employ him when they’re decorating their properties. He may help to find Alexander a good situation.’
‘I’m sure Alexander is longing for that.’
Elizabeth had been allowed to fold napkins. She stopped and glared at Christian. ‘I wish you weren’t always so critical of Alexander.’
‘It’s just I think he could…’ It was on her tongue to say more; she held back.
The rays of the setting sun streamed into the sitting-room windows. The sisters sat fanning themselves in the heat. Elizabeth’s eyes closed and she dropped off.
Outside on the pasture, the donkeys grazed.
A knock at the front door. As Jane showed Nathaniel and Tobias into the room, one of the animals started to honk. The rest of the herd joined in. It was like a brass chorus. Elizabeth woke with a start.
‘What a glorious entry!’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘Nathaniel, Tobias, welcome to Five Fields. It is so good to see you.’
She kissed the bright-eyed older man and patted a chair next to hers. ‘Sit here, Nathaniel. Alexander will arrive any minute. He’s been looking forward to seeing you both again. I am sorry it’s taken this long to invite you here. Since my herbal book was published, I’ve been busy.’
‘We read about you in the press, Elizabeth. And there are more visitors than ever to the Garden. Everyone wants to buy your prints. I miss you, my dear. Swan Cottage is not the same without you.’
‘I miss you too, Nathaniel. I have such fond memories of my time in Chelsea. You made me so welcome.’
‘You did some beautiful drawings there.’
‘You are kind to say so.’
‘But it’s true, dear Elizabeth. At least I have Ignatius to talk to. He’s taken your room, you know.’
‘Who is this person?’
Tobias answered. ‘A friend who needed a place to live. He’s familiar with the plants so he’s helping to look after the garden. When is the baby due?’
‘Elizabeth is having a baby?’ Nathaniel sounded surprised.
‘Remember I told you that Elizabeth is pregnant,’ Tobias replied gently.
‘The doctor says the baby will come at Christmas,’ Elizabeth explained.
‘I am forgetful these days, I’m sorry. I remember now that Tobias did tell me. What good news. It will be the best present for you and Alexander.’
‘Nathaniel will look forward to being one of your first visitors – when you are ready to receive them.’
‘Will you not come too, Tobias?’
For the first time that visit, Christian saw Elizabeth look directly at Tobias.
‘I leave for Sweden within the week. I will be gone for some time, a year or so. So we are glad that Ignatius has agreed to live with Nathaniel at Swan Cottage.’
He sounded pleased but his face revealed a darker truth: something she had only sensed before. Tobias had feelings for Elizabeth.
Just then the door opened, and George appeared. Christian knew he was not expected.
Elizabeth was all smiles. ‘George, how nice to see you. Come in, find a chair. Do you remember Nathaniel Watt and his nephew, Tobias? You may have met at my little party in the Physic Garden. Is Alexander with you?’
George looked shifty. ‘I think he’s on his way…’
‘I’d forgotten. It’s being pregnant, everything slips my mind. Alexander sent me a note. A meeting came up at the last minute, one he simply had to attend. He will join us as soon as he is able. Please go through.’
‘Your husband left his manners in Marshalsea,’ Christian hissed as she accompanied the guests to the dining room.
There was plenty to eat and drink, lively conversation and much enjoyment. Tobias had them marvelling over the Bishop of Fulham’s plans for a gentleman’s club. There would be a pool with gold and blue mosaic tiles and a fountain in the shape of a dolphin. George had them in stitches. He’d been scolded by the mistress of a wealthy patron, furious that he’d not painted out her pox marks. And Christian had a tale about the Steeles’ dog who ate his master’s socks.
‘What will you do when the baby is born? Send it to a wet nurse?’ Nathaniel asked.
Before Elizabeth could reply, Christian said, ‘There will be no need for that. I will look after the baby. If Elizabeth wants to work – once she has recuperated, of course – she can.’
‘Christian – you will come and live here with us? But what about the Steeles and your boys and Harriet?’ Elizabeth asked.
‘I’ve been there for almost three years; I’d prefer to look after my little nephew or niece. If there’s room for me? You are going to need help, Elizabeth. I can’t see the father of the child being much use, can you?’
As she was speaking, the door opened. Alexander stumbled into the room. ‘George, old man,’ he cried, squinting to focus, ‘you came after all.’
Wobbling towards the table, he snatched a slice of pie and stuffed it in his mouth. Only then did he register that other people were present. ‘Elizabeth, our guests have arrived. Welcome all…’
‘See what I mean?’ Christian said.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

JANUARY 1736
Elizabeth had never cried for her mother before. That night she keened for Isobell. Eleven children had fought their way from her mother’s body; she would guide her daughter. For nothing Elizabeth had done or understood or learned thus far had prepared her for labour. Those parts of herself she had grown to depend upon – her determination and drive – were as nothing, her strength and courage irrelevant. What could any of it offer when contractions shook her as though a dog held her in its teeth? Between pains, a stricken face swam into focus. Not the person she needed. Only Christian, a crushed wilted flower, moaning in fear.
At dawn, the pace changed. Now contractions came like a horse bolting in terror.
‘I can’t do it anymore,’ Elizabeth gasped, ‘please make it stop.’
Christian skittered across the room to where the midwife dozed by the fire. The woman peeked beneath the blankets, pushing her hand between Elizabeth’s legs, making her scream.
‘Not ready yet, dearie,’ she said, waddling back to her chair.
As the sun rose, so did her energy. Contractions came fast and furious. Now it was clear what she must do, expel at any cost that which was clawing and ripping to escape. Clambering on to hands and knees, Elizabeth began to push. But the baby would not come. After three hours, her strength dwindled to a flicker. She collapsed on the bed, spent.
The midwife listened to Elizabeth’s belly; it was as tight as a drum. ‘Call the doctor, quick,’ she barked at Christian. ‘The mother is tired. The baby is struggling.’
When Dr Chamberlen arrived, mud-splattered and distant, he shooed the midwife and Christian from the room. As his assistant tied a blindfold around the moaning woman’s eyes, he slipped from a box the huge metal spoons used only and in secret by physicians from the Continent. Holding one leg and his assistant the other, he snipped the stretched tissues that resisted the baby’s head and inserted the instruments into the bloody space created. Clamping the baby’s skull, he tugged and twisted and pulled. Five minutes later, Finlay Alexander William Blackwell was slithered onto the bed, bawling as loudly as his mother.
   
The demons that lurked in Alexander’s head since leaving Marshalsea disappeared. The agitation that had stalked him dissipated. Captivated by the boy’s shell-shaped ears, his dreamy eyes, his perfect fingernails, he purred when the baby breathed. Now when he spoke, it was not to rail at a trifling irritation or imagined slight but to sing nonsense songs and nursery rhymes that mysteriously came to mind. Once forgotten, they were as real as the child before him.
Alexander moved like a spirit around the house. Each day he had flowers delivered; the place was heady with their perfume. Herbs too: rosemary to burn and cleanse the air, water betony to bathe Elizabeth’s wound and tobacco leaves to dress her puckered flesh. He made tisanes of pomegranate to help with blood loss and offered chopped fresh fruit on pretty china plates to tempt her appetite.
Finlay was under his care too. Alexander washed and dressed him in fine cotton gowns and swaddled him in linen. Each day he took the boy around the house and assured that here was the kingdom over which he reigned the undisputed prince.
‘I’ll fetch the little man. He’s hungry,’ Alexander would say to her, slipping from the bed, day or night, if he cried.
Elizabeth winced as she sat on her swollen bottom. Only the silver locket Alexander lovingly fixed around her throat for producing ‘the most beautiful baby’ reminded her there was coolness in the world.
When he handed her Finlay, his face suffused with joy, the wreck that Marshalsea had spat back into the world was no more. Fatherhood peeled away the damage to reveal the man who made her heart sing the day he proposed. Not only were the sores on his face healed and his starved frame filled out, but he was smiling again; his beam always lit up a room. A few missing teeth could be ignored. For the first time in years, the man she had married was beside her.
Everything had come right. She had always known it would happen.
‘I shall sit out today, Alexander.’
This last month since giving birth, she had only left the bed to use the chamber pot. But as Finlay had slept for five hours in one stretch last night, a flicker of normality returned. Gingerly lowering herself onto a chair, she stroked Alexander as he tucked a rug around her legs.
‘You’ve not been to Stanmore since Finlay was born, have you, darling? Is everything all right there?’
‘Drink the tea, dear wife, while it’s warm.’
‘As long as you are working, Alexander. We still need money, there are bills to pay. I will be fine here with Jane and Christian if you need to visit the estate.’
‘You must not worry, Elizabeth. What have I always told you? Money comes to me. Now Finlay is here, I will do what is necessary and important. Being a father has reminded me of that. I am a man of ideas, one who creates things. Now please, I insist that you think no more about these tedious details.’
He knelt and took her hands in his. His gaze was steady; it demanded her confidence. Every word beckoned her towards the reality he inhabited. The one in which she longed to reside.
Her heart beat a little faster as she summoned up the courage: ‘But Alexander – you are working with the Duke?’
‘Elizabeth, rest now. I know you love me and so I know that you trust me. Drink your tea, my darling.’
An inscrutable smile played around his mouth. She had seen it before. His expression did not plead or cajole, it simply required acquiescence.
‘Of course,’ she said, and drank her tea.
It was delicious, chamomile with a hint of ginger and a stir of honey. She smiled at him. Their golden bubble of love was intact.
   
Proud father was not a part of Alexander he’d ever thought to see. George scrutinised the sketch he’d made of Finlay, then started to cut it into copper. One baby looked very much like another as far as he was concerned. Alexander had sent for him days after the boy arrived. A command ‘to come with his pens for an audience with the prince’. Alexander wanted a drawing of himself and Finlay to send his parents. A pleasing way to re-establish a tricky relationship, to gloss over his unfortunate incarceration.
That much made sense. What did not was the man Alexander had mentioned as he cradled Finlay in his arms – Roland Tippett. Risky Roland, George called him in private. He knew through friends that Tippett was peddling an idea for a new material from which longer-wearing horseshoes could be fashioned. Tippett and a Cornish blacksmith were in cahoots and needed cash to make the idea commercial. Interesting perhaps – but was it plausible? Risky Roland still owed George money for prints he’d bought from him a year ago when he was opening a gallery near the docks. The place folded in days. No wonder: what sailor has the money to spend on art?
‘He’s a chancer, Alexander, I’d keep my distance from Tippett if I were you.’
‘Roland’s all right. Anyway, I’m too busy with this one to give him much attention,’ Alexander said, kissing each of Finlay’s fingers.
That was more than a month ago. The carriage dropped George outside the Blackwells’ house. Christian opened the door.
Her presence did not surprise him: he knew she had left her job with the Steeles to move here. It was her expression that caused him concern.
‘George, come in. But before you meet Alexander, I wanted a word. To ask for your help.’
‘All very conspiratorial, Christian. Any chance of a drink? It’s been a hard day.’
‘Of course.’ She poured a glass of whisky for him and after a moment’s hesitation, one for herself too. ‘It’s Alexander. He’s not left the house these past two months for more than a few hours.’
‘Is that surprising? He’s besotted by his child. He even persuaded me to draw him – and babies are not what I do.’
‘He’s been to buy her a mothering present, I know that. A silver locket. I can’t imagine what it cost. And he’s having flowers delivered every day. He acts as though they are wealthy. They are not.’
‘The man has style. He wants to thank his wife for going through a terrible labour. I’m not sure what you’re worrying about, Christian. New parents act in odd ways in my experience.’ He grimaced. ‘Not planning to do it myself.’
‘How can he run an estate in Stanmore from London? Tell me that. It doesn’t make sense.’
‘Complaints about your brother-in-law. Now, Christian, I know you’ve not seen eye to eye in the past. Alexander can be trying but…’
Upstairs a baby wailed, then Alexander’s croon. The cries settled.
‘You must stop him.’
‘Stop Finlay? Sounds as though Alexander is doing a fine job. Whisky’s fine too. I’ll have a drop more.’
As Christian filled his glass, she looked straight at him. ‘No – you must stop Alexander. Do you know what he’s done? Persuaded Elizabeth to sell the copyright on her herbal. The copyright, George! The lawyer came yesterday with the contract. I don’t know where he finds the gall.’
‘But why has he done it? What’s he saying to her?’ said George, hoping against hope that he would not hear the answer she gave.
‘He needs cash. He wants to invest in “a clever opportunity” with someone called Tippett. I don’t trust his judgement. The man’s a fool.’
‘Alexander is not a fool, he’s just… I told him not to go near that man. Just as I feared, Tippett’s turned his head. Are you sure?’
‘She’s not herself. Poor woman is feeding day and night.’
‘But has she signed?’
Christian paced the room. ‘She can’t resist Alexander when he gets fired up. He rails on about needing to make serious cash now he’s a father. Complains Elizabeth will ruin Finlay’s future if she won’t let him take this opportunity.’
‘I suppose it’s her decision,’ George said doubtfully.
For a moment they both were lost in thought, then Christian said in barely veiled fury: ‘He says he’s been working for the Duke. But he’s lying! He’s got a nerve. After everything she’s done for him, he makes her sign away the rights to her book! But George, perhaps he hasn’t invested the money yet. Ask him and stop him, please! He’ll listen to you.’
‘I’m not sure he listens to anyone. I’ll try. I’ll have a word.’
After a pause, he said, ‘You mustn’t worry, Christian. How are you anyway? Have you seen Sorcha?’
‘Not since Finlay arrived. She understands I’m needed here. But it’s testing my resolve to be around that man, watching him ruin my sister’s life again.’ There were footsteps on the stairs. ‘Here he comes. I’ll leave him to you.’
That afternoon, when Christian nudged open the bedroom door, it was a peaceful scene; Elizabeth curled up on the bed feeding Finlay. ‘I’ve brought the water,’ she whispered, setting the bowl on the floor. The daily bathing of her sister’s incision was working. The wound was healing, the fever almost gone.
Elizabeth’s eyes widened.
Christian looked behind the door. Alexander was lounging on the daybed, a dressing gown carelessly tied, his bare legs crossed. She had not seen him wigless for years. When young, his hair was a nimbus of gold. Now lonely strands the colour of urine lay across a scaly scalp. From his fingers dangled a silver locket.
‘Ah, Christian. I understand that you do not approve of my buying this. As if it is any of your business.’ Each word was spat out as though it was stale. ‘But you see, my wife deserves beautiful things for producing my beautiful boy. And George also tells me you do not like the deal we’ve done with the publisher. But my wife is of the opinion that selling the copyright of our herbal is the right thing to–’
‘She’s too exhausted to decide anything,’ Christian interrupted. ‘All your moaning about money, spending what you don’t have. Spending what is hers – just as you’ve always done! You made her do it!’
Finlay began to whimper. In the last few days, he had started to thrash his legs as though his tummy hurt him, and he found it hard to settle. Yesterday afternoon she’d heard Alexander snap, ask crossly why Elizabeth didn’t employ a wet nurse if her milk couldn’t satisfy the boy.
‘Don’t quarrel you two, please,’ Elizabeth murmured.
‘But your sister’s wrong, isn’t she, Elizabeth?’ Alexander rubbed bloodshot eyes. ‘I’m also wondering why she discusses our business with George? She’s poking her nose into things that don’t concern her. I did not force you to do anything you didn’t agree with, did I? You agreed it was right to sell the copyright, didn’t you… wife?’
Finlay pulled up his legs. Elizabeth rubbed his tummy.
Alexander was trenchant. ‘Did you not hear me, Elizabeth? Please tell your sister that you are content with what happened. Tell her that it is none of her business what we do with our herbal, the book that we wrote together. As you always say to everyone – you could not have done it without me.’
‘It is what we have done.’ Elizabeth glanced at Christian and indicated with a tiny shake of her head for her to stop.
‘Speak up, Elizabeth – we can’t hear you!’ Alexander commanded.
‘We agreed,’ she repeated dully.
‘Christian, what a great help you’ve been,’ Alexander sneered. He stood and adjusted the dressing-gown cord. The smell of stale alcohol wafted over from unwashed flesh. ‘But now it is time for you to leave our house. We no longer want you here.’
‘You’re throwing me out?’ Christian asked, more shocked than angry. ‘Elizabeth… aren’t you going to stop him?’
‘I don’t know, perhaps it is best, just for a day or two, if you…’ Elizabeth said, lowering her head over Finlay. Her hair covered her face.
‘You heard her. Elizabeth agrees with me – so go. And don’t bother coming back.’
‘I see… Then I shall take my leave.’ Christian closed the door.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

For a moment, Elizabeth did not know where she was. The collar of her dress was damp, her neck ached. She looked about her. Finlay’s room; she must have fallen asleep in the chair. The odd popping sound was his lips moving as he slept.
The house was quiet. She stood in the hall outside the room and wondered what time it was. She headed down to the kitchen.
Jane bustled in from the backyard, her arms full of washing. Kicking the back door shut with her heel, she yelped when she saw Elizabeth. ‘You made me jump, Mrs Blackwell. Why are you hiding in the shadows?’
The women looked at each other, neither wanting to put into words what they were both thinking.
Then Jane said: ‘Yes, she’s gone.’
She emptied the basket of clothes on the table. By the way she sighed, Elizabeth knew that Jane was sad. ‘Miss Blachrie were teaching me to read,’ the woman said, picking up a book. ‘She gave me this before she left, said you might help me one day when the boy settles. I want to learn more. I’ll miss her, you know.’
‘I will too. Very much.’
They stood together folding clothes. Then Jane said: ‘Mr Blackwell left this morning too. He said to tell you he’ll be away for a week or more.’
‘To Stanmore, I expect,’ Elizabeth said hopefully.
‘Perhaps. Didn’t say, Mrs Blackwell.’
It was a bright day, the sort of weather Elizabeth loved. Gusts of wind drove the crows from the treetops like puffs of black smoke. There was a time when she would have defied the warnings about thieves on Five Fields and strode out.
But not today. Unease crawled like spiders through her body. Where had Christian gone? Where had Alexander gone? The clock’s tick was too loud.
Finlay was out of sorts all afternoon. Red-faced and angry, he rooted frantically for her breast only to spit it out again. She walked him up and down, sang songs, rocked him in the cradle. Nothing helped.
‘My mum used to give me a nip of brandy when I wouldn’t settle,’ Jane said, coming into the sitting room with a tray of bread and honey.
‘Are you sure the brandy wasn’t for her?’ Elizabeth quipped.
The women giggled. It broke the tension.
‘Let me hold the little man while you eat,’ Jane said.
Elizabeth took a few mouthfuls; it was hard to swallow.
Eventually the bout of colic passed, and exhausted, Finlay fell asleep. Stretching out cramped shoulders, Elizabeth’s eyes lighted on her tools, the brushes standing like sentinels in their jars waiting for her orders. She picked one up, traced its bristles with her finger, felt the smooth hairs which sculpted down to a point. Soft, yet strong enough to free a man from prison.
Mixing water on a dried dab of yellow, she chivvied the paint into liquid life. Her brush meandered across the paper. A thick wipe of colour here, a twist line there. How restful it was to watch a trail of sunshine appear.
Watching the two people she loved quarrel viciously tore her in two. Christian’s accusation that Alexander had bullied her was simplistic. Christian did not take Alexander’s situation into account. What was the value of a life half-lived? Yes, he was out of prison. But a lack of money and opportunity was a kind of incarceration for a man with his talents. If Elizabeth refused to sell the herbal’s copyright, he would be like a caged lion in the Tower. The brushes and paints that surrounded her now, the tools of her trade, gave Elizabeth a means of expression. If Alexander could not do the same, what had been the point of her struggle to free him?
A leaf on the sideboard, curled by time, caught her eye. She crumbled it in her palm.
Christian had a point. Elizabeth did not want to lose control over her herbal book. But Alexander deserved a second chance, and if selling the copyright was the only way to ensure that, so be it. Any loving wife would have done the same.
Alexander found Christian annoying; he always had. Christian was being protective, and there were valid reasons for her concern. He had not always made the wisest decisions. Christian was thinking of Elizabeth’s best interests when she challenged Alexander about what they’d done. But banning her from the house was extreme…
Finlay stirred. Elizabeth was relieved to be distracted from these thoughts. She stood with him at the window. Ducks flew over the marshes, heading south towards the river. The donkeys were skittish in the failing winter light.
‘Quack-quack,’ she mimicked. ‘Hee-haw.’
Two days later, a note came from Christian; short, the tone cool. She was at Sorcha’s house where the Gilpins wanted her to stay while she found a room to rent. She did not mention coming to visit. But it lifted Elizabeth’s spirits that in the postscript Christian had put a kiss for Finlay. Putting the letter inside her bodice felt comforting.
Elizabeth and Jane had their meals in the kitchen, taking turns to hold Finlay. They cooked together, simple things, or bought from the street sellers who passed by. Days smudged into each other. If the air was fresh, Elizabeth wrapped Finlay in the plaid that had warmed her in childhood and carried him up and down along the still-unnamed track outside the house. The rhythm of walking lulled them into a kind of stupor, a way to nudge time forward. But never far from the house. Invisible bonds held her close, waiting for what would happen next.
Sometimes she made bread. The scent of yeast took her back to the night she’d crept from her parents’ house, everything before her. How little she had understood about life.
Weeks passed with no word from Alexander.
Then a letter arrived from Martins Bank, a statement of their account. It took time for her head to stop reeling. She tried to remain calm as she read it a second time.
The defences that shored her up crumbled like cliffs in a pounding sea. The money from the copyright sale had been deposited in their account; that the statement confirmed. But the day Alexander left the house, railing at the world and everyone in it, he must have gone straight to Martins Bank and withdrawn most of it out. There was barely enough money left to cover next quarter’s rent. How was she to pay Jane’s wages, to buy food, to live?
Now her days were mocked by recollections. The lawyer’s meeting when Alexander assured her that he had learnt his lesson. His finger shaking as he pointed to where, on the contract, she must sign her name.
‘I’ll be sensible this time,’ he pleaded.
‘Dear Alexander, sensible is not a word I associate with you. Clever and inventive are. I trust you, my darling. You have given me your word. There, look, I’ve signed.’
‘Trust me, Elizabeth.’ He kissed her fingers.
But he had thrown this vow to the dogs. He had broken his promise.
She could rail and scream. But why? It would make no difference.
That night she took Finlay into her bed, filled his head with her heartbeats and his belly with her milk. When dawn light pierced the shutters and she woke to see him splayed out, limbs akimbo, lying where his father once did, her course of action was clear.
Since Finlay’s birth, she had ignored the correspondence that came from shops and stationers, apothecaries and the Physic Garden asking for her herbal prints. She was too busy to meet their demands; she was a mother. But now things had changed. Her family needed money and they had none. She had the means to make it. Why would she delay? She wrote to Mr Compton and asked him to make prints from the engravings she’d left in his shop, and to send them post-haste.
In the gaps between feeding or when Finlay was content, she worked.
During this time, George called by. He frowned when she said Christian was no longer living there. He paled when she explained that Alexander had been gone for weeks. Usually, they chatted easily. But since they could not discuss the person whose presence loomed largest, the atmosphere was stilted. George peered at Finlay and said he’d visit again soon.
She wrote to her parents enclosing a sketch of Finlay, assuring them their grandson would visit them one day soon. And she wrote to Therese and told her of Finlay’s safe arrival.
So it was not unexpected when some evenings later, Therese arrived. Her hooped gown was so wide that she had to turn sideways to fit through the door.
‘I’m on my way to the theatre. Here, I’ve brought a silver spoon for Finlay and a basket of oranges for you. How’s the boy doing?’ She kissed Elizabeth on both cheeks.
‘Oh, Finlay is thriving.’
‘Not the baby. He is perfect, bien sur. I meant your other boy. Where’s Alexander? You didn’t mention him in your letter.’
‘He disappeared a few weeks ago after a row with Christian. First, he banished her from the house, then stomped off himself leaving me alone. I’m not sure where he’s gone. I’m worried about him.’
‘You don’t sound worried, Elizabeth, you sound cross – and they say it’s bad for the milk. He is probably cooling down. We must expect some naughtiness from a young father. Responsibility and so on. Poor you, though. You’ve been festering, cooped up inside too long with only a baby to talk to.’
‘Therese, I am not cross. I am furious. Alexander has reneged on a promise he gave me, and he’s spent a great deal of our money. I can’t bear to think what he’s wasted it on.’
‘I thought you two didn’t have any money. After the debts and his fines were paid off.’
‘We didn’t. But we decided to sell the herbal’s copyright in order to raise cash. We needed it to pay the rent and bills while I recovered. And to leave some for Alexander to invest.’
‘I see. So he’s spent more than you agreed?’
‘Almost everything we raised, Therese. Worse than that, he did it without telling me. That was not our agreement. We’ve almost no savings. I don’t know what to do except get back to work. That man tests me to the limits.’
Therese picked Finlay up. In a sing-song voice she crooned: ‘I know your daddy, petit Finlay, and I would call him a scoundrel if I were not so terribly fond of him. He puts your mother through the mill; she is a saint. But what you’ll learn, as you grow up, is that we adults sometimes fail to see what stares us in the face.’
As she handed Finlay back, powder from her wig sprinkled him like fairy dust. He sneezed and Elizabeth smiled.
‘I am glad you can be cheerful, my dear,’ Therese said. ‘What can we do? Husbands. At least Alexander is consistent. He never tells you the full story. So we must pray his investment succeeds. I am sorry, but I must dash. I’m expected at the…’
Her perfume hung in the air.
As Elizabeth undressed Finlay for his bath, she remembered the times she stood on a podium telling an audience what she passionately believed; that the artist must see the truth of what is before them. How her words mocked her, how trite they seemed. Therese was right: she must face the truth. Alexander’s whims and desires would always dwarf consideration for anyone else; hers included. The years he had been locked up had only hardened his intent. At his core, there was a ruthlessness no promise would soften.
She lowered the baby into the water. He began to kick, and she got splashed. It was as though he was reminding her not to forget her foibles and his unusual beginning. She invited happenstance to determine his paternity. She would never know for sure who his father was.
On the wall above hung the painting that Nathaniel sent to celebrate Finlay’s birth. Elizabeth had always been mesmerised by the people it portrayed: a man, woman and child, separate and yet so connected they could only be a family. Intimacy shone from their eyes, and a fierce union, something she wanted, something she believed in.
As she coaxed Finlay’s limbs into nightclothes, she pledged that though Alexander tested her love with callous acts of disregard, stretched it so thin that it frayed and trembled, she would tend it and she would nurture it. It would not be her that broke the marriage bond.
Tobias would be in Sweden by now. It helped he was a long way away.





CHAPTER THIRTY

Money made him walk with a swing. Though much of it had gone to Tippett, a smart investor always kept sufficient in his pocket to spend and, more importantly, to be seen to be spending and in the right places. Alexander pushed open the door. Cigarette smoke, coffee and body heat; more fragrant and exotic than the perfumes Therese pressed him to buy for Elizabeth. The smell of men – enterprising, clever and successful. Joining a table, Alexander began to talk to a man in a fine coat with a finer manner who inclined his head enough to hear Alexander describe a blacksmith’s experimentation with white-hot metals and his creation of a material more robust than any known before. Lightweight horseshoes could be made from it. ‘Imagine the commercial impact if re-shoeing the entire transport system became cheaper,’ Alexander said, shielding his mouth with his hand lest anyone overhear. The curl of the man’s lip softened. ‘Early investors would see their money quadruple,’ Alexander added. The man’s fingers, lightly laid on his coffee cup, began to flutter. Elizabeth had always said it: Alexander was a brilliant salesman.
Later that morning Alexander called by George’s studio. The door of the building in a street off Leicester Fields stood ajar. Almost back to pre-prison health, he took two stairs at a time. George was halfway up a ladder draping green silk to create an opulent backdrop for a chair on a plinth.
‘Ah, the wanderer returns. Sit there.’ George pointed to the chair. ‘I need to see how the light falls.’
‘You’re expecting a client? Or perhaps you’d like to paint me?’ Alexander flicked imaginary dust off the seat. ‘I’ve been back at home for over a week and heard from Tippett already. The cad says he needs more cash and I’ve none to give him. You don’t have a rich customer I could tap for a loan, by any chance?’
George scrutinised him through narrowed eyes before disappearing behind a curtain. He returned with a lamp.
‘Did you hear me, George? Who’s coming here today to be flattered by your brush?’
‘No one you know.’ George closed the window shutter. In the street below a boy was dodging through the crowd; people were shouting, several were chasing him.
‘Perhaps I could meet your client, George? I could, perhaps, tempt the gentleman to part with some of his fortune.’
‘I think not. I admire your faith in Tippett, Alexander, but I certainly don’t share it. Now I’m going to ask you to leave, old friend, and shut the door behind you. I must prepare.’
‘You’re going to throw me into the street? But there’s a riot going on out there.’
‘I will throw you out, friend. The same thing you did to Christian. What did the poor woman do to make you act so unkindly?’
‘You’ve no idea what she’s like. Christian interferes with things that are none of her business. I expect she’s gone to her lover. Sorcha’s husband doesn’t know what goes on under his nose.’
‘But it’s hard on Elizabeth and lonely. She and Christian are close, and Christian was helping with Finlay.’
‘Elizabeth is fine. I came back from my trip and found her drawing. She’s back to normal.’
‘Really? When I visited, she looked strained. Tell me. Are you working for the Duke? No one seems quite clear.’
‘Of course not. Oh George, you’re like Elizabeth, hounding me with questions. I must make serious money, not scraps. Which I will. It’s simply a matter of time.’
   
A MONTH LATER
Mrs Blackwell told Jane that a gentleman was coming to tea and would she please bake a fruit cake. ‘But use honey to sweeten it. Our guest does not eat sugar,’ Mrs Blackwell had said.
‘The cake won’t rise so well if I don’t…’
Mrs Blackwell gave one of her looks.
‘But if I must, all right then. I couldn’t live without sugar, me, never could. Tell me again why something so delicious is bad?’
‘I will – but not now, Jane. I must keep working while Finlay is settled.’
The smell of baking apple, lemon, clove, nutmeg and cinnamon sweetened the kitchen. Jane was taking the cake from the oven when there was a knock on the front door. It was warm for April and Mrs Blackwell was in the garden with Finlay. Jane ran up. She recognised the gentleman on the doorstep; he had come to the supper that Mrs Blackwell gave last autumn when she was pregnant.
She led the man through the house and opened the back door. ‘Mrs Blackwell! Your visitor, Mr Watt, is here.’
Mrs Blackwell looked around. You’d think she’d seen a ghost.
   
‘This is a surprise, Tobias, I thought you were in Sweden.’
‘Hallo, Elizabeth. Nathaniel is not well. He asked me to come in his place, thought it better to send me than a note. He didn’t want you to worry.’
‘Nathaniel is unwell? Oh dear, I’m so sorry. I was going to give him tea here, spring’s come early, it’s quite warm… I like to bring the baby outside… it’s what we do with babies in Scotland, fresh air…’
She was babbling. Seeing him put her in a spin. Bending over the basket, she fiddled with Finlay’s blanket. ‘I hope Nathaniel is not too poorly?’
‘It’s his chest, you know how he suffers with it. Ignatius wrote to me, and I decided I must come home. How are you, Elizabeth?’
She sensed him coming closer, her heart was pounding. ‘I am well, yes. A little short of sleep some nights but…’
‘Can I see the child?’ He was beside her now.
‘Of course.’ She dared not catch his eye.
Finlay squawked when a strange face peered at him, then chortled with the sound he’d made. That made them laugh.
‘Hallo, Finlay. My, you are a handsome boy.’ Tobias’s shoulder was brushing hers. Blood whooshed in her ears. Did he wonder if the baby might be his? She would never raise the subject.
Jane called. ‘I’ve brought the tea things, Mrs Blackwell.’
‘Oh, put them on the table, will you?’ It was a relief to busy herself with the cups and saucers.
When they had taken their seats, Elizabeth said, ‘How long are you going to be in London?’
‘I’ve no plans, I’ll see how Nathaniel is when he recovers. I was in Sweden to oversee the renovation of a large house. The work is well underway. I’ll go back briefly, if necessary. Is Alexander here? I wanted to speak to him. A gentleman I am working with has seen his pamphlet.’
‘You showed it to him? That was kind of you, Tobias.’ Her pulse had steadied. She was back in control.
‘The man owns a large estate outside Stockholm, has some problem with flooding. He wants to invite Alexander over to see if he can help.’
‘That’s wonderful. I’m sure Alexander can help. As long as he can fit it in around his work with the Duke.’
‘Oh, who is he working with?’
She frowned. ‘The Duke of Chandos, the peer you introduced him to. On his estate in Stanmore.’
Tobias examined a nail, then said, ‘But Alexander didn’t stay in that job for more than a week or two. The Duke told me Alexander felt unable to use… his experience and skills… to the full. I helped the Duke to find and appoint another man.’
‘What? Are you telling me Alexander does not work for the Duke?’
Tobias shook his head.
   
Voices in the garden. Visitors were the last thing he needed. He remembered Elizabeth telling him Nathaniel Watt was coming to tea. Alexander slung his coat over the stairs. He was not in the mood to listen to an old man bang on about sugar. He was about to slip upstairs when Jane appeared.
‘Oh, Mr Blackwell, thought I heard you come in. You go out to the garden; I’ll fetch an extra cup. Knew I should have baked a larger…’ Before he could stop her, she had opened the door.
It was preferable to see Tobias Watt there with Elizabeth. Tobias was a good sort. The world needed placid, practical men to get things done and to dote on ailing uncles. He was patient too: he’d assisted Elizabeth when she found it such a struggle to produce their herbal.
‘Hallo, Tobias. You’re back from Sweden? How are things there?’ Alexander pulled up a chair and took the rest of the cake.
‘I’ve had to come back to see Nathaniel, he’s not very well. I was just telling Elizabeth. I met someone out there, a wealthy landowner who is interested to meet you. He’s seen your pamphlet and thinks you can help him. He’ll pay a fee and travel.’
Alexander leapt to his feet. ‘Elizabeth, do you hear this? Someone interested in my work at last!’ He began to pace up and down, crumbs flying from his mouth as he said, ‘I knew it would happen one day. I just had to bide my time. Do you have any idea what he’s willing to pay? I’d be gone about a month or so. There’s nothing holding me back, is there, Elizabeth.’
It was a statement, not a question. ‘Nothing I can think of,’ she replied.
The expression on her face was impossible to fathom. Probably tired. He’d ask her later. But first, he must start planning for his trip. He must leave for Stockholm as soon as possible.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Marylebone was a pleasant place to live. Most things a person wanted could be purchased from one of the shops along the thriving high street, yet within a short stroll was quiet countryside. A short carriage ride would deliver the theatre buff or opera fan to the capital’s leading drama and concert houses. Marylebone Gardens were renowned for formal planting and miniature waterways; the ban on smoking kept the atmosphere refined.
Yet the village revelled in its reputation as bohemian. Aristocrats and musicians lived alongside actors and builders, and more black residents found accommodation there than in any other part of London. Painters could afford studios and prostitutes the houses into which they welcomed clients.
On Paradise Street, a man unlocked the door of a building to show two well-dressed women inside. Sorcha Gilpin wandered to the end of the low-ceilinged room, looking from side to side as though deciding where a particular piece of furniture might best be placed. Christian watched her, marvelling at how easily her friend could switch focus with a snap of her delicate fingers. The ones that had brought Christian such pleasure this morning.
Sorcha said: ‘It is a good room with plenty of light. There is a privy and sink in the yard at the back, you said?’ The man showing the property nodded.
‘Enough room for desks and chairs for ten or even twelve pupils. Somewhere for the primers and pens, and for their teacher. I will teach reading, writing and arithmetic.’ Christian almost bounced with excitement. ‘Will Ewan want to come and see it?’
Sorcha shook her head: ‘He’ll go with my recommendation.’
‘A school for boys and girls. Do you really think it will happen?’
‘Why not?’ said Sorcha, linking arms with Christian. ‘We like to challenge the rules.’
The women smiled at each other, then went outside leaving the man to lock up.
The Gilpins were keen to establish a school for the poor children of Marylebone parish; those whose mothers had died or were too ill to care for them. It would be funded by the sale of the pupils’ handiwork and any shortfall made up from donations from wealthy patrons. The dream suited them for different reasons. When a young man, Ewan Gilpin had toyed with the idea of taking the cloth. But he had been far too successful at making money. Now in advanced years and failing health, he was thinking of his legacy. For Sorcha, opening a school provided a solution to boredom as well as employment for her lover. Christian would be the schoolmistress of Marylebone Poor School. Though Sorcha had not yet informed Ewan, Christian would continue to live in the Cavendish Square mansion.
‘I’ll write a book for children, help them learn their letters. And yes, I’ll get my sister to do the illustrations.’ Christian clapped her hands. ‘I’ll have “H” for happy which is how I feel today. Let’s go and visit Elizabeth. What do you say?’
Sorcha was hailing a carriage. ‘But her husband threw you out only a few months ago. Will he want to see you?’
‘We had a difference of opinion, that’s all. I’ll apologise if I must. I want to tell Elizabeth about everything, the school and you and us… and see my nephew too.’
‘Tell her about us? Will she be shocked?’
‘Oh no, Elizabeth understands. She wants me to be happy. She is my sister.’
‘Very well then, get inside. Driver, take us to Five Fields.’
   
Only one property in the street was still under construction. Workmen clambered up scaffolding like ants over honey. The other houses were occupied. Railings in front gardens and painted front doors and curtains at windows. The road teemed with vehicles and street hawkers shouted out to householders as they passed. A man was nailing a street plate to a post. Beneath a pointing finger, the sign read: Belville Street.
Elizabeth was returning home with Finlay when she heard her name called. Her sister jumped down from a carriage outside No.6.
‘Oh, let me take him,’ Christian said, and scooping Finlay up, lavished kisses on him. He promptly burst into tears. ‘Oh dear, he doesn’t remember me. You’d better have him back. Elizabeth – how are you?’
‘Oh, it’s wonderful to see you.’ She hadn’t seen Christian since January and had missed her terribly. Hugging her so closely she almost squashed her son, she said, ‘Hallo, Sorcha, we met at my book party. Let’s go inside where we can talk properly.’
‘Won’t Alexander mind me coming in?’
‘Don’t worry about him, sister. Hold Finlay, I’ll open the door. Jane, look who’s here.’
Jane beamed when she saw Christian, then went to fetch refreshments.
Christian flitted about like a butterfly. ‘Where did you say Alexander was? I want to apologise, get it over with. I can’t believe Finlay has grown so much, he’s almost a little boy now. Who does he look like?’
Her eyes glistened, her skin glowed. So different to the way Elizabeth felt. A few days ago, she’d received her first letter from Alexander since he’d left London. It made her blood freeze.
She said brightly, ‘Alexander’s away at present. He’s gone to Sweden on business. There’s interest in his ideas on soil drainage and so on. He left in May.’
‘Sweden? How did that happen? That’s months ago. What about his work here?’
‘Oh, ticking along, lots of… schemes. You know Alexander. He thrives on being busy.’
She had never confronted him about lying about working for the Duke. There didn’t seem much point. It would have soured the atmosphere. If there was interest in his work in Sweden, she would support him – not hark on about the past. Things were strained between them those last few days, and parting painful, at least for her. His lips barely brushed her cheek. A lump in her throat; she had to force herself to swallow. No, her hope was that if things went well in Sweden, she and Finlay would join him. A chance to start afresh, revive their marriage. She could still work, produce herbals, find another source of plants…
‘When is he coming back?’ asked Sorcha.
‘Nothing is certain right now. Finlay and I will probably join him in a month or two. He’ll send for us when the circumstances are right. But enough of us. Sorcha, it’s kind of you to let my sister stay.’
Christian butted in. ‘I love living there with her… and Ewan, of course. There’s so much to tell you. You’ll never guess. We’re going to open a school – in Marylebone. We saw a building today. It’s just right.’
‘And you will…’
‘Be the school’s teacher.’ Christian beamed, then looked at Sorcha. ‘It’s going to be a school for boys and girls. Funded by the parish and benefactors.’
‘That’s marvellous. And with your experience at the Steeles’, Christian, you’ll be ready for it.’
There was a commotion outside.
Christian joined Elizabeth at the window. ‘Sorcha – come and look.’
In the garden next door, a man in white stockings and frock coat, wig flapping, was shouting at sheep. One grazed contentedly on flowers, another defecated on the grass and a third bleated mournfully.
Christian put her arms round Elizabeth and Sorcha’s waists and roared with laughter. ‘Your neighbour is no shepherd, Elizabeth. The animals are indifferent. Oh, I’m so glad to be here.’
They watched the man’s futile attempts to herd the animals from his garden.
‘You look tired, Elizabeth. Is Finlay waking in the night?’
‘Sometimes, you know. It’s not that. I am a bit… it’s something Alexander mentioned in his letter. It doesn’t make sense.’
‘Sounds like the man we know,’ Christian said with a snort.
‘What does he say that concerns you?’ Sorcha enquired gently.
‘That he’s a physician to King Frederick of Sweden.’
‘Alexander is a doctor? I didn’t know that,’ Sorcha said.
The sisters exchanged looks. ‘He’s not,’ they said, shaking their heads.
   
The frock coat gaped over his stomach. Alexander eyed himself in the mirror. He’d put on weight since leaving England. He liked this heftier profile. More fitting for a man of success. Skulking around London behind Elizabeth’s skirts made him miserable as sin. Killed his appetite.
The outfit Daniel made for him was smart enough for London society. But now he’d been presented at the Swedish court, finer garments were essential. Tomorrow, his new ensemble would be ready. He’d gone to the best tailor in Stockholm.
Alexander headed for the harbour. Despite the rain, his spirits lifted as he admired the city spread out before him. A patchwork of islands linked by bridges like splendid spiders’ legs. Medieval buildings clustered along the shore, church spires piercing the sky. On the boat on Stadsholmen island, he exulted in his good fortune. Here he felt a free man. His past did not cling like an odour.
The Royal Palace guards frisked him, then led him to an antechamber. Paintings covered the damask walls, the side tables were laden with porcelain. The guards asked him to wait for Emanuel Tessin. Alexander nodded. The splendid cushioned chair was a comfortable place to pass the time.
He recalled the tea party in the garden of his London home. Tobias Watt had mentioned ‘a wealthy Swedish landowner’ was interested in his work. What an understatement. Emanuel Tessin was an aristocrat owning hundreds of acres on Södermalm, an island not far from Stockholm. He was a major figure in the politics that swirled around the court of King Frederick. Tobias’s letter of introduction had put Alexander in touch with the highest echelons of Swedish society.
He still didn’t know why Tessin had brought him to that Palace soiree a month ago – but he thanked every star in heaven that he had. The King’s dukes and nobles were gathered with their wives and consorts at a banquet more lavish than Alexander had ever dreamed possible. He was introduced by Tessin as an ‘expert’ from England whose ‘radical ideas on soil’ would make land management as profitable as the Swedish East India Trading Company. Men’s eyes lit up. Alexander’s Swedish was limited, of course, but he’d appointed a private language tutor as soon as his foot touched Swedish soil and knew sufficient technical words to sound authoritative. Elizabeth’s drawings in the pamphlet helped explain his ideas too. Alexander was in his element.
He was talking to a gentleman with what sounded like a vast farm when the stars in heaven aligned in his favour. The King rose. The hubbub quietened. With a flick of his hand, the monarch commanded his guests to retire to the music room. A chorus of claps, murmurs of approval. As the guests filed out, keen to secure the best seats, the King’s attendants carried in a commode. Nature must be calling urgently.
Alexander was just leaving the banqueting hall when there was a crash. The King, a little worse for wear, had slipped or fainted. Alexander saw his chance. Striding over, he ordered people to move back, and grabbed a glass of water. He was just putting a cushion under the royal head when the monarch’s eyelids fluttered. Alexander’s was the face the King saw when he opened his eyes. ‘Jag är en läkare,’ he said, as he felt the monarch’s pulse. A slight untruth, he was not a doctor, but he knew as much as most medical men. And hypochondriacs want a doctor who agrees they need treatment. Dr Alexander Blackwell was only too happy to oblige. Small lies are necessary when opportunities present themselves.
He had not told Elizabeth the truth. He was not the King’s physician. But if he played his cards right, he soon would be. The incumbent had been ‘tending’ to a young lady in her bedchamber when the King had need of his attention, naughty man. He had not been available to administer to the King. Thank goodness for lust, thought Alexander. The amorous physician was bound to be sacked.
The sentries stamped their feet and stood to attention; someone must be approaching. Alexander saw Emanuel Tessin. The noble raised his hand in greeting. As he did so, his frock coat swung open to show a glorious lining of blue silk. Alexander nodded back. He hoped the material he’d chosen for his new coat would look as elegant.
   
That autumn the weather turned bitter. The windows were frosted on the inside, fires did not warm the rooms. But Alexander’s second letter made Elizabeth colder. A few lines about breeding horses, a bit about court life, no response to her suggestion she and Finlay join him. She pushed her breakfast away. Was their marriage finished?
A note arrived from Tobias. Nathaniel had taken a turn for the worse. It spurred her into action. She and Finlay would go to Chelsea.
The carriage dropped them in Swan Walk by the gates of the Physic Garden. Recollections came as thick and fast as the snowflakes that had started to fall. How many times had she scurried through those gates to find and pick a herb, conscious of a looming deadline, only to stop in her tracks, beguiled by its loveliness. How much the Garden meant to her: a place of healing, of sanctuary.
And there was Swan Cottage. Slumped by age, paint peeling off the window frames, moss blanketing its roof. It was a haven too, but for different reasons. It was where she used a burin and a brush to free her husband. It was where she made dear friends.
Huddled in blankets, Finlay gazed up as she whispered, ‘That’s Swan Cottage. Isn’t it pretty? Like a fairy-tale house. I lived there before you were with me.’
Since leaving the cottage eighteen months ago, everything she had longed for, everything she dreamed of, had come true. A new life with Alexander, her herbal was published and successful and, in her arms, lay her longed-for child.
Yet nothing was as she had envisaged it. Alexander was living in another country. The rights of her herbal book were lost, the money spent. And her baby… She fussed over Finlay’s wrapping. She remembered the night she waited at her bedroom window in Aberdeen straining for the sound of Alexander’s carriage and the pact she made with herself: happenstance would be her ally. If passion beckoned, she would follow. As she did that last night at Swan Cottage.
She knocked on the door. Mrs Treadwell’s expression said everything. Elizabeth ran upstairs.
Nathaniel was in bed, his eyes closed, more wizened than she remembered. Propped up against pillows, he struggled to breathe as though the air was dense.
‘Hello, Nathaniel, it’s Elizabeth,’ she said softly, stroking his hand. The skin was hot and dry. It was not clear if he could hear her. ‘I’ve brought Finlay, my son, to meet you.’
Phials and a blood-flecked cloth on the bedside table suggested a doctor’s visit. A half-empty cup and a washing bowl, the chaos of the sickroom, the sour smell of grief. Then she saw Tobias, half hidden by the bed curtains. His face was puffy from lack of sleep. He whispered: ‘I’m glad you’ve come.’
Settling Finlay on her lap, she watched the old gentleman, her dear friend, fighting for breath. How could she help? Then she remembered the evenings when she and Nathaniel met in the kitchen or corridor, late after she’d finished working. He always acted as though it was by chance though she suspected it wasn’t so. He would give her a glass of wine and insist she drank it by the fire. ‘Tell me about Scotland,’ he would urge, a place he regretted not visiting with Mercy.
So with Finlay obligingly sucking his fingers, she talked of the day she was picking berries with a friend and the fog descended on the moor. Disquieting but magical, the world around them shifted. Strange shapes in the milky haze, peculiar sounds muffled by mist. Her voice seemed to cast a spell. Nathaniel’s breaths became less laboured, Tobias’s head drooped on his chest.
Finlay began to fidget. Before she could slip away, he gave a wail. Tobias woke with a jump and Nathaniel’s eyes flew open. For a moment, the old man looked confused. His face brightened when he saw her. ‘Tobias, Elizabeth – is this your baby?’
   
Mrs Treadwell ricocheted between exasperation and affront: it was the way she coped with a world she found perplexing. But meeting Finlay for the first time revealed an emotion she rarely displayed, that of joy. A falsetto voice and alarming gurn were the evidence.
‘Little flitter-mouse, come to me. What’s this nonsense I hear? No, no, no – you will not be leaving the cottage in this terrible weather. Tell your mother you will stay here the night. Her room is vacant now Mr Ignatius has gone. The bed is fresh, I’ll make up a little fire. There’s beef potage in the pantry and,’ she whispered conspiratorially into the baby’s ear, ‘I know she’s partial to it. I’ll go and heat it now.’
Handing Finlay back to his mother, a beaming Mrs Treadwell skittered to the kitchen.
Elizabeth covered her mouth to hide her glee. ‘When I first moved in here and was on best behaviour, I said to her, “Mrs Treadwell, your beef potage is very tasty”.’
‘That’s why she serves it so often. It’s your fault,’ Tobias said, and despite everything they chuckled. It was like taking off a tight shoe.
Elizabeth mashed breadcrumbs into the soup and fed Finlay off a spoon. ‘Who is Ignatius? I never met him.’
Tobias searched for the right words. ‘I know Nathaniel won’t mind me telling you…There are parts of his life you aren’t aware of. His work on the sugar trade is public, of course, telling the nation how slaves are treated on sugar plantations. But there are other things he keeps secret. A few years ago, Ignatius arrived in London with his owner, a wealthy shipping merchant. Ignatius was a slave – one man owned by another – and he desired, as any man would, to be free. He came to Nathaniel’s attention and uncle paid for Ignatius’s freedom. When I went to Sweden, Ignatius came to live here to keep an eye on Uncle. Now he has found a place of his own and he has a skilled job in a foundry.’
Elizabeth shook her head. ‘Nathaniel is a generous man. How did he find out about Ignatius?’
‘There are people in this city – not many but some – who feel as strongly as we do. People who know it is morally corrupt to make money off the suffering of others, that the slave trade stains us as a nation. But these views are radical, some find them dangerous. So, we move slowly, with careful argument, persuading people to change their minds. Meanwhile, a few brave souls such as Nathaniel work in quiet ways to help people escape.’
‘The light in the garden. I sometimes saw them at night. Was that anything to do with all this?’
‘I remember you mentioning it once, I didn’t answer. Yes, it was. Several times a year, Nathaniel would receive a note. He’d be told little, only that someone needed a place to hide for a night. Nathaniel would leave the back gate unlocked, put food and blankets in the summerhouse. In the morning, the person would be gone…’
‘The summerhouse? I lived in Swan Cottage all that time and never realised what was going on.’
‘Other things have happened in the summerhouse that are not mentioned, that are not admitted to… Elizabeth.’
The tick of the hall clock cracked the silence.
Tobias pushed back his plate. ‘Nathaniel’s doctor says the cold is hard on his health. He told me we must prepare ourselves for the worst.’
The words triggered something. ‘I will miss him so much,’ she whispered.
‘Nathaniel admired you, you do know that.’
‘Why would he admire me?’
‘Because you acted on what you believed. He saw how hard you struggled to pay off Alexander’s debts. It gave him the impetus to do more. He’d been thinking about it for some time. He had enough money to give so he used it to buy a man’s freedom. At present, we’re hopeful of securing another man’s release. But now, I must go back to him. Get some sleep, Elizabeth. I’ll wake you if he gets any worse. You have a son to care for.’
Before she could stop herself, she laid her hand over his. ‘Thank you for telling me all this. It means such a lot to know more about Nathaniel.’
‘But knowing I love you does not?’
She snatched her hand back and muttered fiercely, ‘Tobias, please…’
‘Why should I hide my feelings anymore? When I’m to lose the man who has shown me such compassion and care, I know how precious love is. And I love you, Elizabeth.’
‘Tobias, no…’
‘Since the first night we met and talked in the garden, I have adored you. And I always will.’
The clock struck seven.
‘I know you have feelings for me, Elizabeth, you cannot deny it. Our night together, I felt your passion. But I understand; it is different for you. You have a husband. And there is Finlay to think about.’ He stroked her shoulder as though to wake her from a slumber. ‘I will always love you.’
She turned away. When she heard his footsteps on the stairs, she gave an involuntary gulp and burst into tears.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

It was a hard winter. A waterman, keen to make a last fare before the Thames froze over, got stuck in the ice by Lambeth wharf. Children used his boat as a target for their snowballs.
Workmen built a frost fair on the frozen water. Stalls and booths and tents were erected, a swingboat set up for the children and gin shops for their parents. Elizabeth gave Jane the day off, said she must see the elephant parade. When the girl returned that night, her breath rank with pork pie, she had stories of the puppet show and goat race she’d seen. Happy, too, were London’s icemen. Hacking out blocks where the river froze two feet deep, they wrapped the ice in thick straw and packed it in cellars all over the city. It would be sold to the wealthy when the weather turned warm.
Rumours were rife. The King was thought drowned when his ship sank in a storm in the Channel on his voyage home from France. Courtiers were jockeying for position around the Prince of Wales.
George knew Alexander had not been in touch with Elizabeth. So on Christmas morning he turned up unexpectedly at Five Fields with flowers, wine and gossip. Despite his squeamishness about babies, he announced Finlay to be ‘an exceptional chap that I must hold on my knee. I’ve just heard the King survived, only got his crown wet. And that’s scuppered his son’s plans to steal it away from him.’
In a mock aside, he added, ‘I also heard that our sovereign has taken to his bed. He has – and pardonnez-moi when I speak of this sordid subject in your precious young ears – a terrible case of infected piles. A toast to the King’s piles.’
Elizabeth laughed. George was pleased. She looked wretched when he’d arrived, deep shadows under her eyes.
‘What’s Finlay’s toast to be, Elizabeth?’
She held up her glass. ‘That his father’s work goes well.’
‘A toast to Alexander. May his advice on soil and drainage make Swedish fields less soggy!’ George cried.
It would give their marriage one last chance, Elizabeth thought as she got Finlay ready for bed that night. Her throat tightened. She couldn’t go on like this much longer; always fearful of what might happen. Alexander could be cruel. He had not been in touch at Christmas. All day long she had kept half an ear on the door, hoping that he might appear through it. It would be like him. He loved surprises.
Watching Finlay fall asleep calmed her. How delicate were the boy’s mauve-white eyelids; they fluttered like moths. Alexander was missing these precious months. When was it that he became lost to her? She’d gone over and over what had happened since they arrived in this magnificent rotten city. Their decisions, triumphs, difficulties. It was in the Marshalsea where his confidence was damaged. Since then, it was as though he was trying to prove himself. Sometimes life loses one of its own.
She remembered what George said when he left that night. ‘It will come right in the end, Elizabeth, you will see. His letter will arrive, and you will be together.’ He squeezed her hand and her eyes brimmed.
‘You must trust Alexander,’ he said.
He was right; optimism was her only option. Things would go well in Sweden; Alexander would be known as a specialist in managing land. That would bolster him. In London, he feared people thought him ‘a failure’, ‘a criminal’, a man who clung to his wife’s skirts. Recognition was what he craved and what he needed. Blowing out the candle, she gave a prayer. This year would see a change in Alexander’s fortunes. If only he would write…
   
Powerlessness weighed like a sodden cloak. Every day Alexander forced himself to shuffle and turn, dodge the pisspot, shuffle and turn. Occasionally, he allowed himself to stand at the window and appreciate the view from Långholmen Prison. Nothing like the stinking slums of Southwark he used to see from Marshalsea. Here there were trees, their branches dipping under a weight of recent snowfall. The fields glistening as though topped with sugar. And in the distance, only a short ride over a bridge, the city of Stockholm. A reminder to citizens of where criminality might lead. No one could be in any doubt of the consequences of law-breaking.
At least he was the only prisoner in the cell. For that he was grateful, though he was in no doubt of what it signalled. He would not be there for long.
The bench was scratched with names: Carlberg, Johanssen, Harleman, Andersson. What were the crimes or accusations that had brought these men to the cell? He must add his own. A form of remembrance; he would not leave the earth unknown. He thought of his parents. They would remember him though they had never understood their younger son. Found him unfathomable, and this strange ending would only add to their incomprehension. As for his brother Alasdair, his affection for Alexander was mild, his jealousy stronger. Any sadness he might feel would be moderated by the realisation he no longer faced competition for his parents’ affections.
Alexander sat on the bench. His life had been one of twists; this last month had been as startling as any. He thought back to the night his life changed again.
There had been a knock on his apartment door just before midnight. He was pleased, thought it was a friend was calling by for a late drink. But no one he recognised stood outside his door that December night. Only a group of soldiers. One stepped forward with a warrant for his arrest. Flabbergasted, Alexander demanded he be taken to see the King. The men looked at each other. He understood enough Swedish to hear them agree they did not understand a word the prisoner said.
They dragged him away and threw him into a low-ceilinged filthy lock-up. It made his head pound to be in a place like the Marshalsea pit again. As he tried to find a more comfortable position, he assured himself that his friends, the men he trusted, Tessin and the other court nobles would come for him in the morning. He had the odd enemy, that was true. Men jealous of his idea to establish diplomatic ties with Britain and Denmark. Why didn’t they think of it themselves? The sheep breeding programme he devised that attracted all that money. A few noses were put out of joint. Then his appointment as court physician. That did ruffle a few feathers. His quip about the mental health of the monarch obsessed with making snuff boxes would not be held against him, surely?
Three bitter days passed. When the lock-up door finally opened, Alexander expected to see Tessin in his fine coat. But rough guards hauled him onto cramped weak legs. He was chained and bound and marched off. Outwardly he managed to stay calm – the guards marvelled at his composure; he could understand what they were saying – inside he was furious and fearful. What had gone wrong? Jealousy and intrigue infected every court; that was to be expected; men who turned their backs when he approached. But others had acknowledged his skill, especially after the remedy he’d prescribed cleared the monarch’s chest. Courtiers asked his opinion. They seemed genuine.
But where were they now?
Every day guards interrogated him about his reasons for coming to Sweden, what they called his ‘outlandish’ views about soil and his claim to be a physician. It had been established with Professor Boerhaave that Alexander had never qualified.
His interrogators wanted a confession, a statement that he’d plotted to kill the King. For a day, he denied it all. But when his torturers stamped on his foot, the bones snapping like twigs, he started to talk. When they extracted each nail on his left hand, he admitted everything.
His court case was a sham. The confession he’d made was read to the judge. His lawyer – who he had never met – pointed out the accused’s bandaged limbs and raised the issue of confession under duress. But when the guard said the prisoner had tried to escape and had fallen, the lawyer was overruled. Alexander was charged with treason.
Being in a single cell was an indication of his sentence. A man facing death was given a chance to reflect alone. The privilege accorded such prisoners was pen and paper. He wrote to Elizabeth immediately, the only person on earth who could help him. She had saved him before; she would do so again.
At least he could still hold a pen. He was right-handed.
   
Therese had not seen Elizabeth for months; she always said she was too busy with the baby or had to finish a drawing. But at last night’s party, Therese heard two pieces of news that convinced her they must meet. The first, that Nathaniel Watt died just after Christmas. The old gentleman meant a great deal to Elizabeth; she would be devastated. More troubling, however, was the second rumour. It was about Alexander. Whispers were that he was involved in a scandal in the Swedish court and had been arrested.
She hailed a sedan. ‘Take me to Belville Street, chairman.’
‘Where’s that, missus? Never heard of it.’
‘Five Fields, the new houses along the northern edge.’
‘Oh, I know where you mean. There’s many a gentleman I’ve taken there who’s ended up injured in a duel.’
‘I assure you that is not the purpose of my visit. Now, quick as you can. It’s house number six.’ Therese slammed shut the window to keep out the January air.
Jane showed her into the sitting room. Finlay was testing his legs, bouncing like a ball in his mother’s lap, pleased with himself and the world. Elizabeth looked tired.
‘Mon dieu, Elizabeth, that boy is growing fast. I haven’t seen him for such a long time. As I was passing, I thought I’d call in. Are you receiving visitors?’
‘Therese, you’re not a visitor, you’re family. I’m delighted to see you. Sit down.’
‘I will. But first. What do you think of these?’ Turning her ankle this way and that, Therese modelled her embroidered shoe. Red leather heels added several inches to her height. ‘Look at the little braided strap,’ she purred. ‘Precious, don’t you think?’
‘They suit you,’ said Elizabeth. Her face brightened. ‘I would like some too – if I could ever get out to shop. Not very likely at present.’ She inclined her head ruefully at Finlay.
‘How are you, Elizabeth? I heard Nathaniel Watt had died. That’s very sad. Did you go to his funeral?’
‘I did. Christian came with me and looked after Finlay. Nathaniel was a dear friend to me.’
‘Alexander is still away? I thought as much. I’ve come to cheer you up.’
She set a basket on the table. Elizabeth’s mouth twitched when she saw cakes, tarts and a bottle.
‘It’s sherry. I’m suddenly hungry and thirsty. Are you?’
‘Starving,’ Elizabeth said.
The women began to eat. ‘What news from Alexander? I must say this strawberry tart is delicious.’
‘Let me try a bit. A letter came from him just as you arrived. I’ll read it later when Finlay has a sleep.’
‘A letter? That’s good. You must be longing to hear his news.’
‘Sherry is my favourite. How clever of you to remember, Therese.’
‘Will you have a little more? I’ll hold Finlay so you can read the letter now if you like. Give him to me.’
Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. ‘Therese, you’re acting oddly. You know Finlay will burp all over your pretty dress.’
‘This old thing? It doesn’t matter. I just think you should read a letter from your husband.’
‘Very well then.’ Elizabeth licked her fingers, handed Finlay to Therese and broke the letter’s seal.
Praying the rumours she’d heard were exaggerated gossip, Therese watched Elizabeth’s eyes as she read. Saw her stand, shake her head and stumble back into the sideboard. Crockery rattled like skeletons.
‘Elizabeth, what is it?’
She strained to hear her whisper: ‘Alexander writes from a prison cell. He has been found guilty by the court… he is charged with treason against the King… and the sentence for that crime…’ She was retching now, half-digested cake and sherry spewing from her mouth. ‘The sentence for the crime is execution. He is to be beheaded…’
With a wail, Elizabeth collapsed to her knees and began to sob. Finlay, hearing her, scrunched up his face and joined in.
   
Like a wilted flower given water, she gradually revived. Remembered with regret her worries of yesterday, that her marriage was over. If only that was her concern today. Her husband was condemned to die by the slash of an executioner’s blade; it was inconceivable. What could he have got mixed up in? How could this happen? What could she do about it? It felt like crabs were crawling through her head.
She paced up and down, Finlay in her arms. She had to rescue Alexander, save him – but how?
‘Sir Hans. Yes, he will help us. Write to him, Therese. Ask him to approach the King to request clemency from the monarch of Sweden. I will contact George. His lawyer friend Baggins, he’ll be able to advise. Myself, I will go to Sweden. I can leave tonight. Why the grimace, Therese? I need to see Alexander.’
‘Let me hold the poor baby. He’ll be sick if he’s jiggled around much longer. I’m simply wondering if that’s the best course of action. You don’t know anyone there or speak the language and what about Finlay? Contact Tobias. He’s been to Sweden.’
‘Yes – of course.’
Within the hour Tobias was there, his breathing laboured after riding fast from Chelsea. ‘I’m so terribly sorry, Elizabeth. The news is in today’s paper, all about Alexander. I feel terrible. If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t be there at all.’
‘Alexander is his own man,’ she said, and though she believed it, she could not meet his eyes.
She took the newspaper and despite herself, read it. Alexander had been arrested three weeks ago, accused of leading a plot against the King. Two other men were tried but found innocent. Alexander’s confession was read out in court. He was convicted of treason and in Långholmen prison to await the sentence for that crime.
She flung the paper against the wall. ‘They call him the ringleader. My husband would never be so stupid. I bet he was tortured. Tobias, who is the British consul in Sweden? I’ll ask him to visit Alexander, so at least the poor man knows we’re working on his behalf.’
‘Britain does not have a representative in Sweden, Elizabeth.’
She turned, aghast. ‘Are you sure?’ Her hands flew up to her mouth. She looked from Tobias to Therese.
Just then Jane came into the room with a letter. ‘For Mrs MacLellan.’ Sensing a tense atmosphere, she backed out.
Therese read it, then licked her lips. ‘Elizabeth… it is not good news. Sir Hans sends all compassion for Alexander’s terrible situation. But it is not in his gift to approach King George to ask him to plead clemency, not for a subject convicted under another monarch’s legal system. It is not protocol.’
‘Protocol, ha. Sir Hans doesn’t want to help. He doesn’t want to be associated with a criminal. He knows about Alexander’s time in prison. Can a man never escape his past?’
Waves of nausea were making her dizzy. She sat down, put her head on her arms. There was ringing in her ears.
When George arrived, her spirits rose. But only briefly. When he took her hands, she dreaded what he was going to tell her.
‘I’ve been to see Baggins. He’s investigated cases like this before, Elizabeth. Alexander had legal representation and was convicted in a court of law. He was charged with treason under Swedish jurisdiction. There are no grounds on which to challenge or appeal the decision.’
‘You’re telling me that he will die!’ Elizabeth spat, wrenching her hands away.
Everything was closing in. She was dimly aware of someone coming into the room, people touching her. Their faces swam in and out of focus, their mouths moved. But nothing they said made sense. Their voices were drowned by the babble in her head. It accused her of abandoning Alexander, of being weak, of marrying a charlatan and a fool.
‘Take his letter, burn it,’ she heard a woman whimper, then realised it was her that was speaking. A strange sucking inertia paralysed her. The effort to breathe became crippling.
A shawl was put about her shoulders; she shrugged it off. A cup was held to her mouth, she swiped it away. The sound of china shattering ricocheted round her head. A bawling thing was put in her lap. It lay there wriggling. Gradually it dawned on her it was Finlay. His weight seemed to ground her, like touching something solid after wandering in a fog. She pressed him to her chest. Then her eyelids became too heavy to hold open.
   
She woke, befuddled. She was swaddled in blankets. The curtains were drawn so she could not tell if it was morning or night. A smell of perfume and coffee. George was at the table, picking at a plate of food. Therese was reading a newspaper.
Everything roared back, Alexander’s plight and her failure to rescue him. Her saliva turned bitter. She started to splutter, ‘Alexander… we must… not abandon…’
Tobias was by her side. His voice was soft and calm. ‘You can help him, Elizabeth.’
‘Me? I can think of nothing, I am powerless,’ she wailed.
She felt his hand. Despite it all, his presence, his smell, his touch made her spinning world slow.
‘Do not say that dear friend. You can be with Alexander until he needs you no more.
‘Oh how, tell me how, Tobias. Alexander will be terrified and lonely and scared, and I am here…’
‘With your herbs, as you have done before. They gave Alexander his freedom from the Marshalsea.’ He was massaging her wrist with his thumb. ‘Your herbs will free him again. Bring him calm and courage and comfort. Rouse yourself. We will go to the Physic Garden and find the plants you need. Have the treatments and concoctions made up. And I will take them to Alexander.’
She made to protest but he stopped her.
‘No, Elizabeth. You stay in London with Finlay. The journey to Sweden is arduous, the place strange. I know Stockholm and there are people in that city who know me and trust me. If there is any way it can be arranged, they will get me into Långholmen. Perhaps only for a few minutes but enough time to deliver what you send. It is our last hope. But we must hurry. There is no time to lose. What do you say, Elizabeth?’
   
Christian woke. She thought of Sorcha. Was her lover missing her too? Christian had been at Five Fields for almost two weeks now. When Therese’s note came telling her of Alexander’s predicament, she had dashed over as soon as she could. She was sleeping in the same little room from which Alexander had expelled her.
No more than a cupboard with a narrow cot. She looked around. Different to her room in Cavendish Square with its marble fireplace, rich bed hangings and big soft bed shared with Sorcha; nights of pleasure, mornings of passion.
As she dressed, she realised that even from prison, Alexander was controlling her. She was only here because he was not. And where she would stay until… until his passing. She understood he would be executed any day. The thought made her shudder. She had never liked Alexander; he was self-absorbed and selfish, treated Elizabeth appallingly. Not much of a father either. After the first month of Finlay’s life, he had almost ignored the boy. Gone away for weeks to chase his dreams.
But no one deserved this terrible ending. No one could wish him to end his days in such a horrible way.
I wonder if he did plot against the King, she thought, tying on her shoes. Just the sort of mad scheme he’d get tangled up in. She prayed he soon received Elizabeth’s potions; Tobias had left for Sweden five days ago.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

STOCKHOLM
Alexander went where the world could not reach him, the place in his head where he could drift in peace. Curled up on the ledge that served as his couch, even his throbbing foot and swollen hand did not intrude. He was a boy climbing trees with his brother, he was drinking with George in the Lamb and Flag, he was lying on the moor watching the lazy glide of a buzzard. Sometimes there were voices: Joseph Tiney’s grumble or Finlay’s chuckle or sounds of a printing press in motion. Isolation did things to a man’s mind; it was of no concern. It would soon be over.
The key turning in the cell lock did not disturb. But something touching his shoulder did. His eyes snapped open. In the blackness of the cell, he could make out, quite close, the shape of a man.
The hairs on his neck bristled. ‘Who are you, ghost?’ he hissed. ‘Fuck off and leave me alone.’
‘Be quiet, Alexander. It is me, Tobias Watt.’
A hand extended towards him. Gingerly, Alexander reached out to touch it. It was warm.
‘Tobias? How can you be here?’ He struggled upright, wincing when his foot touched the ledge.
‘I couldn’t send a warning,’ Tobias said softly. ‘I didn’t know if I would get in here. Time is short, Alexander, so listen…’
‘Are we going back to England?’ Eagerly Alexander went to stand but losing his balance, fell backwards.
‘No, I am so sorry, Alexander, it’s not possible. We have tried everything we can think of to rescue you, but we can find no…’
‘We? What do you mean, we?’ Alexander sneered.
‘Your friends…’
‘My friends have deserted me, every one of them,’ he spat.
‘Your friends in London, Alexander. George, Therese, Christian and most of all, Elizabeth. She has done everything in her power. She is heartbroken, man. Believe me. Here, she sent you this.’
Tobias lit a candle. Alexander saw a parcel of cloth, no bigger than a blackbird, in his lap. He slowly unrolled it.
Six pouches. Into each was tucked a twist of paper and a phial or pot labelled in Elizabeth’s neat script. One said: ‘for calming sleep’, another, ‘for reveries’ and on a tiny corked bottle, ‘for the last day’.
His heart lurched. ‘Elizabeth thinks of me. After everything that has happened, she thinks of me. How kind she is, my wife, how fine. And you know, she has warded off my demons before – when I was in Marshal…’
The door opened. The guard gestured for Tobias to leave.
‘Read her instructions. She will be with you,’ Tobias urged, then Alexander was alone again in the dark.
   
TEN DAYS LATER
A letter postmarked Sweden. Elizabeth hurried into the back garden. Tried to imagine she was passing through the gates of the Chelsea Physic Garden, the place where she felt safe. Sat at the table and tried to calm her racing breath. Her hands were shaking so much it was difficult to read the letter. Difficult for other reasons too.

Långholmen Prison, Stockholm
Dear Elizabeth,
I write from my prison cell. I am allowed to write a final letter before my demise. You will know how much it pleases me to say that I share my cell with no one else. It is one of the privileges of those accused of the crime of which I stand convicted. As I receive no visitors – none of my friends are willing to visit a traitor; I suppose they fear prosecution by association – I keep busy by practising my Swedish with the guards. I am improving both vocabulary and syntax.
A few nights ago, I did receive a visit, however. Although I have always found Tobias Watt a trifle dull, it was welcome to see a familiar face. He brought your package for which I send heartfelt thanks. I recognise some of the preparations from our herbal book, and I avail myself of them daily. You are more skilled in this art than I remember. The teas leave me sanguine and with the pills, I sleep soundly. I thank you most kindly also for supplying the formulation that I will take on the morning of my appointment with the bödel. (That is a Swedish word for the man whose job it is to end my life. Executioner sounds less frightening in that language, don’t you agree?) I am confident that it will help as my head is removed from my body.
Thank you, my dearest wife, for marrying me. Despite our difficulties, we have loved each other, and though I did not always make you happy, I gave you the varied life promised on our wedding day. So much has happened since then; how we have changed. Send my love to Finlay; he is a dear boy and will do you proud.
With love, Alexander Blackwell.
P.S. If the opportunity arises, you have my permission to marry again. It would make me content to think you were happy.
Her infuriating, witty, galling, brave and brilliant husband; he might be there beside her. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Even in a letter, he had the power to upend her, to shake her; to make her heart soar and splinter.
Tobias had managed to reach Alexander. How grateful she was. Bribes, inducements, friends in high places – however he had managed it – he had made sure her herbs would be with Alexander to the end.
   
TEN DAYS LATER
George knocked on the door of No. 6 Five Fields. Elizabeth opened it right away; she must have been waiting. He followed her into the sitting room and took the chair she indicated. She stood, looking into the flames.
A baby’s cry from upstairs. ‘Do you need to fetch Finlay?’ he said.
She shook her head. He could hear Christian talking, then singing. The crying ebbed away.
He put the newspapers he’d brought on the floor. ‘They all have reports from Sweden, Elizabeth. The news we have been waiting for. Or dreading, should I say? About our dear Alexander.’
When she didn’t speak, he said, ‘Would you prefer me to read to you?’
The tip of her tongue wetted bone-dry lips. She nodded.
Picking up a paper, he adjusted his pince-nez. ‘I am sorry to be the messenger of this news. Would you not prefer to sit?’
A spasm snaked through her body. As she grasped the mantelpiece, her fingers knocked a little vase. It fell through the air and bounced soundlessly on the hearth rug. The piece of dried heather it had held drifted more slowly. It caught on the upward currents of the fire, before dropping into the flames.
‘Alexander picked that for me when we were eloping. Did you know that white heather is lucky for brides?’ It was the first time Elizabeth had spoken. She looked at him. Her eyes were fathomless. ‘Read, please,’ she said.
He longed for a brandy; it would give him courage.
‘This report says: “Mr Alexander Blackwell was led to the place of execution and commanded by the executioner to put his head on the block. The request was repeated, asking Mr Blackwell to reposition his head. Before the convicted man did so he was heard to apologise to the crowd in perfect Swedish. He said he was unfamiliar with the procedure, not having been… Not having been beheaded before”.’
He had to force the words out.
Her knees sagged. Only her hands holding the mantelpiece stopped her from falling. He waited for a reaction, for a cry. Then he would rise and go to her, hold her, even weep with her over the tragic ending of this man.
But only the sound of coal crumbling, the hiss of escaping air.
He found brandy and two glasses. Though his hand trembled, he spilled not a drop as he filled each to the brim. By the time he turned round, she had moved to the window. The light blazed behind her; she looked as regal as a queen.
He had never, until now, really seen her. Since the day she came to his class, a diamond among stones, demanding to learn engraving, he had thought her singular. The years had not challenged this view. But now he saw a strength, unalterable and unbendable, as though steel lurked beneath her blue-white skin. One day he must paint her.
‘How like Alexander to jest, to play the fool in the bleakest of times. What a man he was; an original. Perhaps my herbs helped him. It seems they might – and for that I thank God. To know that they have eased his mind and comforted body and soul. Oh George – how we will miss him. Dearest Alexander, the world is a dimmer, duller place without him in it.’
Outside, a horse whinnied; a man shouted. He sensed she was about to say more, then thought better of it.
She downed the brandy. ‘It is done. It is over. Thank you for coming to tell me what happened. You were always a good friend to Alexander and will, I hope, remain the same to Finlay and me. Now I’m sure you…’
‘You did everything you could for Alexander, Elizabeth, throughout his life and until the end. You do know that. You won’t ever forget that, will you?’
Only a painter whose work demands forensic attention to detail would have noticed the single throb of muscle in her cheek as she listened. Her eyes met his. Purple pools of sorrow.
‘I will remember, yes, perhaps. Your words are thoughtful, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. But George, I must ask you to…’
‘Of course, Elizabeth, I will leave you now,’ he said, scooping up the newspapers. Moments later he had left the house where the widow of Alexander Blackwell now resided.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Confirmation of Alexander’s death makes ribbons of her heart. Dealing with other people feels impossible. Chit-chat, kindness, sympathy, she cannot bear any of it. Therese’s offer to stay is firmly declined. Jane is sent home to Betty with two month’s wages. Christian returns to Sorcha and the school. When the front door closes, Elizabeth squats on the stairs and inhales glorious silence.
Now she is alone to grind through grief. Sometimes she screams with fury at the unfairness of it all, at other times she weeps from the guilt that she let him go to Sweden. She suffers the anguish that Alexander was set up, the victim of a plot, then despairs that he treated their marriage so lightly. But always admiration; for his redoubtable, unquenchable, unfailing courage. Alexander lived the life he wanted. How many people could say that?
She feels something else, too, but nothing she can share for its heartlessness is too awful to comprehend. To whom could she admit that sometimes relief wafts through her like a fragrance? The humiliation and pain that was central to her life with Alexander has stopped. Death has taken that away.
She has no appetite to work; her tools are in boxes. Work is associated with Alexander, and Alexander is gone. Every day is hard to believe. Since the vows made on her wedding day, he has sat in the centre of her world. She makes herself repeat the words, aloud if she is not with Finlay: ‘Alexander is dead.’ Sometimes she shouts it. At first, it is as though a fist has been slammed in her stomach. But as days turn to weeks, the words lose their violence. Only at night, when the boy sleeps, does she weep. For whom or what or why, she is not sure, for it changes each hour, each day.
Being in the house makes her anxious. She had not noticed before how steep are the stairs. Sometimes it flashes into her mind that she will trip as she carries Finlay up and down. How small the windows; natural light does not penetrate the corners of rooms. The donkeys’ brays spook her. Alexander said he disliked the house. Now she, too, feels alienated as though the place is finished with her. Every room a reminder of a disagreement they’d had or some unhappiness. Had they been happy here?
Finlay can stand now and rattles the cot sides like the chains he feels them to be. When he sees her, he crows, slings a chubby leg over the rail to try an escape. She makes bracelets of kisses round his fat wrists. Between sadness and grief, there is Finlay.
The minutes move slowly, the days fly. When a parcel arrives from Sweden, she is shocked to realise she and Finlay had been alone in the house for over a month.
Putting the parcel on the table, she walks around eyeing it warily. A label reads: ‘From Tobias Watt’.
String ties it. These days knives seem to her to be too sharp. It takes ages to unpick the knot. Inside is a tunic. Pressing it to her chest, her heart jumps as she smells Alexander. There is a cloth in which she wrapped remedies; a phial of valerian in one of the folds. A copy of Alexander’s pamphlet on soil drainage with scribbles in the margins. She smiles; he was never satisfied with his writing. And a folded piece of paper with her name on it. She uncorks the valerian and drains every drop. She wants the calm it will bring.
Stockholm, April 1737
Dearest Elizabeth,
Please accept my sincere and heartfelt condolences on the death of Alexander. It is so sad to think he is no longer with us, and that the world will not benefit from his great talents. I am privileged to have known him.
I send this letter with his belongings that I was able to collect from the prison authorities. I was also able to establish that his body was buried the same afternoon he was executed. He was laid to rest in an unmarked grave on the outskirts of Stockholm. The exact whereabouts of the grave will never be revealed.
I will not return to London for some time. I have decided to travel from here to Antigua to complete some work Nathaniel started. I know that Christian and your friends will be there for you to comfort you. To be by your side offering love and support is my desire and my instinct, dearest Elizabeth, but I feel you may not want to see me. It is just the sense I have. I pray that this will change with time and when I return, that you will accept my offer of marriage. To spend the rest of my life with you is my deepest desire.
In the meantime, I offer you Swan Cottage as a place where you and Finlay can live for as long as you wish. Nathaniel would be overjoyed to think of you both being there, safe and comfortable. Consider this a gift from the Watt family which I hope you will accept. Swan Cottage is a special place, but more so when you are in it.
With love to Finlay, who is a wonderful boy, and to you.
Tobias Watt
A tremor threatens to topple her. She stretches out on the floor, feels emotion ripple up and down. Her bones rattle on the wood. How well the man knows her, how good it is to be known. Part of her longs to be in his arms. But Tobias would have questions and he would need answers. There is nothing she can say about anything at present. She does not know what she wants or what she should do.
She puts the letter in a book.
A few days later, she finds it again. Now she is angry, rails at his ludicrous suggestion that she should leave the house where her son was born. Finlay may have been conceived here also. Did Tobias forget that it was here, in this garden, that he gave Alexander the fateful information that sent Alexander off to Sweden? If that treachery had not been served, Alexander would still be alive.
But time passes and it brings equanimity. When she reads the letter another time, she is mellow, acknowledges Alexander’s craving for recognition drove much of what he did. Tobias had tried to help Alexander. As for Finlay’s start, he may have been conceived here or in Swan Cottage; she will never know.
Living in Chelsea would be tranquil. Swan Cottage would be cosy. She could show Finlay the dragonflies in the Physic Garden, they could catch frogs.
She gives notice on Five Fields, arranges to sell the furniture and heads for Chelsea.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Familiarity caresses like a summer breeze. Sunlight streams through the stained glass of the front door making coloured patterns on the wall. The floor tiles rattle underfoot, the air is tangy with woodsmoke. Each sensation a reminder that when she came to live at Swan Cottage, she was nursing a cracked heart. She proffers the damaged organ a second time.
Finlay struggles to be put down and toddles off along the hall. On the wall are paintings she didn’t realise until now she had missed so much. There’s a gap where the painting Nathaniel gave them once hung. The proud family. It is poignant, seeing that space. The painting is in storage along with the other possessions she did not sell. She will send for it. It should hang here again. Some things have their place.
Mrs Treadwell appears from the kitchen, a vase of flowers in her hands. Delight on her face when Finlay staggers towards her. She kneels and her knees crack. ‘Hallo, Finlay, how are you today? What a fine boy. Who does he look like, Mrs Blackwell? I’m only here to open the cottage, then I’ll leave you to settle in. Back each day to do the housework and laundry, so you can get on. That’s what Mr Watt asked.’
‘Mrs Treadwell, good day to you. I’d appreciate that. Shall I put my things in here?’
Elizabeth indicates the room she rented for three years.
‘That room’s used for storage now. No, I’ve put you in the room upstairs where Mr Tobias used to stay. There’s room for a cot. May I offer my condolences on the death of your husband? It is very sad news.’
Elizabeth nods. She cannot speak; the words drift away. Taking Finlay’s hand, she heads for the garden. The colour of spring, blossom and bulbs lifts her spirits. A butterfly flits past and the boy is off, teetering along until he spots the pond. He’s captivated by the water’s sparkle. She gives him a stick and he’s delighted by the splashes he can make. Then he’s off again, round a corner and tumbles into a fern. She picks him out, brushes him down.
There is the summerhouse. Though a voice in her head tells her to stop, she pushes open the door. It groans as the wood catches. The air is warm and dry. Finlay wants to get on the bench. She lifts him up. His stubby legs stick straight out. He starts to sing, and she would join in, but her throat is thick. She remembers that night.
She will never know for sure.
Life at Swan Cottage is simple. When Finlay wakes, she does too, her cheeks dented from deep slumber. They spend the mornings at the cottage, playing and reading, or they throw stones in the pond and laugh at the plops. For lunch, they eat the potage that Mrs Treadwell prepares, then they go to the Physic Garden and search for herbs. For Mr Harding would publish another volume of The Curious Herbal and she is of a mind to engrave and paint, for it is soothing to her, body and soul. In the evenings when Finlay sleeps, she works until her fingers tire.
Occasionally she asks herself what will happen when Tobias returns to London. But her mind will not pursue the question. It floats off like the rustle of silk. She is not sure what she wants, not yet. Clarity will not be hurried. Until it happens, she will watch her child grow and she will work.
One night, she is woken by her shout. She is bolt upright. In a dream she was walking with her sister by a river. Twisting away from that cautious hand, she leapt in. A delicious feeling of surrender as the water sank over her head, pressed down on her eyelids and bubbled in her ears. Away from the light and the sky and all she knew and everything she did not. Her limbs drifted and swayed. Then her name was murmured, a voice of love, and her feet felt the grit of the river’s bed and she pushed hard. No current’s drag or weeds’ tangle could resist her. Cracking the water’s surface, silvery air filled her chest. Shaking like a dancer, drips flew like jewels.

THE END











AUTHOR’S NOTE
In 2016, I had never heard of Elizabeth Blackwell. Then someone at Chawton House, a research library housing the work of early women writers, mentioned a new garden established there which included plants illustrated in her book, A Curious Herbal. It sparked my interest to find out more. In the British Library, I saw her book, 500 engraved and painted prints (or “cuts”) of medicinal plants. Superb drawings, but what intrigued me more was the story behind the book. Not only a wonderful illustrator, she was also a successful eighteenth-century businesswoman. But history had almost ignored her. I decided to tell her story.
A Curious Herbal is available to view online as part of the British Library’s ‘Turning the Pages’ project.
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